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Geological Essay- Lake Tahoe


Lake Tahoe has long been a popular destination for Californian families looking for a weekend vacation. In just a short while, one can grow to love the isolated region and its breathtaking vistas. Yet, the history of this famous lake goes much further back than the age of vacationing SUVs or even the first conquest of the Western frontier. In fact, the history of Lake Tahoe predates modern man.

Lake Tahoe is located high in the Sierra Nevada mountain range, straddling the border between California and Nevada. Officially, two thirds of it is in California and the other third is part of Nevada (officially decided when California became a state in 1850). Oddly enough, it is one of the highest and deepest lakes in the United States (at 6,229 feet above sea level and 1,645 feet deep). Its name comes from a mispronunciation of “da ow a ga,” the name for the area around the lake by the Washoe Indians of the area. Settlers referred to the lake as “da ow,” from which the current pronunciation of “Tahoe” stemmed from.

The area began forming between two and three million years ago due to the faults that also formed the Carson Range. This formed the Tahoe basin, and later, a natural dam was formed. The Ice Age then carved the distinctive, bowl shape of the lake, which was then filled in by snow and water. Its modern history resumes with the first settlement of the West. Pioneers dubbed the name several times throughout their first years exploring the area (among them the mispronunciation of the native name). Between the 1800s and 1900s, an official name was up for argument. In 1945, it was officially named Lake Tahoe. 

Lake Tahoe would face a dramatic increase in population after World War II. Highways that could access the area and the growing popularity of casinos in Nevada prompted further population. In the twenty years following 1960, the residence of the area went from 10,000 to 50,000 year-round. This increase has since slowed down due to newer limits on development implemented in the 1980s. Of course, heavy development has taken its toll on the area. Heavy land development has been accused of reducing the clarity of the water. In its current state, the lake has low amounts of phosphorous. Some organizations have been set up to preserve the lake, and any negative changes will hopefully be reversed. 


The area continues to influence the people of today. Business is booming in the area because of its ski resorts, casinos, and tourism. Both winter and water sports are popular here, making it a popular destination. The area also continues to change. As mentioned before, the levels of different chemicals in the lake have changed due to environmental changes. Some experts have noticed changes in temperature, possibly caused by global warming. These changes are strongly fought against by conservationists.


Science is, of course, strongly tied in with Lake Tahoe. It was first formed by the weathering caused by Ice Age glaciers, a basic idea of geology. Imbalances in the lake can be examined by studying the chemical compositions. One must also be experienced in biology to understand the complex ecosystems in the lake. 
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