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Old Flume Gives Way

to Underground Route

Since the 1890s, the 60-foot-tall tower and the vast trough it supported were part of the rustic atmosphere of Bodfish, a small mountain community near Lake Isabella, east of Bakersfield.

However, this 600-foot-long elevated waterway, officially called the Bodfish Flume, must now give way to a buried pipeline to carry its 42 million gallons of water a day from Lake Isabella to Edison's Borel Powerhouse.

Borel is the middle link of Edison's Kern River hydroelectric system. The system borrows water from the Kern River just long enough to produce up to 70 megawatts of clean, renewable power, then sends it back unchanged.

The flume must come down now, because a review ordered by the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission determined the structure would not meet new earthquake safety standards, said Mike Cruz, the SCE project manager.

SCE engineers decided there was no practical way to give the flume enough strength, so they decided instead to hire a contractor to dig a 20-foot-deep trench nearby to accommodate an 11-foot-diameter pipeline made of half-inch-thick coated steel. The pipeline will run under the Bodfish-Lake Isabella highway.

Cruz said the replacement system will be a siphon to keep water flowing up the grade west of the highway then down to re-enter the existing canal to the Borel Powerhouse. The old elevated aqueduct simply maintained a steady slope to propel water toward the generating plant.

To meet California Department of Fish and Game requirements, the project also includes a system to rescue trout, bass, carp and catfish from the pipeline at the siphon, where they will be directed into a holding tank for eventual return to Lake Isabella, Cruz said.

To protect people, the points where the existing canal meets the pipeline will feature high fences, big warning signs and special rescue equipment, including buoy lines, such as those found aboard ships, and special marked ropes. These rescue devices allow victims drifting toward the siphon to pull or be pulled to get out.

Local newspapers have waxed nostalgic about the demise of the old flume even though it would not qualify as historic.

As either a wooden-beam or metal-girder structure, the flume has been a focal point in Bodfish since the first canal was built for Henry Huntington's Pacific Power and Light in the 1890s. In the 1920s, SCE acquired the Kern River system, and installed the present 20-foot-wide metal trough to replace the original wooden flume. Hydro power was Edison's main energy resource at the time.

Lake Isabella rose behind a new dam in the 1950s, changing the canal from a 15-mile waterway to a five-mile channel between the lake and the Borel powerhouse. The 60-foot flume, however, continued to dominate Bodfish and served as the unofficial boundary between it and the new community of Lake Isabella.

Quotes in recent local newspapers show that residents don't know whether to mourn the demise of the old flume or to exult in new views of the High Sierra scenery above the community.

