
S E N S E O F P L A G E

WELCOME
TOTHE

Trona is white as snow, desolate as the Sahara, rich as
King Solomon's mines. It is a company town, if one can

imagine a company town on the moon.

B y T e d C o n o v e r

Hoach Paul Branum takes a certain pleasure

in imagining the impression his dusty town
makes on high school football players arriv
ing for the first time to play his team, the
Trona Sandmen. "First, of course, they go

down Poison Canyon," says Branum in a soft drawl, his face
shaded by the bill of his team cap. The canyon is the gate
way to Trona: a narrow, serpentine passage that drops from
what you thought was the desert floor to a hotter region of
even lower elevation, so named because the saline creek that
snakes along the bottom contains arsenic. A message on the
canyon wall, painted in the blue-and-white colors of Trona
High School, reads welcome to the pit.

"Then there's the smell." Though longtime Trona resi
dents claim to hardly notice it, others are assaulted by the
stench of rotting eggs, a by-product of the three huge Kerr-
McGee chemical plants that dominate the town.

Branum, 52, crosses the Trona High School parking lot,
tracing the opposing team's steps, and enters the school
stadium. "They've heard about it, but they don't fully grasp
it till they're about here." He gestures toward the Pit, the
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JUST DESERT

I WAS A 1931 HIGH SCHOOL GRAD-
uate who had never had a steady
job until I heard of Trona in 1934

("A Sense of Place: Trona," February).
Four of us went there in a 1925 four-
cylinder Chevrolet that would run if
we didn't go more than 22 miles per
hour. One of us went to work in the
plant, and three of us worked for the
railroad for 50 cents an hour. Wages
included living quarters consisting of a
square tent and four cots.

For food we had a choice—a nice
cafe or a company mess hall that served
good food for SI. 18 per day. For me,
those were the good days.

O.K. Douglas
Oceanside


