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 Perhaps not surprisingly, one of the major potential benefi ts the promotional 
literature touted about the Colorado River Storage Project was that it would unleash 
the vast untapped wealth of natural resources in the Upper Basin.  Pamphlets 

31.3.  Signed into law in 1956, the Colorado River Storage Project (CRSP) authorized a 
broad range of projects in the Upper Colorado River Basin.
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featuring maps of the region speckled with various resource symbols described 
the region as the “treasure chest of the nation.”  Others called it a “yawning 
giant.”  Estimates varied about how many valuable minerals were located in the 
area (ranging between 42 and 200), but among those mentioned were lead, copper, 
iron, zinc, phosphates, gold, silver, oil, natural gas, gilsonite, gypsum, tungsten, 
molybdenum, and vanadium.  Promoters were quick to emphasize that the Upper 
Basin was the chief domestic source for such strategic minerals as uranium, and 
contained the world’s largest reserves of oil shale.  All that was needed to unleash 
these potential riches was power and water.  Failing to do so, warned a pamphlet 
produced by the mining industry, “can hurt our entire national economy and our 
national defense program.”12

 Another benefi t that the literature promoted was the potential for industrial 
development from the CRSP.  This industrial growth was directly linked to the 
expanded use of natural resources.  Regional boosters expressed frustration over the 
fact that while mining took place in the Upper Basin, the extracted raw materials 
were shipped elsewhere for processing and manufacturing.  With power and water 
from the Colorado River Storage Project, plants could potentially be built within 
the area to use these materials instead.  This in turn would help to diversify the local 
economy.  These same boosters, however, stressed that industrial growth would 
require “fabulous amounts of water,” not just for the manufacturing process but also 
for the workers who would relocate to the area seeking employment.13

 Boosters did not just expect 
growth in rural areas; they also 
anticipated that there would be 
growth in the cities of the Upper 
Basin as well.  Arguments in support 
of the need for more urban water 
took two contradictory forms.  Much 
of the promotion literature claimed 

that due to “the continued shift of 
population from East to West,” 
western cities such as Salt Lake 
City and Albuquerque had reached 
the limits of their growth owing 
to a lack of new water supplies.
Denver in particular was held 
up as a dire warning because it 
had instituted water rationing.
(This, however, was a somewhat 

31.4.  Glen Canyon Dam and 
Powerhouse.

31.5.  The scroll case in unit 5 of the Glen Canyon 
Powerhouse during installation in 1963.
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misleading example since the rationing was due to a severe, multi-year drought 
which hit Colorado in the early 1950s—a fact that the literature did not mention.)
In contrast to the literature that claimed more water was needed to catch up with 
existing growth, others argued that the water was needed to spur on additional 
growth.  These promoters freely admitted that their population growth estimates 
were “based on the assumption that additional water can be secured,” and that “if 
no additional water is to be obtained only a relative small increase in population can 
logically be expected.”14

 When examined together these two arguments reveal a clear fl aw: if urban 
growth in the region had reached a limit due to the lack of additional water, then the 
Colorado River Storage Project, which would introduce a larger but ultimately fi nite 
amount of water, could at best only delay this problem but not solve it.  The day of 
reckoning would be merely deferred, not eliminated.  The promotional literature also 
ignored the fact that the CRSP was not designed to serve urban water needs.  The 
cities cited as examples, in fact, are located outside the Upper Basin watershed.  The 
only way for the CRSP to serve these cities was to provide new sources of water 
for agriculture so that existing water supplies could be diverted out of the basin.
The literature also never addressed the question of whether additional growth was 
necessary or even desirable.  (Such a question would undoubtedly have struck the 
promoters as completely irrational.)  Instead promoters argued that the CRSP was 
necessary so the West “can keep pace with the rest of the nation.”15

 Supporters of the Colorado River Storage Project were quick to point to how 
the economic benefi ts of all this anticipated growth would ripple through the region, 
particularly in the form of increased tax revenue.  One promotional publication 
argued, “[t]he claiming of arable land areas out of desert wastes would add millions 
to taxable land values in Utah and the Upper Basin.  And the adding of supplemental 
water in areas restricted to early maturing crops would further expand the tax base.”  
Senator  Clinton Anderson of New Mexico, a strong proponent of the CRSP, stressed 
how the project would lead to the development of new industry and “the money that 
those industries pour into our State in tax revenues will help to support our schools. 
. . .”  These rosy tax scenarios, however, failed to mention the fact that the infl ux 
of a larger population to provide the work force for these new industries would 
necessarily lead to increased public expenditures for more roads and schools, thus 
raising the question of whether or not the increased revenue would even be suffi cient 
to cover the new expenses.  As if to defl ect this question, one promoter argued that if 
the CRSP was not approved “the property values adjacent to the Colorado River in 
the Upper Basin will diminish in value and waste down the river with the water.”16

 While many of the potential benefi ts predicted for the Colorado River 
Storage Project, such as an enhanced agricultural infrastructure and an improved 
tax base, were similar to those that nineteenth century reclamation boosters had 
touted, some of the benefi ts were distinctly new.  One such new potential benefi t 
was increased recreational opportunities.  Promoters were quick to point out the 
fact that the bulk of the proposed reclamation projects would be located between 
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“two transcontinental 
highways and much nearer 
to the eastern populations 
desiring” recreational 
opportunities.  The CRSP, it 
was promised, will “greatly 
expand the nation’s existing 
facilities for fi shing, 
boating, camping, water-
skiing, swimming and other 
recreational activities.  It 
will open up new scenic 
areas, now inaccessible.
Colorful natural bridges, 
spectacular canyons and historic sites will be made available to the people of the 
nation.”17

 However, promoters were also quick to stress that the full recreational 
potential of this region would only be realized if all the proposed projects in the 
CRSP were built, because it was these individual projects that would allow for 
access to recreational areas.  The construction of  Glen Canyon Dam would create 
Lake Powell, which in turn would allow people to reach Rainbow Bridge National 
Monument

by means of a scenic short boat trip.  In its current isolated status, Rainbow 
Bridge is accessible only by an arduous pack trip by horseback or by a long 
river trip and a 10-mile hike.  As a result, comparatively few people have 
seen this wonder of the world.

Flaming Gorge Dam promised to “make accessible the awesome scenery of the 
deep gorge of the Green River….”  The  Echo Park Dam promised to open the 
Lodore Canyon, which currently is “dangerous for boat trips, even with experienced 
guides,” “to people who love true beauty.”  Additionally promoters claimed that 
these projects even had scientifi c value because they would enable “[s]cientists and 
naturalists [to] have new access to the primitive area.”18

Clearly much of this rhetoric was aimed at countering the attacks being made 
on the  Colorado River Storage Project by environmentalists (or as they were called 
then, conservationists).  Promoters of the project sought to combat these attacks 
in a variety of ways, one of which was by labeling environmentalists as elitists.
The rhetoric proponents used suggested that reclamation projects had the potential 
to make nature more democratic.  A few examples are enlightening.  “Without 
the projects, there will be no development, and only a few men with means and 
with physical stamina and courage to endure dangers will ever be able to see and 
appreciate the grandeur of these Rocky Mountain canyons.”  “[T]he Colorado River 
Storage Project will provide full enjoyment of areas that are now open only to a 
few––the people who can afford expensive river trips and the people who care to 

31.6.  Flaming Gorge Dam and Powerplant in 1984.
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risk these trips.”  “It will make available this area to the people instead of restricting 
it to a few.”19

Another angle of attack was to claim that development would make nature 
more family friendly.  “The projects will open new vistas for conservationists, 
tourists, fi shermen, nature lovers and the American family.”  “With development of 
the dams, many of these areas will be accessible.  A few roaring rapids will be turned 
into placid lakes where a man can take his family for a boating or fi shing outing.”  
However, lest promoters be accused of taming too much of the wilderness they were 
quick to add, “[a]nd there are still a hundred miles of river rapids in the same general 
area, for those who like this sport.”20

Promoters even went so far as to claim that the Colorado River Storage 
Project had the potential to improve nature.  CRSP reservoirs promised to “provide 
numerous havens for ducks and other migratory birds.”  These havens were “not 
now present but vitally needed.”  Additionally, 

the project will turn silt-laden rivers into clear streams.  The Green and 
Yampa rivers now are muddy most of the time because of heavy deposits 
of silt.  Dams to be constructed will hold this silt in check, turning brown 
rivers into clear and sparkling streams.

“ Navajo Dam will turn the muddy, sluggish San Juan River into a clear reservoir.”  
These clear streams in turn would offer new recreational opportunities.  “Flaming 
Gorge Dam will make a clear water fi sherman’s stream out of the lower Green River 
now too clouded with mineral deposits to be a game stream.”  What promoters did 
not know was that the process by which these rivers became clear would destroy the 
local river ecology and drive out the native fi sh.  The new fi shing holes would be 
world famous and strictly artifi cial.21

 Another group for whom the Colorado River Storage Project would offer a 
mixed legacy was the  Navajo.  Promoters, however, promised that the CRSP would 
be a supreme blessing for the tribe.  In order to make this promise, promoters had 
to take the unusual gambit of attacking the past actions of the federal government 
and the white settlers in the region.  Pro-CRSP literature argued that the Navajo 
“often go hungry because they have been shunted aside onto marginal lands with 
inadequate water supplies.  They also lack clothing and shelter.”  The newspaper in 
Farmington, New Mexico, which published a special supplement in support of the 
CRSP featuring the plight of the Navajo on the cover, claimed that the reason “30 
per cent of the tribe” lived at subsistence levels was because “we Americans have 
broken so many solemn treaties.”22

 In contrast to this history of past abuse, supporters of the Colorado River 
Storage Project maintained that reclamation was the key to helping the Navajo.
One source of help would be the construction of  Navajo Dam on the San Juan River 
in New Mexico, which promoters claimed would lead to industrial development 
in the area and therefore provide jobs to tribal members.  The second source of 
help was the proposed  Navajo Indian Irrigation Project, which aimed to irrigate 
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up to 125,000 acres of land on the reservation.  A third source of help, though one 
with no obvious link to the CRSP, was the promise that “this project will help 
provide educational opportunities for the children of the Tribe,” by leading to the 
construction of schools for sixteen thousand Navajo.  More broadly, promoters 
stressed that the CRSP would help in the “rehabilitation of this long-neglected 
segment of the original American society,” and offer “partial fulfi llment of promises 
made to the Navajo people in the treaty of 1868 and never lived up to.”  Project 
supporters also offered a more tangible reason than honor for non-Navajos to 
support these initiatives.

This project will help the Indians help themselves.  In the long run, it 
will save the government money because it helps the Navajos to become 
self-supporting, instead of having to be supported by government 
expenditures.23

Promoters, however, seemed to have set a low threshold for success.  One 
document claimed that the construction of Navajo Dam “would give a decent 
standard of living to one–fi fth of [the tribe]. . . .”  Unfortunately these lowered 
expectations proved correct.  The Navajo Indian Irrigation Project (NIIP) ultimately 
turned into a political boondoggle.  Unlike other component projects of the Colorado 
River Storage Project, which were developed and administered by the Bureau of 
Reclamation, the NIIP was quickly turned over to the Bureau of Indian Affairs 
where it became a fi nancial black hole, “which yielded few benefi ts to the tribe 
and provided far less employment of tribal members than originally negotiated.”
Perhaps it was this unproductive experience that led the Navajo to oppose further 
federal reclamation projects on the Colorado River when they were proposed in the 
1960s.24

Just as the promoters of the Colorado River Storage Project pointed out the 
ways that the Navajo had suffered injustice, project supporters also pointed out the 
ways that they perceived themselves to have also been treated unfairly.  Ironically, 
even though promoters argued that the CRSP would create new recreational 
opportunities and help Indians, they also complained that these two factors had 
hindered development in the region.

In the four Upper Basin states, and particularly in Utah, there are expansive 
areas taken up by Monuments, Parks, Forest Service, Grazing Service, 
Indian Reservations, and other reserves of various kinds, all tax free.  And 
now some would deprive the common people of this area of one of the few 
resources which is available for development and use.

Senator  Arthur Watkins of Utah expressed jealousy about the economic growth 
occurring in other parts of the country.  “Our Detroits and our Pittsburghs seem 
to grow ever larger, while the industrial have-not areas content themselves with a 
few industrial handouts.”  He later expanded his complaint to include foreign aid 
projects.
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We have spent 300 millions to help Italians build reclamation projects, yet 
the Italians are under no obligation whatsoever to repay any of the costs of 
those projects.  We are willing to repay in dollars and cents for the capital 
on irrigation, and dollars and cents, with interest, for municipal uses and for 
power.

Senator  Frank Barrett of Wyoming took a different tack, borrowing from 
the states-rights rhetoric of southern politicians.  “Overpowering and vital 
interest [sic]of these Western States are involved, and after all, people of 
the West ought to have the major right to make the decisions affecting their 
welfare.”25

 While some promoters argued that “justice” required that the 
Colorado River Storage Project be built, others warned of the regional 
devastation that would ensue if the CRSP did not receive congressional 
approval.   George Clyde, the Commissioner of Interstate Streams for Utah, 
offered a legal doomsday scenario.  “If the project is not authorized, the 
rights of the Upper Basin states to their share of the Colorado River will 
be effectively destroyed.”  He continued, “Failure of Congress to authorize 
this project will be the equivalent of their confi scating these rights in the 
Colorado and making them available to the Lower Basin and Mexico.”
Others warned that this was the “last watering hole” for the Interior West.  
“The Colorado River is the last water resource available in many parts of 
the area to supply additional water for municipal and industrial purposes.”
“Testimony given . . . left no doubt that the future of [these] states is 
dependent upon the plan.”  Congressman  Wayne Aspinall of Colorado 
offered an even direr scenario.

[S]tand on a canal bank as it winds its way over the land.  On the uphill 
side, you have virtually a barren desert with but scrub growth and little 
green.  On the downhill side you have green and growing crops, houses, 
cities and life.  That is the choice in the West, irrigation or desolation; 
abundance or scarcity.

Sometimes the apocalyptic predictions promoters used would end up undermining 
the very argument they were trying to make.  “When [the Colorado River’s] waters 
have been used, there is no other substantial supply on tap.  The future of the 
Southwest will have dropped back with its past.”  Thus, it seems, whether or not the 
CRSP was built the West was doomed to economic collapse.26

An unusual variation on this doomsday theme was the plea by promoters 
to build the Colorado River Storage Project not for their sake but for the sake of 
“our best crop, our children.”  Senator Arthur Watkins in a letter to Secretary of 
the Interior  Oscar Chapman complained, “For many years the young people of 
my state have been migrating in large numbers to other states where there would 
be opportunities for homes and livelihoods.  The limiting factor in Utah has been 
lack of water and power.”  Utah’s other Senator,  Wallace Bennett, echoed these 



728

sentiments but conjured up images of the old orphan trains when he predicted, “We 
shall have to continue to export our children to other states because opportunity for 
them is lacking.”  George Clyde complained, “Utah has long been a feeder state.  Its 
raw materials have been shipped to other centers for processing.  Its children have 
had to seek employment elsewhere.”  One promoter cited the plight of the children 
in his attack on efforts by environmentalists to block the CRSP.

Natural scenery is a beautiful thing, but economic security can also be very 
attractive.  Approximately 30% of the native born population of Utah must 
seek employment outside the state, after the state has educated and trained 
them in the art of making a living.  Power and water for irrigation would 
unlock many of Utah’s natural resources and enable more [of] the people of 
the state to remain home.

The Republican Party of Utah endorsed this focus on the future when it passed a 
resolution supporting the Colorado River Storage Project and claiming that among 
its many benefi ts the project “will provide new homes and opportunities for our 
children and their children. . . .”  As another promoter put it, with the CRSP “[o]ur 
young men and women can build their destiny here.”27

While much of the promotional rhetoric surrounding the debate over the 
Colorado River Storage Project focused on local concerns, supporters also were 
quick to claim that the nation as a whole would benefi t in a variety of ways.  One 
area of emphasis was how the national economy would grow as a result of the 
CRSP.  Promoters claimed that the industrial development of the Upper Basin 
would lead to a higher standard of living in the region.  As a result of this, “[t]he 
people of this reclamation area…will want and need new products—cars, tractors, 
stoves, refrigerators, household items and equipment.  Thus new markets will be 
created for products manufactured in other parts of the country.”  Even during the 
construction phase for the CRSP the country as a whole would benefi t “because an 
estimated 81 per cent of the construction costs will be spent in markets outside the 
Upper Colorado River Basin.”  The project was even touted as a fi nancial boon for 
the federal government due to the increased income tax that would be generated in 
the newly prosperous region, not to mention the revenue the government would gain 
from the sale of hydroelectricity generated by the CRSP dams.28

While many of the supposed benefi ts that promoters claimed would 
come from the  Colorado River Storage Project seemed fairly straightforward and 
conventional, there was one set of benefi ts that was quite different.  Supporters 
claimed that in addition to all the various economic rewards from the CRSP, this 
project was vitally necessary in order to increase the security of the United States 
from the Cold War threat of the Soviet Union.  Some promoters emphasized the 
untapped reserves of strategic minerals, such as uranium, oil shale, gilsonite, and 
bentonite, among others, located in the region—minerals that could only be fully 
developed with water and power from the CRSP.  Others claimed that the country 
needed to develop all of its potentially irrigable land.  Senator Wallace Bennett 
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warned that recent history had shown that the United States could not rely on foreign 
supplies during wartime, and that we must develop domestic sources.29

Supporters of the Colorado River Storage Project also argued that the 
project would strengthen the nation’s industrial capacity in the event of an atomic 
war.  There were two aspects of this argument that promoters set forth.  One was 
that the CRSP would allow for industrial dispersion into the interior of the United 
States.  Senator Bennett warned how “[t]he overwhelming bulk of our productive 
capacity could be obliterated by a few well–placed bombs or missiles, for our 
key industries are concentrated in just a few areas.”  A group lobbying on behalf 
of the CRSP produced an entire brochure quoting the testimony of national Civil 
Defense Administrator Val Peterson on why the project was necessary for national 
security.  In it, he expressed concern about the “[t]he potentially fatal vulnerability 
of concentrations of industry . . . .”  Peterson went on to call “attention to the work 
that Russia is reported to have done in developing a second line of industry behind 
the Ural Mountains.”  Senator Arthur Watkins took this idea a step further when 
he suggested that “the United States, too, should build its own industrial defense 
bastion behind the protective peaks of our own ‘Urals,’ the great Rocky Mountain 
Range.”  Local promoters in Utah further suggested that not only was Utah “made 
up of many valleys, each protected by high and rugged mountains on all sides giving 
industries the best form of strategic protection,” but also that “Utah’s geographical 
position is such that it is a distributing point and has excellent transportation 
facilities to all the West Coast’s harbors, the nation’s railroad systems, and/or air 
bases.”  Promoters, however, were careful to not present themselves as a threat to 
the industrial welfare of other parts of the country by clarifying that “[n]o one is 
advocating that our industries be relocated,” rather that they simply be duplicated in 
the interior.30

The second argument concerning industrial security that supporters of the 
Colorado River Storage Project made was that the Upper Basin not only offered 
geographic security, but geologic security as well.  In comments that seemed to 
foreshadow the dialogue from Dr. Strangelove concerning “a mine shaft gap,” Civil 
Defense Administrator Peterson warned that “the balance of victory between two 
military powers may well rest with the nation whose civilian population can best 
minimize the effect of an atomic attack and get up off the ground organized and 
ready.”  To help facilitate this, Peterson pointed to the examples of “underground 
defense plants and military installations in Scandinavia,” which he said were cheaper 
to build “under the rock” than on the surface.  Project supporters, seizing on these 
comments, were quick to point out that “[d]eep gorges abound in the project area.  
Power plants and industrial plants could be tunneled into the sheer rock walls at 
canyon fl oor level, providing protection from atomic blast.”  Senator Watkins went a 
step further, envisioning a whole network of underground installations.

[T]he Mountain West has thousands of feet of solid rock in mountain 
and canyon walls which can be utilized to protect vital industries and 
government installations from atomic attack.  These natural bomb shelters 
can be located in the ribs of the aptly named Rocky Mountains.  Tunnels 
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and caves could be developed in these mountains at widely separated 
locations to give this nation an impregnable industrial bastion that would 
be secure even against the awesome weapons of the atomic and hydrogen 
bombs.

All of this could be possible, CRSP promoters promised, just by developing water 
and power in the region.31

Supporters of the Colorado River Storage Project did not simply worry about 
the impact of an atomic war upon American industry; they also stressed how the 
project would benefi t civilian evacuations.  Senator Bennett pointed out that “[i]f we 
don’t have water for our present needs in some areas, it will obviously restrict our 
ability to meet our civil defense responsibilities. . . .”  Civil Defense Administrator 
Peterson warned what those responsibilities might be.  “In this nuclear age, if 
an attack is made . . ., it will be necessary, fi rst, to get our people away from our 
critical target areas, . . . and if a city is hit by a hydrogen bomb, we will not be able 
to re-enter for some time, and possibly never.…”  “It would be fortunate if we had 
areas with water and power facilities far removed from our vulnerable and heavily 
populated urban centers to which these people could go.”  “The Upper Colorado 
Development, by providing water and power, would pave the way for taking care of 
those who by necessity may be forced to evacuate our West Coast cities.”  The chief 
thrust of all these various defense arguments was that an opponent of the CRSP was 
an opponent of national security.32

Despite the “un-American” taint, opponents of the Colorado River Storage 
Project did manage to get some aspects of the project changed.  Chief among 
them was deletion of the proposed  Echo Park Dam that was scheduled to be built 
inside  Dinosaur National Monument.  When Congress agreed to drop the dam, 
environmentalists agreed to drop their opposition to the overall project.  (A decision 
that many of them later came to regret when Glen Canyon was subsequently fl ooded 
as part of the project.)  As a result of this compromise, the Colorado River Storage 
Project fi nally received congressional approval in 1956.  Passage of the project, 
however, did not mean that booster efforts in support of the CRSP came to a halt.  
Although Congress had agreed to the project in principle, federal reclamation 
offi cials still had to obtain annual fi nancial appropriations from Congress in order 
for the project to continue.

To help secure this on-going funding, project promoters continued their 
publicity campaign on behalf of the  Colorado River Storage Project.  Just as 
the promotional literature in the 1950s had tried to demonstrate how the CRSP 
addressed various local and national concerns, the new literature evolved over time 
to refl ect changes in those national concerns.  By the 1970s the communist threat 
had been replaced by the energy crisis.  Instead of talking about strategic minerals, 
promoters now focused on the potential fuel sources located in the Upper Basin.
Developing these sources would help the United States to meet “our national goal 
of freedom from reliance on foreign oil.”  Among the resources waiting to be fully 
developed in the area were coal and oil shale.  As in the past, however, promoters 
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stressed that water was the key component to developing this material.  Now, 
however, they went even further with their water pitch by announcing that 
“[s]ince the natural supply of the Colorado River will someday be inadequate, 
ways of augmenting the fl ow of the river are being investigated.”  Thus promoters 
continued to dream about even bigger and more grandiose reclamation projects for 
the Upper Basin.33

When examining the literature that promoters used in support of the 
Colorado River Storage Project it is clear that the size, scope, and ambition of 
the CRSP exceeded anything ever envisioned by local boosters in the nineteenth 
century.  One question that comes to mind, however, is whether the boosters in the 
1950s were any more accurate in their predictions than the boosters had been in the 
1880s?  Did the development they foresaw come to fruition with the construction of 
the CRSP?  The quick answer would be “no,” but a more complete answer would 
suggest that the outcome of the CRSP stands as a model for the law of unintended 
consequences.

Charles Wilkinson, in his book Fire on the Plateau, discusses the “Big 
Buildup” on the Colorado Plateau (a region that substantially overlaps with the 
Upper Basin) between 1955 and 1975.  While there is no doubt that massive 
development took place in the region during this time period, it was not the type 
of development that Colorado River Storage Project supporters had envisioned.
Instead of extracting and processing natural resources on-site, companies continued 
the practice of hauling materials away to be processed elsewhere.  Virtually no 
large-scale industrial development took place in the region—even after the CRSP 
was completed—nor did substantial urban growth occur in the area either.  While 
cities such as Salt Lake City, Phoenix, and Denver, located outside the Upper Basin, 
have grown exponentially, there continues to be no major urban presence within the 
region.  The Upper Basin instead remains a “plundered province” providing raw 
materials to other parts of the country.34

Ironically, the economically most promising natural resource in the area 
proved to be the most fi nancially devastating one.  Oil shale had long been touted as 
an energy source that would potentially make the Upper Basin one of the wealthiest 
regions of the country.  The process required to extract the oil from the rock, 
however, is an expensive and ineffi cient one, which requires large amounts of water 
and produces large amounts of spent shale.  Promoters of the CRSP proclaimed that 
the reclamation project was vital to ensure that suffi cient water would be available 
to allow the oil shale industry to grow.  When the sharp rise in oil prices took place 
in the 1970s it appeared that these predictions would, indeed, come true.  Major oil 
companies began buying up property in the area around Grand Junction, Colorado, 
in anticipation of this new boom.  Instead, things suddenly went bust.  In May 
1982 Exxon, the dominant company in the  oil shale business, suddenly shut down 
its operation, triggering a regional economic depression that lasted for nearly a 
decade.35



732

The demise of the oil shale industry should not, however, be taken as an 
indication that the  Colorado River Storage Project failed all the objectives that 
promoters proclaimed for it.  The CRSP did result in the Bureau of Reclamation 
becoming a major hydroelectric producer in the region (although the chief 
benefi ciary has been the Lower Basin rather than the Upper).  Perhaps the one 
area where the CRSP has had the greatest success, however, has been in creating 
a massive recreation industry in the Upper Basin.  The tourist revenue generated 
in 1997 at Lake Powell alone was $455 million, derived from approximately 2.5 
million visitors.  While environmentalists have never forgiven the building of 
Glen Canyon Dam, it is obvious that its construction has had a sizable, long-term 
economic impact on the region.  This is clearly another instance of unintended 
consequence because, while the promoters did talk about the recreational 
enhancements that the CRSP would produce, recreation was clearly not the primary 
benefi t they were looking for from the project.  Promoters, however, are nothing if 
not ingenious when it comes to reinventing themselves and their claims.  A recent 
tourist slogan for the man-made Lake Powell is a prime example of this, “Lake 
Powell: America’s Natural Playground.”36
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The Bureau of Reclamation and the Civilian 
Conservation Corps:  A Legacy Revealed

By:
Christine Pfaff

Abstract

 Between 1934 and 1942 the  Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) played 
a vital role within the Bureau of Reclamation.  From one initial CCC camp 
assigned to Reclamation in 1934, the program expanded to a peak of forty-six 
camps at the height of the CCC program during the summer of 1935.  From then 
on the number of Reclamation camps operating fl uctuated between thirty-four 
and forty-four up until May 1941.  Thereafter camps were closed in response 
to national defense needs.  By June 30, 1942, only seven camps remained on 
Reclamation projects, and they were discontinued shortly thereafter.

 The contributions of the CCC to Reclamation are not well known.  
Though the number of CCC camps operating on Reclamation projects was 
small in comparison to other agencies, the program had a signifi cant impact 
and assisted in furthering the goals of Reclamation during the devastating years 
of the Great Depression.  At a time when fi nancially stricken farmers were 
unable to adequately maintain older Reclamation irrigation facilities, CCC 
enrollees were instrumental in rehabilitating them.  The enrollees also provided 
the necessary labor to develop supplemental water supplies and construct new 
irrigation projects.  Lastly, CCC assistance afforded Reclamation the opportunity 
to expand on its primary mission of irrigation to develop recreational amenities 
at a number of its reservoirs.

 This paper explores the contributions and role of the CCC within 
Reclamation and within the larger context of the national CCC program.  
Origins of Reclamation’s camps, the project work accomplished, the public 
perception of the camps, the impact on enrollees, and the success of the program 
are addressed.

Introduction1

 As dry winds and dust storms blew across the western High Plains in 
the early 1930s leaving devastated farms in their wake, newly elected President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt was formulating sweeping plans in the nation’s capital 
for emergency disaster relief.  The entire country was in the grips of the Great 
Depression and jobless men everywhere struggled to earn enough money to 
buy food for their families.  For the country’s youth, the situation was equally 
desperate.  Hundreds of thousands of young men from economically stricken 
households were unable to fi nd work.  Against this backdrop, Roosevelt outlined 
his concept for a Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) during his inaugural address 
on March 4, 1933.  He proposed creating a new program aimed at conserving the 
nation’s depleted natural resources and putting unemployed youth to work.  The 
president told the American people: 

Our greatest primary task is to put people to work.  This is no unsolvable 
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problem if we face it wisely and courageously.  It can be accomplished 
in part by direct recruiting by the Government itself, treating the task as 
we would treat the emergency of war, but at the same time, through this 
employment, accomplishing greatly needed projects to stimulate and 
reorganize the use of our natural resources.2

 Within a short time, CCC camps had been established across the country 
and young men were recruited to work on a myriad of conservation projects 
overseen by various federal agencies including the Bureau of Reclamation 
(Reclamation).  At the height of CCC enrollment in the summer of 1935, 
over a half-million men were scattered in 2,652 camps.  Of all the New Deal 
programs instituted by Roosevelt to combat the economic hardships of the Great 
Depression, probably none was as popular and successful as the CCC.

 Those familiar with the accomplishments of the CCC inevitably think 
of handsomely crafted rustic stone and log structures, walls, picnic shelters 
and other facilities within National Forests or National Parks.  Indeed roughly 
75 percent of all CCC camp enrollees worked on projects administered by the 
Department of Agriculture, the majority of them being on U.S. Forest Service 
lands.   Almost all of the remaining camps were allotted to the Department of the 
Interior with the National Park Service (NPS) being the greatest benefi ciary. 

 The association between the CCC and Reclamation, also within Interior, 
is far less well known. As the Federal agency responsible for designing and 
building large-scale irrigation projects in the western United States, Reclamation 
was vitally involved in the allocation and use of two natural resources, namely 
water and soils.  Even though the number of Reclamation CCC camps was much 
smaller than that of other agencies, the program had a signifi cant impact and 
assisted in furthering the goals of the agency during the devastating drought 
years of the 1930s.  CCC assistance also afforded Reclamation the opportunity to 
expand on its primary mission of irrigation to develop recreational amenities at a 
number of its reservoirs. 

Creation of the Civilian Conservation Corps

 By the close of Roosevelt’s fi rst month in offi ce, Congress had acted upon 
the President’s ambitious jobs-creation proposal and passed “An Act for the relief 
of unemployment through the performance of useful public works and other 
purposes.”  On March 31, 1933, the President signed the bill into law (Public 
No. 5, 73rd Congress) thus creating the CCC (initially called the  Emergency 
Conservation Works or ECW).

 With legislation in place, Roosevelt wasted no time in transposing his 
vision into action.  In April 1933 he appointed Robert Fechner director of the 
CCC and established an advisory council comprised of representatives from 
the Departments of Labor, War, Interior and Agriculture.  The purpose of the 
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council was to coordinate oversight 
of the program and create a forum 
for discussing policy issues. The 
Department of Labor was assigned 
responsibility for recruiting youths 
and the War Department (Army) was 
in charge of enrollee administration, 
transportation, housing, food, clothing, 
supplies, medical care, education, 
discipline, and physical conditioning.
The Departments of Agriculture 
and Interior had the task of locating 
the conservation work camps and 
supervising the actual work.

 At the president’s urging, the CCC enrolled its fi rst 25,000 young men by 
April 6, 1933.  The initial camp, appropriately called Roosevelt, was established 
on April 17 on George Washington National Forest near Luray, Virginia.  
Less than three months after the program=s inauguration, about 300,000 men 
from throughout the country were settled in almost 1,500 camps.  Each CCC 
installation typically housed about 200 men.  According to Fechner, Ait was the 
most rapid large scale mobilization of men the country had ever witnessed.3

Initial enrollment in the CCC was limited to unemployed single men between the 
ages of eighteen and twenty-fi ve who were U.S. citizens.  For the most part these 
were discouraged men, unsuccessful in securing jobs because they had no work 
experience.  They were described as “a weaponless army whose recruits came 
from broken homes, highway trails and relief shelters … ”4  American Indians 
were at fi rst not eligible but this restriction was soon lifted because of the dire 
conditions on many of the reservations.

 Enrollment was also expanded to include “local experienced men” who 
served as technical foremen on work projects, and a limited number of World War 
I veterans.  The latter were selected by the Veterans Administration and assigned 
to special camps operated less stringently than regular ones.  Although racial 
discrimination was offi cially forbidden in accordance with the CCC legislation, 
blacks and other minorities did not escape prejudice within the program.5  The 
number of blacks enrolled was limited, and they were for the most part restricted 
to segregated camps.

Reclamation’s  CCC Program

 Due to its role in planning and constructing irrigation projects throughout 
the arid and semi-arid West, Reclamation was vitally concerned with farmers’ 
welfare during the Depression. Beginning in 1902 the Federal government had 
invested heavily in construction of dams and water conveyance facilities to 

32.1.  ECW winter camp at Belle Fourche 
Dam in 1934.
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provide farmers with essential water.  Irrigators who benefi tted from Reclamation 
facilities were required to repay their construction costs over a period of years.
Operation and maintenance of irrigation systems were also supported by fees paid 
by the water users.  By the mid-1930s, Reclamation had constructed a network of 
some fi fty small and large projects across the West. 

 The combined effect of drought and poor agricultural practices exacted 
a terrible toll on Western farmers during the Depression.  Crop prices were 
low, water supplies had dwindled, and valuable topsoil was swept off of fi elds 
in blinding dust storms.  The fi nancial hardships faced by farmers meant that 
irrigation systems were not adequately maintained.  Many aging water control 
structures had deteriorated beyond repair; canals were silted and clogged with 
vegetation; weeds and gophers infested canal banks; and crop yields dropped 
drastically with the decrease in water supplies.  By 1934 it had become critical for 
the Federal government to address the plight of western farmers and to safeguard 
its hefty investment in irrigation projects.  The CCC program provided a perfect 
mechanism for doing both while meeting its objectives of protecting natural 
resources and aiding unemployment. 

 The fi rst CCC camp to open on a Reclamation project was established in 
May 1934 at Lake Guernsey, a reservoir of the North Platte Project, in Wyoming.  
Designated originally as RS-1 (Reclamation Service No. 1), the camp became 
known as BR-9.   It was obtained under a cooperative agreement with the NPS 
and along with BR-10, established in July 1934, was responsible for transforming 
the reservoir shores into a showplace of recreational development.  Sturdy log and 
stone picnic shelters, trails, and a handsome rustic-style museum complete with 
interpretive displays were built by CCC enrollees.  The outstanding signifi cance 
of their contributions at Lake Guernsey resulted in the designation of Lake 
Guernsey State Park as a National Historic Landmark on September 25, 1997. 

 In early September 1934 a second camp was established on a cooperative 
basis with the NPS at Elephant Butte Reservoir on the Rio Grande Project in 
New Mexico.  Designated BR-8, the camp enrollees, along with those from 
BR-54 occupied in August 1935, greatly improved the recreational facilities at the 
reservoir.  They also transformed the landscape by building a variety of structures, 
terracing the hillsides, and planting hundreds of trees.  The CCC component is a 
major feature of the Elephant Butte National Register Historic District, listed in 
the National Register of Historic Places in February 1997.

 In July 1934 six drought-relief camps were also assigned to Reclamation. 
These were essentially the same as regular  CCC camps but were restricted to 
states suffering severely under the drought and were authorized for one year, 
rather than the normal six months.  Additionally, they were fi nanced under 
different appropriations.6  Assigned numbers beginning with DBR (Drought 
Relief Bureau of Reclamation), the six camps were DBR-1 at Lake Minatare, 
Nebraska, on the North Platte Project; DBR-2 at Fruitdale, South Dakota, on the 
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Belle Fourche Project; DBR-3 at Carlsbad, New Mexico, on the Carlsbad Project; 
DBR-4 at Ysleta, Texas, on the Rio Grande Project; DBR-5 at Heber, Utah, on 
the Strawberry Valley Project; and DBR-6 at Ephraim, Utah, on the Sanpete 
Project.  The improvements completed on Reclamation irrigation projects by the 
drought-relief camps were of tremendous value in combating the acute water 
shortages plaguing farmers.  The camp at Lake Minatare can also be credited with 
construction of a unique Reclamation CCC edifi ce that still exists: on a point of 
land extending into the lake, the enrollees built a fi fty-fi ve-foot-high native rock 
Alighthouse@ containing a circular staircase.  From the observation deck at the top 
can be seen Scotts Bluff and Chimney Rock, both landmarks of the Oregon Trail.  

 Initially, work accomplished at Reclamation CCC camps focused on 
rehabilitating the storage, distribution, and drainage systems of older projects that 
had been seriously affected by the combination of drought and depressed farm 
prices.  Efforts consisted of returning weed- and silt-fi lled canals and laterals to 
a proper cross section; replacing decaying wood structures with concrete; adding 
new water control structures; building bridges over canals; eradicating weeds 
and rodents; reconditioning operating roads; placing riprap on canal and lateral 
banks, and sealing porous canals with earth or concrete linings.  Much of the work 
accomplished was of a seemingly mundane and unspectacular nature but it had 
far-reaching benefi ts.

 As Reclamation’s CCC program expanded from its small beginnings in 
1934, the types of project work undertaken by the enrollees grew more varied and 
broadened to include developing supplemental water supplies and constructing 
new irrigation projects.  The acute water defi ciencies experienced during the 
Depression indicated that a few of the project storage facilities, though adequate 
under ordinary conditions, were insuffi cient during drought periods.  To remedy 
this situation, CCC forces were used to build supplemental storage facilities.
Examples are Midview Dam and dike on the Moon Lake Project in Utah (BR-11) 
and Anita Dam on the Huntley Project in Montana (BR-57). Clearing reservoir 
areas of timber and debris in preparation for new dam construction was another 
labor intensive task assigned to the enrollees at various camps.  The physically 
demanding work involved felling trees, piling, and then burning them.  Utilizing 
heavy equipment such as tractors and bulldozers provided the enrollees an 
opportunity to learn new skills.  The most prominent of this type of work was 
accomplished at the Shasta Dam site on the Central Valley Project in California.  
Enrollees of BR-84 and BR-85 cleared 2,597 acres in the reservoir area during 
the camps’ existence.  Similar work was undertaken at Wickiup Reservoir on 
the Deschutes Project (BR-75, -76, and -77), Deer Creek Reservoir on the Provo 
River Project (BR-91), Pine View Reservoir on the Ogden River Project (BR-12), 
Island Park Reservoir on the Upper Snake River Project (BR-28) and Parker Dam 
Reservoir on the Parker Dam Project (BR-17 and BR-18).

 Building new feeder canals to bring additional water to existing reservoirs 
was another effort to increase water supplies.  Examples include the Duchesne 
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Feeder Canal on the Moon Lake Project (BR-11) and the Strawberry Reservoir 
Feeder Canal on the Strawberry Valley Project (BR-5).  Enrollees cleared the 
canal right-of-ways, excavated the trenches, trimmed the canal slopes, and, in 
some cases, poured concrete linings.  The  CCC also completed improvements to 
numerous existing storage facilities such as Orman Dam on the Belle Fourche 
Project (BR-2), Clear Lake Dam on the Klamath Project (BR-41), Moon Lake 
Dam on the Moon Lake Project 
(BR-11), and the South Diversion 
Dam on the Orland Project 
(BR-78).

 Another type of work 
undertaken by the CCC was 
fl ood control.  Many areas of the 
West under Reclamation projects 
were subject to intense localized 
rainfalls of short duration that had 
caused severe damage to irrigation 
systems.  The CCC built a number 
of fl ood control structures such as 
Apache and Box Canyon Dams on 
the Rio Grande Project (BR-39).

 As noted earlier, among the most visible contributions of the CCC 
enrollees assigned to Reclamation projects were the recreational improvements 
completed.  Several of the projects had lands adjacent to rivers, reservoirs, or 
lakes, which were ideally suited for use as parks, campgrounds, or picnic areas.
Some of these lands were developed by the CCC through construction of tables, 
benches, stoves, fi replaces, water systems, latrines, sewage disposal plants, and 
landscaping.  Swimming, boating, and fi shing facilities, and hiking trails built by 
the CCC provided park visitors 
with additional amenities.  The 
improvements greatly enhanced 
public appreciation for the 
CCC and made Reclamation 
projects more accessible.  The 
prime examples of recreational 
development occurred at 
Elephant Butte Dam on the 
Rio Grande Project (BR-8 and 
BR-54), at Guernsey Lake on the 
North Platte Project (BR-9 and 
BR-10), and at Lake Walcott on 
the Minidoka Project (BR-27).

32.2.  CCC crew placing and fi nishing concrete 
at a new Kingman check on the Owyhee Project 
in 1940.

32.3.  CCC forces lined small community ditches 
in Las Cruces, New Mexico, on the Rio Grande 
Project in 1937.
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 Auxiliary to these main classes of work, the CCC enrollees were engaged 
in improvements to wildlife refuges at reservoirs, rodent control operations, 
weed eradication experiments, and emergency work.  In cooperation with the 
Bureau of Biological Survey (now the Fish and Wildlife Service), Reclamation’s 
CCC enrollees developed wildlife refuges at the Deer Flat Reservoir in western 
Idaho (BR-24), Tulelake Wildlife Refuge in northern California (BR-20), at Lake 
Walcott, in southern Idaho (BR-27), and at the Pishkun Reservoir in Montana 
(BR-33).  At Elephant Butte Reservoir, CCC forces constructed a 12-pond fi sh 
hatchery (BR-8 and BR-54).

 The elimination of troublesome rodents along canal banks and in 
farm fi elds was an ongoing endeavor at many camps and was viewed as an 
“undertaking of major importance to many Reclamation projects.”7  Damage 
caused by rodents was twofold: in canal banks their burrowing resulted in canal 
collapses and in fi elds their activities resulted in substantial crop loss.  Pocket 
gophers and ground squirrels were the primary targets and, in cooperation 
with the Biological Survey, eradication was accomplished either by trapping 
or poisoning or both.  The work was well suited to the  CCC program because 
it was labor intensive.  Small crews performed the task as an adjunct to larger 
construction projects.  By June 1941 CCC enrollees treated 2,510,100 acres for 
rodent control.

 Weed eradication was another activity performed at many Reclamation 
CCC camps.  The presence of noxious weeds, such as Canada thistle, bindweed, 
and Johnson grass, was increasing on Reclamation projects, and the available 
labor of CCC recruits was applied towards eliminating this menace.  Canals 
provided easy transportation routes for seeds to all parts of the irrigated lands, 
and controlling and eradicating weeds was a complex problem.  Enrollees did not 
enter on private property to conduct weed control, but the farmers were shown, 
by demonstration on government tracts, the methods of attacking various kinds of 
invasive plants.  Sample demonstrations were also performed on the Government 
canals and laterals for the benefi t of the operating personnel.  Experiments with 
different types of grasses that could crowd out weeds on canal banks and that 
might be useful as a pasture crop were undertaken.8   On the Belle Fourche Project 
(BR-2), CCC enrollees demonstrated to farmers the use and methods of growing 
strawberry clover and brome grass as valuable pasture.  Experiments to eradicate 
noxious weeds using blades and chemicals were carried on at test plots.  On the 
Rio Grande Project (BR-4), considerable effort was expended on that objective.  
Different methods tried for the control of bindweed included chopping plants out 
by hand, spraying them with oil, and then burning them.

 While the CCC program received a lot of attention for its role in fi ghting 
forest fi res and assisting in fl ood disasters, emergency work conducted by CCC 
enrollees on Reclamation projects attracted little recognition in spite of its great 
value.  The most common emergencies were canal breaks usually resulting from 
the tunneling activities of rodents.  Such breaks, if not repaired promptly, had 
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the potential to cause serious 
damage by fl ooding some 
fi elds and drying up others.  A 
1937 Reclamation Era article 
described various emergencies 
that had been attended to by 
 CCC enrollees.  On the Klamath 
Project in California and Oregon 
(BR-20 and BR-41), ten recent 
breaks in canal banks had been 
repaired.  On the Salt River 
Project in Arizona (BR-14 and 
BR-19), a serious break in the 
South Canal occurred in April 
1937 and was tended to by enrollees.  Early in May 1937 CCC men from the 
Deaver Camp on the Shoshone Project (BR-7) were called out to help reconstruct 
300 feet of the inclined drop below the Ralston Reservoir.

 The hazards of winter created numerous emergencies where the help of the 
CCC was invaluable.  The snow season of 1936-1937 was particularly severe in 
parts of Utah and Nevada, and the CCC youths effectively carried out emergency 
work to save human lives and livestock.  In January 1937 about 50,000 head of 
sheep were marooned by heavy snows in Pleasant Valley in the Uintah Basin of 
eastern Utah.  A CCC tractor, with a bulldozer attachment, was loaned to the Utah 
State Road Commission to open a 26-mile road on which to lead the animals out.
CCC enrollees from BR-11 on the Moon Lake Project accompanied the tractor to 
perform any unexpected repairs.  Mining and farming districts in western Nevada 
were particularly hard hit by snowstorms in early February 1937.  CCC men and 
equipment were made available for rescue work.  In cooperation with the county, 
they cleared 380 miles of road, dug out ten towns and outlying ranchers and 
miners, and permitted feed to be hauled to many isolated cattle herds. 

 All CCC men at Carlsbad, New Mexico, (BR-3) were called out in early 
June 1937 to perform emergency fl ood protection work at McMillan Dam brought 
about by extreme fl ood conditions of the Pecos River.  A leak caused by the high 
waters was discovered at the dam on May 31, and for the next six days CCC 
crews placed sandbags on the reservoir face of the dam to hold back water from 
any leaks that might occur.  The superb efforts of the CCC enrollees were praised.  
When a small  dam failed on June 13, 1937, near  Austin, Colorado, and partially 
fl ooded the town, CCC forces from the camp in Montrose (BR-23) were brought 
in to help restore sanitation facilities and repair damaged irrigation ditches.

 At the height of the  CCC program in the summer of 1935, there were 
forty-six camps operating on Reclamation projects throughout the West.  In 
addition to and in association with the main camps, side camps also known 
as spike camps, were sometimes established.  These were usually smaller and 

32.4.  CCC forces placing steel reinforcement on 
the Stinkingwater Siphon, Belle Fourche Project, 
in 1938.
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made up of tents that could easily be 
dismantled.  Typically, camp structures 
were standard plan, simple frame 
buildings.  Side camps were created 
when a job was at such a distance 
from the main camp that it made 
sense to station a work force in closer 
proximity.  Examples of side camps on 
Reclamation  CCC projects were the 
ones at Alamagordo Dam (BR-3, main 
camp) where enrollees constructed 
improvements for recreational use of 
the reservoir; on the Hyrum Project 
(BR-12, main camp) where enrollees constructed a diversion dam on the Little 
Bear River and built a parapet and curb walls on the Hyrum Dam; and at the river 
portal to the Gunnison Tunnel (BR-23, main camp) where enrollees worked on 
widening and reconstructing the old road leading from the top of the canyon down 
to the East Portal. 

 Some CCC camps established on Reclamation projects were seasonal for 
climatic reasons.  Those at high elevations, such as BR-5 on the Strawberry Valley 
Project, were summer camps and enrollees were relocated to lower elevations in 
the winter (BR-11).  BR-50 on the Yakima Project was only occupied during the 
summer because of heavy winter snows and severe weather.  Due to the intense 
summer heat in Yuma, Arizona, enrollees of BR-13 and BR-74 did not occupy 
the camps during that season for the fi rst few years.  The two Salt River Project 
camps in the Phoenix area, BR-14 and BR-19, operated similarly.

Job Training in Reclamation CCC Camps

 When CCC camps were assigned to Reclamation, the agency assumed 
responsibility for supervising and training the enrollees while they were engaged 
in project work.  The latter was scheduled for fi ve days a week, eight hours a 
day except in the event of emergencies.  Oversight of work activities was carried 
out by Reclamation fi eld engineers and by project superintendents in charge of 
the Reclamation projects on which the camps were located.  The fi eld engineers 
directed surveys, inspections, and other fi eld engineering work.  They also 
supervised and approved the construction of the various physical features.  The 
CCC project superintendents, also designated by Reclamation as CCC Regional 
Directors, had immediate charge of the work activities and directed the CCC 
supervisory, facilitating, and enrolled personnel in carrying out the work.

 During the lifespan of the CCC, Reclamation dedicated an increasing 
amount of attention to the job-training aspects of the CCC program.  Even before 
a national requirement for ten hours of weekly general education or vocational 
training was instituted in June 1937 by CCC headquarters in Washington, D.C., 

32.5.  CCC men working on McMillan 
Spillway No. 2, Carlsbad Project, New 
Mexico, in 1938.
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Reclamation recognized the valuable 
skills that enrollees were developing 
on the job.  Constructing canals, roads, 
dams, and water control features as 
well as building recreational facilities 
afforded enrollees a perfect opportunity 
to gain practical experience.  Building 
concrete structures involved teaching 
the young men the fundamentals 
of earth excavation, form building, 
reinforcement, concrete mixing, concrete 
fi nishing, and curing concrete.  Other 
training included working with rock, 
both in quarrying and the construction 
of masonry walls; the use of burners and chemicals for weed control; and the 
shaping of lumber for timber structures.  Enrollees became expert at operating all 
types of heavy equipment such as tractors, trucks, and draglines.  In addition to 
acquiring construction skills, enrollees at Reclamation camps participated in the 
cooking and clerical operations of the camps.9

 The opportunity to attend classes in the evening was another component 
of the educational experience offered at CCC camps.  Some of the young men 
enrolled in nearby schools to further their knowledge.  With the increased 
emphasis on education, starting in June 1937 Reclamation expanded its own 
classroom programs.  During the day, foremen were assigned to supervise and 
explain to enrollees the proper method to do their assigned tasks.  One or two 
evenings a week, the foremen held classes in camp to supplement the practical 
work with related training.  For example, an enrollee whose duty it was to refuel 
tractors with diesel fuel might learn the essential difference between diesel fuel 
and gasoline.  A standard CCC truck driver’s course taught truck drivers how to 
reduce the cost of vehicle maintenance, to be more effi cient operators, and to be 
safety conscious.  Visual aids such as miniature models and motion pictures were 
often used to enhance the classroom instruction.  Foremen attended leadership 
courses to learn effective teaching methods.  Regular Reclamation employees 
assisted by teaching technical subjects and clerical skills such as property 
accountability and cost-keeping.  Courses mentioned in some of the camp reports 
include spelling, blueprint reading, bee culture, warehousing, and shorthand.10

 All sorts of training materials were also available through the CCC 
education offi ce in Washington.  Handbooks containing lists of available fi lms 
and manuals were sent out to the camps.  Manuals ranged in subject from “Brick 
and Stone Work” to “Common Range Plants” to “Signs and Markers” to “Job 
Training is a Business Proposition.”  All camps had libraries supplied with 
textbooks, reference works, and a selection of daily newspapers.  Books useful for 
on-the-job training as well as for advancing personal skills were available.  Titles 

32.6.  Yuma Project.  CCC enrollee off-
the-job-training class in blacksmithing on 
the Yuma Project in 1939.
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ran the gamut from “Accountancy as a Career” to “Electricity in the Home and on 
the Farm” to “Elements of Forestry” to “Amateur Machinist.”

 Towards the end of the CCC program, Reclamation directed all of 
its camps to furnish new enrollees with a series of publications intended to 
familiarize them with the agency and its role in conserving resources.  The list 
included Reclamation Home Creating—Wealth Producing—Self Sustaining,
Grand Coulee Dam, Boulder Dam, and the Central Valley Project.  Reclamation 
had plans to prepare its own pamphlet on the agency’s CCC program, but it is 
unknown whether this ever occurred.

 The training and education paid off for Reclamation’s CCC enrollees.   In 
February 1937 it was reported that CCC men from Reclamation camps had been 
successful in securing a range of jobs upon leaving the Corps.  These included 
farmer, farm hand, ranch hand, miner, railroad worker, skilled labor helper, 
lumberjack, highway worker, factory worker, and painter among others.  Much of 
the success of the enrollees was attributed to the experience gained while in the 
CCC camps.  Records indicated that enrollees who served at least a year or longer 
in the CCC ended up with higher paying jobs than those who served for just six 
months.  Enrollees who were offered positions while in the Corps were honorably 
discharged to start their employment.  It was found that the young men leaving 
the CCC to accept jobs usually returned to their home state or region.  Eastern 
boys assigned to western camps nearly all returned to the East and western youths 
preferred to stay in the West.  Even before leaving the CCC, individuals who 
performed outstanding work had opportunities for advancement.  They could be 
promoted to responsible positions as foremen on the technical supervisory staff at  
camps when vacancies occurred.

 From information included in Reclamation’s CCC regular camp reports 
and in journal articles, it appears that the training offered to enrollees was well-
received by them.  In fact, with few exceptions the morale of the enrollees was 
noted as good.  For example, at BR-5 on the Strawberry Valley Project, the 
“enrollees exhibited a fi ne cooperative spirit and high morale” despite the remote 
locality of the camp.  At BR-20 on the Klamath Project, the enrollees were praised 
for their hard work in the camp’s fi rst annual report: 

The manner in which the men in both camps (BR-41 as well) 
applied their efforts was truly remarkable, and it was not long before the 
camps became well established and the work program began to show 
signs of progress … The men wanted to work, to prove their worth and 
better themselves, when given the opportunity.  Moreover, they proved 
this when offered the facilities of the buildings and teaching personnel at 
the Merrill and Tulelake high schools for evenings.

 In addition to the emphasis on developing “strong minds,”  CCC camps 
also promoted building “strong, healthy bodies.”  Physical conditioning, 
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in addition to educational training, was considered important for character 
improvement and for maintaining good camp morale.  Planned athletic and 
recreational activities were part of all camp schedules.  Enrollees participated in 
sports such as baseball, basketball, swimming, ping pong, or tennis.  Many camps 
also offered regular recreational outings to nearby towns and attractions.

 A number of the camps produced their own newsletters in which 
upcoming activities were announced or the results of sports competitions were 
reported.  The newsletters provide a more personal view of daily life at the camps.  
A column in the October 1937 “Stanfi eld Echo” (BR-44) advised new enrollees 
on proper behavior.  Among the twenty items listed were the following: “Be 
careful of the type of language you use around camp and in public;” “Do not 
smoke or fl ip cigarettes, or talk after the lights are out;” “The wasting of food is 
considered serious misconduct and will be punished accordingly;” and “Watch 
your actions while you are in town, you will be judged accordingly.”

 Although Reclamation’s  CCC program was not without its critics, overall 
it appears to have been viewed as very benefi cial by the public.  Their initial 
concerns about having unemployed youths living nearby dissipated over time.
Annual open houses at the camps gave outsiders a perfect opportunity to learn 
of the accomplishments of the enrollees and to better understand the program.
Camps participated in numerous local events such as parades and county fairs.
Reclamation even produced a fi lm in 1937 entitled  Reclamation and the CCC
which showed enrollees engaged at work on a number of projects.  Unfortunately, 
no copy of the fi lm has been located. 

 Strong community support is evidenced in newspaper articles published 
in early 1938 when President Roosevelt contemplated closing all Reclamation 
camps in response to the criticism that they benefi tted private irrigators rather than 
the interests of the public.  In Wyoming, the Powell Tribune wrote:

As to the CCC in reclamation work, we have regarded the camp at 
Deaver as of great benefi t to the general farming community there … We 
need more CCC camps and fewer jails; we need more CCC camps and 
less unemployment; we need more CCC camps for the improvement in 
mind, morals and body of the boys themselves—that is more important 
and more of value to us all than the work they do.11

In February 1938, to counter the accusations lodged against it, Reclamation 
restricted CCC activities to Federally owned lands, and the government had to 
have a direct fi nancial interest in all work performed, or it had to be developing 
recreational facilities for public benefi t.

Termination of Reclamation CCC Camps

 The outbreak of World War II brought an end to the  CCC.  As the United 
States geared up the production of arms and ammunition, the unemployment 
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problem dissolved.  The number of CCC camps nationwide dwindled from a peak 
of 2,652 in the summer of 1935 to 1,500 by April 1939.

 With the attack on Pearl Harbor, the country’s attention was riveted on a 
new front.  Some six weeks after the bombing, on January 27, 1942, CCC director 
James L. McEntee announced the immediate reorganization of the CCC on a war 
basis.  He directed the termination of all CCC camps as quickly as possible unless 
they were involved in war-related construction activities or in the protection of 
war-related natural resources.

 Reclamation justifi ed its continued need for CCC camps during the war on 
the basis of the urgent need for a reliable and adequate food supply.  The effect of 
the war on Reclamation=s CCC program was thus described: 

 The defense program and later the all-out war program 
emphasized the responsibility of the Nation’s food growers, and a 
portion of that responsibility was thus imparted to the camps helping 
in this work.  Meeting the needs of the armed services and industry, 
the bureau’s camps provided one of the sources of supply for trained 
construction equipment operators.  All phases of the training program 
were emphasized and especially those skills which could augment the 
supply of needed trained workers.12

 During the last full fi scal year of the CCC program, 1942, there was a 
reduction in the number of camps assigned to Reclamation from forty-three 
camps on July 1, 1941, to seven camps on June 30, 1942.  In general, the CCC 
work activities previously initiated were continued through fi scal year 1942, 
with impetus added by the war.  In planning for the annual CCC “open house” 
celebrations in 1941, a memo was sent out from Reclamation Commissioner John 
Page to all CCC fi eld offi ces urging them to highlight activities contributing the 
most to the national defense program.  Page quoted from a letter that the Director 
of the CCC had sent out: 

It should be emphasized that the entire pattern of camp life—the daily 
routine, the training and educational programs, the work projects—all 
contribute to national security by developing in youth character, 
discipline, good work habits, health, love of country and the ability to 
achieve economic independence.13

Eight new camps were assigned to Reclamation at the beginning of Fiscal 
Year 1942.  They were established for the purpose of constructing small water 
conservation and utilization projects (BR-93, -94, -95, -96, -97, -99, -101, -102).
Sometimes referred to as  Wheeler-Case Projects, they were confi ned to the Great 
Plains and other western areas subject to drought and water shortages.  As one of 
several agencies participating in the program, Reclamation’s role was to construct 
irrigation facilities to help meet local water needs.  By the end of the year, 
considerable progress had been made. 
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 Although President Roosevelt urged continuation of the CCC as a 
means of accomplishing critical defense work, Congress sealed the fate of the 
program on June 30, 1942, when it voted to liquidate the CCC and allocated 
$8 million to help cover closing costs.  Steps were immediately taken to 
release the remaining 60,000 enrollees and to discontinue all work programs.
Reclamation’s remaining camps were shut down the following month.  Some 
of Reclamation’s terminated camps were transferred to the Army or Navy for 
military use.  In a number of cases, closed CCC camps were used to house 
conscientious objectors (BR-75, -76, -77, -93, -95, -97, -99), war prisoners 
(BR-39) or Japanese evacuees (BR-42).  Where no future uses could be 
contemplated, camp structures were relocated or demolished.

Conclusion

 During the life of the CCC program, Reclamation operated camps at 
eighty-three separate locations on forty-fi ve Reclamation projects in fi fteen 
western states.  Even though the agency was but a minor recipient of CCC 
benefi ts (in April 1937 Reclamation was assigned thrity-four camps which 
represented only 1.7 percent of the total number), Reclamation continually touted 
the positive results attained by the enrollees.  The assignment of CCC camps to 
Reclamation occurred at a time when western agriculture was in critical straits.
Work completed by the enrollees helped revitalize an array of existing irrigation 
projects and brought new water to other areas.

 A few fi gures illustrate the impressive volume of accomplishments of 
 CCC forces on Reclamation facilities: over 60,000,000 square yards of canals and 
drainage ditches were cleaned or cleared; 1,800,000 square yards of canal were 
lined with impervious material and 2,800,000 square yards were riprapped for 
protection against erosion; 3,000 miles of operating roads had been constructed 
along canal banks; 39,000 acres of reservoir sites were cleared of brush and trees; 
and 15,800 water control structures had been built.  The contributions of the CCC 
were summarized in Reclamation’s fi nal report on the program as follows: 

 The fi ne work of the Civilian Conservation Corps by 1942 had 
brought the Federal irrigation projects back to a high standard of physical 
excellence.  The irrigation systems are now in generally good condition, 
able to deliver required amounts of water and by the permanency of their 
rehabilitation they are insured against interruptions of consequence.14

 For the enrollees at Reclamation camps, the experience provided 
invaluable skills, training, and opened new doors for a more promising future.
The CCC offered an opportunity “To learn in the great outdoorsChow to work, 
how to live, and how to get ahead.”15

Christine Pfaff is a Bureau of Reclamation historian who formerly 
worked in Reclamation’s Technical Service Center and has since moved 
to the historic preservation program of Reclamation where she uses her 
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skills as an architectural historian.  She has published several articles on 
the history of Reclamation, a book on Reclamation’s historic buildings, 
and a book on the CCC at Reclamation.
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Lee’s Ferry, the Colorado River, and the 
Development of the Bureau of Reclamation

By:
Douglas E. Kupel

Abstract

The 100-year anniversary of the Newlands Act, which created the U.S. 
Reclamation Service, now known as the Bureau of Reclamation, will be 
celebrated in the year 2002.  This occasion marks an appropriate time to refl ect 
on the development of the Bureau over time.  As the prime focus of Federal 
activities on the Colorado River, events at Lee’s Ferry have made a decided 
impact on the direction of the Bureau.  This paper examines the role of Lee’s 
Ferry as a concrete location and spiritual center for the reclamation movement in 
a paper prepared for the Bureau’s Centennial Symposium.

Established as a refuge from Federal authorities for exile John D. Lee, Lee’s 
Ferry is now the physical and spiritual center of the Federal contribution to 
Western water history.  As scholars look back on the centennial of the Bureau 
of Reclamation, an examination of the history of Lee’s Ferry and the turf battle 
between the Bureau and the USGS over the future development of the Colorado 
River provides needed insight.  It adds a valuable perspective for westerners 
concerned with the next hundred years of water history.  Known today primarily 
as the departure point for thousands of white-water rafting thrill-seekers and 
world-class trout anglers, the future of Lee’s Ferry will be every bit as signifi cant 
as its past.

Introduction

 Lee’s Ferry is both the physical and spiritual heart of water history in the 
arid West.  As a physical place, Lee’s Ferry is the crucial dividing point between 
the Upper and Lower Basin states as defi ned by the Colorado River Compact of 
1922.  Measurements taken at Lee’s Ferry govern the amount of water credited to 
each of the basins, as well as allocations between states within each basin.

 As a symbol, Lee’s Ferry represents the pivotal position of  the Colorado 
River in the development of the Bureau of Reclamation.  First settled as a 
remote place of exile for fugitive Mormon leader John D. Lee as he sought to 
escape Federal authorities, Lee’s Ferry is now the true “ground zero” for Federal 
infl uence on the West.  As the focus of Federal activities on the Colorado River, 
events at Lee’s Ferry have made a decided impact on the direction of the Bureau.

 Despite its key role in history, the history of Lee’s Ferry itself had been 
left relatively unexamined.  Recent work by historian P. T. Reilly and others have 
only now added new chapters to the complex saga of Lee’s Ferry.  This new 
research provides support for the contention that Lee’s Ferry is one of the most 
signifi cant locales in the landscape of Federal water policy.1
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 Lee’s Ferry is located between the two largest dams on the Colorado 
River.  Just upstream of Lee’s Ferry is the massive Glen Canyon Dam, which 
creates Lake Powell.  Downstream from Lee’s Ferry and on the west side of the 
Grand Canyon is Hoover Dam, which backs up the waters of the Colorado to form 
Lake Mead.  Glen Canyon was constructed in the 1950-1960s and represents the 
last of the giant concrete dams completed by the Bureau of Reclamation.  Hoover 
Dam, completed in the depression decade of the 1930s, represented the beginning 
of a new era for Reclamation.

 What few people realize today is that there was considerable debate about 
the relative merits of the two dam locations in the twenties.  This vigorous debate 
pitted representatives of two Federal agencies against each other: the venerable 
U.S. Geological Survey, tracing its heritage back to the nineteenth century ideals 
of John Wesley Powell, and the upstart U.S. Reclamation Service, representing a 
twentieth century conception of water use.  Reclamation Service offi cials lobbied 
hard for construction of a dam on the lower Colorado to provide needed fl ood 
control for Southern California and Arizona while producing hydroelectric power 
for ready customers in Los Angeles.  USGS offi cials, notably hydrologist E. C. 
LaRue, argued for the construction of a dam at Glen Canyon to regulate the fl ow 
of water between the Upper and Lower basins.

 The Bureau won this skirmish between the two agencies, and construction 
of Hoover Dam sent Reclamation on a path of growth and achievement 
unparalleled in modern history.  Eventually, the Bureau would return to the site 
of its earlier triumph.  Construction of Glen Canyon Dam capped a long era of 
achievements.

 The location of Lee’s Ferry carries with it a touch of irony.  John D. 
Lee was sent there by the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (Mormon 
Church) as an exile to build and operate a ferry.  He built the Lonely Dell Ranch 
for Emma Lee, his seventeenth wife, a few miles below Glen Canyon Dam.  By 
1873 Lee had built a ferryboat named the Colorado and established the fi rst ferry 
service across the river.  Lee was captured by Federal authorities and executed in 
1877 for his part in the Mountain Meadows Massacre.  The ferry ran continuously 
until 1928.  It was replaced by Navajo Bridge, which was completed across 
Marble Canyon in 1929.

Geology

 The spectacular landscape dominating the canyon country of Northern 
Arizona is the product of eons of geologic activity: shifting of continents, 
global rising and falling of sea levels, and creation of highlands now worn and 
redeposited.  At times, deserts dominated the landscape; sometimes freshwater or 
saltwater seas invaded, leaving rivers to erode the most recently deposited layers.  
Prevailing winds abetted the process.  Periods of erosion account for missing rock 
strata, layers appearing elsewhere in sequence.  Two geologic processes are most 
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responsible for the canyon of the Colorado Plateau: 1) an uplift of the ground 
itself, and 2) erosion of the rock by many years of constant water fl ow.

 The last uplift of the Colorado Plateau began about sixty million years 
ago.  Uplift made the land rise.  The meandering streams of the Colorado River 
ran faster and faster.  As the land rose, the constant erosion of the water cut the 
canyons that today dominate the Colorado River.  This erosion sliced through 
many geologic layers, which are now visible.  Navajo sandstone, the dominant 
formation, is made of sand dunes hardened by pressure from deposits above 
them. The deposits eventually wore away and exposed today’s sandstone.  Other 
layers contain sea- deposited sediments; still others hold fossils of land or marine 
organisms that lived millions of years ago.  Petrifi ed wood and fossils of dinosaur 
bones, seashells, and small sea creatures are found in several rock strata in this 
area.

 The deep canyons left by uplift of the Colorado Plateau and the downward 
force of erosion made access across the vast chasm of the Colorado River very 
diffi cult.  Only at a few locations from its confl uence with the Green River in 
Central Utah to the lower valley near Topock, California, does the Colorado open 
its banks to easy access.  For hundreds of miles the canyon of the Colorado is an 
insurmountable barrier, isolating the lands of the Arizona strip north of the river 
and placing them with easier access to Utah than to the state capitol at Phoenix.

 One of the few places along the canyon where the Colorado River can 
be reached with relative ease is at its confl uence with the Paria River.  Here, 
between the depths of Glen Canyon on the upstream side and Marble Canyon on 
the downstream side, is a break in the canyon walls for a stretch of two miles that 
allows a diffi cult and dangerous crossing of the river.  Now Anglicized, the word 
Paria derives from the Indian name Pahreah, meaning a stream of water having 
willows growing along its banks.2

European Discovery

 Early Spanish explorers traveled the northern frontier of New Spain 
(today’s Mexico) looking for an overland route to California.  Some of these 
explorers left us detailed accounts of their expeditions.  In 1776 two Spanish 
priests began an expedition that provided the fi rst written record of Lee’s Ferry.  
Father Francisco Atanasio Dominguez and Father Silvestre Velez de Escalante 
set out from Santa Fe in July to pioneer an overland route from New Mexico 
to Monterey on the California coast.  After three months, the party reached the 
vicinity of today’s Cedar City in Utah, where they encountered an early snow.  
The inclement weather infl uenced a decision to turn back to Santa Fe before the 
full onset of winter.  Following the advice of Paiute Indians, Dominguez and 
Escalante searched for a shallow ford of the Colorado.
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 Inadvertently turning too far south, the two priests reached what is today 
known as Lee’s Ferry.  On October 26 the party reached the Colorado River 
at the mouth of the Paria River.  Here, the river proved too deep to ford on 
horseback, and too swift to swim across.  The men christened their camp Sal si 
Puedes (get out while you can) and they did just that by moving upstream along 
the Paria River canyon until they reached the Colorado Plateau. The explorers 
climbed out of the river bottom and made camp near what is today’s Wahweap 
Marina on Lake Powell.  They spent four more days searching for a way across 
the river. Finally, on November 7, they chopped steps in the sandstone wall at a 
location now called Padre Creek and safely led their pack stock to the banks of 
the Colorado.  Here the crossing was wide but shallow. The site known as the 
“Crossing of the Fathers” today lies beneath the waters of Padre Bay in Lake 
Powell.3

Mormon Crossing Era

 The early development of Lee’s Ferry is closely associated with the 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (the Mormons or LDS).  The river 
crossing is named for Mormon pioneer John Doyle Lee.  The crossing was a key 
location on the major transportation route for Mormon immigrants to Arizona and, 
after 1877, for travelers returning to Utah along the “Honeymoon Trail” to the 
LDS Temple at Saint George to solemnize their unions.

 The establishment of the Mormon Church dates to an event in American 
history known as the “Second Great Awakening,” a period of religious revival and 
evangelicalism in the late 1820s and early 1830s.  This revival was national in 
scope, but had two centers: in the south and in western New York state.  In 1830 
Joseph Smith received a revelation and a new type of Christian church began.
Because of some unusual tenets of the religion, its practitioners were subject 
to opposition and distrust from more traditional, established religions.  One of 
these early tenets of the LDS Church was polygamy, the practice of men taking 
more than one wife.  From its original location in New York, members of the 
LDS church moved to Ohio, then to Illinois, and fi nally on the long trek to the 
Great Salt Lake in what would become the Territory and later the State of Utah.  
Members arrived at the present-day location of Salt Lake City on July 24, 1847.

John D. and Emma Lee, 1871-1879

 John D. Lee was born in Kaskasia, Illinois, on September 12, 1812, 
and converted to Mormonism at the age of twenty-six.  Lee joined Joseph 
Smith in western Missouri in 1838, then moved with other church members to 
Nauvoo, Illinois, after violence forced them to relocate.  Lee was a leader in the 
community and constructed a substantial house in Nauvoo.  After further violence, 
including the murder of Joseph Smith, Lee and the rest of the Mormon faithful 
began a westward trek.  During the move Lee was a leader and able assistant to 
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Brigham Young on the trip to Utah.  After establishing a home in Salt Lake City, 
Lee heeded his church’s call to settle in the southern portion of Utah.  Lee and his 
wives settled and built houses at Parowan, Harmony, and Panguitch in southern 
Utah.4

 While living near Harmony, Lee participated in a massacre of immigrants 
en route to the Pacifi c Coast.  In the summer of 1857 a wagon train under the 
command of Captain Charles Fancher set up camp at Mountain Meadows, a 
popular resting spot on the trip west.  At the time, leaders of the LDS Church were 
in a bitter struggle with the Federal government over control of the Utah Territory 
and were anticipating armed intervention at any moment.  The immigrants, 
many of them from Missouri, taunted the Mormon settlers with tales of how 
Smith’s followers had been driven from the state.  On September 11, 1857, local 
Mormon leaders and Ute Indians joined forces in an attack on the wagon train.
Viewed ostensibly as a military campaign against a hostile force, the attack was 
a massacre from which only seventeen children escaped death.  While in many 
ways a payback for tremendous mistreatment over the years, the Mountain 
Meadows Massacre of 1857 forever marked its antagonists with the taint of 
bloodshed and violence.5

 The massacre opened southern Utah to additional Mormon settlement.  
Called Utah’s “Dixie,” because of its comparatively warm climate and southern 
location, this portion of the territory included the communities of Saint George, 
Harmony, Panguitch, and Cedar City.  This process of colonization was an integral 
part of church expansion.  In addition to southern Utah, church leaders began to 
look southward into Arizona.  Of particular interest for Mormon proselytizers 
were the sedentary and urban Hopi Indians.

 In 1858, 1859, and 1860, Mormon leaders sent expeditions to the Hopi.  
Led by pioneer Jacob Hamblin, the missionary parties crossed at what would 
later become Lee’s Ferry.  These early efforts toward converting the Hopi to the 
Mormon religion proved disappointing.  In time, Mormon leaders directed their 
attention to the neighboring Navajo.  In contrast to the Hopi, who received the 
Mormon missionaries with indifference, the Navajo were openly hostile to those 
they considered intruders in their land.  By 1860 the Navajo were in a state of 
open confl ict with the U.S. Government, a situation which ended only with the 
Navajo’s defeat at the hands of Kit Carson.  While many Navajo lost their lives 
during the confl ict, many more died during the infamous “long walk” to the 
Bosque Redondo reservation in New Mexico.

 The relationship between the Mormons, the Navajo, and the Hopi took on 
the form of an uneasy truce after 1865.  Mormon missionaries remained anxious 
to convert additional souls, but they also coveted the few well-watered locations 
in Arizona for settlements.  Resident American Indians looked to protect their 
lands.
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 As one of the few locations where the Colorado could be crossed, the 
Paria River confl uence served an important military purpose to the Mormons.  
Control of the crossing prevented incursions by Native Americans north of the 
river while providing a base of operations for Mormon colonizing to the south.  In 
October of 1869 Hamblin posted guards at the river crossing to control access at 
this strategic point.  Hamblin christened the post “Fort Meeks” in honor of camp 
leader William Meeks.  By 1870 Hamblin had cleared a patch of land along the 
Paria and planted wheat.  As historian A. Gary Anderson has noted, “this crossing 
on the Colorado River was not unknown when John D. Lee arrived, nor was the 
idea of a ferry new.”6

 Although U.S. President James Buchanan had issued a general pardon 
for acts of rebellion arising from the Utah War in 1858, for John D. Lee and 
other Mormon leaders associated with the Mountain Meadows Massacre the 
passage of time could not wash the stain clean.  In 1870 LDS church offi cials 
excommunicated Lee and others for their participation in the event.  While 
church offi cials were outwardly preparing to fi x the entire blame for the 
affair on Lee, inwardly they still considered Lee as one of their own.  Despite 
the excommunication, for Lee, a faithful member of the fl ock since 1838, 
relinquishment of his loyalty to the church would come slowly if at all.

 To Lee and the Mormon leadership, the confl uence of Paria Creek with the 
Colorado River served two important purposes.  For Lee, it provided a remote and 
isolated area free from the watchful eyes of Federal authorities.  For the church, it 
was an important link in the Mormon colonization of Arizona.

 Lee and two of his families set out for the remote location, arriving shortly 
before Christmas in 1871.  Mormon historian Juanita Brooks credits Emma 
Lee with naming the locale “Lonely Dell” based on the pioneer wife’s initial 
observations.  Wives Emma and Rachel took up residence, one in a dugout and 
one in a rock structure.  In May of 1872 Rachel moved to a location today known 
as “Jacob’s Pools,” leaving Emma Batchelder Lee as the woman in charge of 
Lee’s Ferry.  Emma was indeed the driving force behind the ferry and the Lonely 
Dell Ranch, as Lee himself was often absent.7

 The arrival of Lee created two centers of activity at the confl uence of 
the Paria and Colorado Rivers.  The ferry across the Colorado operated from the 
water’s edge, downstream from the juncture of the two rivers.  The residential 
area, starting with some rough cabins and corrals, was upstream along the Paria.
This sheltered location back from the Colorado gave the residents some protection 
from storms that frequently passed through the canyon.

 During December of 1871 Lee constructed crude shelters for his two 
wives and their children.  Based on accounts from Lee’s diaries, Mormon 
historian Juanita Brooks described these early structures:
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By January 12 they had fi nished building two small rooms.  One was a 
dugout with its back and two sides set into the hillside.  It had a fl agstone 
fl oor, and a willow and sod roof.  Later, this would be a cellar, and a 
place where the children could sleep during the scorching midday hours.
The larger room was of rock laid up with mud and lime mortar, and had a 
dirt fl oor and roof, but two small windows and a solid door.8

 These fi rst dwellings were mere shelters from the elements.  As time went 
on, Lee constructed a more presentable cabin of driftwood for Emma.  He had the 
assistance of Tommy Smith who arrived in 1872 with lumber for a new ferryboat 
and considerable carpentry skills.  Professor Harvey C. DeMotte, a member of 
John Wesley Powell’s 1871-72 expedition down the Colorado, left us with a 
description of the building as it appeared in 1872:

The house of logs and innocent of fl oor, whose foundations were not laid 
with square and compass, stood with gable pointing toward the south of 
east; along one side a shade, composed of leafy boughs, served well the 
purpose of verandah, from the outer edge of which suspended blankets 
hid the sun’s rays from the evening meal.9

 John Wesley Powell’s trips down the Colorado have received well-justifi ed 
attention by historians through the years.  While Powell and his men achieved 
a signifi cant accomplishment by being the fi rst to travel downstream on the 
Colorado River through the Grand Canyon, the records of Powell’s exploits also 
give us some insight into conditions at Lee’s Ferry.  Powell took two trips through 
the Colorado, one in 1869 and a second in 1871 and 1872.  The second trip was 
actually undertaken in two parts, with a break at Lee’s Ferry.10

 Powell fi rst visited Lee’s Ferry on August 4, 1869.  His crew spent the 
night there, noting the remains of Indian and Mormon campfi res.  Powell returned 
on September 30, 1870, during a reconnaissance trip in preparation for his second 
voyage.  Accompanied by Jacob Hamblin, Powell and his men constructed a fl at 
boat called the Cañon Maid to use as a ferryboat to cross the river.  Recognizing 
that Lee’s Ferry was an important access point on the river, Powell used it as a 
location to split his second trip down the Colorado.  In 1871 the party left Green 
River, Wyoming in May and arrived at Lee’s Ferry in October.  The men cached 
one boat on each side of the river and disembarked.  The Powell party returned to 

33.1.  This 1871 image of John 
Wesley Powell’s second expedition 
down the Colorado River was captured 
at the jumping off point in Green River, 
Wyoming.
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Lee’s Ferry in the summer of 1872 to resume their trip.11

 The main difference between the two trips was that John Doyle Lee 
had arrived at the mouth of the Paria to establish his residence.  Frederick S. 
Dellenbaugh, a member of Powell’s party, noted that in addition to constructing 
a cabin, “Lee had worked hard since his arrival early in the year and now had his 
farm in fairly good order with crops growing, well irrigated by the water he took 
out of the Paria.  He called the place Lonely Dell, and it was not a misnomer.”12

 With a good knowledge of Lee’s predicament, members of the Powell 
expedition were not above having some fun with Lee.  Dellenbaugh describes one 
incident:

Our camp was across the Paria down by the Colorado, and when Brother 
Lee came back the following Sunday he called to give us a lengthy 
dissertation on the faith of the Latter-Day Saints (Mormons), while 
Andy, always up to mischief, in his quiet way, delighted to get behind 
him and cock a rifl e.  At the sound of the ominous click Lee would wheel 
like a fl ash to see what was up.  We had no intention of capturing him, 
of course, but it amused Andy to act in a way that kept Lee on the qui 
vive.13

 In addition to constructing lodging, Lee quickly turned his attention to the 
establishment of a garden patch.  One of his fi rst tasks was to complete a dam on 
the Paria River to impound water for irrigation.  Thus began a continual battle 
to maintain the dam in the face of frequent fl oods and to keep the crops watered 
during times of drought.14

 In 1872 church authorities desired to open Arizona to colonization and 
assigned Lee to operate a ferry.  A boat was completed by January of 1873.  In 
April of 1873 church offi cials sent Joseph W. Young, James Jackson, and twenty-
fi ve others to improve roads to and from the ferry site.  Jackson assisted Mrs. Lee 
during the frequent absences of John D. Lee from the site.

 In 1874 confl ict between Mormons and the Navajo led church offi cials to 
fund construction of a “Fort” on the banks of the Colorado River.  In January of 
1874 three Navajo men were killed by settlers in Grass Valley, Utah.  Although 
the protagonists were not Mormons, the incident escalated tensions between 
Mormon settlers and the Navajo.  In May of 1874 Jacob Hamblin suggested that 
the Mormons construct a Fort at Lee’s Ferry to protect the river crossing.

 Marshall William Stokes captured Lee in Panguitch on November 7, 1874.  
It took two trials for Federal authorities to convict Lee of participation in the 
Mountain Meadows Massacre.  Lee was executed at the site of the massacre on 
March 23, 1877.

 Following Lee’s capture and execution, his wife Emma operated the ferry.  
Warren M. Johnson took over operation of the Ferry from Emma on November 
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30, 1879.  Johnson operated the ferry for sixteen years, until 1896.  James S. 
Emett then took over.  One of Emett’s improvements was the introduction of a 
cable-ferry in 1899 and the construction of a new access road.  Emett continued to 
operate the ferry until it was purchased by Coconino County in 1910.  Custodians 
for Coconino County ran the ferry until the construction of Navajo Bridge made it 
obsolete.  The last ferry run was in 1928.  Navajo Bridge opened in 1929.

Lee’s Ferry and Charles H. Spencer, 1909-1912

 These three  years were ones of rapid change at Lee’s Ferry.  The Grand 
Canyon Cattle Company purchased the Lonely Dell Ranch from James S. 
Emett in 1909, and Coconino County owned the ferry location after 1910.  But 
the greatest change originated from former teamster, bullwhacker, and expert 
yarn-spinner Charles H. Spencer.  Spencer had convinced himself, and soon 
proved very adept at convincing others, that small amounts of very fi ne gold 
could be found in the depths of the geologic strata uncovered by centuries of the 
Colorado’s relentless erosion.  The only problem, for Spencer and others, was 
how to recover it.  The Spencer mining operation endured for only a short time, 
until February of 1912, but it left a lasting mark on Lee’s Ferry.15

 Spencer arrived at Lee’s Ferry in May of 1909.  He listened carefully as 
Jerry Johnson, Warren Johnson’s son, related the exploits of Robert B. Stanton’s 
early attempts at gold mining along the Colorado.  Spencer developed enthusiasm 
for his project and sent a member of his party to Flagstaff to record several mining 
claims.  He lured fi nancial backers in Chicago to join the operation, incorporated 
as the Black Sand Gold Recovery Company.  By June Spencer and his crew 
had established a camp on the left bank of the Colorado, near the location of the 
original ferry and across the river from the Fort.

 After several unsuccessful attempts to recover gold from the sands 
along the left bank of the river in August and early September of 1910, Spencer 
decided to move his operations to the more developed and spacious right bank.
On September 10 and 11, 1910, Spencer and his crew moved to the right bank, 
making over the old Fort as a mess hall and erecting two tents nearby to serve as 
the cook’s commissary.16

 After establishing his foothold on the right bank, Charlie Spencer re-
grouped to obtain more capital from his Chicago backers.  He returned at the 
fi rst of the year in 1911 and embarked on a massive building program that would 
change the appearance of Lee’s Ferry dramatically.  He formed a new company, 
called the American Placer Corporation, to serve as a holding company for the 
operation.

 Buildings erected by Spencer in 1911 included: an offi ce building to the 
west of the Fort (American Placer Corporation Offi ce); an addition on the west 
end of the old Fort; a new mess hall and cook’s house; three bunkhouses (west, 
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center, and east); a blacksmith shop; and a laboratory (assay offi ce).  Other 
Spencer contributions included smaller features such as root cellars, chicken 
coops, outhouses, and a powder storage magazine.  The powder magazine, a large 
dugout excavated out of the right bank, was located up the Colorado River past 
all other improvements.  The most unusual Spencer addition was the construction 
of a steamboat, christened the Charles H. Spencer, that lowered its anchor in the 
Colorado.17

 Despite the ability of Charles Spencer to convince others that there was 
gold in the deposits at Lee’s Ferry, he was unable to actually locate any mineral 
wealth.  His talents lay in the area of promotion, not production.  The fi nal blow 
came when his steamboat could not buck the forceful current of the Colorado.
It had been constructed to transport coal for the boilers of the gold operation.
Without a fuel source, not withstanding the lack of gold, the operation was 
doomed to failure.18

 After the Charles H. Spencer failed in its maiden voyage in December 
of 1911, the workers began to drift away.  When the investors cut off the money 
supply, even Spencer himself abandoned his project.  Although Spencer would 
continue to return to Lee’s Ferry many times over the next forty years, he never 
matched his construction efforts of 1910-1911.

USGS/Reclamation Controversy over Dam Construction (1921-1933)

 The next scheme of big dreamers that concerned Lee’s Ferry centered on 
a resource that appeared to be plentiful: water.  Since the great fl ood that created 
the Salton Sea in 1905, plans had been circulated for a dam on the Colorado to 
provide fl ood control, generate hydroelectric power, and impound water for use 
in California and Arizona.  Engineers, politicians, and developers in California 
and Arizona vied to be the fi rst to lay claim to the vast water resources of the 
Colorado.19

 Eugene Clyde LaRue of the U.S. Geological Survey played a key role 
in the development of dams on the Colorado.  Although LaRue’s ideas were 
discredited by the politicians of the day, his observations about the fl ow of the 
Colorado proved prescient.  LaRue began a comprehensive study of the Colorado 
in 1912.  His ultimate conclusion, published in 1916, was that the fl ow of the 
Colorado was not suffi cient to irrigate all of the lands available for agriculture.  To 
conserve water, LaRue advocated construction of a series of comparatively small 
dams.  This would reduce the total water surface exposed to evaporation, thus 
conserving stored water for irrigation in both California and Arizona.20

 Offi cials at the U.S. Reclamation Service, once a part of the USGS, 
pursued a different vision for the Colorado.  The Reclamation Service conducted 
its own studies, relying on the work of J. B. Lippincott.  The California-
based engineer advocated construction of a large dam on the lower Colorado.  
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Lippincott explained that the advantage of the lower Colorado River dam is that it 
would be closer to power and water use in California.  This idea did not set well 
with Arizonans who hoped to divert water from the Colorado for use in the desert 
state.21

 As it turned out, the Californians were better prepared and fi nanced.  They 
struck fi rst, in 1921.  The Southern California Edison Company entered into a 
cooperative agreement with the United States Geological Survey to conduct a 
survey of the Colorado River with a view toward determining potential dam 
sites.  Like other travelers before and after, the Edison men selected Lee’s Ferry 
as the base of their operations because of its easy access to the river and land 
transportation.22

 In addition to surveying the river for possible dam sites, the Edison and 
USGS party erected a stream gaging station at Lee’s Ferry.  Placed in operation 
in 1921, the stream gage represented the fi rst fi rm Federal foothold at the ferry, 
an ironic addition to a location selected by John D. Lee to hide from U.S. 
government authority.  The Federal presence at Lee’s Ferry had begun.23

 Another irony in the Edison program was that the USGS hydrographer 
E. C. LaRue worked closely with the California company.  Because of his prior 
experience, LaRue was a logical choice to head the survey of potential dam 
locations upstream and downstream from Lee’s Ferry.  Both the USGS and 
the Edison Company provided funds for the project.  Although LaRue would 
later come to a conclusion regarding dam locations that was at odds with the 
electric company, this association was used by his enemies to discredit LaRue’s 
objectivity.24

 The Edison Company leased land from the Navajo Nation on the left 
bank of the Colorado for their headquarters.  In 1922 the Edison men erected a 
boathouse there that served as the base of their operations.  This work coincided 
with meetings of the Colorado River Commission conducted by Secretary of 
Commerce Herbert Hoover.  These discussions in Santa Fe led to agreement 
on a compact that divided the waters of the Colorado between the upper and 
lower basin states.  However, Arizona refused to ratify this Compact of 1922.  
The Compact had the effect of splitting the Colorado River drainage into two 
basins, the upper and lower.  The location of the division between the basins was 
specifi ed in Article V of the Compact as a hypothetical point one mile below the 
mouth of the Paria River.25

 Separate Reclamation Service investigations of the Colorado culminated 
in 1922 with the publication of the Fall-Davis Report, named for Secretary of the 
Interior Albert Fall and Reclamation Service chief A. P. Davis.  The Fall-Davis 
report recommended construction of a high dam at Boulder Canyon that would 
serve several purposes: fl ood control, generation of hydroelectric power, river 
regulation, and storage of water for agriculture.  The report essentially followed 
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the earlier Lippincott plan.26

 Despite the assistance of the Edison Company, LaRue and the USGS 
pursued a vision of Colorado River development that differed from the 
Reclamation Service.  LaRue compared the two plans in his second report on the 
Colorado, published in 1925.  LaRue stated that the USGS plans “are based on the 
theory that major regulation of fl ow by storage can be developed by dams at or 
above Lees Ferry.”  With a large dam at Lee’s Ferry as its centerpiece, LaRue then 
called for a series of smaller dams and reservoirs downstream.  These would allow 
for the generation of hydroelectric power while conserving water for agriculture.
The smaller dams would reduce water loss from evaporation.  According to 
LaRue, building a dam at Lee’s Ferry would regulate the fl ow of the river and 
allow for a comprehensive development of the Colorado’s resources.27

 The Bureau of Reclamation pursued a different vision.  Davis and other 
Reclamation offi cials preferred the recommendations of the Fall-Davis report 
which called for the construction of a large dam in Boulder Canyon on the lower 
Colorado.  Accompanying the large dam was a second dam, downstream, that 
would recapture power releases and allow for agricultural diversions.  The large 
dam was eventually named Hoover Dam, and the smaller was christened Davis 
Dam.

 The Davis plan had the strong backing of the California congressional 
delegation.  The basic elements of the plan were introduced as the Swing-Johnson 
bill in Congress, named for Representative Philip Swing of San Diego and 
cosponsored by Senator Hiram Johnson.  The bill eventually became law as the 
Boulder Canyon Project Act of 1928.  Construction of Boulder Dam (later Hoover 
Dam) began in 1930 and was completed in 1936.

 Despite the rejection of LaRue’s idea for an upstream dam, the USGS 
soon developed Lee’s Ferry into a signifi cant scientifi c outpost.  With the arrival 
of stream gagers at the ferry, the old Spencer era mining buildings began to see 
new use.  Edison gager Irving Cockcroft and his wife Margery moved into the old 
Fort on August 20, 1921.28

 The Cockcrofts established a post offi ce in the American Placer 
Corporation Offi ce building.  The place opened for business on August 12, 1922, 
and Irving Cockcroft erected a sign stating that the building was the “Lee’s Ferry 
Post Offi ce.”  Since that time, the building has frequently been referred to as the 
“Post Offi ce.”  Another change was the conversion of the east Spencer Bunkhouse 
into a school.  This was done in 1921 under the impetus of Jerry Johnson, but it 
benefi tted the children of the river gagers working for Southern California Edison 
as well as children of the Mormon residents of Lonely Dell Ranch.  The building 
served as a school for about four years. 29

 The United States Geological Survey assumed complete control for the 
stream gaging operation at Lee’s Ferry on November 1, 1923.  On that day Edison 
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gager Irving Cockroft turned over the equipment to USGS employee Jim Klohr.  
The new man brought his family and the small group soon settled into the old 
Fort, using the Spencer addition as a bedroom.30

 Another result of the USGS activity on the Colorado was the designation 
of the spring at Lee’s Ferry, located in the bluff behind the cable ferry, as a public 
water reserve.  The experience of the Edison crew and the USGS men showed 
the importance of this water supply.  By order of the Secretary of the Interior, 
numerous springs in Arizona, Colorado, Montana, Idaho, Nevada, Oregon, Utah, 
Wyoming, and New Mexico were designated as “public water reserves” in order 
to protect the water supply in isolated and arid locations for the public use.  Public 
Water Reserve No. 107, issued on April 17, 1926, included:

All land within a quarter of a mile of a spring on the north bank of 
Colorado River near the old site of Lees Ferry east of the mouth of 
Paria River, and located approximately in what probably will be, when 
surveyed, Sec. 13.31

 Charlie Spencer resumed operations at Lee’s Ferry early in 1931, sending 
several laborers to begin sluicing operations on the Chinle Formation.  Spencer’s 
men treated the buildings and grounds as if they were their own, resulting in 
confl ict with USGS hydrologist Charlie McDonald.  The two groups, USGS 
gagers and Spencer miners, eventually agreed on exclusive use of separate 
buildings.  While this solved the problem for the moment, it soured the USGS 
on any further dealings with Spencer.  Offi cials in Washington, D.C., began to 
contemplate how they might prevent any further trespass by Spencer on the 
stream gaging operation.  After Spencer’s backers ran out of money in April of 
1931, the brief mining boom came to an end.32

USGS Outpost at Lee’s Ferry, 1933-1945

 The United States Geological Survey consolidated its control over the 
old ferry site in 1933.  On January 18, 1933, President Herbert Hoover issued 
an executive order setting aside lands near the existing gaging stations on the 
Colorado and Paria Rivers as an administrative site.  President Hoover declared 
that Section 13 and lots 1, 2, 3, and 4 in Township 40 North, Range 7 East and an 
unsurveyed portion of what, when surveyed, would be Section 18 in Township 40 
North, Range 8 East, were reserved “for occupation and use by representatives of 
the Geological Survey.”33

 The USGS soon undertook an improvement campaign on the property.  
It erected a fence to the east of the Fort, west of the westernmost Spencer 
Bunkhouse (demolished 1943) to demarcate its administrative zone.  The Survey 
also considered demolishing several of the Spencer buildings at this time.  These 
included the old schoolhouse (east Spencer bunkhouse), the chicken house (center 
bunkhouse, a.k.a. feed and storage room; demolished 1967), and the saddle barn 
(west bunkhouse, demolished 1943), and the Spencer addition to the Fort.34
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 After 1933 the center of USGS residential activity shifted from the Fort to 
Spencer’s old mess hall (demolished 1967).  The USGS converted the mess hall 
into a residence for its stream gagers.  This building became known as the “stream 
gager’s residence.”35

 The depression decade led itinerant hydrographer Frank Dodge to become 
more of a permanent resident at the ferry site.  A fairly frequent visitor to the 
ferry since 1919, Dodge secured part-time work with the USGS as an assistant 
hydrologist in 1932.  The decision to hire Dodge was justifi ed on the basis that 
a second person was needed to make readings during periods of high water.  
Dodge upgraded Spencer’s old laboratory (assay offi ce) building (converted into 
sediment lab 1947; demolished 1967) into a makeshift residence.  Over the years, 
this building became known as “Dodge’s Cabin.”36

 A reunion of Mormon pioneers held at Lee’s Ferry in 1935 gave the USGS 
an incentive to clean up its buildings and grounds.  The event took place over 
three days in October.  The reunion marked a turning point for Lee’s Ferry.  A 
sense of the passage of time and the growth of historical perspective gave rise to a 
sense of history about the old place.37

 However, recollections of the past did not always prove accurate.  In 1936 
historian Frank Kelly visited the area with former resident Robert B. Hildebrand 
who reminisced about his boyhood at Lee’s Ferry.  Hildebrand posed for 
photographs in front of several buildings, one of which he called the original Lee 
cabin.  Other visitors, struck by the apparent age of the Samantha Johnson Cabin, 
incorrectly began to associate the old building with John D. Lee.  Kelly gave these 
memories a stamp of approval when he described Lee’s Ferry in a 1943 article:

Although some of the old buildings have been destroyed, Lee’s original 
one-room log cabin fortunately has been preserved.  Behind it stands 
his old blacksmith shop, where horses were shod and emigrant wagons 
repaired, with giant leather bellows still in working order.38

 As the years passed, and as additional visitors arrived at Lee’s Ferry, the 
story of the Lee cabin and blacksmith shop took on all the elements of truth from 
constant retelling.  With the departure of Jerry Johnson from the property in 1934, 
no one remained on site that had direct knowledge of the earlier period.  Lee’s 
Ferry had now entered the realm of history, but that history took on aspects of 
myth.  As tales were told and retold, some of the stories were embellished.39

 As part of the USGS operations in the thirties, Government Land Offi ce 
(GLO) surveyors returned to the Lee’s Ferry area in 1937 to survey Township 40 
North, Range 8 East.  The GLO surveyors noted eight stone buildings and one 
mine shaft at the old Ferry site.  The surveyors described the area in their notes as 
follows:
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In section 18 there is a strip of land on the north side of the river about 
one-fourth mile wide and one-half mile long, whereon there are a group 
of stone cabins, a part of the settlement known as Lee’s Ferry.  This 
strip of land is covered by proclamation to the jurisdiction of the U.S. 
Geological Survey, and a representative of this government bureau 
occupies one of the cabins.  The remainder of the cabins were not 
occupied at the time of the survey… There is an old mine shaft in section 
18 near the group of stone buildings near the base of the canyon wall, 
but no operations are being carried on at the present time and there is no 
evidence of valuable mineral deposits.40

 The land survey coincided with an improvement to the grounds by the 
USGS late in 1937.  The Survey built a water tank and pipeline to convey water 
from a well to the stream gager’s residence (demolished 1967).  The engineers 
added a septic tank, to complement a six-foot by nine-foot bathroom they 
attached to the building.  The arrival of indoor plumbing at Lee’s Ferry was not 
the most dramatic event which ever took place at the site, but it was a signifi cant 
improvement.41

 In 1942 the USGS undertook another clean-up of the property.  Many of 
the remaining metal objects from the Spencer mining era were collected as part 
of a war-effort scrap drive.  The only items that remained after the operation were 
those that were too large to move, such as the boilers Spencer had freighted to the 
site in 1910.  In 1943 the west Spencer Bunkhouse, closest to the ravine and in the 
worst shape, was razed for stone used to refurbish other buildings.42

Change of Tide: World War Two

 A number of factors came together during World War Two which brought 
an end to Arizona’s opposition to the Colorado River Compact of 1922 and started 
its battle for authorization of the Central Arizona Project.  The fi rst was the war 
itself.  World War Two generated a tremendous demand for food and fi ber raised 
in Arizona, resulting in an increase in agricultural production and a corresponding 
rise in water use.  Combined with the arrival of defense industries and workers 
into the state, Arizona experienced an increased demand for water.  The need for 
improved relations with Mexico, spurred by the war, started treaty negotiations 
in 1941 that resulted in an agreement on water use from the Colorado in 1944.
The election of Governor Sidney P. Osborn (who started the fi rst of his four 
consecutive terms in January of 1941) brought a mature political leader to the 
executive chair, one who understood that Arizona must change its tactics in order 
to move forward.43

 As one of his fi rst legislative efforts, Governor Osborn requested approval 
of a combined “Water and Power Authority” that could take charge of the state’s 
efforts to develop its resources.  In 1941 and again in 1943, during the 15th and 
16th Legislatures, Osborn asked for approval of this initiative but was refused 
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each time.  In 1943 he received permission from the Legislature to create a State 
Land Department that would meet some of his goals for more centralized resource 
planning.44

 Also in 1943 Osborn persuaded the Legislature to give permission for 
a committee to negotiate a contract with the Secretary of the Interior for water 
from the Colorado River.  As a condition, the Legislature reserved its prerogative 
to approve the actions of the committee.  This fi rst step opened the door to a 
fi nal solution in 1944.  Governor Osborn convened a special session of the 16th 
Legislature on February 15, 1944, to consider the ratifi cation of the Compact 
and the authorization of a contract with the Secretary of the Interior for the 
use of Arizona’s 2.8 maf (million acre feet) designated in the Boulder Canyon 
Project Act.  The legislators responded, and by the end of the special session 
on February 24, 1944, had passed both measures.  In addition, the Sixteenth 
Legislature allocated $200,000 for use in a cooperative study with the Bureau of 
Reclamation to devise plans for bringing the water to Central Arizona.  Governor 
Osborn signed the measures ratifying the Compact and authorizing the contract 
on February 24, and “ended the most controversial issue in the state’s history, and 
marked the beginning of Arizona’s fi ght to put the waters of the Colorado River to 
benefi cial use.”45

Reclamation Service Arrives at Lee’s Ferry, 1946-1962

 The postwar period saw a renewed level of activity at the USGS 
compound.  In 1946 a survey crew from the Bureau of Reclamation arrived to 
investigate possible dam sites and rights-of-way associated with the proposed 
Central Arizona Project.  In 1947 the USGS turned Frank Dodge’s old 
residence—Spencer’s assay offi ce—into a new sediment laboratory.  That same 
year the Survey constructed a new hydrographer’s residence, measuring 18 by 30 
feet (demolished 1967).  The Survey followed this by constructing a new building 
for guest housing (USGS Residence) in May of 1950.  Many of the stones for the 
new buildings were salvaged from old Spencer buildings, contributing further to 
the deterioration of the mining legacy at the ferry.46

 The contract between the State of Arizona and the Bureau of Reclamation 
facilitated studies of potential routes to bring Colorado River water to Central 
Arizona.  The Bureau of Reclamation, spurred by the contribution of $200,000 
from Arizona into its study fund, turned its attention to examining plans for 
the project.  During the summer of 1944, U.S. Senator from Arizona Ernest 
McFarland chaired hearings on the Colorado.  On June 6, 1944, the Bureau issued 
a report which discussed the possibility of diverting water to Central Arizona.  
The Bureau continued to study the matter, trying to resolve a controversy over the 
route the water would take.47

 John T. Sanders made the fi rst Reclamation mark on Lee’s Ferry.  He 
arrived on March 21, 1946, and began to take stream fl ow measurements in 
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anticipation of constructing Glen Canyon Dam upstream from Lee’s Ferry.  On 
October 25, a large party of Bureau of Reclamation employees from the Salt Lake 
City offi ce arrived at Lee’s Ferry.  Their fi rst order of business was to improve 
the road from State Highway 89 to Lee’s Ferry.  Most of this work had been 
accomplished by November 7.48

 More Reclamation employees arrived in December of 1946.  They brought 
boats and barges to facilitate their work on Glen Canyon Dam.  Reclamation 
workers established a base camp at Lee’s Ferry.  Surveyors fanned out from Lee’s 
Ferry to begin the preliminary survey work for the new dam.  Workers drilled a 
well in January of 1947, and by the end of March the operation resembled a small 
city.49

 The studies convinced Reclamation offi cials that E. C. LaRue’s old plan 
of a large regulating dam at Glen Canyon was still a solid one.  It took additional 
work to convince politicians in Washington, D.C., and the West that it was a 
good idea.  The plan eventually reached fruition as the Colorado River Storage 
Project Act.  The measure passed Congress on March 28, 1956.  President Dwight 
Eisenhower signed it into law on April 11.

 President Eisenhower touched off the fi rst blasts signaling the start 
of construction of Glen Canyon Dam by telegraph from the Oval Offi ce on 
October 15, 1956.  The long-deferred dream of USGS Hydrographer E. C. LaRue 
was about to become reality under the auspices of the Bureau of Reclamation.
Construction of the dam, completed in 1966, resulted in the creation of Lake 
Powell, a water recreation wonderland.  Glen Canyon Dam also tamed the 
Colorado through the Grand Canyon, allowing for the development of a white 
water rafting industry headquartered at Lee’s Ferry.  The cold water released 
from the bottom of the dam turned out to be perfect for trout, resulting in the 
development of a stretch of world-class trout fi shing river at Lee’s Ferry.50

 In 1959 USGS personnel apparently burned at least one of the two 
cabins at the cable ferry site, and possibly both.  The burned cabin was the Frank 
Johnson Cabin, used by Johnson as a residence while he tended the ferry.  A 
second cabin, christened the “Louse House” by travelers who picked up some 
unwanted companions there, had already lost its wooden upper walls and roof by 
1959.  According to Crampton and Rusho in their 1965 report, “The cabins were 
burned by the U.S. Geological Survey for the alleged reason that the agency had 
neither the men nor the funds to police the buildings against an increasing number 
of careless tourists.”  C. Gregory Crampton photographed both structures on 
September 20, 1959, and reported that the Frank Johnson “Cabin had been burned 
and was still smoldering when visited.”51

 The Glen Canyon Dam construction project resulted in a number of 
scientifi c studies of the history and archaeology of the Glen Canyon region.  In 
June of 1960 C. Gregory Crampton of the University of Utah published his study 
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of historical sites in Glen Canyon from the mouth of the San Juan River to Lee’s 
Ferry.  These studies represented some of the fi rst professional historical work 
at Lee’s Ferry.  Unfortunately, due to the pressure of completing the studies in 
a short amount of time, errors crept into the text of these early reports that have 
confused the history of Lee’s Ferry to this day.52

The Consortium at Lonely Dell, 1964-1974

 In 1964 a group of investors decided to purchase the Lonely Dell Ranch 
property, the location of Lee’s original cabins on the Paria.  Known casually as 
“the consortium,” the group shared a vision of turning the place into a destination 
resort for vacationers.  Heading the group was Phoenix architect Denver “Dee” 
Evans and his wife Jean.  Evans, son of noted architect Robert F. Evans who 
had developed the Jokake Inn and the Paradise Inn in the Phoenix area, hoped 
to duplicate his father’s success with the construction of a resort at Lee’s Ferry.  
Included in the investment group was E. Reesman Fryer, descendant of Mormon 
immigrants who had crossed at the Ferry in the nineteenth century.  Fryer and his 
wife Ione had a different vision for the Lonely Dell Ranch, one of preservation of 
its rich heritage.53

 Five other individuals or married couples formed the consortium: Allen 
Luhrs and Alma Luhrs, John and Alta Luhrs (both couples doing business as 
Luhrs & Luhrs, a partnership), Robert L. and Charlotte Brown, Joseph Louis 

33.2.  Eugene C. LaRue’s dream of a Glen Canyon dam was fi nally realized in the 1960s.
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Refsnes, and Jack and Edythe Whiteman.  All were wealthy Phoenix residents.  
John and Alta Luhrs later sold their share to the partnership, which then created 
six undivided interests.

 According to historian H. Lee Scamehorn, the group acquired the property 
“to produce unadulterated seed.  The site was suffi ciently isolated that plants 
grown there would not be contaminated by vegetation from other agricultural 
lands.”  While this explanation seems plausible, it is more likely—given the 
interest of Evans and Fryer in history—that the property was acquired primarily 
for its historic attractions.  In 1987 Fryer described his labor of love:  “I replanted 
orchards and rebuilt ditches…I think I worked every bit as hard as John D. Lee 
and Warren Johnson ever did.”54

 The consortium made a large change in the landscape of the property.  On 
June 9, 1965, the new owners began construction of two large holding ponds 
into which Paria River water could be diverted and impounded.  These irrigation 
facilities served a large orchard of fruit trees that the owners planted south of 
ranch buildings.55

 According to historian Scamehorn, the consortium had a large amount of 
work to do.  Years of neglect and deferred maintenance left the Lonely Dell Ranch 
in poor condition.  Scamehorn observed:

Lee’s Ranch showed obvious signs in 1964 of advanced deterioration 
caused by prolonged neglect…The condition of the property demanded 
a heavy expenditure for what the partners called “salvage” operations…
The ranch buildings also needed extensive repairs.  The stone house 
[Weaver Ranch House] was described by the partners as “primitive.”  It 
had to be rebuilt, expanded, and modernized to make it habitable.  The 
so-called Lee cabin and other buildings required refurbishing.  Hand-split 
shingles were put on the cabins, and in other ways they were restored to 
the appearance they might have had in the 1880s.56

 The ambitious “salvage” program of the partners was cooled a bit in 
1967 when the National Park Service expressed an interest in acquiring the 
property.  The two sides, Park Service and partners, began extended discussion 
about acquiring the Lonely Dell Ranch property.  The main sticking point in the 
discussions was price.  Events reached a climax in 1971 when the Park Service 
fi led suit to condemn the property.  This lawsuit was dismissed on a technicality in 
1973, opening the way for renewed negotiations.57

National Park Service at the Ferry Site, 1962-1974

 In 1962 the National Park Service took over administrative control of 
the Lee’s Ferry property from the USGS.  However, USGS stream gaging work 
continued.  The NPS presence began with periodic ranger patrols to the site 
approximately once per week.  Permanent duty began on May 19, 1963, with 
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the appointment of Ed Mazzer as the Sub-District ranger.  Improvements which 
accompanied permanent status were the installation of two trailers, one of which 
served as the Ranger’s residence and the second as the Ranger’s Offi ce.  That 
same year the Park Service constructed a new bridge across the Paria River, 
ensuring better access to the Lee’s Ferry site.58

 The acquisition of the old ferry site by the Park Service led to increased 
development for recreational use.  It also led to additional historical investigations 
and the fi rst steps toward preservation of the historical buildings at the site.  On 
October 6, 1964, NPS Ranger Phil Martin and historian P. T. Reilly conducted a 
survey of the stone buildings at Lee’s Ferry.59

 The Park Service then issued a contract to historians C. Gregory Crampton 
and W. L. Rusho to examine the historic buildings at Lee’s Ferry.  The two men 
undertook a fi eld visit to the site on December 10 and 11, 1964.  The two scholars 
completed the report in January of 1965, noting:

It should be stressed that this paper has been put together quickly to meet 
an early deadline and it is therefore not complete in factual detail nor 
is it a work of thorough-going scholarship which would have required 
a longer time to produce.  Indeed, the history of Lee’s Ferry is amply 
signifi cant to justify a complete and scholarly study.60

 In October of 1965 the Park Service sponsored additional research at Lee’s 
Ferry.  Architect Walter A. Gathman and draftsman Donald A. Krueger, working 
for the Park Service’s Division of History Studies, surveyed the 1874 Fort at Lee’s 
Ferry.  On the basis of the Crampton and Rusho report, Park Service offi cials felt 
that the Fort was the most signifi cant building in the old Ferry area.61

 In March of 1966 the Park Service took action on the studies.  After NPS 
regional historian Bill Brown examined the Fort in person, the Park Service 
undertook a stabilization treatment.  Under the direction of HABS architect 
Charles Pope, workers sprayed the interior wooden features of the Fort with an 
epoxy preservative.62

 Differences between the Park Service and the USGS over the future of the 
property led to an unfortunate incident in 1967.  On February 7 and 8, 1967, the 
USGS demolished nearly all of the remaining Spencer buildings at the Ferry site.
Both the Park Service and the USGS failed to provide an adequate explanation 
for the destruction.  As best as can be surmised, the Park Service and the USGS 
felt that the Spencer buildings lacked historical signifi cance.  However, William 
E. Brown, NPS Regional Historian for the Southwest Region based in Santa Fe, 
admitted that:

Review of the record on the Spencer Buildings indicates that it 
would be less than candid to avoid a conclusion that a mistake 
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may have been made.  If so—let it be noted—it was one of 
omission, not of commission.63

 In the fall of 1967 the Park Service returned to address the remaining 
historic buildings at Lee’s Ferry in a more positive manner.  The condition of the 
north wall of the American Placer Corporation Offi ce had deteriorated to such a 
point that immediate stabilization work was needed.  Roland Richert of the NPS 
Ruins Stabilization Unit examined the building on August 30, 1967.  Richert 
returned to Lee’s Ferry and between September 18 and 22, worked with skilled 
mason Willie Yazzie.64

 NPS personnel returned to Lee’s Ferry in 1969 to complete the job of 
historic building documentation begun in 1965.  During the intervening years, 
many of the Spencer Buildings had been demolished by the 1967 action, leaving 
representatives of the Division of Historic Architecture, part of the Offi ce of 
Archaeology and Historic Preservation, to document the remaining buildings.
These included the American Placer Corporation Offi ce, the Chicken Coop, the 
Lee’s Ferry Fort Root Cellar, and the Spencer Bunkhouse.65

 While history continued to be a big draw for tourists at Lee’s Ferry, 
the introduction of trout into the now-frigid waters of the Colorado River that 
emerged from the depths of Glen Canyon Dam began to lure increasing numbers 
of tourists starting in the sixties.  Many fi shed from the banks at the river’s edge, 
while others ventured forth in boats.  Still others eschewed fi shing entirely.  Lee’s 
Ferry developed into the prime point of embarkation for raft trips through the 
Grand Canyon.  By 1969, more than 3,000 people were making the river run 
through the Grand Canyon each year.  The change even captured the attention 
of a writer for the New York Times, who described the bustling scene in 1969 as 
follows:

A lively, year-round outdoor recreation center has sprung up at this 
scenic and history-saturated spot in the shadow of the Vermillion Cliffs.  
The development, situated along the Colorado River at the northern 
end of the newly created Marble Canyon National Monument, consists 
of a motel, a store, a service station and a marina alongside the river 
and a 28-unit public campground on a bluff nearby.  The campground 
is operated by the National Park Service, and is complete with roofed 
shelters, tables, fi repits, trailer turnouts and toilet facilities.66

National Park Service at Lee’s Ferry and Lonely Dell Ranch, 
1974-present

 The National Park Service consolidated its ownership of Lee’s Ferry and 
the Lonely Dell Ranch in 1974 when it acquired the interest of the consortium in 
the ranch property.  This acquisition resulted in full Federal control of the area.  It 
is also signifi cant as the fi rst time since 1909 that both properties had been in the 
same ownership.67
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 In 1976, in conjunction with the Nation’s bicentennial and in preparation 
for rehabilitation work at the property, the Park Service undertook several 
examinations of the property.  This included an environmental assessment of 
improvements to the roads, boat ramps, parking lots, and proposed raft boarding 
jetty.  The Park Service issued the assessment in January of 1976.  In March the 
Park Service forwarded a completed National Register nomination of the Lee’s 
Ferry portion of the property to offi cials in Washington, D.C.  The National 
Register accepted the nomination on May 15, 1976.68

 Later in the year, the Park Service contracted with University of Colorado 
historian H. Lee Scamehorn to prepare a historic structure report for the combined 
property.  Scamehorn completed his report in August of 1976.  The Scamehorn 
report is valuable for its detailed analysis of events leading to the purchase of the 
property from the consortium.  However, the report’s description of buildings at 
the Lonely Dell Ranch portion of the property contained several errors.  These 
errors were repeated in later works.  Scamehorn noted that questions have been 
raised about the authenticity of the claims that buildings on the ranch were 
constructed by Lee, but he did not offer a defi nitive conclusion.69

 The historic structure report paved the way for Park Service improvements 
to the property in 1976-1977.  Additional rehabilitation work took place in 1983 
and 1984.  In 1986 the Submerged Cultural Resources Unit of the National Park 
Service began investigations of the Spencer mining era historic features at Lee’s 
Ferry.70

 The project resulted in a report published in 1987 that documented both 
the vessel and the mining remains.  While the report is an excellent and detailed 
account of the Spencer operation, the authors noted that “much of the physical 
evidence of an important chapter in regional history was removed with the 
structures” during the 1967 destruction of the Spencer buildings by the USGS.71

 The historical evaluation program of the 1990s ended with the completion 
of a revised National Register of Historic Places nomination in July of 1997.
Prepared under the direction of Ann Hubber of Historical Research Associates in 
Missoula, Montana, the 1997 nomination was an attempt to reorganize and correct 
the two previous National Register nominations, completed in 1976 for Lee’s 
Ferry and in 1978 for the Lonely Dell Ranch.72

 Today, visitors to Lee’s Ferry are struck with the isolation and desolation 
of the area.  While a thin veneer of civilization has been applied in the form of 
improved roads and tourist facilities, even those who arrive in modern motor 
homes and automobiles recognize the sacrifi ce made by the pioneers who arrived 
in wagons to cross the mighty Colorado.  The buildings that remain at Lee’s 
Ferry and the Lonely Dell Ranch offer mute testimony to that earlier era, an era 
in which pioneers and settlers clung closely to life at this crucial transportation 
outpost.  Above all, visitors are reminded that it is the Colorado River that 
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made Lee’s Ferry such a needed link in the development of Arizona.  The river 
today still retains some degree of its menacing quality, captured in the words of 
historian Sharlot Hall during her 1911 visit:

This wild river takes its toll every few months; the very waves as they 
pass look fi erce and tameless and hungry…It was this same wild current 
that Father Escalante feared to cross in 1776; he turned back after 
coming down and riding into the river twice.  I don’t blame him.  Death 
sits mighty close to the bank here.73

 Established as a refuge from Federal authorities for exile John D. Lee, 
Lee’s Ferry is now the physical and spiritual center of the Federal contribution 
to western water history.  As scholars look back on the centennial of the Bureau 
of Reclamation, an examination of the history of Lee’s Ferry and the turf battle 
between the Bureau and the USGS over the future development of the Colorado 
River gives us a better understanding of the mission of the two agencies.  The past 
activity at Lee’s Ferry provides a valuable perspective for westerners concerned 
with the next hundred years of water history.

Dr. Douglas E. Kupel works for the City of Phoenix Law Department where 
he does research in support of water rights and environmental litigation.  He 
is the author of Fuel for Growth: Water and Arizona’s Urban Environment
(Tucson: The University of Arizona Press, 2003.), and he is active in the history 
community as a speaker and program participant.
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Memoirs of a Bureau Curmudgeon:  Unabridged 
Version—Politically Incorrect

By:
 Thomas J. Aiken

 A book has been written and Hollywood has made a movie about a 
family’s history where central to the story is the reverence a father and his sons 
have for fl y fi shing in a western river.  It is titled, A River Runs Through It.  I grew 
up during the fi fties and my father and I held the same reverence for fl y fi shing on 
the Gunnison River in Western Colorado.  Our personal paradise extended from 
the western edge of the Gunnison River Canyon near the mouth of Steuben Creek 
to the bridge that led to Iola, which I think was a remnant of a coaling station for 
the old narrow gauge railroad long since abandoned.  The River was lined with 
tall willow and cottonwood trees as it meandered through a vast hay meadow.  
Riffl es were full of rainbow trout and slow deep holes were full of lunker German 
browns just waiting for the perfect presentation of a white winged royal coachman 
or ginger quill dry fl y.   The rolling river and the willow brush and grasses on the 
bank created an aroma that was intoxicating, I could not imagine anything more 
wondrous or beautiful, there was no place else on earth I would rather be. 

 Then something terrible happened.   This paradise began to fall to the 
woodman’s axe in 1960 as a government agency cleared the area for a large 
reservoir.  Reservoir?  What kind of no account fi shing would that be?   Flat 
water—oh, puleeze!  I was to learn that this diabolical agency’s name was the 
Bureau of Reclamation.  What did that mean?  Reclamation of what?  It was 
destroying paradise, not reclaiming it!  It was an outrage!  I vowed that some how, 
some way, some day, I would even the score.

 As a business major at Colorado State University (CSU) a few years 
later, I was in need of another economics class.  Without any conscious thought 
I found myself in “Water Resource Economics E-201.”  At the bookstore I recall 
thumbing through the book recommended for the course and there before my very 
eyes was that despicable name once again “Bureau of Reclamation.”  What have 
I done?  Now I have to spend three months reading about the “Bureau of Wreck 
the Nation”!  But wait just a minute, on second thought, this might be good.
Better to know something about the despoiler than remain ignorant of it and its 
evil ways.  While I did gain some knowledge of the importance of this agency to 
the economic growth and well being of the Western United States, not to mention 
how to calculate a benefi t cost ratio, I could not begin to forgive it nor think kind 
thoughts about it.

 After college and a stint in the Army, I was back home in Colorado 
Springs working as an accountant for the City Utilities, but looking for a better 
job, one offering more challenge and excitement (okay one offering more pay and 
earlier retirement).  I took the old Federal Service Entrance Exam one cold spring 
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day and later found my scores were high enough to qualify me for employment at 
the GS-5 and GS-7 levels.  I sat back waiting for the job offers to roll in.  I waited 
and waited and waited, fi nally giving up, concluding a Federal job was not in 
my future (believe it or not, in those days a Federal job was a coveted prize and 
people respected Federal employees).  Then one late summer day (a dog day of 
August as it were), three job offers arrived in the mail.  How exciting!  Ripping 
into the envelopes, the fi rst offer was for a GS-5 in the Army Material Command, 
Texarkana, Texas (yeah right!—Army—Texarkana???), the next was for a GS-5 
with the National Park Service in the Grand Canyon (Hmm …), the last was, oh 
no!…a thousand times no! … the enemy, despoiler of paradise, the disgusting 
Bureau of Reclamation.  But wait, what is this? … a GS-7? … in Denver? … a 
few miles north …Hmm …  My practical intuitions were kicking in.  It was more 
money and since in those days the government did not pay for your fi rst move, it 
would cost less to move to Denver than say the Grand Canyon (where do you live 
at anyway in Grand Canyon? … a lodge miles from anywhere? … a rickety cabin 
on the edge of the canyon?).

 The interview took place in 
an offi ce on the fourteenth fl oor of 
a brand new fourteen story gray 
concrete building west of Denver, 
the one that still sticks out like a 
sore thumb.  Bill Schlichting and 
Dale Raitt, the two Branch Chiefs 
in the Program Coordination 
Division, conducted the interview.  
Expecting heinous ogres I was 
on my best defenses, but hey, 
these were regular, normal guys!  
(Well, Raitt was an engineer …).  
Anyway, the job was for a budget 
analyst reporting to Schlichting.
It seemed like something I could 
handle.  Besides, I reasoned 
that once inside I could seek my 
revenge.  I really, really wanted 
that job now!

 The call from Schlichting came early in September.  The job was mine and 
Bill’s question to me was when could I report?  I quickly thought—two weeks 
notice to the City Utilities and, most importantly, a week for my dad and I to 
make our annual fall trip to the mighty Gunnison.  Yes, paradise was lost, but we 
had found another location upstream at a collection of rustic cabins called Sleepy 
Hollow.  It wasn’t the same, but it wasn’t bad, and the fi shing was good.  We 
could not bear nor force ourselves to even drive down to see paradise lost, now 
lying under a body of fl at water called Blue Mesa Reservoir.

30.1.  Building 67 on the Denver Federal 
Center was completed about the same time that 
 Tom Aiken reported to work at the Bureau of 
Reclamation.
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 On October 2, 1967, I embarked on a career that I didn’t comprehend for 
one minute would span more than one third of Reclamation’s fi rst one hundred 
years of history.  Throughout those many years (that moved far too quickly), I’ve 
been excited, bored, frustrated, angry, happy, satisfi ed, dissatisfi ed, but most of all, 
continually mesmerized by the day to day happenings of the United States Bureau 
of Reclamation.  The following is an account of the names, places and events as 
I recollect and interpret them to be.  Whether history agrees or not doesn’t really 
matter to me, this is how I saw it and lived it.  I use “Reclamation” and “The 
Bureau” interchangeably because I always have and at my advanced age, I feel 
I’m entitled.

 If I could have scripted my career, I could not have arranged for a greater 
start or fi rst boss than  Bill Schlichting.  He was one of the most honorable and 
forthright people I have ever met, and he had a genuine interest in getting me 
off on the right path in Reclamation.  He remained a very good friend until 
his untimely death.  I was the new kid on the block in an offi ce of fi ve budget 
analysts.  In addition to Bill, there was Rudy Mezner, Bob Cope and Tom 
Bumgartner.  The rest of the Program Coordination Division, located on the other 
side of Division Chief George Powell’s offi ce, were the program analysts; Dale 
Raitt, Bill Hilmes, J. R. Smith, Harry Menzel, John Childress, Jim Moomaw, 
Denby Peeples, and Bill Wiley to name a few.  As I mentioned, the offi ces were 
in the top fl oor of the new building, the fl oors were shiny tile, carpeting was 
only allowed on “Mahogany Row” (top management), the desks were gray 
steel and only the big cheeses had offi ces, the rest of us were in an open bullpen 
arrangement–probably accounting for my total lack of sympathy for those later in 
my career who bemoaned the onset of systems furniture and cubicles as opposed 
to walled offi ces.  As an interesting aside, Congress authorized and appropriated 
$6 million to The Bureau to construct this new building.  After moving in, 
someone (no doubt a Harvard grad) decided Reclamation should turn it over to 
the  General Services Administration (GSA) to manage.  GSA promptly began to 
charge The Bureau $2 million annual rent.  This may explain why Harvard has 
more prestige than CSU because I haven’t yet fi gured out why this was good 
for the taxpayers or the farmers and power customers who repay most of what 
Reclamation spends.

 Mezner, Cope, Bumgartner, and particularly Wiley were the fi rst bonafi de 
curmudgeons I met in The Bureau (a curmudgeon is an irascible cantankerous 
old goat who has tremendous knowledge about the organization, who gets very 
irritated at those who only think they know everything and who will be damned 
if they will share this knowledge unless you pay proper homage and appreciate 
that knowledge).  In all of my experience, I have never seen a more concentrated 
collection of curmudgeons and reprobates in one location.  But they were just 
as critical to my early education as was the formal and “on the job” training 
Schlichting was providing.
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 I didn’t, of course, recognize it then, but it was the last of the “glory years” 
of Reclamation.  We were truly the shining knights on the white horses.  We 
walked with a swagger that would make John Wayne proud (stone-cold Steve 
Austin for those too young to remember John Wayne).  Our constituency, the 
water and power users, loved us as we kept providing them with bigger and better 
facilities.  We kept spreading the cost of these facilities over more and more years.  
Water and power were cheap and plentiful.  All was right with the world.  A new 
kid on the block could not be in a more central and advantageous place for an 
education than in the budget shop, wedged in “Mahogany Row” on the fourteenth 
fl oor of the most respected engineering organization in the world, bar none. 

 As I embarked on this government career, my only source of knowledge 
about government was the tidbit that stuck in my pea brain from Mr. Heidtsmith’s 
9th grade Civics class at good ol’ North Junior High School in Colorado 
Springs.  I remembered there were three branches of government, the executive, 
legislative, and judicial.  Further, there were two Senators from each State and 
a bunch of Congressmen and they made up the legislative branch who made up 
the laws.  The President was the executive and he had a bunch of people helping 
him called the Cabinet and they carried out the laws and ran the government.
Finally, there was a bunch of judges called the Supreme Court who interpreted 
the Constitution and laws.  Pretty good, huh!  Well, soon enough I learned that 
things aren’t exactly as they are laid out by academia.  There is a dynamic called 
politics that tends to shape, warp, and distort.  This is something that has been and 
will continue to be a tremendous infl uential force on the policy and day to day 
activities of Reclamation.  In those days The Bureau seemed to me to be more 
of an agency of the Legislative Branch than of the Executive Branch.  I learned 
the names of the powerful water bloc in Congress—Senators Carl Hayden and 
Alan Bible and Congressmen Wayne Aspinall, “Bizz” Johnson, Berne Sisk, 
and John Moss, long before I knew 
who the Secretary of the Interior was.
Commissioner Floyd Dominy seemed 
way more dialed into the powerful 
Congressional water bloc than he 
was anyone in the Executive Branch, 
particularly Interior Secretary Stuart Udall.  
The fi rst Secretary I actually met was 
 Rogers Morton.  One day, unannounced, he 
walked into our offi ce and shook my hand.  
I was stunned.  First of all that it happened 
to a lowly new kid on the block (my desk 
being nearest the door might have had 
something to do with it) and secondly by 
the size of his hand, it engulfed mine and 
made all two hundred and twenty pounds of 
me feel downright dainty, it was one huge 
hand!  I have since met and shook hands 

30.2.  Offi cial Portrait of Secretary of 
the Interior Rogers C. B. Morton.
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with every Interior Secretary until Bruce Babbitt, who ironically has held the 
offi ce longest.  Our paths just never crossed.

 Those were heady days, days of bigger than life people conceiving 
bigger than life projects—the world’s largest double curved thin arch dam, the 
California undersea aqueduct (taking fresh water entering San Francisco Bay and 
piping it undersea to Los Angeles) controlling the very weather itself, Project 
Skywater—to name just a few.  Floyd Dominy was the Commissioner and was, 
in fact, a legend in his own time.  Enough has been written about his prowess 
and importance to The Bureau on the political front.  Equally important and 
in some sense more important was the person overseeing the technical front, 
Chief Engineer  Barney Bellport.  One day very soon after I started my career, 
happenstance found me getting on the elevator after lunch—followed by (gulp!) 
“Mahogany Row.”  I watched Bellport, his deputy  Harold Arthur,  Jack Hilf, 
overseer of design and construction, and Hank Halliday the business manager 
step in behind me.  My instinct was to bolt out and catch another elevator—too 
late the door had closed.  By the time we reached the fourteenth fl oor, there was 
absolutely no doubt in my mind as to who was in charge.  Bellport was mightily 
displeased with those present and spent the entire ride climbing up one side and 
down the other of their collective frame.  I wanted to disappear into thin air, turn 
into a bug and crawl out, become invisible, be anywhere but there.  In reality, 
my presence was probably only noticed by me.  Participative management and 
employee input were concepts whose time had not yet come.

 In simplest of  terms, the function, budget and organization of The Bureau 
followed a very logical process in those days.  Projects were conceived, triggering 
a planning process that took the idea through a reconnaissance investigation, 
appraisal study and, in the early days, a basin survey.  This early work was 
done by planning offi ces that were funded through the General Investigation 
appropriation.  Generally, the next step would be to provide this information 
to the Congress, and if they authorized the project, a Feasibility and Defi nite-
plan Report were prepared and construction was started with the funding of the 
Construction and Rehabilitation appropriation.  At completion of construction, 
the project was brought on line and an operation and maintenance offi ce was set 
up.  All future funding would then be through the Operation and Maintenance 
appropriation.  It was interesting that funds for the General Investigation and 
Construction and Rehabilitation appropriations were much easier to come by 
than for the Operation and Maintenance appropriation.  Why?  Politics.  The local 
Congressman could brag to his/her constituency about this new project he/she is 
delivering to them.  There isn’t much glamour or glitz in maintaining something 
that already exists.  Ho hum.

 Working in the budget shop in the Chief Engineer’s offi ce allowed me 
to see and learn about virtually every thing that was going on in The Bureau, 
something that paid off in later years as I left new kid status and gained rising 
star status moving up the food chain to bigger and better jobs.  One issue that 
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became more and more apparent to me was that the Chief Engineer’s offi ce was 
over staffed even considering the large workload.  This was, of course, no secret 
to most, but it certainly wasn’t discussed by the curmudgeons gathered at the 
coffee urn every morning as they whined about their condition in life and longed 
for the good old days.  Being the outspoken and inquiring minded person I’ve 
always been (smart aleck), I once asked my curmudgeon educators, “If you are 
so miserable, why don’t you retire?”   Ashen silent faces, the new kid had uttered 
the forbidden “R” word.  That part of my education soon enough dried up.  What 
was happening, however, was The Bureau was starting to feel a pinch brought on 
by a once incredibly large staff resulting from the post World War II repatriation 
program (provide jobs for the returning GIs) and a more scrutinized budget, 
ironically because of the ongoing Vietnam War.  Thus, the stage was set for a 
defi ning moment in my career and the decade that changed Reclamation forever.

 By the early 1970s things were becoming more and more clear to me.  In 
spite of the tremendous knowledge about The Bureau working on the budget 
afforded me, it was becoming routine and boring.  Every year same old thing 
just different numbers.  The bread and butter part of my duties was to put out a 
monthly  budget summary report to the Commissioner’s offi ce and to put together 
another quarter inch thick budget report for all the big and medium cheeses in 
the Denver offi ce.  Once, while on a detail to the Commissioner’s offi ce (getting 
all of $8 a day per diem), I looked into what happened to the report I sent back 
there each and every month.  What I found didn’t surprise me.  The budget 
secretary received it and fi led it, nobody used or even looked at it.  I related this to 
Schlichting and asked if I could prepare it but not send it for a couple of months 
to see if anyone noticed.  He agreed.  We never heard a word, not even from the 
secretary.  I quit preparing it.  A unique survey method came to my mind for the 
other report.  I would occasionally selectively slip an interesting  article from the 
pages of Playboy into one or two of the reports sent to the medium cheeses whom 
I suspected might discretely enjoy reading.  I never heard a single comment and, 
believe me, some of the articles were really interesting, not to mention really 
big.  My conclusion was that this report got limited review.  I never related this to 
Schlichting and continued to crank out the report.  Now, I would not recommend 
this survey method today, but if someone is so inspired, I would strongly suggest 
articles from Field and Stream magazine.  Many things were swirling in my 
head, the curmudgeons who were eligible to retire had no intention to do so, 
thus slowing any advancement possibilities, the most important aspect of my job 
was of little interest to anyone, and intuition told me that those denizens I saw 
scuttling to and fro in the hallways carrying stacks and stacks of computer punch 
cards would soon enough fi gure out how to replace me, my one hundred key 
Marchant calculator (WWII surplus), and ten key adding machine (Korean War 
surplus).  Where did Personnel keep the vacancy announcements?

 Before moving on, it would be fi tting to show the character of some of 
the aforementioned curmudgeons.  I’ll start with  Rudy Mezner.  Rudy was one 
of those people who was a lot older than they look.  He had worked for The 
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Bureau since long before WWII and his defi ning characteristic was his dapper 
look.  Rudy was about 5’ 5” and always dressed in various tailored pin striped 
suits with monogrammed shirts and a fedora, something on the order of a James 
Cagney gangster.  In those days everyone wore coat and tie, but most came 
out of the Sears catalog or the rack at J. C. Penney’s—government pay being 
what it was (is?).   Bob Cope and  Tom Bumgartner were WWII vets with stories 
to tell.  Bob was on a mine sweeper that sank outside San Francisco Bay, and 
Tom was a bombardier on a B-17 stationed in England.   Bill Wiley was a gruff 
old codger with a black patch over one eye, I pretty much steered clear of him.
 Denby Peeples was one of the more interesting of the bunch.  He was probably 
at or near seventy years old and as one of the senior analysts, he had a coveted, 
newfangled, mechanical Friden calculator.  Somehow, Denby had fi gured out the 
right combination of numbers and the right formula that when he triggered the 
calculation, the Friden churned out a tune one could dance to.  John Childress was 
a pipe smoker who started more than one fi re in waste baskets with his discarded 
match.   Bill Hilmes kept the fi re extinguisher between their desks.  Bizarre folks 
were all around the building.  The curmudgeons used to talk about one of the 
engineers who dyed his hair with shoe polish or lamp black.  I was later to bear 
witness to this fact when one rainy day I was on a crowded elevator standing 
directly behind this person, watching inky black rivulets fl owing off the back of 
his head and down his erstwhile white collar.  There was another gent who wore 
fuzzy earmuffs because he didn’t like sound when he worked.  I ought to write a 
book about the characters I’ve run across in The Bureau.

  Ed Hawk, perhaps the most notorious and mysterious of all the 
curmudgeons deserves his own paragraph.  Even though I never met Ed, it was 
obvious that he carried considerable weight, because I saw his name in several 
letters as head of various committees—the Ed Hawk Committee.  I was later to 
learn that Ed was a fi gment created by that now piece of Americana called the 
Steno-Pool.  In those days most of the correspondence was dictated on recording 
machines and sent to the pool for typing.  Ed’s real name was “ad hoc.”  In 
retrospect, it was amazing how many letters were surnamed and signed without 
being read.  Another piece of correspondence that was signed and sent out made 
reference to “the source of the scriptures.”  What the author intended to say was 
“thesaurus of descriptors.”  The letter made for some interesting reading.

 One more side track and I promise to move on.  Earlier I alluded to the 
$8  daily per diem, let me explain.  In those days the bureaucracy was incredibly 
miserly.  The per diem rates were on a sliding scale that reduced the amount 
allowed the longer you were in detail status.  I don’t remember exactly what 
the rates were when I started that particular detail in Washington, probably 
around $20, but I do remember the $8 I was paid during the last couple of weeks 
of this training detail in the Commissioner’s Offi ce.  I stayed in the old Park 
Central Hotel, it was closest to the Interior building and, for D.C., the rates were 
reasonable (something in the range of $20).  Old timers reading this may recall 
the Park Central.  After the fi rst couple weeks you were on fi rst name basis with 
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the mice and roaches that shared your room.  There was no air conditioning, but 
the window did open.  Mine had a nice view of a dirty brick wall about ten feet 
away.  The risk you ran opening the window was letting the rats in with the cooler 
air.  My mice and roach friends did not appreciate sharing the room with rats, so I 
left the window closed most of the time.  Another point to be made on the miserly 
scale had to do with vehicles.  In those days government vehicles were strictly no 
frills; no radio, no air conditioning.  A motor, four wheels and a steering wheel 
was about it.  It wasn’t until the ‘70s that radios and air conditioning started to 
show up on vehicles.

 In 1972 a GS-12 Administrative Offi cer position in the  Durango Planning 
Offi ce was advertised.  Max Stodolski, a friend of mine, had just recently 
transferred there and a quick call to him convinced me to apply.  When I went 
for the interview with Project Manager Ed Wiscombe, I was armed with budget 
knowledge of the projects they were studying: San Miguel, Dolores, Paradox 
Valley, and Animas-La Plata.  It must have helped because Ed offered me the job.  
I reported to Durango, Colorado, in September.  My star was on the rise.  As a 
footnote, I should mention my Denver job was abolished after I left (keep track 
of this).  While I was still back in Denver, I was vaguely aware of a law that had 
recently been passed called the  National Environmental Policy Act which meant 
little to me at the time, but in Durango it was brought up in conversations in staff 
meeting on a regular basis.  It didn’t appear to me, or many others at the time, that 
it was that big a deal.  A few more papers to prepare and fi le.  Other events that 
didn’t seem terribly signifi cant at the time were also occurring.   Ellis Armstrong 
became Commissioner, and according to the curmudgeons, there was bad blood 
between him and Bellport.   Bellport retired, moved to California and hung out 
his consultant’s shingle.  The Chief Engineer’s offi ce became the  Engineering 
and Research Center (ERC) and  Harold Arthur assumed the helm.  Soon after, 
Arthur named  Donald Duck as his deputy.  I kid you not.  Donald was married to 
Dolores and, to my knowledge, they did not have nephews named Huey, Dewey 
or Louie.  Shortly after my arrival in Durango, the ERC was in the middle of a 
reorganization that saw the fi rst postwar brain drain as its numbers were reduced.  
Many of the curmudgeons could no longer not think about nor not utter the “R” 
word.  Many reluctantly embraced it.  On another front, the members of the 
water bloc in Congress began to retire or lose elections and our legislative power 
base began to erode.  In 1973 another law was passed that caused the planners 
to scratch their heads, it was called the  Endangered Species Act.  What did it 
mean?  How does it relate to that other law?  What does it mean consult with the 
Secretary?  Sounds like more paperwork—job security for the planners. 

 At this point I have to digress to tell you about one man’s hog heaven.  
The Animas River fl ows right through Durango, it looks to be a clone of the 
Gunnison AND the then State record German brown trout had been caught under 
the Main Street bridge.  With nostrils fl ared and fl y rod in hand I began to fi sh and 
catch fi sh—all the while eyeing the prime stretch south of town.  I was aware I 
was looking at the Southern Ute Indian Reservation lands, and since I never saw 
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anyone fi shing there, I assumed it was not allowed.  Imagine my elation when I 
found out that for fi ve bucks you could get an annual reservation pass, imagine 
further my pure bliss that, for reasons I never fi gured out, nobody did.  I was truly 
in hog heaven for the two years I lived in Durango.  For all intents and purposes 
I had a private fi shing preserve for a measly fi ve bucks!  The fi shing was the best 
I have ever experienced and I never saw another living being, except my dad 
and a few deer, the whole time I fi shed there.  Hog heaven was to last only two 
years, however.  In the fall of 1974 a decision was reached to consolidate the 
Durango and Grand Junction offi ces.  My position was to be abolished and I was 
to be transferred to Grand Junction as the Budget Offi cer—Enos Stone was the 
Administrative Offi cer there and he had about thirty years seniority on me.
 Where did we keep the vacancy announcements?

 One more story, if it survives the editors cut.  While in Durango, I was 
driving a senior Reclamation manager for a visit to Navajo Dam to investigate a 
pesky leak that had developed in the abutment.  He was a rotund and stoic man of 
little humor and few words.  As we started to leave for the drive back, he shouted 
“STOP!”  Startled to hear his voice, I slammed on the brakes and watched him 
slide forward to become tightly wedged between the seat and the dash.  As he 
dropped off the seat, he … ah … broke wind with a sonic resonance that would 
make an Arabian stallion proud.  I ran around, opened his door and tugged on his 
shoulders until he popped out and landed on the berm of the road.  With all the 
dignity he could muster, he stood up, picked up his sunglasses from the fl oor (the 
reason he wanted me to stop in the fi rst place) and got back in the car.  I had my 
upper lip clenched tightly between my teeth to maintain composure on the long 
drive back.

 Timing and, in the case of rising stars, contacts and mentors are 
everything.  A GS-13 Administrative Offi cer position was open in  Auburn, 
California, at the construction offi ce for what was to be the world’s largest double 
curvature thin arch dam.  I called two people I knew from Denver who were now 
in the Sacramento Mid-Pacifi c regional offi ce, Paul Olbert and Hank Masterson.  
Paul was the Assistant Regional Director for Administration and Hank was a 
branch chief in Personnel; they both suggested I apply.  The interview took 
place with Project Construction Engineer  Don Alexander and, still armed with 
the  knowledge about Auburn Dam I had gained in the budget offi ce, I was able 
to convince him that I was the man for the job—I suspect with some help from 
Olbert and Masterson.  I reported for duty the week between Christmas and New 
Years in 1974.  What a contrast with the genteel and studious ways of a planning 
offi ce.  I was now in the world of clod kicking, hard hat wearing he-men smoking 
cigars the size of which would downright impress a Presidential Intern.   Gaylord 
Hay was the soft-spoken Offi ce Engineer,  Rod Somerday was the outspoken Field 
Engineer, and  Lou Frei was the ranting Project Geologist.  One of the interesting 
things to observe was the jockeying for position between Lou and Rod to be the 
“daddy rabbit” for construction operations.  Many Auburn employees went on to 
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hold important jobs in The Bureau, mainly in Denver and on the Central Arizona 
Project.

  Auburn Dam’s Environmental Impact Statement was one of the fi rst 
prepared and the fi rst challenged for adequacy.  After a rewrite, a judge declared 
it adequate and, in 1974, work on the massive foundation began.  In August 1975 
an earthquake occurred some forty or fi fty miles north of Auburn that brought into 
question the seismic safety of the dam being built.  A massive seismic/geological 
investigation began.  Then, less than one year later, the defi ning moment for The 
Bureau occurred in Idaho at about 7:45 A.M. June 5, 1976, when a survey party 
noticed a small leak near the right abutment of a newly constructed dam on the 
Teton River.  By noon the crest had collapsed and the embankment was breached.  
Reclamation’s swagger turned into a stagger, and we started to second guess 
ourselves on everything, including Auburn Dam.  Our confi dence was rocked.  
To compound the Auburn situation, President Carter, soon after coming to offi ce, 
listed Auburn on his “Hit List” of water projects he felt were unneeded.  Further 
construction contracts were put on hold.  Hit lists, seismic investigations, no new 
contracts—where are the vacancy announcements?

 I should mention that the 1976 Carter/Ford presidential campaign was 
the fi rst in my memory (and the fi rst of many to come) where the candidates 
openly attacked the bureaucracy, in many instances placing blame for the woes 
of the world on the Federal employee’s back and painting us as underworked 
and overpaid slow moving sloths.  We unfairly lost prestige that we have never 
recovered.  The Carter Administration was the fi rst in my experience to place 
a pure political appointee with no prior Reclamation experience in the role of 
Commissioner, the former State Engineer in Idaho, Keith Higginson.  Although 
it only lasted the length of his Administration, Carter also gave us a new name, 
“ Water and Power Resources Service” which to me made eminent sense then and 
now as being a more contemporary, descriptive name for Reclamation–unless 
anyone wants to argue that we are reclaiming the environment from the family 
farm (is that a snicker I hear?).  One other thing Carter did that has had a role in 
reshaping The Bureau was to form the Department of Energy (DOE) and transfer 
the power distribution and marketing function from Reclamation to the newly 
formed  Western Area Power Administration.  What were regional divisions 
under Reclamation became virtual dynasties with fi efdoms spread far and wide 
under DOE.  Many in Congress continue to question the wisdom of that action.
Commissioner Higginson began the shift in Reclamation’s public policy by 
placing more emphasis on environmental protection, economic justifi cation and 
dam safety.  Auburn survived the “Hit List,” but Carter did not survive his bid for 
reelection.  Some say his attempt to eliminate or curtail the Congressional pork 
barrel system (Hit List) undermined the effectiveness of his Presidency.  At any 
rate, as the Carter Administration left offi ce they declared that a safe dam could 
be built at Auburn, but no new construction contracts were to be let until new fl ow 
standards on the lower American River were addressed.
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 The  Mid-Pacifi c Region GS-14 Program Coordination Division Chief’s 
vacancy announcement hit the streets in the fall of 1978.  The position reported 
to Paul Olbert and I was concerned that all the times I called him a blithering 
idiot when we argued over administrative matters would haunt me.  He must 
have agreed that he was a blithering idiot or he appreciated someone who stood 
his ground in an argument because I began my new duties right after Christmas.  
My old job at Auburn was abolished (you’re probably catching onto this).  In this 
new job, I was once removed from a Bureau legend that had held the Program 
Coordination job for many years prior.  Remember the story of meeting Rogers 
Morton when I was a new kid?  At about the same time another individual walked 
into the old budget shop.  He was wearing a fedora and a trench coat and my 
reaction wasn“Wow, the Godfather!”.  I nearly fell out of my chair when he shook 
my hand and said “Hi!  I’m  Mike Catino from Sacramento.”  Mike went on to be 
the Regional Director in Sacramento and a lot of us affectionately referred to him 
as the Godfather.

 In those days the Program Coordination Chiefs had status in Reclamation 
and held one of the most powerful positions in their Regions.  We met formally 
as a group at least four times a year, twice with the Commissioner and all the 
Regional Directors.  We also had a close camaraderie that served The Bureau 
well.  Managing the budget was handled on the phone.  If we had surplus funds, 
I would call Gordon Wendler in Denver or Que Quigley in Boise and move the 
money around.  Conversely, if we had a short fall, a quick call to Dwayne Wynia 
in Amarillo or Darrel Hogg in Salt Lake City would usually bear fruit.  When all 
else failed, a call to Chuck Lewis  in Boulder City would always save the day, 
simply because he had the Central Arizona Project construction budget under 
his purview (big bucks).  Of course once Mid-Pacifi c Region’s own  San Felipe 
Project got underway,  Bill Klostermeyer, The Bureau’s Program and Budget guru 
in the Commissioner’s Offi ce, referred to me as the “CEO of the First National 
Bank of San Felipe.”  We seemed to always have surplus money thanks to the 
local benefi ciaries continually getting Congressional write-ins added to the 
budget, even when we didn’t need it.  This “green eyeshade” team received many 
kudos from the Department of the Interior and the Offi ce of Management and 
Budget (OMB) for budget presentation and performance over the years.

  Billy Martin was the Regional Director at the time I went to the Region 
and he was perhaps the most pragmatic Regional Director I have worked for.  
To illustrate, Billy assigned me to represent the Region before the  California 
Water Commission whenever he was invited to one of their meetings.  Those 
were the days of Governor Jerry “Moonbeam” Brown, and to get a clue as to the 
makeup of the Commission, I refer you to pages 350 and 351 of the September 
1977, edition of the National Geographic.  The lady living in the tree house on 
a redwood stump was a member of the Commission.  I’m dead serious and if 
you cannot fi nd the issue, I do have a copy.  Needless to say, defending water 
projects to this group was a character builder.  Many who attended the public 
meetings of the Commission had an aura of burnt rope and rancid bacon grease 
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about them.  As this group railed against dams and canals and subsidized water 
to farmers, I wondered if it occurred to them where bacon came from or, for 
that matter, what they could personally do with a little water?  I feel that, to a 
large degree, subsidized water for farms occurred because the early estimates 
on farmers’ ability to repay were overly optimistic and later it helped preserve 
the small family farmer suffering in the Great Depression on their 160 acres.  
But, it is important to remember that affordable water for family farmers was a 
public value of the time.  In later years corporate (albeit sometimes disguised) 
farms were becoming the rule.  The  Reclamation Reform Act of 1982 was passed 
ostensibly to recognize their existence and to begin to address the subsidized 
water issue through higher prices for water on excess acreage (something the Act 
also increased was the acreage that could receive water from 160 acres to 
960 acres).  Existing long terms (40 years) contracts were a shield around most 
of the subsidy. However, as these contracts reached their term, new contracts 
were written to address subsidies.

 Throughout this era, The Bureau fought the good fi ght to keep  Auburn 
Dam on track.  The benefi ciaries of the project were behind us all the way 
shouting words of encouragement.  Those of us in The Bureau were encouraged 
when the Carter administration declared a safe dam could be built at Auburn, 
and we had every confi dence in the world when the Reagan administration took 
offi ce that we would complete the project.  Reagan gave Auburn a tentative 
green light, but insisted on up front cost sharing by the benefi ciaries.  Not a 
problem, we thought, until we turned around to fi nd that our supporters knees 
had turned to jelly in the face of this new bully.  Auburn Dam is still in a state 
of suspended animation and water supply contracts written in anticipation of the 
yield from Auburn have compounded Reclamation’s inability to meet obligations 
for water throughout the CVP.  There are more and more Reclamation projects 
where enhanced cost sharing has been negotiated; parts of the Central Arizona 
Project, the Buffalo Bill Modifi cation Project and the Shasta Temperature Control 
Device come to mind.  Also, power users have begun to fund more power related 
maintenance items on Reclamation powerplants.

 The Reagan Administration gave The Bureau its fi rst pharmacist as 
Commissioner—  Robert (Bob) Broadbent.  In actuality he was a respected 
politician from Las Vegas who soon gave the Mid-Pacifi c Region its fi rst 
politically oriented and youngest regional director,  David Houston.  Dave was 
unquestionably one of the brightest individuals I have ever met.  I can remember 
more than once briefi ng him on an issue totally new to him while walking down 
the hall to a meeting, and as the meeting took place he knew more about the topic 
than I did.  In 1984, my friend and mentor, Paul Olbert retired, leaving open the 
 Assistant Regional Director for Administration job.  I applied for the position and 
Dave picked me.  You are probably way ahead of me on this by now, but a few 
years after I left the Program Coordination position, it was abolished.
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 The decade of the ‘80s saw two major realignments of The Bureau.  
 Regions were consolidated from the original seven, which incidentally were 
referred to by number when I fi rst started, to fi ve.  In 1985 the Lower Missouri 
Region (Region 7 to curmudgeons) was consolidated with the Upper Missouri 
Region (Region 6).  Later, in 1988, most of the Southwest Region (Region 5) was 
folded into the aforementioned region to create the vast Great Plains Region.  A 
small piece of the Southwest Region was added to the Upper Colorado Region 
(Region 4).  Rumors persisted for some time that Mid-Pacifi c Region (Region 
2) and the Pacifi c Northwest Region (Region 1) would be combined and that 
the Lower Colorado Region (Region 3) would join the Upper Colorado Region.
Neither rumor has panned out—at least not yet.  Now, having said all of that, the 
change from numbers to names, I suppose, was because names were more lyrical 
and prettier sounding than numbers.  Curiously, bureaucrats being bureaucrats, 
we’re not satisfi ed until we’ve assigned everything an acronym, we now refer to 
the regions by letters; GP, MP, UC, LC, PN.  Alas . . .

 With notable exceptions like the massive Central Arizona Project, and a 
few smaller projects like Dolores, Paradox Valley and Dallas Creek in Colorado, 
and San Felipe in California, Reclamation’s construction program was starting to 
wane.  One by one, The Bureau construction stiffs began to snuff out the cigars 
and hang up their hardhats.  The exodus in the MP Region was accentuated with 
the retirement of Bill Hart who managed construction of the San Felipe Project.
Bill, a genuine curmudgeon, used to show his disdain for things not specifi c 
to construction by wearing bright red Mickey Mouse socks to Regional Offi ce 
management meetings.  Even I picked up on the social comment.  Looking back, 
I think the only overarching authorizing legislation we have had since the ‘60s 
involving construction was the “Reclamation Safety of Dams Act of 1978.”  We 
have had a few specifi c authorizations like the temperature control device at 
Shasta Dam, but the construction heartbeat has become a mere murmur of its 
former self.  In addition to Auburn, other construction projects were stopped 
midway.  Construction on the  San Luis Drain in California was halted because 
of environmental concerns with having the outfall in the Delta.  In the interim, 
drain water was spread in an area designated as the  Kesterson Wildlife Refuge.  
An environmental alarm was sounded when three eyed, four legged birds were 
found in the refuge, a result of selenium build up from farm drainage.  The decade 
could be defi ned as a paper decade as volumes of reports on the environment were 
written and, in the second half, a time of self examination for Reclamation.

 The transition between the Reagan and Bush administrations, even though 
both were Republican, brought on a whole new cast of characters in the  politically 
appointed positions (which seems to be ever expanding).  Let me take a moment 
to illustrate what I have observed during these times.

 As the loyal campaigners (or donors) are rewarded with appointments 
to high-level government jobs, it seems like they all will have stopped at the 
nearest shopping mall bookstore and bought the latest management technique du
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jour book—Management by Objectives, Zero-based Budgeting, Total Quality 
Management, ad nauseam—as they charge in to show the careerist how they 
are going to improve our productivity.  Swell.  Fittingly, they have unwavering 
loyalty to the administration they helped elect, but they often assume (or demand) 
the careerist do likewise.  It is my experience that except for the chameleon 
careerist, most careerists fi rst loyalty is with the United States and the agency they 
work for, otherwise why be a civil servant?  Careerists have their own political 
preferences and occasionally have developed good working relationships with 
Congressional members and their staffs.  I wonder if it occurs to the political 
appointee just where some of the occasional really dicey questions they are asked 
at congressional hearings come from?  Loyalty is a personal thing.

 Most political appointees are decent folks with our Nation’s interest at 
heart and after a few months in offi ce realize that the careerists do actually know 
a thing or two about what they are doing and a mutual respect begins to develop.
However, with every Administration there are the political peacocks who never 
show respect for the civil servant because, in their minds, they alone hold all 
of the answers and the careerists are lower caste drones there simply to do their 
bidding.  I have noticed with some level of alarm that in recent years more and 
more career managers are becoming more and more concerned with “politically 
correct” than they are with following the letter of the law and accomplishing good 
public policy.  I read once, and believe it to be true, that the career civil servant, 
the “bureaucracy” if you will, has served as the ballast in the “Ship of State” 
that keeps it from swinging too far to the right or to the left every time there is a 
change in the Administration. As more and more politically appointed positions 
are established further and further down in the hierarchy of an agency the more 
wildly the “Ship of State” will veer.  I truly believe that the Congress should put 
fi rm limitations on the number of political appointees to one or two per agency 
and eliminate the “burrowing in” efforts of political appointees during changes in 
Administrations.  One saving grace is that the strutting and crowing of any given 
political peacock usually lasts less than twenty-four months and there is always 
the chance that they will be replaced by an appointee that can develop a mutual 
respect with the careerist.

 Now that I’ve wound myself up real tight on politics, I’m going to digress 
to tell you about an interesting near miss I had with politics.  During my tenure 
at the Auburn project, I was befriended by a gentleman by the name of  Wendell 
Robie.  Among other things, Wendell was the driving force behind the Winter 
Olympics at Squaw Valley, owned a bank with branches throughout Northern 
California, owned a lot of Northern California and was the most powerful 
man in the Republican party in Northern California.  We became friends while 
I was a member of the Lions Club he chartered in the 1930s when I was the 
Administrative Offi cer at Auburn Dam where I worked closely with Wendell on 
relocating the Western States Trail, another one of his interests.  (Allow me an 
interesting sidebar in this digression)—Wendell once took me for a ride in his 
car to check out possible trail sites along the canyon of the Middle Fork of the 
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American River.  We wound our way down the canyon wall on a poor excuse 
of a single lane mining road at a place called Ruck-a-Chucky.  We got to the 
bottom of the canyon and stopped at the edge of the water.  While I was nervously 
pondering how we were going to back all of the way out of this predicament, 
Wendell gunned the engine and we plunged into the river!  Somehow I stifl ed 
the scream of terror in my throat, drawing courage from Wendell’s nonchalant 
demeanor as water began fl owing through the fl oorboards of his family sedan.  We 
bounced and drifted and fi nally bounded up on the remains of the mining road on 
the other side whereupon Wendell opened his door and suggested I do the same 
to drain out the part of the river that we had captured during the crossing.  When 
the color returned to my face, I thought “That was weird.”  I was later to learn that 
we were just ahead of the pulse fl ow released daily for power production from the 
upstream dams.  Apparently Wendell did this frequently and somehow I fi gured it 
was pointless to ask him why he didn’t own a jeep.

  To get me back on the real point of this digression, it was during one of 
my many encounters with Wendell that he asked if I wanted a career in  politics.  
He stated that “they” would get me on the Placer County Board of Supervisors 
and then look to the State Assembly and, in time, national politics.  This was not 
to be taken lightly, because Wendell controlled the GOP in that part of California.  
I asked him why Bizz Johnson, a Democrat, held the Fourth Congressional seat.
Wendell smiled and responded that they had an “understanding” and that when the 
time was right, he would put his man in.  His man was Gene Chappie, a colorful 
member of the State Assembly that I had met and came to know.  The time was 
right very soon after that, and Gene became the next Congressman to represent 
the Fourth District.  I thought about Wendell’s offer, but ultimately thanked him 

and said no.

 In 1987 Commissioner 
 Dale Duvall asked Reclamation 
to examine the direction of its 
programs. That examination, 
“Assessment ‘87,’” pointed out 
the need for water conservation, 
improved management of 
projects, and the need to address 
environmental values.  The hiring 
of people with biological science 
degrees was almost reaching a par 
with hiring engineers launching 
yet another metamorphosis of 
The Bureau.  The last decade 
of the twentieth century was 
kicked off with an initiative of 
Commissioner  Dennis Underwood 
entitled, “The Strategic Plan.”  It 

30.3.  C. Dale Duvall while Commissioner of 
Reclamation.
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used “Assessment 87” as a base and laid out a new long term “A big picture” for 
Reclamation with specifi c goals and action plans.  The Bureau was beginning to 
turn greener and greener as the world was presented with the “Strategic Plan” in 
1992.  That year also saw the passage of one of the most signifi cant laws to affect 
and change the course of Reclamation, the “Reclamation Projects Authorization 
and Adjustment Act of 1992”.  It was a far-reaching law with forty titles 
impacting almost all of Reclamation, but nowhere so dramatically as California’s 
Central Valley Project with Title XXIV, the  Central Valley Project Improvement 
Act (CVPIA).  The CVPIA assigned environmental protection and restoration a 
priority equal to that of water and power deliveries.  Implementation of the law 
has been a diffi cult process because it so radically changed a paradigm that had 
existed for over a half a century.

 In 1993 Regional Director Roger Patterson suggested that I take the 
vacant  Project Superintendent’s job at Folsom Dam.  I at fi rst resisted because 
it was yet another job at my same grade level (my mentors had long since left 
The Bureau and my rising star had long since stalled—I guess the other potential 
mentors I had called blithering idiots had taken the words personally), besides, 

the only thing I knew about electricity was that it could shock you (I was later 
to learn that a turbine runner was not an Olympian from India).  I was aware of, 
and Patterson pointed out, that we had some real personnel and administrative 
issues at Folsom that needed attention.  Additionally, he indicated he was going 
to assign more responsibility and consolidate fi eld offi ces into Area Offi ces (ours 
became the Central California Area Offi ce [CCAO]).  Silly me, I thought under 
those circumstances there would be a grade raise someday.  Alas.  Twenty four 

34.4.  Folsom Dam spillway in 1998.  The dam is a composite structure with a concrete 
spillway and earth wing dams on the American River above Sacramento, California.  The 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers built the dam between 1948 and 1956, but Reclamation 
manages the dam in cooperation with the Corps.
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years as a GS-14 must be a record.  Am I starting to sound like the coffee urn 
curmudgeons of so long ago?  Oh well, it was a much better commute; half the 
distance, no freeway, dodge deer and count road kill.  You probably guessed, but 
Patterson abolished the Assistant Regional Director-Administration position.  For 
those of you who have not kept score, every Bureau job I have held has been 
abolished after I’ve left it (I’m sure that is a record).  A record that I might share 
with a handful of others is that I have worked under ten Commissioners, seven 
acting Commissioners and eight Presidents.

 Another event occurred in 1993 that impacted all of Federal Government.  
It was a vice-presidential initiative to change the way the government works 
called the  National Performance Review (NPR).  “More with less” became the 
battle cry to “cut red tape, put customers fi rst, empower employees to get results, 
and get back to basics” (if you are tempted to say “yada, yada, yada” at this 
point, feel free).  Commissioner Dan Beard outlined his plan for the Bureau that 
fl attened management, implemented the Area Offi ce concept and to “ … 
focus on: operating our projects with greater environmental sensitivity …”
Impacts on staff were felt throughout the organization, but nowhere as severe as 
the Denver offi ce, which I think by this time was being called the Reclamation 
Service Center—I admit I’ve lost track.  Its direction was to de-emphasize design 
and construction and to provide support to all Reclamation offi ces at the lowest 
possible cost.  The Denver workforce was reduced and realigned accordingly.

 A challenge to Denver’s new direction occurred a little after 8:00 A.M.
Monday morning, July 17, 1995.  I was at my offi ce at  Folsom Dam loading my 
briefcase for a trip to the Regional Offi ce for a round of meetings when Dennis 
McComb, our O&M Chief, stuck his head in my offi ce and dead panned, “Gate 3 
just failed.”  My reaction was—“what the hell is he talking about?”  He repeated 
and still unbelieving, we jumped in a car and headed for the dam.  The sight 

that unfolded as we came around the bend was 
incredible.  Water was spewing a hundred feet 
in all directions from the center of the dam—I 
hope to shout “the gate had failed!”  We quickly 
assembled a team consisting of experts from 
our Denver Offi ce, the Corps of Engineers, 
McClellen Air Force Base, and California 
Department of Transportation, among others to 
immediately go to work on fi guring out how to 
plug the hole and design a long term fi x.  The 
bell had been tolled that Reclamation’s  aging 
infrastructure is in need of attention.  Still, 
suffi cient budgets to address these problems 
have been hard coming.  You can see why Area 
Managers sometimes feel like Quasimodo trying 
to get Esmeralda’s attention ringing and ringing 
the bells of Notre Dame. 

34.5.  Gate 3 at Folsom Dam 
after failure  July 17, 1995
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 The ‘90s saw a renewed effort toward bringing about a more  diverse 
workforce.  In retrospect we have come a far way during my career, albeit 
not far enough in the eyes of many.  If I could take you back to 1968 and the 
curmudgeons at the coffee urn and had I told them then that at that very moment 
there was a grammar school girl on Long Island, New York, named  Maryanne 
Bach who will go on to get an advanced degree in ecology and will become a 
Regional Director, or that  Felix Cook, the black engineer toiling in the catacombs 
of their building, will go on to head the technical side of Reclamation, they would 
have looked at me funny and thought to themselves “This poor kid must have 
suffered a head wound when he was in Vietnam. … what the hell is ecology?”  
I take personal pride in the small level of career help I’ve been able to provide 
to some of the women I’ve had the privilege of working with over the years.
 Donna Darr was a supply clerk in the Auburn Offi ce when we fi rst met.  She 
went on to become Mid-Pacifi c Region’s most successful liaison offi cer in the 
Commissioner’s Offi ce.  Dee Winn was my secretary and  Marcy Turner was a 
budget clerk when I became the Program Coordination Chief.  By the time I left 
the position, both were professional graded budget analysts and Marcy went on to 
be a Branch Chief.    Susan Hoffman’s career has proceeded from soil scientist to 
Mid-Pacifi c Region’s Planning Offi cer.  On the other hand, try as I might, I was 
not able to get the grade the CCAO Administrative Offi cer,  Joni Ward, deserved.  
It is locked in at GS-12.  It is particularly a concern because I was a GS-13 
Administrative Offi cer at Auburn and my duties were no greater than Joni’s were 
when she had the job.  Does a glass ceiling exist?  Do we have a way to go?

 At the turn of the millennium those of us with a part of the CVP were 
wrapped up in renewing the long term contracts our users had held for forty years.  
The changes brought on by the  CVPIA made the process a contentious one.  First 
of all, the contracts could only be renewed for twenty-fi ve years.  A situation 
that made it more diffi cult for farmers to get long term loans for farm operations.  
Additionally, less water was available to the users as more was committed to 
environmental restoration.  And, of course, the water that would be available 
would have a much higher price.  It was a blow felt most severely by smaller 
family farms and those with marginal lands.  The values of the fi rst part of the 
century, symbolized by the famous picture of the H. J. Mersdorf “Desert-Ranch” 
with the sign stating “HAVE FAITH IN GOD AND U.S. RECLAMATION,” 
had been reversed by the end of the century.  Because of delays in fi nalizing the 
environmental documentation, interim contracts were negotiated to bridge the 
expired contracts and the new long term contracts.  The whole process took over 
a decade to complete.  In the early part of the contract negotiations, I had the 
privilege of working with The Bureau’s quintessential curmudgeon,  Cliff Quinton.  
Cliff was a repayment specialist and the Central California Area Offi ce’s chief 
negotiator who had a scowl and demeanor that would make a middle linebacker 
weak in the knees.  He was extremely knowledgeable and was never tripped up in 
negotiations.  For years after his retirement, I was able to keep contractors in line 
with the mere threat of bringing Cliff out of retirement.
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 By and large, John Q. Citizen takes water for granted and why shouldn’t 
he?  Isn’t it always there when he turns on his tap?  Isn’t there abundant food in 
the grocery store?  Doesn’t the air conditioner kick on when the temperature gets 
above 78 degrees?  Aren’t all of his favorite golf courses a verdant green?   Few 
people outside of the industry have a clue as to how complex the water world 
is.  As the twentieth century rolled into the new millennium, those who read 
newspapers and watch the news should have been getting the message that they 
better start paying more attention to the many faceted water issue.  For example, 
story after story has been in the news about the plight of the West Coast salmon.  
The fi shermen blame the farmers and the dams that supply them, the farmers 
say the fi shermen are over-harvesting the sea, the environmentalists blame the 
loggers, fi shermen, and farmers, and they all blame the sea lions.  Who is right?  
Who is wrong?  Is the answer to stop fi shing?  Put farms out of production?  Stop 
logging?  No, of course not, people still value plentiful food and good homes!
When I fi rst started my career, nearly one third of John Q’s disposable income 
went for food, today it is more like one tenth.  John Q. has grown up without 
being hungry or doing without.  He is focused on “me” and “now.”  More and 
more of his dollars are spent on entertainment and “toys.”  He apparently isn’t 
taking time to think about the long term as his parents and grandparents did.  By 
his parents ‘and grandparents’ standards, his decisions probably seem downright 
goofy.  Thus, as Reclamation’s second hundred years begin, the stage is set for 
water related decisions that would confound the decisionmakers of one hundred 
years ago.  One would hope that John Q. will become aware of the water world 
and let the elected offi cials know what his values are.  As it stands now, John Q. 
is complacent to let the special interest or advocacy groups dictate his values for 
him while he remains in blissful ignorance.  I wonder if John Q. understands that 
as we put more and more farms out of production for environmental values, we 
become less adaptable to droughts that occur across the nation, and we become 
more dependent on  foreign food.  I wonder further if he understands that our 

30.6.  This image showcasing the Mersdorfs’ hopes is an iconic image to Reclamation.
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growing dependency on foreign foods, in many cases, is leading to massive 
environmental destruction as more and more rainforests are leveled to make 
farmland.  Whether it is triggered by drought, the West Coast salmon, or the 
Sandhill Crane in Nebraska, or rolling brownouts throughout the Reclamation 
West, the issues with water are basically the same; there are more and more 
diverse demands for water, and not everyone’s demands can be met without 
impacting someone or something else.

 Reclamation attempts to inform John Q, but it wasn=t always so.  Prior 
to the Teton collapse, The Bureau had a high and mighty self image and public 
relations was not much more than simply setting up tours for various facilities.
The public image of Reclamation continued to erode throughout the late ‘70s and 
early ‘80s.  The late ‘80s and ‘90s saw Reclamation make concerted efforts to at 
least respond to negative press and in more and more instances, get ahead of the 
media on issues through improved media relationships.  Press releases are issued 
on all major issues and events and Reclamation managers are being trained in how 
to deal with the media.   Jeff McCracken, Mid-Pacifi c Region’s Public Information 
Offi cer came to Reclamation with an extensive background in the news industry.  
He fostered good relationships with the various editors, reporters, and news 
directors by keeping them informed on issues and being forthcoming when they 
had questions.  Because of this, he was able to successfully guide the Mid-Pacifi c 
Region through some potential public relation disasters.  With the public outreach 
throughout Reclamation now in place, John Q. has no one to blame but himself 
for not being informed on water issues.

 As Reclamation steps boldly into it’s second century we have a new 
President, a new Secretary of the Interior and a new Commissioner who is one 
of us, a person who came up through the ranks,  John Keys, former Regional 
Director of Pacifi c Northwest Region and a pretty good college football referee.  
For all the curmudgeons, this is a welcome sign; for those who have not worked 
for a Commissioner with a Bureau background, they will appreciate the depth of 
understanding of their issues from the start.

 A few months after this screed 
was submitted as part of the Reclamation 
History Symposium, our nation was 
attacked by terrorists.  Here and elsewhere 
I have amended my original manuscript.
Uncertainty has become the norm as 
Reclamation struggles to protect the very 
facilities that the western United States relies 
upon for water, food production, power and 
fl ood protection.  Much has changed and 
more will change in our employees’ daily 
lives and how business is conducted.  Already 
armed guards patrol critical infrastructure 

30.7.  John W. Keys III as 
Commissioner of Reclamation.
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and other security measures have been brought to bear.   Security is a new factor 
to be budgeted for and executed.  Secrecy has entered Reclamation’s world.  Yet 
politics are still part of the picture.  Two events occurred in 1995 that prompted 
me to start the ball rolling to get a bridge authorized that would take the public 
traffi c (over eighteen thousand cars a day) off the top of  Folsom Dam.  They 
were the Oklahoma City bombing and the failure of the spillway gate which 
made obvious the vulnerability of Sacramento to a man made fl ood.  At least 
six separate security reviews before and after 9/11 indicated that public access 
to the top of the dam presents a serious security risk.  Duh!  At Congressman 
Doolittle’s request for data, I had an appraisal level study completed so that he 
might use the data to draft a bill to get a bridge authorized.  With the events of 
9/11, I thought getting the bridge authorized would be a slam dunk—it was such 
obvious good public policy.  To my great surprise, however, the Department of 
the Interior came out in total opposition to the proposed legislation, stating that 
it was a local transportation issue.  Never mind that Reclamation over the years 
allowed the road to become a major artery for two of the fastest growing counties 
in the United States.  Never mind the many vulnerabilities and danger to the 
lives of hundreds of thousands of people immediately downstream that the dam 
poses by allowing clear access to the top of all eight spillway gates.  How the 
political people could keep a straight face and say it is a local transportation issue 
is really beyond me.  I had arranged for non-Federal cost sharing, but the bill was 
written for full Federal funding, which apparently had stuck in somebody in the 
Department’s craw.  Congress controls the Federal purse strings and if they say 
fully Federal, then so be it.  The important thing is the safety and security of the 
structure and the many people who live in immediate harm’s way; it is simply 
good public policy.

 To summarize the last third of The Bureau’s history, I would make 
reference once again to the shining knight on the white horse.  He was still 
charging hard in the late ‘60s, but the noble steed was starting to get winded.  The 
‘70s turned out to be an unexpected low hanging branch that knocked him head 
over heels; squarely to the ground.  The ‘80s found him staggering in search of 
his steed, but a storm of paperwork and environmental problems buried him and 
allowed his now dented armor to tarnish and rust.  As he laid there, he began to 
ponder his place in the world.  In the ‘90s, he was propped up and told that the 
Water Kingdom has changed, the throne was being shared by many rival kings in 
an uneasy truce.  The image of the damsel in distress and the fi re breathing dragon 
was becoming blurred in his eye, “which was which?,” he asked.  Where does he 
go from here?   The answer most likely is to become gatekeeper and arbiter, like 
other aging knights of old, to resolve differences and attempt to equitably divide 
the waters of the Water Kingdom.

 On a personal note, I don’t know precisely when I became a curmudgeon, 
but it happened.  I suppose it was inevitable.  I didn’t recognize it until more 
and more people started to ask me when I was going to retire, and it was driven 
home when Betsy Rieke, a fellow Area Manager, made that particular reference 
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to both herself and me during one of our manager’s meetings.  Have I exacted my 
revenge on The Bureau?  Well, I don’t know—some probably think so.  I do know 
that I’ve made The Bureau pay, though, something in the order of $2 million 
to do something I=ve had some fun doing.  And, I wrangled a GS-15 out of the 
powers to be.  Although it wasn’t my intention, I’ve made a couple of Regional 
Directors uncomfortable with actions I’ve taken in the interest of good public 
policy albeit politically incorrect at the time.  I know there will be a sigh of relief 
in some quarters when I soon announce my retirement.  Do I still fi sh?  I can=t say 
I do.  The days on the Southern Ute Reservation spoiled me.  That coupled with 
the large crowds and small trout in California lessened the enjoyment.  Besides, 
I rediscovered another passion from my frivolous youth, building hot rods.  I get 
great enjoyment buzzing around town in my ‘34 Ford with its chopped top and 
327 engine, leaving every Harry Highschool, who thinks his Honda is hot stuff, in 
the dust when the light turns green. Like it or not, things change, people change, 
values change.  As The Bureau proceeds through the next one hundred years, 
these things are certain; the values we hold today will change, public policy will 
continue to change, and Reclamation=s mission will continue to change.  As the 
Beatles once sang, “O bla dee, O bla dah, life goes on.”

 Heraclitus was right, you know, you can’t step into the same river twice.

Thomas J. Aiken, at the time of the history symposium, was the area manager of 
the Central California Area Offi ce in Folsom.  He has since retired.
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The World Commission on Dams:  A Case Study on 
 Grand Coulee Dam and the Columbia River Basin 
Project:  Process and Lessons Learned

By:
Paul C. Pitzer

 Except for the Great Wall of China, dams are the largest man-made 
objects on this planet.  The  World Commission on Dams (WCD) states that there 
are around eight hundred thousand of them scattered across six of the seven 
continents.  Most are comparatively small in volume, but an estimated forty-
fi ve thousand are higher than a fi ve story building, and a few are monumental 
exceeding ten or more million cubic yards of material.1  These dams are 
responsible for about 30–40 percent of the irrigated land worldwide and dams 
generate 19% of the world’s electricity.2

 Various studies have looked at individual dams—their histories, their 
politics, their technological achievements, their environmental and cultural 
impacts.3  From these it is clear that dams can and have dramatically altered 
their surroundings.  Those changes have brought both positive and negative 
results and spirited debate continues about which might outweigh the other.  
Specifi cally, government bodies, civil society organizations, private contractors, 
and fi nancial institutions have debated the costs and benefi ts of dams, large and 
small.  Large dams have come under especially close scrutiny.  Proponents point 
to power production, fl ood control, irrigation, domestic water supply, navigation, 
and recreation as worthy enhancements resulting from their construction—this 
refl ecting the nature of many dams as multipurpose projects.  Opponents decry 
adverse environmental, social, and economic impacts that generally follow in 
the wake of dam construction—with some of those impacts being unanticipated.
There is apparently no exact way to determine if the benefi ts of a dam outweigh 
the costs, and the heated debate over this has accelerated and continued without 
resolution.  People on both sides of the issue agree that the polarization of 
opponents and proponents has resulted in a virtual breakdown of constructive 
dialogue.4

 One aspect of the argument is the degree to which large dams collectively 
have successfully accomplished the goals initially projected for them.  There 
have been few comprehensive studies of all large dams on a worldwide basis.  
“Cooked” fi gures often cloud the ability to weigh the value of benefi ts against 
those of costs.  The estimated values of those costs and benefi ts are generally 
based on subjective judgments complicated by rapidly changing social priorities.
While large dam building in the Industrialized World peaked in the twentieth 
century and now has more or less stopped, Third World Countries continue to 
project and build large dams; for example, the Three Gorges Dam on the 
Yangtze River in China currently nearly completed.  The question is whether or 
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not this is wise, and if so, under what conditions and guidelines future large dams 
should be built to maximize their benefi ts while minimizing their costs and their 
detrimental impacts, and guaranteeing achievement of the goals projected for each 
structure.

 In Third World countries many dams have been and are fi nanced by 
the World Bank.5 In April 1997 the World Bank, together with the World 
Conservation Union (IUCN), held a meeting in Gland, Switzerland, to discuss a 
recently completed World Bank study of fi fty Bank-funded dams.6  Participants7

agreed that an independent commission should review the “performance of 
large dams and set guidelines for the future.”8  After subsequent meetings, the 
result was the recommendation that the World Bank and World Conservation 
Union create, by November 1997, a World Commission on Dams (WCD) which 
would work (following a fi ve month preparation period) for two years.9  It would 
function under two “overarching goals.”  First “to review the development 
effectiveness of dams and assess alternatives for water resources and energy 
development,” and second “to develop internationally-accepted standards, 
guidelines and criteria for decision making in the planning, design, construction, 
monitoring, operation, and decommissioning of dams.”10  These goals were 
elaborated in six objectives:

To assess the experience with existing, new and proposed large 1.
dam projects so as to improve (existing) practices and social 
and environmental conditions.

To develop decisionmaking criteria and policy and regulatory 2.
frameworks for assessing alternatives for energy and water 
resources development.

To evaluate the development effectiveness of large dams.3.

To develop and promote internationally acceptable standards 4.
for planning, assessment, design, construction, operation, and 
monitoring of large dam projects and, if the dams are built, 
ensure affected peoples are better off.

To identify the implications for institutional, policy and 5.
fi nancial arrangements so that benefi ts, costs and risks are 
equitably shared at the global, national and local levels.

To recommend interim modifi cations—where necessary—of 6.
existing policies and guidelines, and promote “best practices.”11

 The planners and stakeholders immediately recognized a few signifi cant 
problems.  First, they needed to insure objectivity and second, they needed to 
involve representatives of all “stakeholders” in each aspect of the work.12
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To that end, they recommended an independent commission composed of a 
chair and eleven commissioners with a “secretariat” appointed by the chair.  In 
addition to the goals and objectives, the fi nal report of the WCD was to include 
“recommendations on policies, standards, guidelines, best practices and codes 
of conduct” as well as an “understanding of the accuracy of predictions of costs 
and benefi ts used in the dam planning process and of their overall development 
effectiveness and the need for restoration and reparation where necessary.”13

A third problem was the fact that every dam, regardless of size, is unique in 
its technical confi guration, its effects, and its economic and social/cultural 
surroundings.  The planners recognized that drawing meaningful conclusions 
from many different and distinct sources and studies would be a formidable task.

 Finally, there was the problem of paying for the study.  The World Bank 
agreed to arrange funding in the amount of just under ten million dollars.  By 
June 2000 fi fty-one contributors had pledged more than seventy-fi ve percent of 
that amount.14  Signifi cant contributions came from the governments of Germany, 
Norway, Australia, Canada, China, Denmark, Finland, Ireland, Japan, South 
Africa, Sweden, Switzerland, the United Kingdom, and the United States.

 Guidelines for selection of the commissioners included the need 
for eminent persons with appropriate expertise and experience, objectivity, 
and integrity, and independence with the ability to represent the diversity 
of stakeholders and their points of view including various affected regions, 
communities, and both public and private sectors.15  Selected as Chair of the 
WCD was Professor Kader Asmal of South Africa (Minister of Water Affairs and 
Forestry).16  Vice-Chair was Lakshmi Chand Jain of India (High Commissioner 
to South Africa).  The remaining commissioners were Donald J. Blackmore of 
Australia (Chief Executive, Murray-Darling Basin Commission), Joji Cariño of 
the Philippines (Executive Secretary, International Alliance of Indigenous-Tribal 
People of the Tropical Forest based in London), José Goldemberg of Brazil 
(Professor and Director of the Institute for Electro-technical Energy, University 
of São Paulo), Judy Henderson of Australia (Chair, Oxfam International), Gran 
Lindahl of Sweden (President and CEO, ABB Asea Brown Boveri Ltd.—a 
global engineering fi rm), Deborah Moore of the United States (Senior Scientist, 
Environmental Defense Fund), Medha Patkar of India (Founder, Struggle to Save 
the Narmda River), Thayer Scudder of the United States (Professor, California 
Institute of Technology), Jan Veltrop of Norway (Harza Engineering Company 
and Chairman of the United States Committee on Large Dams), Shen Guoyi of the 
People’s Republic of China (Director General of the Department of International 
Cooperation in the Ministry of Water Resources), and Achim Steiner as Secretary-
General and ex-offi cio Commissioner.17

 On 16 February 1998 in Cape Town, South Africa, Professor Asmal 
offi cially launched the World Commission on Dams with an address to 
its commissioners, members of the press, and other interested parties.  He 
emphasized the diversity of the commissioners and the unanimity fi nally achieved 
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by the stakeholders in their selection—this apparently after some diffi culty and 
disagreements.  He emphasized the overarching goals for the WCD and added, 

At a time when dam building is increasing in some countries, in 
others, dams are already reaching the end of their useful lives.  Clearly 
consideration may have to be given to the mechanisms, both with 
existing dams and those being contemplated, for the effective and 
effi cient decommissioning of dams.  Indeed this reality now confronts the 
owners of a number of large dams in the United States.18

 The WCD hosted the fi rst of its many public meetings on 21 and 22 
September 1998 in Bhopal, India.  That meeting focused on “Large Dams and 
Development in South Asia: Experiences and Lessons Learned.”19  Seemingly 
having had a successful beginning, the Commission went on to a variety of large 
and smaller meetings during which announcements identifi ed the representative 
large dams that it would study in depth.  Specifi cally, the Commissioners 
identifi ed seven individual large dams and river basins for detailed case studies.  
These were the Tucurui Dam and Amazon/Tocantins River in Brazil, the Glomma 
Dam and Lagen River Basin in Norway, the Tarbela Dam and Indus River Basin 
in Pakistan, the Pak Mun Dam and Mekong/Mun River Basins in Thailand, the 
Aslantas Dam and Ceyhan River Basin in Turkey, the Kariba Dam and Zambezi 
River Basin in Zambia/Zimbabwe, and the Grand Coulee Dam (GCD) and 
Columbia Basin Project (CBP) and the Columbia River Basin in the United 
States.  In addition, the WCD would complete country reviews of China and 
India.  A pilot study would fi rst be done on the Gariep/Van der Kloof Dams and 
Orange River in South Africa.20

 For each individual case study, the following questions were to be 
addressed:

What were the projected versus actual benefi ts, costs, and 1.
impacts of the dam?

What were the unexpected benefi ts, costs, and impacts?2.

What was the distribution of costs and benefi ts—who gained 3.
and who lost?

How were decisions made?4.

Did the project comply with the criteria and guidelines of the 5.
day?

What were the lessons learned?6.

Questions three and six were of greatest signifi cance.
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 In addition to the seven in-depth studies, the WCD announced that it 
would also do a limited analysis of an additional 150 dams using existing data 
from as many sources as possible.  The WCD urged interested parties to make 
contact with specifi c study groups to contribute information and views.

 For the following two year period, the WCD established subgroups that 
began the indicated studies.  Commissioners and designated group leaders held 
extensive meetings and workshops to that end, adhering as much as possible 
to its “multistakeholder process”—that is, involving representatives of every 
identifi able aspect connected with that specifi c project.21  It is not the purpose of 
this paper to explore all of those studies but rather to focus specifi cally on the 
Grand Coulee Dam study and its fi ndings.  Some attention, however, will be given 
to the fi nal report since the Grand Coulee study contributed to it.

 The WCD announced that selection of Grand Coulee Dam for study was 
based on the dam’s size and because of the ongoing debate about its positive and 
negative impacts.  The WCD added that Grand Coulee Dam was also of vital 
interest since it is a mature dam in a mature democracy where debates about re-
licensing, decommissioning, protection of endangered species, and recreational 
demands on water resources are more advanced than elsewhere in the world.22

 WCD senior advisors Sanjeev Khangram and Jamie Skinner traveled to 
Seattle, Washington, in February 1999 to begin work on the Grand Coulee study.  
To guide and complete the study, the advisors selected Dr. Leonard Ortolano of 
the Civil and Environmental Engineering Department at Stanford University.  
Assisting Ortolano was Dr. Katherine Kao Cushing from the University of 
California at Berkeley.23

 On 20 May 1999 fi fty-six stakeholders met with Ortolano, Cushing, 
Commissioner Jan Veltrop, and WCD Senior Advisor Sanjeev Khagram (an 
assistant professor of public policy at the John F. Kennedy School of Government 
at Harvard University) at Cavanaugh’s Inn at the Park in Spokane, Washington.  
The stakeholders represented government agencies, farmers, industry, and Native 
Americans.  Most of those attending were from the United States but there was 
some representation from Canada.  The meeting was at times contentious as 
various stakeholders had strongly held views and agendas.  Some feared that 
the whole thing was an attempt by environmentalists to remove more dams—
specifi cally Grand Coulee Dam.  In fact, a column in the Davenport Times of 
Spokane had called the Commission an “upstart group of pseudo scientists” 
who would “come down on the side of removing, abandoning or breaching 
the mighty Grand Coulee Dam.”24  Columbia Basin Project farmers wanted to 
redress decades-old grievances concerning cost of the water delivered to them 
and their desire to expand the project.  Native Americans were anxious to discuss 
their cultural losses resulting from dam construction.  Regional politicians were 
disturbed at the prospect of somehow losing local control.  Some questioned the 
origins of funding for the WCD, wondering who was behind the study and to what 
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end?  Bureau of Reclamation Public Affairs Offi cer Craig Sprankle reported later 
that after listening to Professor Ortolano and looking at and commenting on the 
issues and questions to be studied, there was less suspicion.25

 Antagonisms between project farmers and others involved with irrigation 
projects is an on-going saga.  Farmers, who often pressured the government 
to build dams and irrigation facilities, later complained bitterly about the cost 
of the water.  Such had been the case on the Columbia Basin Project.  Early 
on in the project’s history, many farmers balked at land ownership restrictions 
and withdrew from the project.  In the late 1950s and early 1960s farmers and 
the Bureau of Reclamation carried on an especially acrimonious debate about 
renegotiation of costs.  The need to raise charges stemmed to some degree from 
high unanticipated costs needed to install drainage facilities.26  Easing of land 
ownership restrictions during the Reagan years has led farmers to want project 
expansion, but they balked at the anticipated cost which in the 1990s was 
estimated at about two billion dollars.

 In the 1990s the Bureau of Reclamation conducted two environmental 
impact studies concerning project expansion and concluded that it was not 
practical at that time.27  Area farmers dispute the fi ndings and challenge fi gures—
especially the allocation of moneys collected from the sale of power generated 
at the dam.28  Many of the “old-timers” remember promises made in the 1920s 
and 1930s that the water would actually be free, and that power sales would pay 
all of the costs.29  All of the deeply held opinions among the participants made it 
diffi cult for participants to achieve consensus.

 The purpose of the Spokane meeting was to draft a scoping paper 
delineating the issues to be addressed within the framework of the case study 
procedure.  Eventually the stakeholders divided into breakout groups and 
addressed the task.  Under the headings of Irrigation, Hydropower, Flood Control, 
Project-Affected People, Ecosystems/Anadromous Fish, Recreation, Distribution 
of Benefi ts and Costs, and Basin-Wide Issues, the participants identifi ed 114 
issues.  These were later arranged into three categories:

Issues to be addressed in the study•

Interesting background information, and •

Issues of less direct relevance•

Forty-three issues were listed as primary for the study, fi fty-eight were 
background information, and eleven were of less direct relevance.30

 The WCD Grand Coulee team also held a meeting on 4 October 1999 
in Castlegar, British Columbia, Canada, to gather additional input.  Seventeen 



807

stakeholders attended representing BC Hydro, Canadian First Nations, and others.  
They discussed and added to the results of the Spokane meeting.

 In the area of irrigation, the stakeholders directed Ortolano to concentrate 
on technological changes since the start of the project—specifi cally increased 
effi ciency, altered attitudes concerning the environment (with emphasis on fi sh, 
waterfowl, and groundwater quality), and factors obstructing expansion of the 
project.  Concerning hydropower, the stakeholders urged focus on distribution 
of low-cost benefi ts (specifi cally, the stakeholders pointed out that availability of 
low-cost power in the region had drawn new industry creating a growing market 
for power which was resulting in increased costs to all including farmers).  There 
were no concerns aimed at fl ood control.  In the category of project-affected 
people, stakeholders directed the WCD team to detail the “displacement” of 
Native Americans, reparations for such displacements, disruption to their cultural 
lives, and destruction of such culturally signifi cant items as burial sites.  With 
ecosystems and anadromous fi sh, there was a range of opinions.  In general, the 
stakeholders urged consideration of impacts of Grand Coulee Dam on native 
species as well as those introduced to mitigate anticipated damage.  Concerning 
recreation, confl ict between the need for occasional drawdowns of Franklin D. 
Roosevelt Lake and the desires of locals for consistent lake levels drew attention.  
Distribution of benefi ts and costs led the stakeholders to urge reexamination of 
the “relationship between hydropower revenues and cost of providing irrigation 
works and water.”  In addition, stakeholders pointed to the Columbia Basin Treaty 
between the United States and Canada, and wondered, “Who pays for what? 
Who benefi ts and who loses?”  Finally, under basinwide issues, the Canadian 
stakeholders felt that “. . . basin-wide management system, in some instances, led 
to a transfer of benefi ts from Canada to the U.S. (For example, there used to be 
orchards upstream, now there are none.  But there are orchards downstream).”  In 
short, the stakeholders urged the WCD committee to explore fully the Columbia 
Basin Treaty.31

 It is signifi cant to speculate, at this point, that the comments of the 
stakeholders and the degree to which at least some of them pursued their 
individual agendas rested on a measure of misunderstanding on their part about 
the nature and authority of the World Commission on Dams.  Although none of 
the stakeholders said as much at the Spokane meeting, or at any other meeting, 
there was in their comments an implication that they felt the WCD had the 
power and authority to redress their grievances.  Lost was full appreciation of the 
WCD’s charge to examine the dams in question only with the hope of presenting 
information about past experiences and develop guidelines for future large dam 
development elsewhere.  At no time did the WCD studies intend to infl uence 
existing conditions nor did it have the authority to correct problems and injustices 
however lamentable.32

 Based on their study so far and the results of the Spokane meeting, in June 
1999, Ortolano and Cushing issued their scoping report for the 
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Grand Coulee Dam and Columbia Basin Project case study.33  It presented a précis 
that would act as the guide for the eventual fi nal report.  Divided into eight major 
sections, that fi nal report would contain an introduction explaining the study and 
naming the participants, an overview of the nature of the Columbia Basin Project, 
historical analysis of the project’s development, discussion of costs and benefi ts 
including unexpected impacts, a look at distribution of those costs and benefi ts, 
analysis of consistency with planning criteria and norms, basinwide linkages, 
and fi nally, an assessment of development effectiveness and lessons learned.  The 
lessons learned would be the heart of the fi ndings and the most signifi cant section 
that would move on into the WCD’s overall fi nal report.

 Over the next six months, Ortolano and his team gathered information, 
conducted interviews, drew together detailed background and historical studies 
and essays, and began to formulate their fi nal report.  Early in December 1999, 
the team released a circulation draft of the proposed fi nal report.34  At over four 
hundred pages, the draft report contained detailed histories, charts, maps, and 
other fi ndings including analysis of interviews and conclusions based on the data.  
Copies of the draft circulated among the stakeholders who were then invited to a 
fi nal meeting.  

 That all-day meeting was held at the Benson Hotel in Portland, Oregon, 
on 13 January 2000.  Thirty-four persons attended—somewhat fewer than 
anticipated.35  Twenty-six were stakeholders; two of the others were WCD 
Commissioners Jan Veltrop and Deborah Moore, two observers came from 
the World Resources Institute and Harvard University (both of which were 
conducting independent investigations of the WCD process), representing the 
WCD was Senior Advisor Jamie Skinner, and the others were in some way part of 
the Grand Coulee study team.36

 After introductions and statements by Commissioners Veltrop and Moore, 
Professor Ortolano presented the study’s main fi ndings.  He recited a brief 
history of the project and detailed its benefi ciaries and major cost-bearers.  To no 
one’s surprise, he listed the benefi ciaries, in order of signifi cance, as Columbia 
Basin Project farmers or irrigators, Bonneville Power Administration ratepayers, 
downstream residents and businesses, recreators and recreation-related commerce, 
and United States residents in the Northwestern states, and Canada.37  Major 
cost-bearers were, in order of signifi cance, Native American and First Nations 
Tribes, environmentalists and environmental non-governmental organizations, 
commercial fi shermen, sport fi shermen, non-Native Americans forced to resettle, 
United States taxpayers, Bonneville Power Administration ratepayers, some 
United States farmers outside the project area, and Canada.38

 At fi rst glance, it appears odd that Bonneville Power Administration (BPA) 
ratepayers appeared on both lists.  Grand Coulee Dam is a key component of the 
Federal Columbia River Power System which supplies seventy-fi ve percent of 
the power in the region at costs well below the national average.  Direct Service 
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Industries and large industrial customers benefi t from even more generous rates.  
On the other hand, the rates could be lower.  BPA ratepayers also underwrite 
irrigation, fi sh mitigation programs, and programs to enhance and recover 
endangered anadromous fi sh populations.  In the area of irrigation, ratepayers 
cover eighty-seven percent of the irrigators’ construction costs—a sizable 
subsidy which accounts, in large part, for irrigation being the fi rst item among the 
benefi ciaries.  In fact, there was nearly unanimous agreement among interviewed 
stakeholders that the irrigating farmers were the prime benefi ciaries of the project.  
BPA ratepayers would pay even less if they did not subsidize irrigation and fi sh 
protection.  Hence they both benefi t and at the same time, bear some of the costs 
of the project.

 Despite the extensive benefi ts received by farmers, following in the 
tradition of their physiocrat predecessors, representatives of the irrigation districts 
felt the study should refl ect what the farmers pay rather than what they do not pay.  

For example, they pay for Operation and Management and equipment 
replacement.  The subsidy irrigators receive is only for construction.  
Irrigation district representatives felt there was no power subsidy because 
they pay for primary and secondary pumping costs “at cost.”  Professor 
Ortolano responded by saying that what the farmers pay does not refl ect 
the value of power in the open market.  The irrigators voiced their 
objection to the use of the term subsidy.39

At no time did anyone point out that without the government underwriting 
the project and the income from the sale of electricity, the cost to farmers 
to compensate for the water they receive would be both astronomical and 
prohibitive.

 Native American representatives felt that modern tribal economies 
and the project’s effects on them were not adequately covered in the report.  
Representatives of the Colville Confederated Tribes agreed to supply Ortolano 
with additional information detailing specifi c losses resulting from construction of 
the dam, the reservoir, and the irrigation project.

 Stakeholders were then each asked to fi ll out a form dealing with the eight 
“lessons learned,” that appeared in section eight of the draft study.  Each could 
indicate strong agreement (sa), agreement (a), no view (nv), disagreement (d), or 
strong disagreement (sd).

 Briefl y stated, the eight lessons and the feedback on them were as follows:

1. An open planning process facilitates identifying and resolving 
confl icts among stakeholders; a closed process serves the opposite 
purpose.
 sa: 7  a: 6  nv: 0  d: 2  sd: 3
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2.  Periodic, planned re-evaluations of project operations provide a 
mechanism for incorporating temporal changes in social values into 
project operations.
 sa: 6  a: 4  nv: 1  d: 2  sd: 5

3.  Periodic, planned re-evaluations of project operations provide a 
mechanism for incorporating changes in science and technology into 
project operations.
 sa: 6  a: 5  nv: 0  d: 2  sd: 5

4.  While subsidies for water project outputs can accomplish useful social 
policy objectives, they can lead to situations where resources are not used 
in an economically effi cient manner.
 sa: 2  a: 9  nv: 0  d: 4  sd: 3

5.  There are limits to government planning in a market-driven, capitalistic 
system.
 sa: 2  a: 9  nv: 2  d: 1  sd: 4

6.  In a decentralized resource management decision-making context 
such as the one existing in the Columbia basin, failure of stakeholders to 
coordinate can lead to major institutional failures.
 sa: 1  a: 9  nv: 2  d: 2  sd: 3

7.  Decisions that introduce signifi cant irreversible effects should only be 
taken after very careful study.
 sa: 4  a: 7  nv: 1  d: 2  sd: 3

8.  Tools for cumulative impact assessment need to be applied to avoid 
resource management problems.
 sa: 6  a: 6  nv: 0  d: 2  sd: 3

 While the minutes of the meeting refl ected the analysis that stakeholders 
mostly agreed with item number one and items fi ve through eight and were split 
on items two through four, it is clear that there was no consensus or general 
agreement and that respondents were ‘all over the board.’ Not all stakeholders 
responded to each lesson, and one stated later that he had disagreed with all 
statements simply because he disagreed with the report in general.

 Discussion of the lessons learned took considerably longer than 
anticipated and consequently, participants did not complete the full agenda.  
Comments included suggestions for an increased list of benefi ciaries.40  Three 
additional lessons learned were suggested:

1. Once you build a project, there will continue to be debate about 
how a project is operated, and a plan should be in place for a process to 
manage these debates about operations.
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2. In large projects, most of which are multi-purpose, it is possible 
for the various purposes to be in opposition, and even mutually exclusive 
(e.g., foregone power revenues due to irrigation withdrawals).

3. Mechanisms need to be created to address claims by peoples 
adversely affected by projects.

 With all of this in hand, Ortolano and his team prepared the fi nal report 
which they issued in March 2000.  It contained eleven lessons learned; three 
(number one, number seven—which became number ten, and number eight—
which became number eleven) remained the same or nearly the same as in the 
preliminary study.  Altered were numbers two, three, and fi ve and added were fi ve 
entirely new items.  The altered and new items are listed below:

1. Same as #1 above

2. In a multipurpose water project, it is common for project 
purposes (e.g. fl ood control and recreation) to confl ict.  Because 
confl icts among various purposes are practically inevitable, a 
process for managing stakeholder contributions to debates on 
project operations should be institutionalized on future projects.

3. (which was changed from #2 above) For future projects, 
periodic, planned re-evaluations can provide a mechanism for 
incorporating temporal changes in social values into project 
operations.  To meet social policy objectives, it might be necessary 
to reduce uncertainties for stakeholders whose decisions would be 
infl uenced by results of re-evaluations.

4. (which was changed from #3 above) For future projects, 
periodic, planned re-evaluations provide a mechanism for 
incorporating changes in science and technology into project 
operations.  To meet social policy objectives, it might be necessary 
to reduce uncertainties for stakeholders whose decisions would be 
infl uenced by results of re-evaluations.

5. Substantial infl ation-corrected cost overruns in GCD and 
CBP refl ect the uncertainties that surround large construction 
projects.  These uncertainties underscore the need for wide-ranging 
sensitivity analyses to ensure that project goals and objectives are 
robust and can be met with available resources.  Implicit or indirect 
subsidies need to be evaluated under alternative market conditions 
to ensure that the subsidies are in line with the project’s social 
objectives.
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6. Stakeholders and planners involved in an open planning 
process need to work with a common conceptual framework and 
vocabulary in making formal project appraisals.  Of particular 
importance is the distinction between private and social (economy-
wide) perspectives.  Failure to develop a shared conceptual 
framework and vocabulary can lead to unnecessary acrimony.

7. In large water resources projects, those who bear the 
costs may not receive many benefi ts.  Therefore, mechanisms 
for ensuring just compensation are important.  In a project that 
has impacts that cross international borders, the usual forums for 
allowing parties to make compensation claims—for example, 
the judicial system in the U.S.—may not be satisfactory, and 
alternative forums should be considered.  Alternative dispute 
resolution mechanisms may also be able to speed up the 
settlements of claims normally brought using the court system.

8. (Which was changed from #5 above) Limits exist on the 
extent to which government plans can be implemented effectively 
in a market-driven capitalistic economy.

9. In designing institutions for river basin management, 
centralization, and decentralization each have their advantages and 
disadvantages.

10. Same as #7 above.

11. Same as #8 above.41

 The report altered a bit the list of benefi ciaries and cost bearers and 
concluded that the major benefi ciaries of the Columbia Basin Project (CBP) 
were/are, in descending order, the local irrigators and agribusiness people, 
Bonneville Power Administration (BPA) rate payers (including public utility 
districts [PUD]), downstream residents, people using the area for recreation, the 
general economy of the Northwestern United States, and British Columbia Hydro 
ratepayers.  On the distaff side, the cost bearers in descending order were/are 
United States and Canadian native peoples, persons concerned with maintaining 
ecosystem integrity, commercial fi shing interests in the United States and Canada, 
sports fi shing interests, non-Native peoples who were forced to relocate, United 
States taxpayers, some United States farmers outside of the CBP area, and some 
upstream residents and businesses.42

 No project in American history had been as completely and thoroughly 
studied prior to its construction as was the Columbia Basin Project.  Through 
the 1920s numerous investigations looked into the various plans to irrigate the 
Columbia Basin with the defi nitive report completed by the Army Corps of 
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Engineers in 1932; the so-called 
Butler Report or 308 Report.43

That report established the 
“grand plan” for development 
of the Columbia River, a 
blueprint largely followed 
through subsequent decades.  It 
fi nally established the physical, 
if not the economic viability 
of Grand Coulee Dam and the 
Columbia Basin Project.  In the 
1940s, Harlan Barrows of the 

University of Chicago investigated 
twenty-eight potential problems that 
would guide the development of 
irrigation using water from behind 
Grand Coulee Dam.  Barrows, who 
had been instrumental in planning for 
the Tennessee Valley Authority, took 
four years and used over three hundred 
people to scrutinize every aspect of the project then imaginable with the hope 
of yielding a planned and orderly development free from signifi cant diffi culties.  
The resulting Columbia Basin Joint Investigations (CBJI) fi lled many books and 
acted as the guide for building not only the irrigation works, but also planned 
communities, industry, and laid out the whole economic and physical strategy for 
the area.44  The overarching ideal was to create a “planned promised land” where 
the economy and the environment were controlled eliminating both fi nancial 
depression and drought.  A holdover from the New Deal, the concept of planning 
would have been applied as fully as possible.45

 Repeatedly, the fi ndings of the WCD report indicate the failures of 
particularly the Joint Investigations.46  For example, farmers were scheduled to 
repay fi fty percent of the cost of irrigation but they actually pay only about ten 
to fi fteen percent.  The CBJI dramatically underestimated productivity per acre 
on the project.  Crop production in 1998 was $637 million, over twice what had 
been predicted, even with dollar values adjusted for infl ation.  The investigations 
projected 80,000 families living in created towns and on something in excess of 
10,000 farms of about 160 acres each.  The average farm size now of about fi ve 
hundred acres is much greater than the planners recommended as prodigious 
changes in farm technology have thwarted the goal that would have fostered the 

35.1.  Grand Coulee Dam construction in 
1936.

35.2.  Grand Coulee Dam in 1948 after 
construction.
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growth of small family farms and rural communities.47  None of the anticipated 
planned communities/cities have materialized.  Farmers tended to locate in 
already existing towns rather than in new communities or on their farms.

 The CBJI did not envision a third powerhouse at Grand Coulee Dam or 
any of the large upstream dams that now regulate the fl ow of the Columbia River.  
When dollar values are adjusted for infl ation, the cost of the original and the 
newer power generating facilities at the dam have run about thirty percent higher 
than estimated.48  On the positive side, among other things, the CBJI in no way 
anticipated the atmospheric pollutants avoided through the use of hydroelectric 
power rather than fossil fuel alternatives, a benefi t which has a high value but one 
diffi cult to calculate.

 The WCD report concluded that it would be impossible to assess the 
success or failure of the Grand Coulee Fish Management Project (GCFMP) which 
set a target rate of 36,500 salmon passing up the river to spawn annually.  In the 
1930s, over 70,000 fi sh were caught annually by commercial fi sheries alone.  
Nobody knows the total number of fi sh that utilized the river in those days.  Today 
there is no viable commercial fi shery as little or no commercial fi shing is allowed.  
This change in conditions renders meaningless any attempts at evaluation.49

 If nothing else, the case of Grand Coulee Dam and the Columbia Basin 
Irrigation Project demonstrates the diffi culties encountered in trying to plan a 
large project with multiple and varied impacts existing in a dynamic and rapidly 
changing society.  Anticipating the future with its shifting values and goals is 
impossible.  This author clearly remembers one of his teachers in the early 1950s 
telling our elementary school class that the large dams on the Columbia River 
were “conservation projects.”  Few knowledgeable teachers would make that 
statement today.

 “At the time GCD was planned, assessing ecological effects of proposed 
federal projects was neither a requirement nor a priority.”50 “The state of 
knowledge of ecosystems at the time was such that virtually no consideration 
was given to the maintenance of genetic biodiversity.”51  In addition to the most 
obvious damage to the salmon (anadromous fi sh), the project caused dramatic 
changes in the plant and animal populations of the project area while at the same 
time creating new wetlands and habitat areas.  Little of this was anticipated, and 
only minimal care is taken now of the new wildlife areas.

 In the 1930s and 1940s there was no process for including input from the 
Colville and Spokane tribes in any aspect of the decision making process.  This 
matter was not addressed for decades and was only somewhat remedied in the 
mid-1990s when the government fi nally reached a settlement with the affected 
peoples.52
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 Trade-offs also exist between regional development and objectives related 
to equity and the environment.  This is clearly shown by the way GCD affected 
indigenous peoples in the upper Columbia River Basin.  In the view of many 
Native Americans and members of First Nations in Canada, GCD was nothing 
short of catastrophic.  For them, the project had a disastrous effect on their 
culture.53

 The WCD report stresses the need to have all stakeholders involved in 
decision making from the outset, and this is refl ected in the lessons learned listed 
above; especially lesson number one.

 The WCD report gave considerable attention to the economic viability 
of Grand Coulee Dam and the Columbia Basin Project.  Because an economic 
effi ciency objective (the condition that economic benefi ts exceed costs) for water 
resources projects developed by Reclamation and the Corps did not come about 
until the late 1930s and early 1940s, this objective had little formal infl uence on 
the planning of GCD and CBP.  However, concerns about what would now be 
termed economic effi ciency were raised in the context of GCD and CBP.  For 
example, the U.S. Secretary of Agriculture and the Chief of the U.S. Army Corps 
of Engineers both used economic effi ciency arguments to support their opposition 
to the project.54

 The WCD report concludes that due to the need for projects to increase 
employment during the economic depression of the 1930s, Franklin Roosevelt’s 
promise to honor campaign commitments in the Northwest, and the strength 
and effectiveness of local project supporters, concerns about whether or not 
the undertaking would be economically viable were ignored or overridden.
Furthermore, at the time, there was minimal concern, if any, for the feelings 
of and cultural stability of the Native Americans involved.  The WCD report 
continues,

...the consensus of the 12 individuals we interviewed representing 
irrigators, PUDs, and local governments in the CBP area was that the 
net positive impacts of GCD and CBP for the region far outweighed the 
costs to Native Americans [sic.].  Such regional development arguments 
frequently ignore the subtleties involved in making arguments related to 
economic effi ciency.  Indeed, some of those who trumpet the economic 
signifi cance of the project do not recognize either the failure to pay 
interest on the capital cost of irrigation or the lost power revenues 
associated with providing below-market price energy to pump irrigation 
water as signs of economic ineffi ciency.55

 If judged in terms of only regional development goals, the CBP must 
be considered a success.  Indeed, the WCD report admits that the hydroelectric 
facilities have had an overwhelmingly positive benefi t-cost ratio.56 However, there 
have been considerable power cost subsidies to local users such as Public Utility 
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Districts (PUDs).  In other words, had the market price been charged to all, the 
benefi ts would have been even greater. 

 The report’s executive summary concludes,

The regional development objectives of GCD and CBP have, to a 
considerable extent, been achieved.  But they have come at a substantial 
cost to the rest of the economy, both in terms of direct construction 
subsidies and in revenues foregone from indirect subsidies in the form of 
below-market energy prices.57

As for the cultural impact of the project, the WCD report states,

There is no calculation procedure that allows a balancing of these 
negative social impacts and cultural losses against the substantial 
regional development benefi ts that the US Northwest has enjoyed as a 
result of GCD and CBP.58

 The report also commented on the irreversible elimination of anadromous 
fi sh runs in the hundreds of miles of habitat upstream from Grand Coulee Dam, 
and the damage done to wild stocks of salmon and steelhead in the mid-Columbia 
River tributaries with the introduction of hatchery and transplanted fi sh. 

 Today, U.S. citizens rely on an open planning process tied to NEPA 
(National Environmental Protection Act) to help decision-makers become aware 
of trade-offs: how much of one objective, such as the quality of the environment, 
must be sacrifi ced when attempting to augment another, such as regional 
development.  However, nothing equivalent to NEPA existed in the time that 
President Franklin Delano Roosevelt and his administrators decided to proceed 
with construction of GCD.  Moreover, even the open planning prescribed by 
NEPA has limitations.  For example the NEPA process does not necessarily 
address the consequences of unequal power among stakeholders, a problem that 
still plagues the anadromous fi sh recovery and recreational jurisdiction issues 
associated with GCD and CBP.59

 Finally, the WCD report summary concludes:

After nearly 60 years of project operations, those who have benefi ted 
from GCD and CBP have, quite naturally, become focused on maintaining 
the advantages they have enjoyed as a result of the project—mainly 
low-cost irrigation water, low-cost electricity, and benefi ts from fl ood 
control and recreation.  At the same time, groups that were disadvantaged 
by the project (i.e., Native Americans and First Nations) are continuing 
their struggles to obtain compensation for what they perceive as broken 
promises and grave injustices of the past.  It is possible that individuals 
who gain or lose from future water resources projects will be just as 
tenacious in defending their gains or seeking compensation for their 
losses many years after basic project decisions have been made.60
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 The overriding objective of the WCD was to provide guidance for future 
large dam projects.  The preceding quote was aimed toward that end, and it 
provides a convenient segue into comments about the completed fi nal overall 
report of the WCD which would assess and meld the fi ndings of all of the regional 
studies including the GCD and CBP study.

 With some fanfare, Nelson Mandela and the WCD Commissioners 
unveiled the fi nal report at a luncheon held in London on 16 November 2000.  
Over three hundred invited dignitaries attended including World Bank President 
James D. Wolfensohn and World Conservation Union Director General, Maritta 
von Bieberstein Koch-Weser.61 That report incorporated fi ndings of the worldwide 
studies of large dams including those from Grand Coulee Dam.62

 The Final Report found that worldwide sixty to eighty million people 
have been displaced by dams while sixty percent of the world’s rivers have been 
affected by dams and diversions.63  The study found the use of water worldwide to 
be more than twice what it was fi fty years ago.  The report listed eight signifi cant 
conclusions:

Large dams display a high degree of variability in delivering 1.
predicted water and electricity services—and related social 
benefi ts—with a considerable portion falling short of physical 
and economic targets, while others continue generating benefi ts 
after 30 to 40 years.

Large dams have demonstrated a marked tendency towards 2.
schedule delays and signifi cant cost overruns.

Large dams designed to deliver irrigation services have 3.
typically fallen short of physical targets, did not recover their 
cost and have been less profi table in economic terms than 
expected.

Large hydropower dams tend to perform closer to, but 4.
still below, targets for power generation, generally meet 
their fi nancial targets but demonstrate variable economic 
performance relative to targets, with a number of notable 
under- and over-performers.

Large dams generally have a range of extensive impacts on 5.
rivers, watersheds and aquatic ecosystems—these impacts are 
more negative than positive and, in many cases, have led to 
irreversible loss of species and ecosystems.

Efforts to date to counter the ecosystem impacts of large dams 6.
have met with limited success owing to the lack of attention 
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to anticipating and avoiding impacts, the poor quality and 
uncertainty of predictions, the diffi culty of coping with all 
impacts, and the only partial implementation and success of 
mitigation measures.

Pervasive and systematic failure to assess the range of 7.
potential negative impacts and implement adequate mitigation, 
resettlement and development programmes for the displaced, 
and the failure to account for the consequences of large dams 
for downstream livelihoods have led to the impoverishment 
and suffering of millions, giving rise to growing opposition to 
dams by affected communities worldwide.

Since the environment and social costs of large dams have been 8.
poorly accounted for in economic terms, the true profi tability 
of these schemes remains elusive.64

 The report continued, 

…the WCD Global Review documents a frequent failure to recognize 
affected people and empower them to participate in the process.  As the 
Global Review of dams makes clear, improving development outcomes 
in the future requires a substantially expanded basis for deciding on 
proposed water and energy development projects.65

 The report made recommendations and commented,

Social, environmental, governance and compliance aspects have 
been undervalued in decision-making in the past.  It is here that the 
Commission has developed criteria and guidelines to innovate and 
improve on the body of knowledge on good practices and add value to 
guidelines already in common use.  Seen in conjunction with existing 
decision-support instruments, the Commission’s criteria and guidelines 
provide a new direction for appropriate and sustainable development.

Bringing about this change will require:

planners to identify stakeholders through a process that •
recognizes rights and assesses risks;

States to invest more at an earlier stage to screen out •
inappropriate projects and facilitate integration across sectors 
within the context of the river basin; 

consultants and agencies to ensure outcomes from feasibility •
studies are socially and environmentally acceptable;
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the promotion of open and meaningful participation at all •
stages of planning and implementation, leading to negotiated 
outcomes;

developers to accept accountability through contractual •
commitments for effectively mitigating social and 
environmental impacts;

improving compliance through independent review; and,•

dam owners to apply lessons learned from past experiences •
through regular monitoring and adapting to changing needs and 
contexts.66

 The WCD congratulated itself by pointing out that it had conducted 
“the fi rst comprehensive global and independent review of the performance 
of essential aspects of dams and their contribution to development.”67  But the 
recommendations, while commendable, are somewhat utopian.  It is clear that 
consideration of all “stakeholders” in the decisions affecting any given large dam 
would have meant that few, if any, would ever have been built.  Identifi cation of 
stakeholders itself presents a problem.  In the 1930s, at the time of Grand Coulee 
Dam construction, for example, who could have predicted the advances in power 
transmission that would make the entire trans-Rockies West a market for the 
dam’s electricity?  And if that had been anticipated, would (or should) power 
interests in California or Nevada have been allowed the same input as those in 
Oregon and Washington?  This is a question of particular signifi cance at this 
writing (March 2001) as power shortages and brown-outs plague California.

 When a government agency implements its act of “taking” through 
eminent domain, not many feel adequately compensated, and changes in lifestyle 
or culture are beyond replacement or adjustment.  All large dams have involved 
tradeoffs, and in most cases, the power of government and/or industry have 
overshadowed the desires of those adversely affected.  There is little reason 
to believe that this will not continue, and in fact, it continues today with the 
formidable Three Gorges Project on the Yangtze River in China where over 
a million people have been displaced.  Where the environment is concerned, 
when and where push comes to shove, the demand for power, for example, will 
undoubtedly overshadow environmental damage.  Few Americans are willing to 
keep their homes cooler in winter, do without air conditioning in summer, and 
eliminate use of other electrical conveniences.

 The studies by the World Commission on Dams were a prodigious and 
laudable undertaking.  Their main contribution may be amassing and assembling 
information about dams, their histories, and their problems all in one place.
Few, if any, of the fi ndings are new or startling.  The report, like the fi nal report 
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on Grand Coulee Dam, while acknowledging past goals and how they have 
changed, clearly refl ects and emphasizes the values and concerns of the late 1990s 
industrialized countries and not those of the times when the various dams were 
built or the conditions under which they were built. The recommendations are 
praiseworthy, but only time will tell if they have any signifi cant impact.

Paul C. Pitzer has published several articles and Grand Coulee: 
Harnessing a Dream (Pullman:  Washington State University Press, 
1994).  He has recently retired from teaching American history in the 
Portland, Oregon, area, and he served as a consultant to the World 
Commission on Dams (WCD).  Dr. Pitzer contributed four annexes, 
or appendices, to: World Commission on Dams, WCD Case Studies: 
Grand Coulee Dam and Columbia Basin Project, USA, circulation draft, 
December 1999 found at http://www.dams.org and in hard copy in the 
Bureau of Reclamation’s library at the Denver Federal Center. 
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relicensing, something that happens every fi fty years, environmental groups are attempting to use 
this opportunity to challenge the operations of various dams.  At the same time, dam owners and 
government agencies are seeking to expedite and simplify the process in order to complete it more 
quickly.
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The State of Nature and the Nature of the State:
Imperialism Challenged at Glen Canyon

By:
Kevin Wehr

Abstract

This paper investigates the ways in which the American government has 
built an infrastructure on the landscape of the American West, especially through 
the discursive construction of a particular nature-society relationship.  This 
relationship is neither static nor uncontested—as it changes over time, different 
social groups are more and less able to effectively challenge the human domination 
of nature.  I wish to situate this paper in relation to both discourses about nature 
(“the state of nature”) and to processes of state building in the American West (“the 
nature of the state”).  I examine briefl y the social and historical context of the high 
dams in the West, specifi cally Boulder and Grand Coulee Dams, both built in the 
1930s.  I then discuss in more detail the rise of an effective oppositional discourse 
in the late 1950s, centered on the proposal of the Echo Park and  Glen Canyon 
Dams.  I argue that this period marked the end of the “golden years” of dam 
building, and that this episode represents a signifi cant change in the relationship 
between society and nature.  This change is marked by the rise of contestation 
around Glen Canyon Dam, but its emphasis is more on advocating a shift from a 
nature-society relationship based primarily on domination and economic-resource 
maximization to one based in part upon aesthetic and other forms of appreciation.
This opposition at Glen Canyon was, I argue, a challenge and an opportunity for 
the Bureau of Reclamation.  In the last 40 years the Bureau has neglected to take 
up this opportunity to improve its relations with nature and environmentalists, as 
shown in the rhetoric surrounding the Centennial celebration at Hoover Dam, in 
June of 2002.

Introduction

 Most of the dams in the West were built during the Progressive Era and 
the New Deal, and consequently refl ect an ideology of rational planning and state 
building based in a faith in scientifi c progress.  State-sponsored infrastructure had 
myriad environmental and political effects, but the natural formations1 that the 
state worked to overcome also had a profound infl uence on how society developed.  
Through an examination of the ways that nature, society, and the state have 
interacted with and mutually constructed one another, this paper will attempt an 
integration of political and environmental sociology.

 The theoretical impetus for this paper is to illuminate the relationship 
between society and nature.  The larger theoretical concerns are twofold.  First, 
political and environmental sociology have contributed important insights towards 
understanding the ways that culture and politics are linked and the way that society 
and nature are linked, but rarely are these areas integrated.  Through an examination 
of dams in the American West, this work makes sense of the ways that a central 
concern of political sociology—state-building—infl uences and is infl uenced by the 



826

nature-society relationship, which is a central concern of  environmental sociology.  
Second, there were specifi c social and environmental effects of this state building 
that contributed to a nature-society relationship that dialectically changes over time.  
Since the natural environment is not simply a passive object that the state builds 
upon, historical discourse analysis can help integrate political and environmental 
sociology by contributing to the understanding of the ways that natural conditions 
helped and/or hindered state-building.  This paper thus asks the specifi c question: 
what  discursive methods were used to justify or contest the building of an economic 
and political infrastructure in response to the perceived water scarcity of the 
American West?

 To address this question, this paper examines the discourse around three 
dams of the American West— Boulder,  Grand Coulee, and Glen Canyon: how they 
were presented to the public by the state and how the public received them.  The 
physical existence of the dams has no inherent meaning; rather, different social 
groups assign meaning to the dams.  The ideology that gives support to the nature-
society relationship that is based in domination is one that I, following James Scott, 
call high modernism.  Scott’s work, Seeing Like a State, argues that high modernism 
is a world-view in which the “strong version of the beliefs in scientifi c and technical 
progress that were associated with industrialization in Western Europe and in North 
America from roughly 1830 until World War I” was transcendent.  Scott defi nes 
high modernism as a “supreme self-confi dence about continued linear progress, the 
development of scientifi c and technical knowledge, the expansion of production, 
the rational design of social order, the growing satisfaction of human needs, and, 
not least, an increasing control over nature (including human nature) commensurate 
with scientifi c understanding of natural laws.”  (Scott, 1998: 89)  In this paper I 
argue that the dams of the American West represent an important case study of high 
modernism.  This high modernism that was so well-characterized by the proposal 
and construction of Boulder and Grand Coulee Dams, began to crumble in the 
1950s.  The rise of an environmentalist discourse allowed a successful contestation 
of the Echo Park and Split Mountain Dams in Dinosaur National Monument in Utah.

The Social and Historical Context: Boulder and Grand Coulee Dams

 Intense battles marked the beginnings of the debates, actual construction, and 
even the dedication of Boulder Dam.  First proposed by Mark Rose and the Imperial 
Irrigation District in 1911, the dam was fought over by western states, debated by 
farmers, power companies, media moguls, Congress, and Bureau of Reclamation 
engineers.  Finally approved in 1928, and constructed from 1931-1935, Boulder 
Dam established the foundation for state-building discourses that were infused with 
the rhetoric of dominating nature and subordinating it to human ends.  The  Colorado 
River was variously described as a “tyrant,” a “raging river,” and a “natural 
menace.”  In order to overcome nature-imposed barriers, the Bureau of Reclamation, 
Congress, and several Presidents of the U.S. acted (sometimes in concert sometimes 
at cross-purposes) to convert the river to a “natural resource.”
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 This conversion occurred as much through discursive deconstruction and 
reconstruction as it did through the actual building of the dam in the river.  The 
discursive construction of the  Colorado River as a natural resource contained 
elements of appreciation for nature as a productive force as well as a deprecation 
of nature as “red in tooth and claw.”  The discursive construction of the river also 
included strong elements of state-building rhetoric that characterized the river as 
a potentially useful resource, a key element in the building of an empire in the 
American West.  Various social groups fought over how this empire was to be 
built—and who would benefi t from the resources.  Private capital battled for control 
of the electricity, local farmers and their Congressional delegates fought for water 
rights, and the many Depression Era jobless jockeyed for employment while union 
activists struggled to organize them.  At  Boulder Dam, the fi rst of the high dams 
in the West, it was the state-sponsored plan that won out at Boulder:2 the federal 
government would put forward the money and the design, private capital would 
contract to build the dam, power would be leased to private utility companies for 
distribution, and through several strikes and work actions the job site would remain 
non-unionized.

 Boulder Dam inaugurated a golden age of dam building in the United States, 
dated loosely from 1930 through 1960.  In his journalistic style, Marc Reisner called 
this time “the Go-Go years” (Reisner 1986), while the more academic Lawrence 
Lee calls it the “Second Phase of Reclamation” (Lee 1980).  Boulder Dam started 
this period as the fi rst high dam proposed and built explicitly for multiple purposes.  
The legal and technical groundwork established with Boulder Dam determined 
the course of the other large dams; similarly, the social and political maneuvering 
required to construct Boulder Dam informed the discourses around Grand Coulee 
and Glen Canyon.

 High dams in the West were also an outgrowth of the changing socio-
political landscape.  Beyond the geographical and physical variation (Grand Coulee 
in the Pacifi c Northwest versus Boulder and Glen Canyon in the southwestern 
desert), the dams differ in important respects in the discourse pertaining to their 
proposal and construction due to this differing social and political context.  Different 
groups boosted or contested each project for different reasons.  The discursive 
legitimation of the dams required different techniques in each area.  Similarly, the 
solution to political problems of Boulder Dam would set a path for how later dams 
were negotiated.

 Within the discourse around the proposal and construction of  Grand Coulee 
Dam, we can hear the echoes of debates over Boulder.  Begun just after Boulder 
Dam (1931-36), Grand Coulee (1933-41) benefi ted from popular confi dence in such 
projects, a positive governmental climate towards public works, and technological 
achievements invented at Boulder.  Built on the successful legal foundations of 
the Colorado River Compact and other enabling decisions, Grand Coulee was also 
completed by some of the same construction companies and many of the same 
workers who built Boulder.  The continuities are certainly strong, but the contrasts 
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are also important: local boosters, absent at Boulder, were key to the success of 
Grand Coulee Dam.

 The discourses at 
Grand Coulee are both 
competing and overlapping, 
but all were built on 
particular constructions of a 
nature-society relationship 
that enabled human 
domination of the Columbia 
River, exemplifi ed in Woody 
Guthrie’s lyrics “that wild 
and wasted stream.”  These 
discourses about nature were 
based in an ideology that 
helped construct the river as 

something to be dominated by humans.  The river was seen as a wild entity—but one 
that could nonetheless be harnessed by human endeavor.  High modernist discourses 
characterized much of these rhetorical styles used at Grand Coulee.  The dam was 
part of an imperialist vision and was to be built by the federal government as part 
of a plan to settle and build up the West.  These typical state building goals were, 
under a period of high modernism, implemented using the scientifi c and rational 
engineering techniques that would carry the region, and therefore the nation, along 
the linear path of progress.

 The discourses around Grand Coulee Dam are important in two respects.  
First, as with Boulder, the lack of an oppositional discourse precluded the possibility 
that the dam would not be built.  Second, the discourses also expose a set of 
constructions of nature and the nature-society relationship.

 I call the discourses at Grand Coulee 
“imperialistic,” following the terms used 
by the boosters themselves.3  Imperialistic 
discourses justifi ed the dam in terms of 
building an empire, extending civilization, 
and made special use of ideas such as 
manifest destiny.  Different groups used 
this category differently: the national-level 
discussions were centered around a fairly 
pure imperialistic high-modernist discourse, 
while the local proponents fought over 
specifi c proposals for the dam using differing 
styles of imperialistic high modernist 
rhetoric and individualistic capitalist 
rhetoric.  While the elite groups used an 

36.1.  These U.S. Postage 
stamps of Boulder Dam (1935) 
and Grand Coulee Dam (1952) 
demonstrate the strong interest 

of the government in presenting these iconic structures 
to the American Public, among whom interest was high at 
the time.
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individualistic capitalist discourse that was suffused with the values of unfettered 
competition and a strong opposition to federal intervention, the local boosters 
argued from a high modernist perspective that valued the interventions of the state in 
building large-scale water systems that could not be achieved by local capital alone.  
It is worth noting that all of these discourses were in favor of some form of the dam, 
none were opposed to building the dam.

 The discourses of the two main adversarial groups precluded any discussion 
of not building a dam.  The competition between discourses was instead over 
who would build the dam and what it would look like.  Not only did the state-
sponsored, high-modernist plan win approval, but those who were opposed to a 
state-sponsored plan eventually backed it in order to get their part of the benefi ts.  
Even those one might imagine would protest the dam supported it.  Local Indian 
tribes, whose land was inundated by the dam’s reservoir, supported the dam due to 
the promise of water and hydropower benefi ts.  Farmers, who faced competition 
if new lands were brought into production, supported the dam due to its cheap 
hydropower.  Labor unions, a group that often opposed non-unionized public works, 
supported the project because of the need for jobs.  Woody Guthrie, erstwhile 
opponent of government, church, and 
capitalism, supported the dam because 
of jobs, power, and irrigation.  Like all 
hegemonic ideologies, high modernism 
was largely successful because it could 
absorb resistance and suppress dissent, but 
rhetorical techniques are not the only ways 
of co-opting dissent of course.  Detractors 
were curbed in part by practical and 
political considerations.

 As well as exposing the ability 
of high modernism to absorb resistance, 
the imperialistic discourses also expose a 
particular construction of a nature-society 
relationship.  The rhetorical strategies 
employed at Grand Coulee by  Rufus 
Woods,  James O’Sullivan, and so many 
others portray nature in complex ways, 
but ways that always reveal an attitude of 
domination on the part of humans.

 Woods, for example, declared that 
“Nature” was on the side of the pumping 
plan developers.  Nature had provided 
the perfect location, and had even built a 
canal seemingly just for the purposes of 
the human inhabitants of the area.  This 

36.2.  Rufus Woods was a tireless 
promoter of Grand Coulee Dam and the 
Columbia Basin Project.
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characterization of nature points to the complexity of the nature-society relationship 
as understood by many of the proponents of Grand Coulee Dam.  The dam was at 
once intended by nature, and yet the Columbia River was seen as a mighty force 
that was nearly impossible to subdue.  Humans could harness the river, but it would 
take an awesome effort.  Nature was clearly an active force in his plan: nature was 
capable of building canals, carving out a reservoir, and providing an ideal dam 
site.  This characterization of nature points to the complexity of the nature-society 
relationship as understood by many of the proponents of Grand Coulee Dam.  The 
dam was at once intended by nature and yet the Columbia River was seen as a 
mighty force that was nearly impossible to subdue. The gendered character of this 
relationship of domination is inescapable: it is almost as if nature is inviting humans 
(men) to subdue it (her).

 Yet nature was also seen as wild, powerful, and a formidable opponent.  
Much of the imperialistic rhetoric was obsessed with describing the wild power of 
the river, albeit in terms of its potential.  The river was characterized as the “wildest 
big stream in the civilized world,” and the attempt to harness it would be nearly 
impossible, “a waste of time an’ money.”  Thus nature was also an active force 
as well as one that invited humans to dominate it.  What are we to make of this 
complexity and near contradiction?  In part, it stems from the contradictory character 
of the discourses used: imperialism implies domination—both of nature and of 
other humans—while locals also tended to see their land as blessed by God, and the 
inhabitants (or immigrants) as a chosen people.  Thus nature is simultaneously a 
resistant force that must be overcome as well as a benefi cial force that helps humans 
toward their glory and destiny.

 If the boosters of the dam manipulated interpretations of empirical facts 
regarding nature to make the dam seem blessed (or at least easy to build), then what 
does it matter whether nature is a positive or a negative force, whether imperialistic 
and Hebraic discourses are contradictory?  This is to say, in the end the dams were 
built and most of the competing social groups came out ahead.  If so, why did the 
competing discourses matter?  These competing discourses were all self-interested.  
The imperialistic and Hebraic discourses were both heavily disposed towards a 
society-centered philosophy.  In fact, there were no oppositional discourses that 
were not self-interested until the rise of the environmentalist discourse during the 
Glen Canyon debate.  Until this powerful environmentalist discourse emerged, there 
was no apparent opposition, or at least no discursive grounds to root opposition in.
Lacking this powerful discursive grounding, the ideology of high modernism was 
transcendent

Harnessing the Colorado: The Bureau’s Grand Plan

 In the late 1940s and early 1950s the Bureau of Reclamation built dams at 
an incredible pace throughout the West.  Rivers by the hundreds were dammed for 
single and multiple purposes as the Bureau rode a wave of public and governmental 
approval.  This golden age of dam building was overseen by Commissioners of 
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Reclamation Michael Strauss and Floyd Dominy, who pursued further construction 
with great zeal.  One major aim of the Bureau was the total development of the 
upper and lower Colorado.

 In 1946 the Bureau of Reclamation published its plans for this total 
development of the Colorado River.  The ponderous title of the document conveys 
the enormity of its contents: The  Colorado River: A Comprehensive Report on the 
Development of the Water Resources of the Colorado River Basin for Irrigation, 
Power Production, and Other Benefi cial Uses in Arizona, California, Colorado, 
Nevada, New Mexico, Utah, and Wyoming.  (Bureau of Reclamation 1946)  This 
report reuses the label given to the Colorado 25 years before when Boulder Dam 
was proposed, the epigram printed on the cover of the report reads: “A natural 
menace becomes a national resource.”  This continuity in discourse is important.  
The Bureau, with its comprehensive report, was attempting to continue its successful 
development of the Colorado and the West through what had become standard 
rhetorical techniques.  The discourses used at Boulder and Grand Coulee were 
unquestioningly reused to boost the  Glen Canyon and  Echo Park dams in the upper 
Colorado Basin project.4

 The report outlined a total of 134 projects (including dams, canals, 
diversions, and pumping systems) in the upper and lower Colorado Basin, totaling 
$2,185,442,000.  Included in these were proposals for dams at Echo Park, Split 
Mountain, and Glen Canyon.  In the report, the Bureau outlines the justifi cations for 
such a massive series of projects:

Future development of the water resources of the Colorado River Basin 
is needed to relieve economic distress in local areas, to stabilize highly 
developed agricultural areas, and to create opportunities for agricultural 
and industrial growth and expansion throughout the Colorado River Basin.
(Bureau of Reclamation 1946: 21)

The Bureau used a typical rhetoric of economic progress to justify its proposals.
It emphasized the industrial and agricultural growth that will be spurred by the 
projects, as well as the relief of local economic distress.  Such arguments had 
become, by the late 1940’s, standard techniques for legitimation.  The Bureau’s new 
projects, however, would be both bigger and, it argued, more benefi cial.

 For example, in their 1946 proposal, the Bureau claimed that the cost to 
benefi t ratio was higher than 1.0.  “These benefi ts indicate that a basin-wide plan for 
full development of the water resources could return to the Nation $1.30 for each 
dollar required to construct, maintain, and operate the projects” (ibid. 1946: 18).

 And yet, the Bureau did identify some cause for hesitation.  Through a 
careful reading of the document it is clear that the Bureau admits “there is not 
enough water available in the Colorado River system for full expansion of existing 
and authorized projects and for all potential projects outlined in the report” (ibid 
1946: 21).  So why did the Bureau propose them if there was not enough water?
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 The answer may be that the Bureau saw the Colorado River as teetering on 
the brink.  With just a small ($2 billion) nudge, the Bureau could knock the Colorado 
into the realm of completely harnessed.  The Bureau argued that:

Yesterday the Colorado River was a natural menace.  Unharnessed it tore 
through deserts, fl ooded fi elds, and ravaged villages.  It drained the water 
from the mountains and plains, rushed it through sun-baked thirsty lands, 
and dumped it into the Pacifi c Ocean—a treasure lost forever.  Man was 
on the defensive.  He sat helplessly by to watch the Colorado River waste 
itself, or attempted in vain to halt its destruction (ibid. 1946: 25).

The Bureau here was engaged in the discursive construction of the river.  The 
river was simultaneously a powerful actor (“a natural menace”) and also an entity 
that was treasured as a potential economic resource.  The justifi cation based on an 
imperial modernist ideology of expansion and development by the federal state for 
the utilitarian benefi t of all society was founded in such a rhetorical construction.  It 
is no mistake that only “villages” populate the area through which this unharnessed 
resource travels.  The state was interested in building up civilization in these areas—
never mind that Los Angeles, San Diego, and Phoenix were already sprawling 
metropolises at the time.

 Man was portrayed as defensive against the active river, but through 
courageous action, the river can be tamed:

Today this mighty river is recognized as a national resource.  It is a life-
giver, a power producer, a great constructive force.  Although only partly 
harnessed by Boulder Dam and other ingenious structures, the Colorado 
River is doing a gigantic job.  Its water is providing opportunities for 
many new homes and for the growing of new crops that help to feed this 
nation and the world.  Its power is lighting homes and cities and turning 
the wheels of industry.  Its destructive fl oods are being reduced.  Its muddy 
waters are being cleared for irrigation and other uses (ibid. 1946: 25).

The river had been tamed and transformed through the benefi cent hand of the state.  
The Colorado now gave life rather than taking it.  It had been put to work, had built 
new homes, gardens, and fi elds, contributing to national prosperity.  The proper role 
of the river had been achieved, with a little help from humankind.  And yet the job 
was not done, according to the Bureau.

 The river was only partially harnessed.  Given the terrifi c benefi ts gained 
already, what a shining future the river had before it:

Tomorrow the Colorado River will be utilized to the very last drop.  Its 
water will convert thousands of additional acres of sagebrush desert to 
fl ourishing farms and beautiful homes for servicemen, industrial workers, 
and native farmers who seek to build permanently in the West.  Its 
terrifying energy will be harnessed completely to do an even bigger job in 
building bulwarks for peace.  Here is a job so great in its possibilities that 
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only a nation of free people have the vision to know that it can be done and 
that it must be done.  The Colorado River is their heritage (ibid. 1946: 25).

In this amazing nationalistic passage, the Bureau claimed legitimacy for its 
state-building proposals through the great prosperity to be gained from further 
development.  The 134 dams and canals in its proposal were labeled as the heritage 
of past Americans, those free frontiersmen who worked so hard to build upon the 
vision of manifest destiny.  The Colorado River remained a “part of America’s 
frontier” (ibid. 1946: 71), the inheritance of all Americans, whom the Bureau 
glowingly called “empire builders” (ibid. 1946: 45).

 The Bureau’s grand plan had many supporters; most prominent was the State 
of  Arizona.  Offi cials from Arizona used the same discourse of imperial modernism 
to boost Glen Canyon Dam.  Arguing that although the dam was long overdue, it 
was required to bring development to their state.  In April 1957, for example, Desert
Magazine described the benefi ts to arise from Glen Canyon Dam, using similar 
rhetoric as the Bureau (Murbarger 1957):

When man erects a mighty dam across the Colorado River at Glen Canyon 
. . . a new era will dawn. . . . A city will rise from the desert fl oor; new 
factories will turn their wheels with power from the impounded water.

The building of the dam was hailed as the start of a new era, one fi lled with 
prosperity for the population and industry.  The article further boosted the dam 
with discussions of the benefi ts of recreation on the reservoir and the huge areas of 
shoreline that would be created by the lake for tourists to explore.

 The Phoenix periodical Action published an article in its October 1957 issue 
boosting the dam, arguing that the long range benefi ts for Arizona were clear:

No doubt about it, northern Arizona, particularly Flagstaff, will benefi t 
from the building of the Glen Canyon Dam.  Phoenix, because of its 
strategic position in the state’s economic pie, will also benefi t.

Arizona boosters focused on the economic benefi ts that the dam would produce, 
combined in part with fl ood control.  The discourse they used to do so was strikingly 
similar to that of the imperial modernist discourse used at Boulder and Grand 
Coulee.  Echoing the Bureau of Reclamation’s recycling of a successful discourse, 
the Arizona supporters discursively constructed the river as an economic resource 
that was fi nally being developed so as to bring Arizona what was due.

 In what appears to be an attempt to counter protests about the building of the 
dam, some periodicals engaged in discourse that constructed the area as a wasteland.  
In February of 1957 the magazine Western Construction argued that:
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The entire area is a vast expanse of wasteland, uninhabited except for a few 
ranchers on the northwest side of the river and scattered Indian families on 
a reservation to the southeast (McClellan 1957: 29).

In fact, the Navajo Nation Reservation (the largest in the U.S.) had thousands of 
inhabitants and one of the most developed rangeland economies of any reservation.
The construction of the area as one that could easily be sacrifi ced can be seen as a 
response to the environmentalist discourse highlighted in the next section.

 The Bureau of Reclamation and its allies in civil society recycled many of 
the rhetorical strategies that were successful in the 1920s and 1930s for boosters 
of the Boulder and Grand Coulee Dams.  This state-building discourse combines 
legitimation through the interpretation of history (frontiersmen of vision who built 
a foundation for the future) with the rational application of science and technology 
to benefi t all society (reduction of a fl ood menace, improvement of an economic 
resource).  This combination allowed the discursive reconstruction of the Colorado 
River into a natural economic resource.  The river was tamed and harnessed and put 
to work for society.

 The only problem with this discourse was its overuse; the Bureau could 
have had no idea that this was reducing the effi cacy of the discourse, for it had been 
so successful in the past.  A new way of thinking about nature was growing in the 
American West, however, and its rise eclipsed the Bureau’s dominance in western 
development.

Chanting down Echo Park

 The environmentalist discourse used to oppose Echo Park and Split 
Mountain Dams in the 1950s was not actually new.  It was a derivation of the 
nature-as-aesthetic-resource argument that John Muir unsuccessfully used from 1907 
to 1913 in fi ghting the  Hetch Hetchy Dam in California.  In fact, elements of its 
expression can be seen in works that date back at least 120 years (Nash 1967/1982).
John Muir was one of the fi rst advocates of wilderness preservation in the Sierra 
Nevada Mountains of California and Nevada.  His founding of the Sierra Club in 
1892 was partially in response to the conversion of Yosemite State Park into the 
second National Park.  As stated in a 1911 bulletin, the Club’s goals were primarily 
to “take the lead in all matters involving the preservation of the wonderful natural 
scenery which California is so fortunate as to possess, and in calling the attention of 
the world to these wonders” (Sierra Club 1911).5

 In 1908 these goals were threatened by the proposal of a dam in Hetch 
Hetchy Valley, adjacent to Yosemite Valley and partially within the Park boundaries.  
Muir led the battle to save Hetch Hetchy Valley, arguing in a 1908 letter to Sierra 
Club members that Yosemite and Hetch Hetchy held an “unrivalled aggregation 
of scenic features” and that it should be “preserved in pure wilderness for all time 
for the benefi t of the entire nation” (Muir 1908).  Muir argued that the government 



835

should respect the boundaries of Yosemite National Park, or else all such boundaries 
would be meaningless.  In the end, Muir’s battle was lost, and San Francisco built 
a dam for its municipal water supply in Hetch Hetchy Valley.  But this oppositional 
discourse was resurrected forty years later by very group that Muir had founded—a 
discourse that placed inherent aesthetic value in nature.

 The 1946 proposal by the Bureau of Reclamation to build a set of dams 
at Echo Park and  Split Mountain, as part of the grand plan to develop the Upper 
Colorado River Basin, would back water into  Dinosaur National Monument.  
 Bernard DeVoto broke this story of a latter-day Hetch Hetchy in the 22 July 1950 
issue of the Saturday Evening Post.  From his regular Harper’s column “The Easy 
Chair,” DeVoto had denounced cattle barons and Bureau of Land Management 
grazing leases (Thomas 2000).  DeVoto’s article “Shall We Let Them Ruin Our 
National Parks?” was a similarly incendiary piece, full of fi ghting energy and 
infl ammatory rhetoric.  Under the large-font title, the piece opens with a mid-sized-
font sentence in offset text asking, “Do you want these wild splendors kept intact 
for your kids to see?  Then watch out for the Army Engineers and the Bureau of 
Reclamation—because right where the scenery is, that’s where they want to build 
dams” (DeVoto 1950:17).

 DeVoto challenges the democracy under which we ostensibly live:

No one has asked the American people whether they want their sovereign 
rights, and those of their descendants, in their own publicly reserved beauty 
spots wiped out (ibid. 1950:17).

 DeVoto’s warning cry to Americans not to let the engineers of the Bureau 
perpetrate this crime against “unspoiled natural beauty” continued with an 
admonition: “No one can doubt that the public, if told all the facts and allowed to 
express its will, would vote to preserve the parks from any alteration now or in the 
future” (ibid. 1950:17).

 DeVoto’s muckraking article argues quite clearly that Americans 
would never choose to let this go forward, if only they knew.  The piece is a bit 
disingenuous, for the Bureau engineers were not trying to pull the wool over 
anyone’s eyes.  They were in communication with the Park Service throughout 
the planning stages, and fully believed that the reservoirs represented a benefi cial 
recreational opportunity for Americans.  DeVoto, however, disagreed with this 
assessment.  To DeVoto, the area was perfect as it was, and should not be altered in 
any way.  If given all the facts, DeVoto argued, Americans would not support the 
project.

 Amidst half-page photographs of Dinosaur National Monument, DeVoto 
goes on to describe the scenic quality of the area as well as the ruin that it will 
become.  Though he never explicitly compares the Dinosaur case to Hetch Hetchy, 
DeVoto’s article proved quite signifi cant to groups like the Sierra Club.  The 



836

Reader’s Digest reprinted the article later in 1950, and Martin Litton, reporter for the 
Los Angeles Times, wrote several articles exploring the case in more depth.  It was 
this series of articles outlining the imposition on a wilderness area that caught the 
attention of  David Brower, Executive Director of the Sierra Club (Litton 1992).

 Brower took the lead in opposing the dam in Echo Park, seeing in the 
fi ght the possibility of redeeming Muir’s loss at Hetch Hetchy nearly forty years 
before.  Brower assembled a coalition of individuals and groups committed to 
keeping national parks and monuments free from development.  He led the fi ght 
by coordinating a massive letter-writing campaign and helping to publish many 
pamphlets and several books.  Among the many notable fi gures involved in the fi ght 
were wilderness photographers Eliot Porter and Ansel Adams, novelist Wallace 
Stegner, and publisher Alfred A. Knopf.

 Brower was very concerned about the encroachment of a reservoir into a 
national monument, and he recruited Wallace Stegner to edit a book on the Dinosaur 
situation, in an attempt to bring national attention to the cause, to be published by 
Alfred K. Knopf (Thomas 2000: 164). This Is Dinosaur: Echo Park Country and 
Its Magic Rivers combined the writing talents of Stegner, Knopf, and several others 
with thirty-six striking photographs of the region, six of which took advantage of the 
new, and expensive, full-color printing technology.  The book’s aim was to introduce 
people to this little-visited area, and to convince them that it was worth saving.

  Wallace Stegner’s contribution discussed the history of the national 
monument, an “almost ‘unspoiled’” wilderness area.  With his deep understanding 
of the intertwining of human history and natural environment, Stegner notes that 
Dinosaur National Monument is a “palimpsest of human history, speculation, rumor, 
fantasy, ambition, science, controversy, and confl icting plans for use, and these 
human records so condition our responses to the place that they contain a good part 
of Dinosaur’s meaning” (ibid. 1955: 3).

 In describing the area, Stegner talks lovingly of “cliffs and sculptured forms 
[that] are sometimes smooth, sometimes fantastically craggy, always massive” that 
“have a peculiar capacity to excite the imagination; the effect on the human spirit is 
neither numbing or awesome, but warm and infi nitely peaceful” (ibid. 1955: 4).

 Stegner’s call for wilderness protection came at a time when he was still 
relatively unknown as a writer.  In 1955 his important early work The Big Rock 
Candy Mountain was ten years old, and he had just fi nished his nonfi ction novel 
on John Wesley Powell’s adventurous exploration of the Colorado, Beyond the 
Hundredth Meridian.  His Pulitzer Prize winning novel Angle of Repose would not 
be written until fi fteen years later.  Stegner was taking a chance by being politically 
outspoken.  He was, as Thomas argues, in some ways attempting to fi ll the role 
left empty by the death of his friend Bernard DeVoto in 1955 (Thomas 2000: 166). 
 Alfred A. Knopf was, in many ways, taking a bigger chance.
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 Knopf published This Is Dinosaur and presumably put forward much of the 
capital needed for the expensive camera work.  His chapter, entitled “The National 
Park Idea,” argues forcefully for preservation of wilderness areas for both people 
and wildlife.  The national park “is not a resort, though there will always be those 
who try to make it so.  And the very special purposes of recreation, education, 
refreshment, and inspiration for which Parks and Monuments have been set aside 
prohibit many economic uses which are thoroughly legitimate elsewhere” 
(ibid. 1955: 85).  Knopf argued that there were many other places where such 
economic purposes could be pursued, but that National Parks and Monuments had to 
be defended categorically and on general principle, or else all such areas would be 
threatened in the future.

 After arguing philosophically for the preservation of Dinosaur National 
Monument, Knopf argued from logic.  Such a threat is not just temporary, but 
permanent:

If you fl ood a canyon, as it is proposed to fl ood the Dinosaur canyons with 
dams at Echo Park and Split Mountain, that canyon is gone forever, buried 
fi rst under water and eventually under silt (ibid. 1955: 86-87).

 Much of the piece is spent arguing against perceptions of the American 
public about the southwestern lands (exemplifi ed in articles such as the one 
previously quoted from Western Construction).  Knopf is at pains to point out that

Dinosaur is not expendable wasteland, not a profi tless desert, but a scenic 
resource of incalculable value that has been preserved this long precisely 
because of its inaccessibility. . . . Dinosaur deserves to be more visited. 
. . . That is all it would take, that democratic groundswell, to insure that 
Dinosaur and the other superlative places will be passed on, unimpaired, to 
our grandchildren’s grandchildren (ibid. 1955: 93).

Knopf ends by calling on the legitimacy of history and the myth of democratic 
America.  Americans are wise people, and can see value when it is shown to them.  
They deserve their heritage, and so do their grandchildren.  This treasure can be 
saved through the use of our democratic powers to stop the tyrannical exercise of 
authority by a faceless bureaucratic agency.

 Knopf and Stegner’s book enjoyed quite a good reception.  It is styled as 
a coffee-table book, and was sold all over the country through Knopf’s powerful 
distribution channels.  In combination with the massive letter-writing campaign that 
Brower organized through the Sierra Club, the Wilderness Society, and the Isaac 
Walton League, the fi ght for Dinosaur ranged from American’s living rooms to 
Capitol Hill.

 Brower initiated a storm of protest over the proposed dam at Echo Park, 
a key element of which was the fl ooding of the Department of Interior and 
Congressional Representatives with letters of outrage.  Letters were addressed 
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to President Eisenhower, Secretary of Interior Douglas McKay, and individual 
Senators and Representatives.  Most letters were forwarded to the Secretary of 
Interior, who cataloged many of them, now collected at the National Archives and 
Records Administration.  The catalog for 1954 contained a listing of 2,875 letters 
that the department received that year.  The letters are signed by individuals writing 
as rangers, lawyers, citizens, or members of conservation groups.  All of these 
letters exhibit some form of an environmentalist discourse, often combined with an 
economic argument, such as evaporation problems, cost-benefi t arguments, and even 
the perception that hydropower was obsolete due to the expansion of atomic energy 
(perhaps a very un-environmental argument).

 The environmentalist discourse that the proposed dam at  Echo Park brought 
out was focused on the quality of the place in and of itself.  The construction of 
the river canyon as an economic resource was resisted vociferously.  Instead, the 
river, the canyon, and the entire area were discursively constructed as a natural 
and aesthetic resource that was of such value for recreation and inspiration that to 
destroy it for economic purposes would be a great evil.6  Letter writers sounded this 
tone over and over, in many creative ways.

 This environmentalist discourse was straightforwardly exemplifi ed by 
Edward Thatcher of Eugene, Oregon (8 March 1954), who cited the “magnifi cent 
natural beauty” of Dinosaur National Monument.  Thatcher argued that the 
proposed Echo Park Dam would inundate the “canyon scenery and rock formations 
incomparable in their value to citizens of this country.”7

 Russell D. Butcher of Millbrook, New York, spent a bit more time 
explicating his position.  On 15 January 1955 Mr. Butcher wrote to the President, 
saying that he was “greatly disturbed” and that 

it is my belief that this country should protect its great parks from 
commercial and private developments. . . . I do not consider any one 
of these plans to be of great enough importance, or without perfectly 
good alternatives, to warrant a breaking away from park principles—of 
keeping them “intact and in their entirety for the enjoyment, education, 
and inspiration of all the people for all time.”  Also, because these park 
service areas comprise only about one-half of one per cent of the entire 
U.S., I truly believe that we should preserve them as a last remnant of the 
once vast primeval America. . . . It is merely opening the way for further 
encroachment upon other areas.  It is very easy to visualize a slow eating 
away of the park system, as one by one they are opened up to commercial 
interests.  I believe therefore, that we should start thinking about this 
problem now before we suddenly fi nd ourselves without any of these fi ne 
parks; that we should pass them on to the next generations, unspoiled.

 Vera Moran, of Santa Rosa, California, was not nearly as congenial and 
circumspect as many writers.  Ms. Moran wrote to Secretary McKay saying:
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Those who want to benefi t themselves by stealing public resources—
whether forests, parks, national monuments-or however derogated—are 

Public Enemies
Of the United States

When they get through with it, America the Beautiful will no longer be 
beautiful—it will be stripped and stark.

. . . protect the public and public interests by saying to these predators and 
public enemies:

Keep Out!!

 Such arguments about the splendid beauty of Dinosaur were clearly 
heart-felt.  Many writers went even further in their claims about the uniqueness 
of the area.  A. Weston Niemela, of the Chemketan Conservation Committee, a 
conservation group within the Oregon Indian tribe, wrote on 5 March 1955 that 
“Many of us in the Chemeketans have been to the Monument and can testify to 
its unique beauty; as an area of recreational and spiritual value it could never be 
replaced.”  In the nuanced version of the Chemeketans discourse, the uniqueness of 
this area in terms of its beauty and recreational qualities is combined with a spiritual 
element.  The spiritual aspect of their discourse makes a larger set of claims that 
evokes John Muir’s idea of nature as a cathedral for worship: inundation equals 
desecration.

 On 28 April 1955 Eleanor Roosevelt Elkott, of Birmingham, Michigan, 
wrote to the President, saying 

The United States is a big country.  The citizens derive spiritual and moral 
strength from their land—touring, camping, fi shing, golfi ng.  It is not fair 
for citizens who believe in freedom and democracy to be overuled [sic] 
by men sitting in offi ces who want to make money. . . . We must not build 
Echo Park Dam.

Her association of golfi ng with spirituality not withstanding, Ms. Elkott makes a 
case that was echoed by many writers.

 The preservationist argument tended to be a popular environmentalist 
discourse that cited the spiritual, recreational, and inspirational qualities of 
wilderness in general and the American Southwest in particular.  The letter writers 
intensely resisted the construction of the Monument as a wasteland or as an 
economic resource.  Instead, they saw the canyons and the rivers as an incomparable 
aesthetic resource that should not be squandered in the name of progress and 
economic development.

 In the face of nearly 3,000 letters, Secretary McKay could respond only 
with a formula letter, citing the complexity of the situation.  He acknowledged the 
“vexing situation” and its complex of contested views and interests.  His position, 
though, in the face of this fi rst wave of letters remained steadfast.  It would take a 
larger coordination of national groups to sway him.  In combination with published 
books and letter-writing campaigns, the Sierra Club, the Wilderness Society, and 
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the National Park Association, continually published updates and excoriations of 
the Department of the Interior, the President, and the Bureau of Reclamation in 
their house organs: Sierra Club Bulletin, Living Wilderness, and National Parks 
Magazine.

 Starting in 1954 and continuing without abatement for a full year, in its 
Bulletin the Sierra Club published articles, editorials, and photographs of Dinosaur 
National Monument.  The Sierra Club argued unrelentingly against the dam at Echo 
Park, discursively constructing the river as a natural aesthetic resource worth saving.

 The Sierra Club called members to action with direct textual requests and by 
the presentation of images.  The cover of the February 1954 issue of the Sierra Club 
Bulletin carried an image of the Yampa River as it fl owed through an area called 
Rainbow Recess in Dinosaur National Monument.  Underneath was the headline in 
large font “Trouble in Dinosaur” and some short text describing the

primitive paradise unequalled anywhere . . . a unique gem of the 
National Park System . . . are needlessly threatened.  You can prevent the 
destruction.  Men of vision saved this place for us.  Now it’s turnabout.

Underneath this text reads a large, underlined font “URGENT: Please read this issue 
now—and lend a hand.”

 The Wilderness Society, in a coordinated effort, sent the February 1954 
issue of the Sierra Club Bulletin to their members with an additional message on 
the cover:  “The Wilderness Society sends you this issue to stress the urgent need to 
act promptly.”  The lead article in this issue is entitled “Two Wasteful Dams—Or a 
Great National Park?” and argued forcefully against the need for them, contrasting 
this with the great inherent value of the place itself.  Highlighting the aesthetic value 
of the area, the article quoted the National Park Service in saying that “the effects 
upon ‘irreplaceable … values of national signifi cance would be deplorable’” 
(Sierra Club 1954: 3).  The article continued by arguing that there were alternative 
sites, that the Secretary of Agriculture is currently worried about surpluses, and 
most importantly, that the “proposed Echo Park and Split Mountain dams would 
destroy the park value of Dinosaur; the unique would give way to the commonplace 
and would imperil the entire Park System” (ibid. 1954: 4).  To the argument that 
the reservoirs would make the area more accessible to tourists, the author responded 
by pointing out that this would be true: “you can look at part of the setting 
[the highest 100 feet of exposed canyon]—after we’ve lost the priceless gem” 
(ibid. 1954: 4).  The discourse used to defend Echo Park and Dinosaur National 
Monument continually reverted to a defense of the “priceless” aesthetic quality of 
the place.  Nature, the Sierra Club argued, was irreplaceable, while the reservoirs 
had plausible alternatives.

 The National Park Service, in an extraordinary confl ict within the 
Department of Interior, fought strenuously against the Bureau of Reclamation plans 
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for Dinosaur National Monument, dovetailing its arguments with the Sierra Club 
and the Wilderness Society.  Though much of this confl ict remained hidden from 
public view, some of it was apparent, and the results of the confl ict can be seen in 
the subsequent restructuring of the National Park Service after the decision to drop 
the  Echo Park and  Split Mountain Dams.

 Early in the process of developing the grand plan of the Bureau of 
Reclamation, the  National Park Service appears not to have been concerned with 
the encroachment on the Monument that would occur due to the building of the two 
dams in Utah.  In fact, a “memorandum of understanding” between the Bureau of 
Reclamation and the National Park Service, dated 4 November 1941, indicated that 
the “The Dinosaur National Monument region and its water control possibilities” 
is a most vital area for study.8  Furthermore, “concerning the Dinosaur National 
Monument region, it seems not improbable that a policy similar to that already 
agreed to in principle for the Grand Canyon National Monument situation could be 
applied.  Although legislation would be required in both cases to effect this policy, 
i.e., change the status of the areas from monument to recreational areas, the National 
Park Service does not believe such legislation would be diffi cult to secure.”  This 
change in status would allow development; a recreational area is a lesser category 
that does not limit usage the way that a National Park or Monument does.

 Even through January of 1954, just before the Sierra Club issued its call 
to action, the Park Service was still interested in budgetary allocations from the 
Department of Interior so as to improve the section where the reservoirs would 
be located.  In an internal memorandum, the Park Service estimated a cost of 
$21,000,000 needed to improve the recreational facilities, including boating and 
swimming.

 The Park Service was interested, no doubt, in making the best of a situation.  
At this point, the Secretary of Interior and the President were both set on moving 
forward with the Bureau’s plans.  In the face of this apparent juggernaut, the Park 
Service could at least capitalize on these plans by making the area accessible and 
developing it for maximum tourism.

 Between 1949 and 1954, however, factions within the Park Service became 
more and more concerned about the precedent set at Dinosaur.  Other Reclamation 
projects were being designed in or near National Parks or Monuments in Kings 
Canyon (California), Glacier Park (Montana), and the Grand Canyon (Arizona).
Some Park Service offi cials feared a continuing loss of power vis-à-vis the Bureau 
of Reclamation.  Reclamation already had a budget of more than fi ve times the Park 
Service, and some Park offi cials worried that increasing their budget to develop 
recreational opportunities would not be worth the trade off of the precedent of 
inundating part of the Monument (Stratton and Sorotkin 1955).

 As early as 1949 the confl ict within the Park Service was apparent in some 
memorandums circulated inside the Service and even forwarded to the Secretary 
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of Interior.  One such memo stated outright that the Monument’s “preservation in 
its natural state represents its highest use” (Stratton and Sorotkin 1955: 70).  The 
Bureau and the Park Service continued attempts to balance their confl icting interests, 
and contradictory memos such as the 1949 and 1954 examples above must be seen 
in this light: they represent negotiations between several interest groups within the 
Department of Interior.

 Just how much rancor existed between the Bureau and the Service is 
apparent in the accusations that the Park Service was behind the publication of 
Bernard De Voto’s July 1950 article in the Saturday Evening Post.  Michael Straus, 
then Commissioner of Reclamation, wrote to Newton Drury, Director of the Park 
Service, asking where DeVoto had gotten the photos for his article, as they were 
attributed to the Park Service.

 These internal confrontations and accusations destabilized the Department 
of Interior and to some extent allowed Park Service personnel to coordinate with 
outside groups such as the Sierra Club and the Wilderness Society.  For example, 
Park Service Director Drury wrote to a conservationist organization, regarding the 
Park Service’s correspondence with the Bureau of Reclamation.  This continued 
information exchange between the two agencies would, Drury hoped, “enable us 
to alert the conservationists of the Nation and more effectively with respect to 
remaining threats to national park areas from dam building” (Stratton and Sorotkin 
1955: 76).

 In 1953, just before the public controversy exploded, some members of 
the Park Service also took a long-term view of this controversy.  Commenting 
in a private correspondence that the confl ict could actually improve the state of 
conservation movement in the United States, one offi cial wrote “I’m beginning to 
think the dam controversy will prove a good thing in the long run.”  The recipient 
replied: “I believe it has done more to bring the various conservation groups together 
than anything I can remember” (Stratton and Sorotkin 1955: 75).  This assessment 
of the national situation was indeed accurate, perhaps even more so than the 
writer imagined.  For in the next two years the public outcry took the shape of an 
oppositional discourse, in part defi ned by the National Park Service’s defense of its 
preserved lands.

 The National Park Service had a public sphere group that advocated for 
protection and expansion of the Park System: the  National Parks Association.  
In their quarterly periodical National Parks Magazine, rangers and offi cials 
of the National Park Service joined citizens and activists in writing about the 
“incomparable” loss that the Park System would suffer from the dam project, 
making them “useless for monument purposes” (National Parks Association 1954: 
3).

 The National Parks Magazine used the same environmental discourse as 
the Sierra Club and the Wilderness Society, with the additional legitimacy provided 
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by the liberal inclusion of national and state park offi cials’ statements, as well as 
pro-development voices, such as the Manager of Winter Park, Colorado, Stephen 
J. Bradley.  Bradley wrote of his visit to Dinosaur National Monument in the April 
1954 issue of National Parks Magazine, that “we were in a scenic area, the like of 
which for sheer dramatic beauty—of color, form, movement and sound—I had never 
experienced anywhere, and I have visited one-third of our National Parks.”  The 
discursive construction of the river canyons as an aesthetic treasure worth preserving 
was thus propounded from many sides, public and private.

 In addition to their monthly publications and organizing efforts, the  Sierra 
Club also internally distributed several policy manuals, guides for political action, 
and a “Public Relations Primer,” with “how-to” procedures for contacting the press, 
making speeches, etc. (Sierra Club 1957).

 One section of this primer, entitled “misconceptions frequently encountered” 
lists a specifi c suggestion for responding to challenges such as “The Sierra Club 
opposes progress; it is always opposing dams and roads.”  Readers were directed to 
respond with 

The Sierra Club does not blindly oppose progress, it opposes blind 
progress.  It opposes dams when it is proposed to build them in, or where 
they will affect, dedicated scenic wilderness and wildlife areas, especially 
when alternatives exist” (Sierra Club 1957: 9).

Such clear training of its members helped the Sierra Club effectively oppose the 
dams at  Echo Park and  Split Mountain.

 Unity of message, along with the 
many variants offered by members and 
affi liates in their letters to government 
offi cials, helped convince Secretary of the 
Interior  Douglas McKay to drop the dams 
that would fl ood portions of Dinosaur 
National Monument.  In late November 
of 1955 McKay announced his decision 
not to build the dams.

 Regarding the victory,  David 
Brower noted in his diaries on 1 
December 1955: “Recent events prove 
that people really believe in preserving 
portions of America’s original beauty—
and that the strength of their belief shapes 
policy.”  The victory, for David Brower, 
was sweet.  It certainly confi rmed that 
Americans could exercise some form 

36.3.  Douglas McKay, Secretary of the 
Interior during the term of Dwight D. 
Eisenhower.
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of direct democracy, and that enough of them believed strongly in preservation 
to sway the government.  In short, he was witnessing the birth of a powerful new 
discourse—one that would electrify the environmental movements in the United 
States.  It would, however, turn out to be a hollow victory for the Sierra Club 
and environmental organizations in general, and even a personal defeat of great 
signifi cance to Brower.  In order to remove the dams at Dinosaur, the Sierra Club 
was essentially locked into not protesting the great storage dam at  Glen Canyon.  
Though the oppositional discourse at Echo Park focused on keeping Dinosaur as a 
Monument in order to preserve the wilderness area, the victory was won in part by 
showing how other aspects of the upper Colorado Basin development plan could 
substitute for the Echo Park and Split Mountain projects.  In a letter to Secretary 
McKay on 20 May 1955, David Brower asked about increasing Glen Canyon 
Dam by 35 feet, pointing out that this could offset the loss of  Echo Park and Split 
Mountain: “Would it be physically possible to substitute for some of this storage? 
…by adding 35 feet to the present 700-foot height planned for the Glen Canyon 
Dam.”

 Through this strategy, Brower and the Sierra Club effectively shut 
themselves out of protesting  Glen Canyon Dam.  Many accounts at the time describe 
this as an agreement or a trade off, but there is little evidence of any formal pact.  
Instead, the  Sierra Club had made a political mistake in granting the legitimacy 
of the Glen Canyon site and the upper Colorado project as a whole by suggesting 
raising the Glen Canyon Dam’s crest height to offset the loss of Echo Park and Split 
Mountain.  As  Luna Leopold commented to Stegner and Brower: “if the Sierra Club 
gets into the problem of suggesting alternatives for Echo Park and Split Mountain 
Dam you are going to let yourself wide open” (Thomas 2000: 174).  By granting this 
legitimacy the Sierra Club could hardly fi ght Glen Canyon Dam.

The Glen Canyon Compromise: The Place No One Knew

 The victory at Echo Park was based on Brower’s own presentation to 
Congress, where he made the explicit comparison to Hetch Hetchy, and told the 
Representatives not to make the same mistake twice.  He also went on to show how 
Bureau engineers had failed in their math.  Brower pointed out that the  Glen Canyon 
Dam could be raised in height to increase capacity and thereby make up the loss of 
storage at Echo Park.  The Bureau could thus back down on Echo Park while saving 
its upper Colorado development plan.  It was a Faustian bargain for the Sierra Club 
though, as Brower soon understood, for Glen Canyon was an astoundingly beautiful 
place that few people knew about.

 Glen Canyon was so remote from Anglo society—there were several rough 
roads to it in the Navajo Reservation to the south, but none leading to the river from 
the north—that it was virtually unknown even halfway into the twentieth century.

 It was in this “place that no one knew” that Glen Canyon Dam was built, 
begun in 1956 and fi nished in 1964.  The Sierra Club mourned the loss with several 
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publications, most notable the coffee-table book of  Eliot Porter photographs 
published by the organization and edited by  David Brower, The Place No One 
Knew (Porter 1963).  In the Foreword to the book, Brower helped to entrench the 
environmentalist discourse that constructed the river and its immediate environs as a 
remarkable natural aesthetic resource:

Glen Canyon died in 1963 and I was partly responsible for its needless 
death.  So were you.  Neither you nor I, nor anyone else, knew it well 
enough to insist that at all costs it should endure.  When we began to fi nd 
out it was too late (ibid. 1963: 7).

The building of a dam is equated with river death, and Brower admits culpability.  
After Secretary McKay’s decision was made to remove Echo Park from 
development in favor of increasing Glen Canyon Dam’s height, Brower went on 
several trips down that stretch of the Colorado, and described the area as some of the 
most magnifi cent scenery he had ever seen.  Porter’s camera recorded the beauty for 
other Americans to see.

 Eliot Porter wrote much of the text that accompanied his photographs.  
When combined with the images, his words repudiate the discursive construction of 
the river as a “menace” by the Bureau.  The river is characterized as “serene” and 
“overwhelming:”

The eye is numbed by the vastness and magnifi cence, and passes over the 
fi ne details, ignoring them in a defense against surfeit.  The big features, the 
massive walls and towers, the shimmering vistas, the enveloping light, are 
all hypnotizing, shutting out awareness of the particular (ibid. 1963).

The superlatives in his text are easily matched by the photographs, printed in 
stunning clarity and color.  Porter’s images linger on the general features for only 
the fi rst moments and are soon caught up in the fi ner details that were originally 
overlooked.  The photographer turns from the wide-angle to the macro close-up and 
an intimacy of the canyon becomes apparent.

 Porter continually moves between the macro and the micro in his text and his 
photographs.  He records what this “place that no one knew” was like before it was 
inundated.  The larger picture that emerges from the collection of images and text is 
that of a tremendous aesthetic asset that has been lost.  The work argued forcefully, 
if indirectly, against the discursive construction of the river as a menace, a tyrant, or 
an agent of chaos.

 Another author who experienced the river before the dam was put into place 
was  Edward Abbey.  The book that brought fame to Abbey was  Desert Solitaire,
which contains a chapter called “Down the River.”  This piece describes Abbey’s raft 
trip through Glen Canyon all the way to the site of the dam, just as the foundation 
was being poured.  It opens with Abbey’s characteristic acerbity:
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The beavers had to go and build another goddamned dam on the Colorado.
Not satisfi ed with the enormous silt trap and evaporation tank called Lake 
Mead (back of Boulder Dam) they have created another even bigger, even 
more destructive, in Glen Canyon (ibid. 1968: 173).

Abbey’s chapter continues on, using corrosive sarcasm, to belittle the Bureau of 
Reclamation and the federal government in general.  In the midst of this rant, Abbey 
fi nds time to describe the scenery in the canyon, which will be submerged under 
400 feet of water in a matter of months: “white sands,” “green willows,” “a 
sculptured landscape.”

 The  Navajo Indians also bore witness to the damming of Glen Canyon.  The 
Navajos were not politically well organized in the mid-1950s.  They had recently 
suffered a great deal of hardship due to Bureau of Indian Affairs herd reduction 
programs in the late 1930s (White 1983: 313).  This social disarray led to an offi cial, 
but essentially meaningless, approval of Glen Canyon Dam by the Navajo Tribal 
Council.  The Council, a group that was formed at the behest of the Bureau of Indian 
Affairs to handle the sale and leasing of rich oil lands on the reservation in 1927, 
had very little legitimate governing power over the diverse and widespread peoples 
of the reservation.  They did, however, pass motions approving proposals from the 
Bureau of Indian Affairs (such as herd reductions) and the Bureau of Reclamation 
(Glen Canyon Dam).  Raymond Nakai, the Chairman of the Tribal Council at the 
time that the dam was built, said “A conservationist is one who is content to stand 
still forever.  Major Powell would have approved of this lake.  May it ever be 
brimmin’ full” (McPhee 1971: 196).

 Nakai’s comments notwithstanding, many Navajos did not approve of the 
dam, though little of this contestation made it into the historical record.  There was 
signifi cant disagreement about the benefi ts that would fl ow to the Navajo.  There 
were many who, gesturing to history, asked what the Navajo had ever seen of other 
promises made by the government.  Others believed the Bureau of Reclamation 
promises of hydropower and irrigation water (John 2000).  In the end, the dam was 
built, based in part on the approval of the Tribal Council.  The Navajo have, forty 
years later, not received any benefi ts from the dam aside from increased tourism in 
the area.

 Though Abbey and the Navajos did not directly attack the Bureau’s 
discourse, Brower, in the Foreword to The Place No One Knew, did argue against 
the discursive construction of the Colorado as an economic resource:

Good men, who have plans for the Colorado River whereby “a natural 
menace becomes a natural resource,” would argue tirelessly that the 
Colorado must be controlled, that its energy should be tapped and sold 
to fi nance agricultural development in the arid West.  But our point here 
is that for all their good intentions these men had too insular a notion of 
what man’s relation to his environment should be, and it is tragic that 
their insularity was heeded.  The natural Colorado—what is left of it—is a 



847

miracle, not a menace.  The menace is more likely the notion that growth 
and progress are the same, and that the gross national product is the 
measure of the good life (ibid. 1963: 7-8).

Brower met the Bureau’s arguments head-on.  The river was not, Brower contended, 
a menace.  The menace instead was that constellation of forces that push for what 
Brower called “blind progress”—those that rate value only by economic measures.
Brower clearly showed his bitterness in this work: his comments regarding “what 
is left of” the river, the selling of energy to fi nance agriculture, the argument for 
storage that Brower asserts is “absolutely not needed in this century, almost certainly 
not needed in the next” (ibid. 1963: 7).

 In the years to come, Brower and the  Sierra Club would indeed have 
occasion to wage battle against the Bureau’s developmentalist mindset.  They fought 
hard to lower the storage level of Glen Canyon so as to avoid the inundation of 
 Rainbow Bridge National Monument.  The original height of Glen Canyon Dam 
was to be 580 feet, but with the compromise it was raised to 730 feet.  When it was 
found that this would bring the water level to the base of Rainbow Bridge, one of 
the natural wonders of the world, the Sierra Club lobbied for protection.  Many 
schemes were put forward, including a check dam below Rainbow Bridge to keep 
the reservoir water out.  Eventually the Bureau accepted a proposal to keep the water 
level of the reservoir at 3700 feet above sea level, and to build the dam to just 710 
feet high.

 The Sierra Club’s loss at Glen Canyon may have been a high price to pay, 
but the failure in many ways galvanized the new environmentalist discourse in the 
United States.  Since the building of Glen Canyon Dam no more high dams have 
been built in the U.S.  The Sierra Club was successful in stopping several more 
dams on the Colorado, including two in Grand Canyon.  The Club has continued to 
grow in strength and purpose over the nearly four decades since the “death of Glen 
Canyon.”  In 1993 the Club attempted to avenge its loss of Glen Canyon by helping 
to write legislation to breach the dam and restore Glen Canyon.  The legislation 
remains stalled, but the discourse continues to be a powerful force in America.

Conclusion: Challenging Imperialism and Avoiding the Challenge of 
Environmentalism

 Through the struggle to save Dinosaur National Monument, and in the 
mourning of Glen Canyon, a new  oppositional discourse became established.  This 
oppositional discourse, which I have labeled environmentalist, constructed nature as 
a priceless treasure that needed to be protected from blind progress.  Drawing on the 
lessons learned from Muir’s failed Hetch Hetchy battle, activists successfully fought 
against the intrusion into the National Park System by the Bureau of Reclamation.
They were able to discursively reconstruct a river—as an entity that had value in and 
of itself, not simply something that could be economically benefi cial to society.
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 In a dramatic shift from the lack of oppositional discourses regarding the 
proposal of Boulder and Grand Coulee, a powerful new discourse was born in the 
struggle over the proposal of Echo Park and the building of Glen Canyon Dam.  This 
discourse highlighted an inherent value that existed in nature and wilderness, a value 
that was worthy of preservation over exploitation.

 This shift in the valuation of nature points to a larger transformation of the 
relationship between nature and society.  This transformation is certainly something 
that is in process, unevenly completed, and perhaps will never be as hegemonic as 
imperial modernism was.  This new view of the nature-society relationship, a view 
based on preservation and inherent natural value, has destabilized the hegemonic 
imperial modernist ideology.  In offering an effectual foundation for oppositional 
discourse, the environmentalist ideology has stopped the damming of the rivers 
of the West, and forced society to re-examine its relationship to growth, natural 
resources, and state building.

 Some commentators have identifi ed the Echo Park-Glen Canyon episode as 
a signifi cant moment of the development of environmentalism in the late twentieth 
century.  Though the discourses used were not new, they were mobilized on a 
massive level and in an effective way for the fi rst time.  Gottlieb (1993: 41) notes the 
historic signifi cance of this battle over wilderness in his book on the origins of the 
modern environmental movement, and Mark Harvey (1994) picks out Echo Park as 
a “symbol of wilderness” that was “a great test to the sanctity of the park system.”
(Harvey 1994: xiv)  Though the use of the singular “movement” by Gottlieb 
should be questioned, the importance of Echo Park and Glen Canyon for the set of 
environmental movements that have blossomed in the last 40 years is clear.

 The imperialistic modernist discourse about the domination of nature and 
the building of a state infrastructure in the West was transcendent from at least the 
early 1920s through the middle 1950s.  This hegemonic discourse brought together 
aspects of state building and the domination of nature (control of nature, control 
of the population, and the boosting of economic development) into a monolithic 
discourse that defi ned the relationship between nature and society.  With the rise of 
an oppositional discourse at Echo Park and Glen Canyon, this hegemony was fi rst 
successfully contested.

 The emergence of an oppositional discourse can be seen as both a challenge 
to the Bureau of Reclamation (surely this is how David Brower and Floyd Dominy 
saw it), but it can also be viewed as an opportunity.  The Bureau of Reclamation 
could have picked up on this new and powerful social movement and taken its 
concerns to heart.  Indeed, there has been some change within the Bureau, but the 
Bureau has hardly “gone green,” and could embrace environmental ideas to a much 
larger extent than it has.

 Instead, the Bureau still uses the old rhetoric of imperialism and triumph 
rather than absorbing the environmentalist concerns.  At the Centennial celebration 
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in June 2002, the several offi cial speakers continued the tone of imperialistic 
discourse that was used through the middle of the twentieth century.  The 
Commissioner of Reclamation declared that “stability, progress and development” 
are the cornerstones for the Bureau’s next 100 years.  John Keys continued, relying 
on notions of nationalism, declaring that “the sounds coming from the generators are 
the sound of freedom.”

 The Secretary of the Interior kept up the beating of the drum, declaring that 
“we can do it before and can do it again.”  Just what it is that the Bureau will do 
remains to be seen.  But it seems clear that what it has not done is take to heart the 
challenges of the environmental movements of the last forty years.  The Bureau 
remains stuck in a discourse of imperialism, and it risks losing legitimacy in the eyes 
of those who need it most: the people of the West.

Kevin Wehr is on the faculty of the Department of Sociology at California State 
University–Sacramento.  At the time this paper was written, he was a graduate 
student in sociology at the University of Wisconsin, Madison.  Routledge 
published his book on this topic, America’s Fight Over Water, in 2004.

Endnotes

1. Throughout this work I will use the term natural to indicate non-human processes, entities, 
or characteristics.  I counterpoise this to the term social, which exclusively involves human endeavor.  
As I will discuss, however, these two realms are thoroughly imbricated in one another through history 
and historical recollection and reconstruction.  Thus, natural formations such as climate, geography, or 
soil composition, should be differentiated from social barriers such as the ways that humans respond to 
nature in the built environment.  For example what is normally construed as a “natural disaster” such 
as a fl ood destroying a town is more appropriately termed a “social disaster,” for it was social decision 
to place a community in a fl ood plain.
2. Black Canyon is the name of the site where Boulder Dam was built.  The name of the dam 
is after the original site, Boulder Canyon, slightly upstream from Black Canyon.  In his 1922 report 
to Congress, Arthur Powell Davis, Commissioner of Reclamation, suggested a dam “at or near 
the vicinity of Boulder Canyon.”  (Bureau of Reclamation, Albert B. Fall 1922: 21)  Thus in 1928 
Congress passed the Boulder Canyon Act, and the project was offi cially named after Boulder Canyon 
even though Black Canyon was ultimately chosen as a more appropriate site for the high dam.  The 
name was eventually changed to Hoover Dam by an act of Congress in 1947.
3. The boosters of Grand Coulee Dam published many pamphlets and bulletins, gave speeches, 
and wrote letters to offi cials.  The many documents drawn on for this work are contained in the 
National Archives and Records Administration, Denver, RG115, Central Classifi ed Files, Entry 3, 
boxes 228-325, and in the archives at the University of Washington.  For more detail, see Wehr, 2004.  
All quotations in the following section are drawn from these sources.
4. This is offi cially known as the Colorado River Storage Project (CRSP).
5. Letters and pamphlets held in the Sierra Club Collection, Bancroft Library, University of 
California, Berkeley (Sierra Club 1911-1970).
6. The idea of the river as an “economic resource” as opposed to a “natural” and “aesthetic” 
resource is a false dichotomy.  Activists constructed this binary so as to fi ght the economic logic of 
using the river for society’s ends.  But what they did not recognize (or chose not to make explicit) was 
that the aesthetic use of the river is just as anthropocentric as an economic use, though it may be more 
sustainable.  Activists did use some rhetoric about the qualities of the river in and of itself, this was 
largely understood to be a benefi t for humanity in terms of recreation, spiritual regeneration, or simply 
aesthetic pleasure.  As Cronon (1996) has shown, wilderness is a human creation, a mirror that refl ects 
“our own unexamined longings and desires.”
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7. All letters quoted in this section are held by the National Archives and Record 
Administration, College Park, Maryland, Record Group 48, Central Classifi ed Files, entry number 4-4; 
boxes 360-64.
8. This memorandum is held by the National Archives and Record Administration, College 
Park, Maryland, Record Group 48, Central Classifi ed Files, entry number 4-4; box 363.
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Writing Water in the West:  Reclaiming the Language 
of Reclamation

By:
Nancy Cook

 My essay examines the  language used to write about water in the West.  
In this piece, I begin an analysis of discourses about water: offi cial language vs. 
literary language, bureaucratic narrative vs. personal narrative, scientifi c language 
vs. quotidian language, wet vs. dry texts.  Through the use of an extended 
“glossary,” I work to include western American writers as integral to the conver-
sation about the role of water issues in the West.  The Bureau of Reclamation 
(USBR) has materially changed the face of the West; yet it has just as certainly 
changed the language of water in the West.  Within the context of the USBR’s 
history, I argue that the languages we use to talk about, write about, and analyze 
water in the West are critical components of the water actions taken.  How we 
say what we say about water is integral to how we think about water and what we 
do about it.  I claim that creative writers engage water in a way that is crucial to 
public policy decisions, and that richer, more dynamic, and more deeply critical 
conversations must take place as we face yet another period of hydraulic crisis in 
the western United States.

 The glossary works to bring various discourses into play with one another, 
demonstrating that fi rst we need an adequate hydraulic language before any 
substantive analysis and change can take place.  Throughout my essay, I employ 
offi cial discourse from sources such as Bureau of Reclamation and the United 
States Geological Survey; the discourse of personal narrative and poetry from 
such writers as Wallace Stegner, William Kittredge, Richard Hugo, and Ripley 
Schemm; as well as  my own observations.  Bureaucratic discourse often operates 
like an aircraft carrier turning at sea: it takes a long time to alter its course.
Creative discourses, however, respond quickly and sometimes subtly to changes 
in an author’s experience, as Ivan Doig, Stegner, and others have so elegantly 
shown us.  These more intimate voices can articulate the local, the personal, and 
the private, offering readers deeply-placed stories that render the complexity and 
dynamism of water-use issues in the West.  Rather than the exclusively urban, 
polemicist, or public policy voices so often heard in discussions of Western water 
issues, these are the voices from the West’s outback: experienced on the land, 
observant of change, and cognizant of the myriad effects one simple alteration of 
water policy can create.

 Each of the writers I engage here resists simple binaries, infl ated rhetoric, 
and the pyrotechnics associated with other western writers such as Edward Abbey.  
While Abbey’s work remains popular and important, I think we can learn more 
about the history of federal land and water-use policy, about water in the West, 
and about creative solutions from the more measured voices among western 
writers.
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 Issues of public vs. private have vexed both policy makers and western 
writers for decades, and the friction between them is nowhere more apparent than 
in the discourse of water rights.  The arid West has more public land than any 
other part of the United States, while at the same time, private property rights 
have been defended most vigorously in the West.  And more than any offi cial 
cost-benefi t analysis, creative juxtaposition of the language of water reveals other 
parameters of any cost-benefi t analysis.  My essay asks that we try putting varied 
discourses into conversation, creating new ways of thinking about aridity, about 
public and private, about rights and responsibilities as we manage a dynamic and 
complicated set of hydraulic systems.

 Plenty of people have claimed that aridity is the great fact of the American 
West—John Wesley Powell, Walter Prescott Webb, and Wallace Stegner, 
immediately come to mind.  What happens if we look at the West, and western 
writing using discourses of water as our lens?  Instead of close readings of literary 
texts, here I offer a glossary, maybe even a primer, of water and words in the 
West.  Stegner, among many others, suggests that humans, like other species, are 
conditioned by climate and geography.  What’s western about westerners?  For the 
moment, let’s imagine it’s our relationship to water and its words.

Ablation:
1. “The process by which ice and snow waste away owing to melting and 
evaporation” (USGS website).1  2. Look up in June from any of a thousand 
parched valleys, and imagine the gift of iciness.  Look up again in July 
from the same task and the same valley, and your dreams have evaporated.  
It’s easier to imagine evaporation than melting, for your sweat has dried, 
leaving a salt line that marks your labor as clearly as the snowline retreats, 
recoiling from your parched and thirsty glare.2

Acre-foot.
1. “A unit for measuring the volume of water, is equal to the quantity of 
water required to cover 1 acre to a depth of 1 foot and is equal to 43,560 
cubic feet or 325,851 gallons.  The term is commonly used in measuring 
volumes of water used or stored” (USGS website).  2. How many acre-feet 
for Las Vegas golf courses, fountains, the lushness of even the median 
strips in San Diego, alfalfa crops, water slides, swimming pools, restaurant 
water glasses, full fl ushes, long showers, head lettuce, clean towels, car 
washes?  Who uses more water, one of William Kittredge’s eastern 
Oregon buckaroos, or the actor who plays the cowboy on screen?
3. After the movie people leave our ranch in New Mexico, the wind takes 
the porta potties and knocks them down, spilling life-giving moisture and 
death-dealing disinfectant onto the parched earth.  Math teaser: How many 
twelve-ounce plastic bottles, half full of water from France, rolling with 
the winds, taunting jackrabbit and coyote alike, does it take to cover one 
acre in one foot of water?
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Arid.
1. “A term describing a climate or region in which precipitation is so 
defi cient in quantity or occurs so infrequently that intensive agricultural 
production is not possible without irrigation” (USBR website).3  2. The 
defi ning fact of the inter-mountain West.  Perpetually in the rain shadow.  
When I hang clothes on the line, they snap in the wind and are nearly dry 
before I fi nish hanging them.  The downpour of yesterday is invisible 
today.  3. “Aridity, and aridity alone, makes the various West one.  The 
distinctive western plants and animals, the hard clarity (before power 
plants and metropolitan traffi c altered it) of the western air, the look 
and location of western towns, the empty spaces that separate them, the 
way farms and ranches are either densely concentrated where water is 
plentiful or widely scattered where it is scarce, the pervasive presence of 
the federal government as landowner and land manager, the even more 
noticeable federal presence as dam builder and water broker, the snarling 
states’-rights and antifederal feelings whose burden Bernard DeVoto once 
characterized in a sentence–‘Get out and give us more money’–those are 
all consequences, and by no means all the consequences, of aridity.”4

Backwater.
1. “Water backed up or retarded in its course as compared with its natural 
condition of fl ow” (USGS website).  2. “A small, generally shallow body 
of water with little or no current of its own.  Stagnant water in a small 
stream or inlet” (USBR website).  3. Any of the places off a state or county 
road, with no stoplight to impede the fl ow of children and dogs, sheep and 
cattle, pick-ups and tractors.  The places of the heart for Wallace Stegner, 
Ivan Doig, William Kittredge, and Deirdre McNamer.

Claim.
1. “Asserts one’s right to.”5  2. Water claims, mining claims, proving up 
a homestead claim.  3. The West does create a type, different from your 
garden-variety easterner.  4.  See “reclamation.”

Condensation.
1. “The process by which water changes from the vapor state into the 
liquid or solid state.  It is the reverse of evaporation” (USGS website).
2. A matter of faith when digging in a desert wash, visqueen sheeting in 
hand, praying water will collect, that evaporation can be reversed.  It takes 
a long time to get a drink.  3. The process by which the fl ood of memories 
becomes words–nouns, verbs, landforms.  See also Ivan Doig, Mary 
Austin, and John Muir.

Consumptive waste.
1.  “The water that returns to the atmosphere without benefi tting man.” 
(Thomas, 1951, p. 217, in USGS website).  2.  Virga.  You watch it rain 
a mile away on the valley’s western slope, and here, where cacti, not 
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timothy reign, you see the atmosphere take back the rain, even as it tries 
to fall your way.  3. Where snowpack goes when the river remains low, 
where your alfalfa crop goes when you can’t pump from the river.  
4. When your canoe runs aground every two minutes, scraping away your 
confi dence.  At least you don’t hear the irrigation pumps when the river is 
low.

Control.
1. “A natural constriction of the channel, a long reach of the channel, 
a stretch of rapids, or an artifi cial structure downstream from a gaging 
station, that determines the stage-discharge relation at the gage” (USGS 
website).  2. John Wesley Powell’s struggle on the Colorado, to keep the 
men on the river, to reach long into the future with a watershed-based law 
of ownership.  3. Glen Canyon Dam, and the lake that bears his name.
4. Edward Abbey’s Hayduke and a jeep full of dynamite.  5. The great sin 
that William Kittredge writes penance for in Hole in the Sky, Taking Care, 
Who Owns the West?, and here, in Owning It All:

I saw the beginnings of my real life as an agricultural manager.  
The fl ow of watercourses in the valley was spread before me 
like a map, and I saw it as a surgeon might see the fl ow of blood 
across a chart of anatomy, and saw myself helping to turn the 
fertile homeplace of my childhood into a machine for agriculture 
whose features could be delineated with the same surgeon’s 
precision in my mind.6

 6. The central debate in John McPhee’s Encounters with the Archdruid.

Dam.
1. “A barrier built across a watercourse to impound or divert water.  A 
barrier that obstructs, directs, retards, or stores the fl ow of water.  Usually 
built across a stream.  A structure built to hold back a fl ow of water” 
(USBR website).  Example: As children we made toy dams in the eroded 
fi ssures after a big rain.  We imagined we had equipment like our father 
had.  We chanted “keyway, spillway, cat, riprap, carryall, scraper,” hoping 
to conjure the kind of power the Connecticut Yankee had in that book 
by Mark Twain.  2. The epithet used to conjure Floyd Dominy into his 
appointed circle of hell.

Dominy.  
The damned great Floyd, Satan in Mark Reisner’s Cadillac Desert,
dominated and controlled river fl ows throughout the West, married recla-
mation to recreation, and gave us houseboats in place of “the place no one 
knew,” Glen Canyon.  For Dominy, Glen Canyon Dam:

Is food for growing America, drinking water for dwellers in an 
arid country, electric energy to provide the comforts of life and 
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to turn the wheels of industry.  It is jobs and paychecks—in the 
West and across the nation—and it is also taxes for the United 
States Treasury.

Most signifi cant of all, however, it is health and fun and the 
contentment of contemplating Nature’s beauty for thousands who 
might never experience these thrills of the outdoors if engineers 
had not inserted between the steep walls of Glen Canyon a 
mammoth concrete slab to control and clear the erratic river that 
used to be known as the “Big Red.”7

 This April Fool’s Day speech of 1965 promises that control is an absolute 
good, that nature’s messy and erratic processes should follow government 
interests, that the dirty “Big Red” will be cleansed, made “fun” for those seeking 
the “thrills of the outdoors.”  Examples: As a teenager, I jumped boat wakes on 
Lake Powell, happy for the warm water and the miles of uninterrupted water 
skiing.  The roar of the outboard motor covered the sound of wakes slapping 
the “steep walls” of sandstone, and almost covered the great echoing crashes 
as the water-weakened sandstone broke off in slabs and sank into the placid 
waters of Lake Powell.  Glen Canyon Dam has begun to silt in, as many said it 
would, water allocations exceeded “streamfl ow” and sometimes leave the Central 
Arizona Project—hundreds of miles of open concrete canal—dry as bones in 
the desert.  Abbey’s characters seek to void the Dominys, blast the “mammoth 
concrete slabs” to smithereens, and stop the Catherine “wheels of industry.”  John 
Pfahl’s photographic series of submerged petroglyphs inscribes the erasure of 
those remnants of a culture (see “traditional cultural property” [USBR website]) 
that dwelled in arid country without benefi t of houseboats, air conditioning, or 
paychecks.  Dominy has survived his foes–Brower, Reisner and Abbey all dead, 
while Floyd sips bourbon in a Vegas hotel, feted by an acre-foot of Water Board 
offi cers.

“There was this nice old man,” my mother drawls in her Tennessee
  accent, “His late wife was Southern, you know.  I think he was a 
 big deal…He got an award.  He used to work for the government.”   
  “Floyd Dominy?” I asked, incredulous.  
  “How did you know his name?  There was some book,” she 
 continues, “that made him angry.  He said he would have sued for libel 
 if his wife had been alive to read those lies.  People told him the 
 author was dead, and he just laughed.  
  ‘Survived ‘em all,’ he said.”

Would Dominy have sued in Federal Court, in Water Court? Will 
Floyd survive Glen Canyon Dam?
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Domination.
 See Dominy.

Drainage.
1. “Process of removing surface or 
subsurface water from a soil or area.  A 
technique to improve the productivity of 
some agricultural land by removing excess 
water from the soil; surface drainage 
is accomplished with open ditches; 
subsurface drainage uses porous conduits 
(drain tile) buried beneath the soil surface” 
(USBR website).  2. What westerners call 
canyons, arroyos, deep indentations in 
mountains or hills, because sometimes they
contain water.  Is there water in the La Jara  
drainage?  Will it water the cattle in the 
section 7 pasture?  Do we have to improve
the water? Can we divert it without a 

permit?  3. What William Kittredge’s family did to reclaim swamp land for 
agriculture:

The most intricate part of my job was called ‘balancing water,’ a 
night and day process of opening and closing pipes and redwood 
headgates and running the 18-inch drainage pumps.  That system 
was the fi nest plaything I ever had (60).

Drawdown.
“Lowering of a reservoir’s water level; process of depleting a reservoir 
or ground water storage. …The amount of water used from a reservoir” 
(USBR website).  Example:  The drawdown of the Snake River, as 
discussed by Mary Clearman Blew and Ripley Schemm in Schemm’s 
poem, “For Mary, On the Snake”:

“But the most amazing thing of all,”
You continue, “was the reappearance
of the river itself.”  I write it back 
To you so you hear the poem your words
sing: “Underneath has been a tough
western river all along with sandbars
and a real current.  Day by day
it emerged, and it was like gradually
recognizing a lost part of myself.” 
But then you tell how they closed
the gates, how you saw the river widen,
hardly stirring again.  “Apparently,” 
You end, “it’s not possible to have both
Placid surface and mean current.”

37.1.  Floyd E. Dominy while 
Commissioner of Reclamation.
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I have to write you back, Mary.  Think how
the mean current works, always there,
deceptive, below the surface.8

Feds.
Western term for any employee of the government or collective noun for 
any policy makers back east who make stupid decisions, as in “The feds 
say I can’t kill coyotes with 1080 anymore.  I’d like to show the feds 
my dead sheep.”  One’s antagonism toward the feds is a key element in 
western identity.  Bernard DeVoto once characterized westerners’ attitude 
toward the feds in one sentence—“Get out and give us more money” (in 
Stegner, 9).  Urban westerners resent the idea of the West as a dumping 
ground for national wastes, while lamenting the lack of federal regulation 
of utilities.  Rural westerners resent almost all federal policy, but depend 
on federal subsidies for roads, telephone service, postal delivery, and 
agricultural entitlements.  Stegner reminds us that another distinguishing 
feature of the West is the high percentage of federally owned land.  The 
feds are our landlords and our neighbors.  Feds are us.

Firn.
“Old snow on the top of glaciers, granular and compact but not yet 
converted into ice.  It is a transitional stage between snow and ice” (USGS 
website).  Example: Firn is what John Muir could see and name, but his 
fellow travelers could not.  Here is Muir from his trip with the Harriman 
expedition:

The earnest, childish wonderment with which this glorious 
page of Nature’s Bible was contemplated was delightful to 
see.  All evinced eager desire to learn.
 “Is that a glacier,” they asked, “down in the canyon?  
And is that all solid ice?”
 “Yes.”
 “How deep is it?”
 “Perhaps fi ve hundred or a thousand feet.”
 “You say it fl ows.  How can hard ice fl ow?”
 “It fl ows like water, though invisibly slow.”
 “And where does it come from?”
 “From snow that is heaped up every winter on the 
mountains.”
 “And how, then, is the snow changed into ice?”
 “It is welded by the pressure of its own weight.”
 “. . . Are those bluish draggled masses hanging down 
from beneath the snow-fi elds what you call the snouts of 
glaciers?”
 “Yes.”
 “What made the hollows they are in?”
 “The glaciers themselves, just as traveling animals 
make their own tracks.”
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 “How long have they been there?”
 “Numberless centuries,” etc.  I answered as best I 
could,…while busily engaged in sketching and noting my 
own observations, preaching glacier gospel in a rambling 
way, while the Cassiar, slowly wheezing and creeping along 
the shore, shifted our position so that the icy canyons were 
opened to view and closed again in regular succession, like 
the leaves of a book.9 (122-123)

Firn, a monosyllable, like Muir’s short affi rmatives.  “Welded by the 
pressure of its own weight,” as desertifi cation is welded to the West by 
the weight of urbanization, irrigation, and recreation.  Muir’s snouts of 
glaciers nose smaller and higher reaches of the mountain West, receding 
like the animals—bears, wolves—whose habitat shrinks as we reject 
the doctrine of “consumptive waste,” responding to the call of Muir’s 
“glacial gospel” with mining and petroleum effl uvium.  “How long have 
they been there?” ask Muir’s companions.  “Numberless centuries,” etc.  
Western writers attend to the “etc.,” asking us to consider “numberless 
centuries” against a diminished present and an evaporating future.  The 
glaciers of Glacier National Park suffer ablation, taking “fi rn” out of the 
glossary and into the antiquarian’s dictionary, signifying the ablative 
case.  [Grammatical case indicating separation, direction away from, and 
sometimes manner or agency.]

Hydrology. 
1. “Scientifi c study of water in nature: its properties, distribution, and 
behavior.  The science that treats the occurrence, circulation properties, 
and distribution of the waters of the earth and their reaction to the 
environment.  Science dealing with the properties, distribution and fl ow of 
water on or in the earth” (USBR website).  2. Modifi ed to hydro-philology.  
The attentive and loving study of the language of water.  3. The mysteries 
of virga, hail, hot springs, capillary forces, alluvium, fetch, riffl es.  The 
wonderful suggestiveness of mud cake, littoral, ephemeral creek, jeopardy 
opinion, eddy, morning glory spillway, muck, fl occulation, gravel blanket, 
paradox gate, sheepsfoot roller, or sticky limit.  4. The multiculturalism 
of arroyo, playa, reservoir, revetment.  5. The great disappointment of the 
scientifi c and bureaucratic hijacking of Eolian, fatal fl aw, future without, 
grapple, grizzly, groin, horsehead, reach, resilience, rill, sinuosity, and 
weep hole.

Infi ltration.
1. “The fl ow of fl uid into a substance through pores or small openings” 
(USGS website).  2.  Infi ltration within federal, state and local government 
to change the language of laws away from ownership of acre-feet, miner’s 
inches, prior appropriation, to a Powellian language of the communal—
use, rather than ownership, biotic and human use, as opposed to self-
interested use.  As Kittredge claims:
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In the American West we are struggling to revise our dominant 
mythology, and to fi nd a new story to inhabit.  Laws control our 
lives, and they are designed to preserve a model of society based 
on values learned from mythology.  Only after re-imagining our 
myths can we coherently remodel our laws, and hope to keep our 
society in a realistic relationship to what is actual. (64)

In situ.
“In place, the original location, in the natural environment” (USBR 
website).  Example/question: Is Rainbow Bridge really “in situ”? 
2. Where the language of water needs to be resettled.

Irretrievable.
“Commitments that are lost for a period of time” (USBR website).  Only 
in bureaucratic language could this mean “lost for a period of time.”  Fear 
not, futurists: Hetch Hetchy is “irretrievable,” but in the government sense.

Precipitation.
1. “As used in hydrology, precipitation is the discharge of water, in 
liquid or solid state, out of the atmosphere, generally upon a land or 
water surface.  It is the common process by which atmospheric water 
becomes surface or subsurface water …[.]  The term ‘precipitation’ is also 
uncommonly used to designate the quantity of water that is precipitated.” 
(Meinzer, 1923, p. 15 in USGS website).  2. The abundant precipitation 
in the winter of 1955 left Northern California fl ooded to heights still not 
duplicated.  Although we were not in the fl ood plain, our December lambs 
turned green from mold (only last year did I learn that this was fatal), 
and I have suffered from lifelong allergies to molds.  3. In Northern New 
Mexico when it rains two inches in an hour, dirt roads turn to gumbo.  You 
stop where you are, and if you want to get home from town, you walk, 
even in your town clothes, watching as the earth clings to you, wanting to 
keep you in place.  That sucking sound is the lip-smacking earth feeding 
on your best shoes.

Reclamation.
Not listed in USGS glossary.  Not listed in USBR glossary.  1. Code 
word for dam building in the fi rst two thirds of the twentieth century.  
The Bureau of Reclamation, a federal agency that spent tax dollars to 
subsidize agriculture, but more often agribusiness, utility companies, 
and urban development.  See Floyd Dominy.  2. Act of re-appropriation, 
reclaiming the West as an “emotional homeland.”  3. Coincident with the 
new language of USBR, reclaiming federal power for conservation and 
preservation.  4. Reclamation of language and representation in the service 
of biotic communities and even backwaters.
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Relict.
1. “A species, population, etc., which is a survivor of a nearly extinct 
group.  Any species surviving in a small local area and widely separated 
from closely related species” (USBR website).  2. Floyd Dominy, the 
farmer with a D8 and a dream of a little dam.  3. Relicts now gone: 
Edward Abbey; Everett Reuss, who walked away in Canyonland; Maynard 
Dixon, who dared to paint aridity; Arth Chaffi n, almost alone at Hite 
Ferry; Mary Austin’s pocket miners.

Scour.
1. “Erosion in a stream bed, particularly if caused or increased by channel 
changes” (USBR website).  2.  The ailment in cattle that makes day-use 
recreationists write letters to their Congressmen.  Get those cattle with 
diarrhea off our range.  My new hiking boots are ruined!

Things we can actually do with these words:

1.  Play: the language of water is becoming indigenous to the West, and 
it’s a language rich with possibility:  Acequia, braided channels, crick, 
ditch rider, diversion, drought, sometimes drouth, ephemeral, fl oodgate, 
headgate, irrigation, subirrigation, meander, submeander, meromictic, 
miner’s inches, mirage, parched, rain shadow, riffl e, riparian, riprap, 
runoff, spring box, tanks, troughs, throughfall, virga, water crop, water 
court, water gap, water law, waterpocket fold, water master, water witch.

2.  Twist them, divert them: here’s a post-timber sale tongue twister: How 
much water will a watershed shed if a watershed gets waterlogged from 
logging?

3.  Read them: A short of list of western books both wet and dry: wet 
books:  MacLean’s A River Runs Through It, Roosevelt’s Ranch Life and 
the Hunting Trail, The Journals of Lewis and Clark, Doig’s Bucking the 
Sun, Stegner’s Angle of Repose, McNickle’s Wind from an Enemy Sky,
and Nichols’s The Milagro Beanfi eld War, Anaya’s Bless Me, Ultima; dry 
books: Austin’s The Land of Little Rain, Abbey’s Desert Solitaire, Cather’s 
My Ántonia, Silko’s Ceremony, McCarthy’s Blood Meridian.

4.  Reclaim them: Why can’t ownership become owning up?  
Stewardship?  Why can’t the land own us?

One fi nal term from the USBR Glossary:
Author’s signature.  “This is the signature of the person or persons 
with primary responsibility for writing the document.  Signature of the 
document by the author(s) signifi es that a draft document was provided to 
team members and that they had an opportunity to comment on the draft.
The author’s signature also implies that comments were considered and 
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that any critical issues or infl uencing factors were incorporated into the 
document” (USBR website).  I await the chance to place my “author’s” 
signature on this document.

Nancy Cook, Ph.D., is an associate professor and teaches nineteenth, twentieth, 
and twenty-fi rst century American literature and culture in the English 
Department at the University of Montana, Missoula.  She has published several 
articles and is working on a book on class issues in the twentieth century rural 
West.
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