
I am repeatedly drawn to the 
exuberant, otherworldly landscape 
of South San Francisco Bay. There, 
depending on the mood of a 
Sunday, I can bring binoculars to 
bear on the still abundant wildlife, 
explore diverse halophilic 
microorganisms with a field 
microscope, hike out to ponder 
early engineering interventions 
scattered across the Bay shallows, 
or (my favorite) launch a kite-lofted 
camera to photograph 
juxtapositions in the landscape from 
above. And juxtapositions abound – 
dendritic marsh channels as foils for 
the straight lines of infrastructure; 
wild openness confronting the 
confines of encroaching capitalism; 
salt ponds, vividly colored by the 
aforementioned halophiles, 
constrained by subtly hued mud 
and marsh; derelict, forgotten 
engineering works faintly echoing 
their former functions. 

Over time idle curiosity became a 
sustained fascination. For behind the 
visual richness of these 
juxtapositions lie the South Bay’s 
interesting history and the active 
formulation, at this very moment, of 
bold initiatives for its future. So, for 
five years now I have hiked the salt 
pond levees and taken low-level 
aerial photographs using cameras 
lofted by kites. That these images 
are often visually compelling is in no 
small part because they reveal 
hidden and often enigmatic aspects 
of the landscape. It turns out that 
aerial images greatly reduce sky 
reflection from the salt pond 
surfaces thus exposing colors, 
textures and traces of the Bay’s 
previous epochs. With vantage 
points ranging between three and 
three hundred feet above the 
ground, this exhibit presents 
photographs taken within a three-
mile radius of the Hayward Shoreline 
Interpretive Center. 
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On approach to SFO, a glance out of 
the airline window finds the South 
Bay’s patchwork of vivid salt 
evaporation ponds. These ponds 
support a five-year-long process of 
solar evaporation that yields 600,000 
tons of salt a year. As San Francisco 
Bay water makes the trip from 2% to 
32% salinity it evolves through a 
succession of bright colors - 
evidence of halophilic algae, 
bacteria, and other organisms that 
thrive at specific elevated salinities. 
And these tiny creatures paint our 
day’s version of what has been a 
remarkably transitional landscape. 
 
 

South San Francisco Bay as seen by satellite 
(NASA). 

 
The salt evaporation impoundments 
cover what was once a vast 
marshland. In the mid-19th Century 
small “mom & pop” salt operations 
were established alongside a 
scattering of landings placed where 
the major creeks met the Bay. The 
landings, with names that linger on 
contemporary maps, served the 
important function of connecting 
East Bay agriculture and the growing 
market of San Francisco. As the Bay 
Area railway network expanded, 
local shipping waned in importance 
and the landings faded away.  
 
Journalist John Sandoval 
characterized Mt. Eden Creek, just a 
half mile south of here, as the cradle 
of the San Francisco salt industry. 
Thus, it was nearby that the earliest 
salt works had their beginnings. Just 
a bit further south, along the old 
course of Alameda Creek, there is 
another set of older salt works and 
the old town of Alvarado. These 19th  
Century landmarks can still be seen 
as faint traces in the contemporary 
landscape. 

The salt ponds changed in the 20th 
Century as small operations were 
subsumed by waves of corporate 
consolidation. In recent times one 
company, the Cargill Corporation, 
owned the salt-making rights to all 
100,000 acres of San Francisco Bay 
salt ponds. In 2003, Cargill sold 
16,500 acres of South Bay salt 
ponds and salt-making rights to a 
coalition of non-profit and 
government agencies. The 
transferred wetlands are now 
managed for the public good with an 
emphasis on wildlife habitat, flood 
control, and recreation. In this new 
transition some of the ponds are 
destined to become tidal marshland 
again. 
 
The Hidden Ecologies Project / 
Exploratorium 
 
My casual curiosity about the South 
Bay landscape became more 
focused when I met Dr. Wayne 
Lanier, a microbiologist who was 
working on a project entitled ‘Hiking 
with a Field Microscope.’ Wayne and 
I started hiking the South Bay to 
take photographs at our peculiar 
scales – me from a kite and Wayne 

through the microscope. This was 
great fun as we learned from each 
other and the juxtaposition of our 
views. The collaboration evolved into 
the Hidden Ecologies project under 
the aegis of San Francisco’s 
Exploratorium. The project is 
exploring methods to look at places 
in ways that juxtapose scales, collect 
different points of view, and 
encourage the sharing of ideas. 
 
As Wayne and I explored the South 
Bay an iterative process evolved. 
Time and time again, our hikes and 
associated photographs revealed 
puzzling aspects of the landscape. 
We would then conduct a phase of 
armchair exploration using 
remarkable tools that have become 
publicly available in the last few 
years. With a personal computer you 
can now easily access high-
resolution versions of the 1858 US 
Coastal Survey T-Sheets, the 1878 
Thompson & West Alameda County 
Atlas, 1928 aerial photographs of the 
South Bay, contemporary aerial 
photographs and more. Searching 
the cartobibliographic sources would 
answer some questions and raise 
others. So, we would return to the 

field to gather more data, and raise 
more questions.  
 
Kite Aerial Photography 
 
For the last decade I have been taking 
photographs from kite-lofted cameras 
and this has been a remarkably 
engaging endeavor.  Kite photography 
began about the same time the first 
railroad crossed the South Bay and 
experienced a golden age before fixed 
wing aircraft became the dominant 
platform for aerial photography. In the 
last decade, kite aerial photography 
has enjoyed a renaissance of sorts, 
fueled in part by communities on the 
Internet and a plethora of new 
technologies in photography, kite 
making, and radio control. 

 

 
 

Arthur Batut took the first kite aerial 
photographs in 1887. This is his apparatus as 
illustrated Batut’s La Photographie Aérienne 
par Cerf-Volant. 

 
Among the joys of kite aerial 
photography (KAP) are the 
opportunities for invention, the physical 
challenge of positioning kite and rig, the 
unusual ‘once removed’ aspect of 
composition in absentia, contact with a 
fine group of KAP colleagues, and the 
distinct pleasure of messing around 
with kites. 
 
Kite aerial photography appeals to that 
part of me, perhaps of all of us, that 
would slip our earthly bonds and see 
the world from new heights. An aerial 
view offers a fresh perspective of 

The geographic distribution of images shown in this exhibit. 



On approach to SFO, a glance out of 
the airline window finds the South 
Bay’s patchwork of vivid salt 
evaporation ponds. These ponds 
support a five-year-long process of 
solar evaporation that yields 600,000 
tons of salt a year. As San Francisco 
Bay water makes the trip from 2% to 
32% salinity it evolves through a 
succession of bright colors - 
evidence of halophilic algae, 
bacteria, and other organisms that 
thrive at specific elevated salinities. 
And these tiny creatures paint our 
day’s version of what has been a 
remarkably transitional landscape. 
 
 

South San Francisco Bay as seen by satellite 
(NASA). 

 
The salt evaporation impoundments 
cover what was once a vast 
marshland. In the mid-19th Century 
small “mom & pop” salt operations 
were established alongside a 
scattering of landings placed where 
the major creeks met the Bay. The 
landings, with names that linger on 
contemporary maps, served the 
important function of connecting 
East Bay agriculture and the growing 
market of San Francisco. As the Bay 
Area railway network expanded, 
local shipping waned in importance 
and the landings faded away.  
 
Journalist John Sandoval 
characterized Mt. Eden Creek, just a 
half mile south of here, as the cradle 
of the San Francisco salt industry. 
Thus, it was nearby that the earliest 
salt works had their beginnings. Just 
a bit further south, along the old 
course of Alameda Creek, there is 
another set of older salt works and 
the old town of Alvarado. These 19th  
Century landmarks can still be seen 
as faint traces in the contemporary 
landscape. 

The salt ponds changed in the 20th 
Century as small operations were 
subsumed by waves of corporate 
consolidation. In recent times one 
company, the Cargill Corporation, 
owned the salt-making rights to all 
100,000 acres of San Francisco Bay 
salt ponds. In 2003, Cargill sold 
16,500 acres of South Bay salt 
ponds and salt-making rights to a 
coalition of non-profit and 
government agencies. The 
transferred wetlands are now 
managed for the public good with an 
emphasis on wildlife habitat, flood 
control, and recreation. In this new 
transition some of the ponds are 
destined to become tidal marshland 
again. 
 
The Hidden Ecologies Project / 
Exploratorium 
 
My casual curiosity about the South 
Bay landscape became more 
focused when I met Dr. Wayne 
Lanier, a microbiologist who was 
working on a project entitled ‘Hiking 
with a Field Microscope.’ Wayne and 
I started hiking the South Bay to 
take photographs at our peculiar 
scales – me from a kite and Wayne 

through the microscope. This was 
great fun as we learned from each 
other and the juxtaposition of our 
views. The collaboration evolved into 
the Hidden Ecologies project under 
the aegis of San Francisco’s 
Exploratorium. The project is 
exploring methods to look at places 
in ways that juxtapose scales, collect 
different points of view, and 
encourage the sharing of ideas. 
 
As Wayne and I explored the South 
Bay an iterative process evolved. 
Time and time again, our hikes and 
associated photographs revealed 
puzzling aspects of the landscape. 
We would then conduct a phase of 
armchair exploration using 
remarkable tools that have become 
publicly available in the last few 
years. With a personal computer you 
can now easily access high-
resolution versions of the 1858 US 
Coastal Survey T-Sheets, the 1878 
Thompson & West Alameda County 
Atlas, 1928 aerial photographs of the 
South Bay, contemporary aerial 
photographs and more. Searching 
the cartobibliographic sources would 
answer some questions and raise 
others. So, we would return to the 

field to gather more data, and raise 
more questions.  
 
Kite Aerial Photography 
 
For the last decade I have been taking 
photographs from kite-lofted cameras 
and this has been a remarkably 
engaging endeavor.  Kite photography 
began about the same time the first 
railroad crossed the South Bay and 
experienced a golden age before fixed 
wing aircraft became the dominant 
platform for aerial photography. In the 
last decade, kite aerial photography 
has enjoyed a renaissance of sorts, 
fueled in part by communities on the 
Internet and a plethora of new 
technologies in photography, kite 
making, and radio control. 

 

 
 

Arthur Batut took the first kite aerial 
photographs in 1887. This is his apparatus as 
illustrated Batut’s La Photographie Aérienne 
par Cerf-Volant. 

 
Among the joys of kite aerial 
photography (KAP) are the 
opportunities for invention, the physical 
challenge of positioning kite and rig, the 
unusual ‘once removed’ aspect of 
composition in absentia, contact with a 
fine group of KAP colleagues, and the 
distinct pleasure of messing around 
with kites. 
 
Kite aerial photography appeals to that 
part of me, perhaps of all of us, that 
would slip our earthly bonds and see 
the world from new heights. An aerial 
view offers a fresh perspective of 

The geographic distribution of images shown in this exhibit. 


