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First Causes
u 1/4 million dams in the U.S. over last 100 

years

u Ignoring the earthen dams- 50,000 remain

u Subtract small dams leaves 2,000 really big 

dams

u They are 60 stories high or four miles long,..

u They contain enough concrete to pave an 

interstate highway end to end..
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An archaeologists 
view

u These are the dams that  wi l l  make archaeologists 

bl ink! 

u Did our civi l ization fal l  apart when they si l ted up? 

u Why did we feel  so compel led to bui ld  so many?

u We know surpr is ingly l i t t le about vanished civ i l izat ions 

whose majesty and whose ul t imate demise were 

closely l inked to l ibert ies they took with water. Reisner
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The beginning
u T h e  g r e a t  w h i t e  w i n t e r  o f  1 8 8 6 ,  a  p a r a b o l i c  c u r v e  o f  r u s h i n g  f r i g i d  

a i r  f rom the  a r t i c  r a n  o v e r  t h e  p l a i n s .  T h e  w indch i l l  a p p r o a c h e d  

1 0 0  b e l o w ,  a n d  

u T r a p p e d  f o r  w e e k s , m o n t h s ,  p i o n e e r s   l i t e r a l l y  l o s t  t h e i r  m i n d s ,  

s t a r v i n g … . .

u C o w s  w e r e  f o u n d  p i l e d  b y  t h e  h u n d r e d s  a t  t h e  c o r n e r s  o f  f e n c e d  

q u a r t e r  s e c t i o n s ,  a l l  f a c i n g  s o u t h e a s t .  ( e n o u g h  c o w s  d i e d  t o  f e e d  

t h e  e n t i r e  n a t i o n  f o r  a  c o u p l e  o f  y e a r s )  

u B a n k r u p t  c a t t l e  b a r o n s  d i s m i s s e d  t h o u s a n d s  o f  h a n d s

u A s  s o o n  a s  t h e  f r i g i d  c o l d  w a s  g o n e ,  t h e  d r o u g h t s  f o l l o w e d ,  w i t h

t e m p e r a t u r e s  a s  h i g h  a s  1 1 8  i n  C o l o r a d o  i n  1 8 8 8 .

u B y  1 8 9 0 ,  t h e  3 r d  y e a r  o f  t h e  d r o u g h t ,  t h e  p e o p l e  o f  t h e  

u p l a i n s  s t a t e s  b e g a n  t o  t u r n  b a c k  e a s t .  

u T e n s  o f  t h o u s a n d s  w e n t  t o  w e t t e r  O k l a h o m a  t o  t h e  l a n d  t h a t  t h e  

f e d e r a l  g o v e r n m e n t  u s u r p e d  f r o m  5  i nd i an  t r i b e s .



cgossen

Cadillac Desert 3

3 / 5 / 0 2

The rains came
u While the drought was happening in the plains, in the 

east i t  was pouring cont inual ly for weeks.

n O n  t h e  A l l e g h e n y  R i v e r ,  P e n n s y l v a n i a ,  s a t  a  b i g  ear th f i l l  d a m  

bu i l t  37  yea rs  ea r l i e r ,  i t  was  t he  l a rges t  dam i n  t he  wo r l d .

n R a i n s  r o s e  i n  t h e  r e s e r v o i r  a n d  t u r n e d  t h e  d a m  i n t o  “ c r e a m  o f  

w h e a t ” ,  O n  M a y  3 1  t h e  d a m  d i s s o l v e d … . s i x t e e n  b i l l i o n  

g a l l o n s  o f  w a t e r  d r o p p e d  l i k e  a  b o m b  o n  t h e  t o w n  b e l o w .  

B e f o r e  a n y o n e  h a d  t i m e  t o  f l e e ,  J o h n s t o w n  w a s  s w a l l o w e d  

b y  a  3 0  f o o t  w a v e ,  t h e  d e a d  e v e n t u a l l y  c o u n t e d  a s  2 , 2 0 0  -

m o r e  c a s u a l t i e s  t h a n  t h e  S a n  F r a n c i s c o  e a r t h q u a k e  a n d  f i r e ,  

a n d  n i n e  t i m e s  a s  m a n y  a s  t h e  C h i c a g o  f i r e .   T h e  o n l y  

d i s a s t e r  i n  A m e r i c a n  H i s t o r y  t h a t  t o o k  m o r e  l i v e s  w a s  t h e  

h u r r i c a n e  o f  G a l v e s t o n ,  T e x a s  e l e v e n  y e a r s  l a t e r .  
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The rapid rise of 
irrigation

u The federal  i r r igat ion movement began in the ear ly 

1890’s,  

n M o s t  g o o d  s i t e s  w e r e  s i m p l y  g o n e

n P i o n e e r s  h a d  s u c c e s s f u l l y  v e n t u r e d  i n t o  O r e g o n ,  W a s h i n g t o n  

and  Ca l i f o rn ia ,

n H o m e s t e a d s  w e r e  a l r e a d y  s i t u a t e d  o n  n a t u r a l  s t r e a m s

n I n  t h e  1 8 7 0 ’ s  a n d  8 0 ’ s  h u n d r e d s  o f  i r r i g a t i o n  c o m p a n i e s  

c e a s e d  t o  s u r v i v e  a f t e r  1 0  y e a r s .

n T h e  8 t h  N a t i o n a l  I r r i g a t i o n  C o n g r e s s  o f  1 8 9 8 ,  a  C o l o r a d o  

l e g i s l a t o r  l i k e n e d  t h e  A m e r i c a n  W e s t  t o  a  g r a v e y a r d ,  l i t t e r e d  

w i t h  d e f u n c t  i r r i g a t i o n  c o r p o r a t i o n s .  
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The Wright Act
u Cal i fornia at tempted to rescue the farmers,  by 

establ ishing irr igat ion distr icts, whose sole funct ion 

was to del iver water to barren land.

n T h e y  i s s u e d  b o n d s  t h a t  w o u l d n ’ t  s e l l ,  b u i l d i n g  r e s e r v o i r s  t h a t  

wou ldn ’ t  f i l l ,  a l l oca ted  wa te r  un fa i r l y ,  d i s t r i bu ted  i t  uneven ly

n I n  1 8 9 4  t h e  f e d e r a l  g o v e r n m e n t  i n t r o d u c e d  a  b i l l  o f f e r i n g  u p  

t o  a  m i l l i on  ac res  o f  l and  t o  any  s t a te  t ha t  p rom ised  t o  i r r i ga te  

it.

n 1 6  y e a r s  l a t e r ,  t h e  C a r e y  A c t  c a u s e d  2 8 8 , 5 5 3  a c r e s  t o  c o m e  

u n d e r  i r r i g a t i o n  t h r o u g h o u t  1 7  s t a t e s  i n  t h e  W e s t .

n J o h n  W e s l e y  P o w e l l ,  a  m i d w e s t e r n e r,  k n e w  t h a t  a l l  t h e  

p r i va te  in t ia t i ve  i n  t h e  w o r l d  w o u l d  n o t  m a k e  i t  b l o o m .
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Theodore Roosevelt
u Returned from the west convinced that  “vast  areas of  

publ ic land which can be made avai lable 

for…..sett lement”  but he added “by bui ld ing reservoirs 

and main-l ine canals impract ical  for pr ivate 

enterpr ise.”

u The American West  quiet ly  became the f i rs t  modern 

welfare state.

u The Reclamation Act of 1902 was a sharp lef t  turn in 

American pol i t ics.

u The only way to prevent more cycles of  disaster was 

to bui ld a civi l izat ion based on irr igated farming.
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The Reclamation
u By June 17,  1902 the Reclamat ion Act  became law.

u The under ly ing problems were pol i t ics and money.  

Under the terms of  the Reclamat ion Act ,  projects 

were to be f inanced by the Reclamat ion Fund, which 

would be f i l led ini t ial ly by revenues from the sale of 

federal  land in the western states and then paid back 

gradual ly through sales of  water to farmers 

u ( farmers,  under the law, were exempted from paying 

interest on al l  repayment obl igat ions, which of course 

is an indirect burden on the general  taxpayer which 

has amounted to a subsidy of  n inety cents on the 

dollar).
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Rules
u “The engineers who staf fed the Reclamat ion Service 

tended to v iew themselves as a godl ike c lass 

performing hydrologic miracles for grateful  s impletons 

who were content to si t  in the desert  and raise frui t . ”

u The soi l  turned out to be deminera l ized, alkal ine, 

boron-poisoned; drainage poor that  turned land into 

swamps; and markets for  the crops didn’ t  exist .

u The Reclamat ion Act  gave everyone up to 160 acres 

(a man and wife could jo int ly own up to 320 acres)

u But al l  depended on irr igated land. 
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The first reform
u A $20 mi l l ion loan f rom the Treasury to the bankrupt 

Reclamat ion Fund to keep the program from fa l l ing on 

its face.

u I t  was funded in 1910, the same year Sect ion 9, an i l l  

advised c lause that  promoted the construct ion of  new 

projects where they couldn’ t  work was repealed.

u Congress quick ly began wr i t ing Omnibus 

authorizat ion bi l ls,  in which bad projects were thrown 

in wi th good ones.  The reforms began to concentrate 

on making bad projects work - “bai l ing them out”
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1924
u T h e  r e c l a m a t i o n  p r o g r a m  c h a n g e d  t h e  r e p a y m e n t  p e r i o d  f r o m  2 0  

y e a r s  t o  4 0  y e a r s .  W h a t  t u r n e d  o u t  f r o m  t h e r e  w a s  t h e  b i g g e s t  

p r o b l e m  o f  2 0 t h  c e n t u r y  a g r i c u l t u r e :  h u g e  c r o p  s u r p l u s e s .

u P r o d u c t i o n  a n d  p r i c e s  r e a c h e d  r e c o r d  l e v e l s  d u r i n g  W W 1 ,  w h e n  

t h e  w a r  e n d e d ,  p r o d u c t i o n  r e m a i n e d  h i g h ,  b u t  c r o p  p r i c e s  d i d  

n o t .  T h e  v a l u e  o f  c r o p s  g r o w n  o n  R e c l a m a t i o n  l a n d  fe l  f r o m  $ 1 5 2  

m i l l i o n  i n  1 9 1 9  t o  8 3 . 6  m i l l i o n  i n  1 9 2 2  - l e a v i n g  f a r m e r s  i n  d e f a u l t .

u P r i c e s  o f  l a n d  p r e - p r o j e c t  y e a r s  v a l u e d  a t  $ 5-1 0  a n  a c r e  w a s  

s u d d e n l y  w o r t h  f i f t y  t i m e s  t h a t .  B y  1 9 2 7  1 / 3  o f  t h e  f a r m e r s  s o l d

t h e i r  l a n d … . .  T o  b u y e r s  t h a t  w e r e  u s u a l l y  w e a l t h y  s p e c u l a t o r s  

w h o  r e c e i v e d  t a x  b r e a k s  f r o m  C o n g r e s s .  O n e  o f  t h o s e  s a l e s  

w e r e  t h e  S a l t  R i v e r  P r o j e c t  i n  A r i z o n a  w a s  a l l  b u t  t a k e n  o v e r  b y

s p e c u l a t o r s .



cgossen

Cadillac Desert 7

3 / 5 / 0 2

Subsidizing by 
hydro

u Reclamat ion is  measured not  in engineer ing uni ts  but  

in homes and agr icul tural  values… The service 

regarded i tsel f  as an engineering outf i t .

u Reforms extended payment per iod to now f i f ty  years,  

sett ing water pr ices according to the farmers “abi l i ty 

to pay, using hydroelectr ic revenues to subsidize 

irr igat ion costs.
u H e r b e r t  H o o v e r ,  A  C a l i f o r n i a n  a n d  a n  e n g i n e e r  e l e c t e d  i n  1 9 3 2 ,  

f r e e  w h e e l i n g ,  f r e e- s p e n d i n g  p a t r i c i a n .  A  p e r i o d  w h e n  a  d o z e n  

d a m s  w e r e  a u t h o r i z e d  i n  o n e  s i n g l e  s t r o k e .
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Economics
u Mattered l itt le, if at all.

u I f  i rr igat ion ventures sl id into an ocean of debt, the 

huge hydroelectr ic  dams author ized wi th in the same 

r iver basin could generate necessary revenues to bai l  

them out (or  so was thought)

u The f i rst  and most fateful  t ransformation was in the 

most ar id and host i le quarter of  the American West,  

huge desert  basin t ransected by one comparat ive ly  

miniature r iver:   The Colorado.
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An American Nile

Marc Reisner
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Ours was the first and will doubtless be the last party of 
whites to visit this profitless locale. - Lieutenant Joseph Christmas 

Ives, on sailing up the Colorado River to a point near the present location of Las Vegas, in 
1857

The Colorado River

3 / 5 / 0 2

The Colorado is neither the biggest nor the 
longest river in the American West,………………... 

it is the most scenic

u The r iver system provides over half  of the water of 

greater  Los Angeles,  San Diego and Phoenix.

u I t  grows much of  America’s domest ic product ion of  

f resh winter vegetables; 

u I t  i l luminates the neon city of Las Vegas,  whose 

annual  income is  one -fourth the entire gross national 

product  of  Egypt ( t h e  o n l y  o t h e r  p l a c e  o n  e a r t h ,  w h e r e  s o  

m a n y  p e o p l e  a r e  h e l p l e s s l y  d e p e n d e n t  o n  a  r i v e r ’ s  f l o w .

u T h e  g r e a t e r  p o r t i o n  o f  t h e  N i l e ,  h o w e v e r ,  s t i l l  m a n a g e s ,  d e s p i t e

u m a n y  d i v e r s i o n s ,  t o  r e a c h  i t s  d e l t a  a t  t h e  M e d i t e r r a n e a n  S e a .   

u The  Co lo rado ,  so  used  up  on  i t s  way ,  t r i c k l es  t o  reach  i t s  

u des t ina t ion  a t  the  Gu l f  o f  Ca l i fo rn ia .
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Colorado River 
today

u E v e n  t h o u g h  t h e  C o l o r a d o  r e s e m b l e s  a  r i v e r  i n  i t s  u p p e r  r e a c h e s  

a n d  i t s  G r a n d  C a n y o n  s t r e t c h  - e v e n  a s  h y d r o l o g i s t s  a m u s e  

t h e m s e l v e s  b y  s p e c u l a t i n g  a b o u t  h o w  m a n y  t i m e s  e a c h  m o l e c u l e  

o f  w a t e r  h a s  p a s s e d  t h r o u g h  p a i r s  o f  k i d n e y s  - i t  i s  s t i l l  unab le  to  

sa t i s f y  a l l  t he  demands ,  so  i t  i s  r e fe r red  as  “ a  de f i c i t  r i ve r ”… as  i f  

t h e  r i v e r  w a s  s o m e h o w  a t  f a u l t  f o r  i t s  o v e r u s e .

u T h e r e  a r e  p l a n s  t o  a l l e v i a t e  t h e  d e f i c i t  b y  i m p o r t i n g  w a t e r  f r o m a s  

f a r  a w a y  a s  A l a s k a  - 2 0  m i l l i o n  p e o p l e  i n  t h e  C o l o r a d o  b a s i n  a r e  

f a c e d  w i t h  c h r o n i c  s h o r t a g e s .

u T h e  C o l o r a d o  i s n ’ t  a  b i g  r i v e r  a n d  d o e s  n o t  r a n k  i n  t h e  t o p  2 5 ,  

b u t  i t s  s h e e r  o r n e r i n e s s  p r o v o k e s  i t  a s  t h e  g r e a t e s t  

u c h a l l e n g e  t o  c o n q u e r .
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Sonoran Desert
u Southern California and Arizona, thousands of 

flat acres built by the Colorado’s ancient delta, 

fertile land where you could grow crops twelve 

months a year.

u All that stood in the way of cultivation was an 

annual rainfall of 2.4 inches, about the lowest 

in the United States.

u Turning the desert green was the next big 

challenge.
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1901
u R o c k w o o d  a n d  C h a f f e y  h a d  c u t  a  d i v e r s i o n  c h a n n e l ,  a n d  a  g o o d  

p a r t  o f  t h e  r i v e r  w a s  p o u r i n g  o v e r  t h e  f i e l d s  i n  w h a t  h a d  o n c e  

b e e n  c a l l e d  t h e  V a l l e y  o f  t h e  D e a d .  

u W i t h i n  e i g h t  m o n t h s ,  t h e r e  w e r e  2  t o w n s ,  2 , 0 0 0  s e t t l e r s  a n d  a  

h u n d r e d  t h o u s a n d  a c r e s  r e a d y  f o r  h a r v e s t i n g .

u B y  1 9 0 4  t h e  c h a n n e l  h a d  s i l t e d  u p ,  f i n a l l y  a f t e r  m u c h  n e g o t i a t i o n  

t h e  M e x i c a n  gov ’ t  l e t  d e v e l o p e r s  c u t  s t i l l  a n o t h e r  c h a n n e l  b e l o w  

t h e  b o r d e r .  

u S p r i n g  r a i n s  a r r i v e d  2  m o n t h s  e a r l y ,  a n d  r a i n  s p i l l e d  o u t  o f  t h e

G i l a  R i v e r ,  j u s t  a b o v e  t h e  t e m p o r a r y  c h a n n e l ,  a n d  c o n t i n u e d  

b a c k  t o  i t s  p h a n t o m  c h a n n e l  ( 1 0 0  y e a r s  e a r l i e r  c a r v e d )  t h e  

A l a m o  R i v e r .  

u A  2 0  f t  w a t e r f a l l  m o v e d  b a c k w a r d s  t o w a r d  t h e  m a i n  c h a n n e l ,  a n d  

b y  s u m m e r ,  t h e  C o l o r a d o  r i v e r  w a s  o u t  o f  i t s  m a i n  

u c h a n n e l ,  a n d  t o  t h e  S a l t o n  S e a  o n c e  a g a i n .
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1907
u The r iver sent a record twenty-f ive mil l ion acre -feet  -

eight quadri l l ion gal lons to the gulf ,  r ipping up the 

rai lroads best efforts.

u The River was a rampant horse in a balsa corral ,  and 

to g ive the farmers some insurance against  i ts  

countervai l ing tendency to dry up, was to bui ld a dam, 

a huge dam.

u The only state that could use the water was 

Cal i forn ia.  Ar izona,  Wyoming,  Nevada and New 

Mexico were st i l l  v ir tual ly uninhabited.

u But Cal i fornia contr ibuted nothing to the r iver ’s f low 

u Arizona and New Mexico very l i t t le;  Wyoming 

u and Utah about 1/3 and Colorado about 1/2
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Colorado River Compact
u 1 9 2 2

u u n d e r  t h e  g u i d a n c e  o f  C o m m e r c e  S e c r e t a r y  H e r b e r t  H o o v e r

u 7  s ta tes  d i v i ded  t he  r i ve r  a rb i t r a r i l y  a t  Lee ’ s  Fe r r y  A r i zona ,  a

po in t  j us t  be low  U tah  i n to  two  a r t i f i c i a l  bas ins .

u C a l i f o r n i a ,  A r i z o n a  a n d  N e v a d a  w e r e  t h e  l o w e r  b a s i n  - t h e  o t h e r  

f o u r  s t a t e s  w e r e  t h e  u p p e r  b a s i n .

u Each  bas in  a l l o t ted  7 .5  m i l l i on  ac re -f e e t .

u T h e  r e m a i n i n g  1 . 5  m i l l i o n  a c r e -f e e t  w e r e  r e s e r v e d  f o r  M e x i c o  

w i t h  a  b o n u s  o f  1  m i l l i o n  t o  t h e  l o w e r  b a s i n  w h o s e  d e l e g a t e s  

t h rea tened  t o  wa l k  ou t  i f  t hey  d i dn ’ t  ge t  a  be t t e r  dea l .

u B u t  t h e  a v e r a g e  a n n u a l  f l o w  w a s  n o w h e r e  n e a r  t h e  1 7 . 5  m i l l i o n  a c r e-

feet.
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1930
u The American West had a populat ion of  11 mi l l ion 

people,  about the populat ion of  New York State.

u Half were in California.

u Sil icon val ley was a stronghold of orchards and 

mountain l ions.

u Electr ic i ty and telephones were unknown and didn’ t  

reach remote areas til the 1950’s.

u However the greatest  engineer ing feat  was about to 

r ise
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Boulder Canyon 
Dam

u Six  Companies b id  $48,890,995.50

u The f i rst  e ighteen months involved the construct ion of  

a new Colorado River.

u Four d ivers ion tunnels were blasted through the rock 

of  the box canyon,  two on the Nevada s ide and two 

on Arizona side.

u Their  d iameter  was large enough to accommodate a 

jumbo jet

u The task required the excavat ion of three and a hal f  

mi l l ion tons of rock with enough dynamite to level 

Toledo.
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1933
u The dam’s s ize and weight  would generate 

superpressures and insulat ing mass that would both 

generate and reta in heat .   Though the dam would 

appear sol id, i t  would be, in real i ty,  a pyramid of warm 

pudding.

u Left  to i ts own devices, Boulder Dam would require 

100 years to cool  down. 

u Frigid coolers were created by engineers to reduce 

the t ime to something l ike twenty months.

u 2 years of pouring, 220 cubic yards an hour,  the   

dam was f inal ly topped out.  March 23, 1935 i t      

stood 726 feet and 5 inches tal l .
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Electrifying 
California

u The dam during brief periods, could have 

electrified California,

u Nothing was more astonishing than the speed 

with which is was built, during the depression 

when plant after plant remained idle, and 

company after company went bankrupt, 

Hoover Dam was being built at breathtaking 

pace

u The first electrical power, from what was the 

largest power plant in the world, was 

produced in the fall of 1936.
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Climate
u The most s igni f icant dist inct ion between the East and 

West  is  the c l imate.  Whereas the East  general ly  gets 

enough rainfal l  to support  agr icul ture,  the West does 

not .

u Wil lamette Val ley,  a farmer can ra ise a number of  

dif ferent crops without irr igation; 

u Two hours east,  rainfal l  drops to 1/3 of what the val ley 

receives;  as wel l  as  cl imate far colder.  Not only does 

a farmer in eastern Oregon have to irr igate, he also 

has an extraordinar i ly l imi ted season of  growth.
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taxpayers
u Federal  i r r igat ion programs through which, he said,  

money was “ taken from the pockets”  of  the taxpayers

u By 1950, Cal i fornia was already using i ts ful l  4.4 

mi l l ion acre-foot  ent i t lement and planning more 

batter ies for 700,000 more.

u The Bureau, having bui l t  Hoover Dam mainly for  

Cal i fornia’s benef i t ,  was not embarking on the Central  

Val ley Project,  exclusively for Cal i fornia.

u A “cash register” dam was to be a dam with an 

overr iding, i f  not a single purpose; to generate 

electr ic i ty for commercial  sales. 

u Electr ici ty was to subsidize irr igation projects
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Army Corp of Engineers
u The Army Corp of  Engineer ’s ef forts to turn the lower 

r iver into a freeway for barges  -- an obsession i t  has 

been pursuing on vir tual ly every large r iver in the 

country.

u The creat ion of  the Tennessee Val ley Author i ty 

marked the f i rst  t ime a major r iver system was 

“viewed whole” even i f  the natural r iver vir tual ly 

disappeared as a result .

u With r iver-basin accounting, one could take al l  the 

revenues generated by projects in any r iver basin -

dams, i r r igat ion projects,  navigat ion and recreat ion 

features - and toss them into a “common” fund.



cgossen

Cadillac Desert 16

3 / 5 / 0 2

Hydro and dams
u Hydroelect ic  dams might contr ibute 95 cents of  every 

dollar accruing to the fund, while the irr igation 

features might contr ibute a nickel (  and cost three 

t imes as much to bui ld and operate as the dams),

u But i t  wouldn’ t  matter as long as the revenues came 

in at  a pace that would permit  the Reclamation Act ’s 

for ty year repayment schedule,  to be met,  the whole 

package could be considered economical ly  sound.
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Colorado River Storage 
Project

u 1,622,000 ki lowatts subsidized i r r igat ion

u 85 cents of every dol lar spent on irr igat ion features 

would be subsid ized by power revenues.

u Every t ime they f l icked a switch,  electr ic i ty consumers 

in the region would be helping a farmer plant al fal fa at 

s ix thousand feet to feed a nat ional surplus of beef.

u Most of  the land that cost thousands of dol lars an 

acre was not worth more than $50, being generous.

u In the largest project of al l ,  the Central Utah Project,  

cost  $4,000 an acre - six t imes the cost of  the       

most fert i le land in the world.
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$2,000 an acre sold for 
$100

u “ I t  wants to conserve the great natural  supply of  water 

which the Almighty placed there, for man to use, i f  he 

has the intel l igence and the courage to use i t ”  stated 

Joseph O’Mahoney of  Wyoming.

u Glen Canyon would stretch back for  near ly two 

hundred mi les behind the dam, not  count ing the 

canyons and t r ibutary streams. 

u Conservat ionists at  that  t ime didn’ t  count for  much 

and the Sierra Club had just one ful l -t ime person.
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The Go-GoYears

Chapter f ive
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Franklin 
Roosevelt

u Said he wanted to be remembered as the greatest  

conservat ionist  and the greatest developer of  al l  t ime. 

u In a country with a populat ion barely greater than 

Germany and wi th a land mass 15 t imes greater.

u FDR’s conservat ion was not scient i f ic,  but inst inct ive. 

u FDR thought up the Civi l ian Conservat ion Corps, ( the 

most popular of  a l l  h is programs)
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Interior 
Department

u Includes the Bureau of Reclamation,

u The Civilian Conservation Corps,

u The National Park Service,

u the Fish and Wildlife Service,

u And the Public Works Adminstration.

u The PWA was the catch basin of programs, it 

was also known as the Civil Works 

Administration.

u Above it it built dams
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Economic feasibility 
mattered little

u The Great Depression and the 

Roosevelt adminstration, together with 

the pyramid-scheme economics of the 

river -basin accounts, were  more than 

enough to launch the federal dam-

building program on a forty-year binge. 

u The Dust Bowl also helped.



cgossen

Cadillac Desert 20

3 / 5 / 0 2

1910-1920’s thru 1930’s
u The teens and 20’s were extraordinary 

and consistent rainfall. Mill ions and 

millions of shortgrass prairie used for 

l ivestock were converted to the 

production of wheat.

u But everyone knew the wet years 

wouldn’t last.

u The first storms blew through South 

Dakota on Nov. 11, 1933
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By nightfall

u …some farms had lost  nearly al l  of  their  topsoi l .

u The sky seems to be one part  dust to three parts air .

u A naked human tethered outs ide would have been 

skinless. 

u Huge numbers of jackrabbits went bl ind.

u The storms cont inued through the spr ing and summer 

of 1934

u Dust was l i f ted high enough in the jet  stream that 

carr ied i t  to Europe

u 756 count ies and 19 states watched their  wor ld     

turn into the Sahara.
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The Dust Bowl
u T r i g g e r e d  b y  t h e  s a m e  f a t e  o f  h o p e  a n d  d r o u g h t  t h a t  c a u s e d  t h e  

p l a i ns  t o  emp ty  ha l f  a  cen tu r y  ea r l i e r .

u T h e  l o n g e s t  d r o u g h t  i n  t h e  n a t i o n ’ s  h i s t o r y

u The  v i r g i n  p ra i r i e ,  g razed  we l l  w i t h i n  i t s  ca r r y i ng  capac i t y  by  th i r t y  

m i l l i o n  b u f f a l o ,  c o u l d  p r o b a b l y  h a v e  w i t h s t o o d  t h e  w i n d  a n d  

d r o u g h t ;  r a v a g e d  b y  t o o  m a n y  c a t t l e  a n d  p l o w e d  u p  t o  m a k e  w a y  

fo r  whea t ,  i t  cou ld  no t .

u I f  n o t  t h e  w o r s t  m a n- m a d e  c a t a s t r o p h e  i n  h i s t o r y ,  a n d  t h e  

q u i c k e s t .

u B y  1 9 3 4 ,  t h e  N a t i o n a l  R e s o u r c e s  B o a r d  r e p o r t e d  t h a t  3 5  m i l l i o n  

a c r e s  w e r e  d e s t r o y e d ;   +  1 2 5  m i l l i o n  d e b i l i t a t e d .

u Th is  sen t  3 /4  m i l l i on  i t i ne ran t p a u p e r s  t o  C a l i f o r n i a ,  W a s h i n g t o n  

a n d  O r e g o n .
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Onward to 
California

u The San Joaquin Val ley more specif ical ly.

u By 1930, a mi l l ion and a half  acres were under 

i rr igat ion, through 23, 500 wel l  pipes that had sucked 

up groundwater than the prognosis for  i r r igat ion was 

terminal within 30-40 years.

u In some places the water table dropped near ly three 

hundred feet.

u Exhaust ing a hundred centur ies worth of  groundwater 

in a generat ion and a hal f ,  the farmers begged for 

relief.

u The next project  to be undertaken was the     

Columbia River.
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Pacific NW
u An accreted terrain - a landmass of  exot ic or ig in that 

migrated up f rom somewhere around the equator .

u After the glacier migrat ion and the great f lood that 

empt ied Lake Missoula,  lef t  b ig channels “coulees”,  

the biggest of al l - seven hundred feet  deep,  f ive 

miles across, more than f i f ty mi les lone - cal led the 

Grand Coulee.

u In 1933 the Columbia was by far the biggest r iver 

anyone had ever  dreamed about  damming.  B igger  

than the Colorado, Snake, C lamath, and twice as big 

as the Rio Grande. I t  was the fourth biggest r iver in 

the North America.

3 / 5 / 0 2

Power potential
u For al l  i ts power potential ,  the idea of bui lding a large 

hydroelectr ic  dam at  Grand Coulee was regarded by 

many people as insane.  The NW had many smal ler  

r ivers that would be easier to dam.

u In 1930, The region had only 3 mi l l ion inhabitants,  

and 70 percent being rural had no electr ici ty.

u Even a tenth of  the power potent ia l  of  Grand Coulee 

could not be used, especial ly with Bonnevi l le Dam 

going up downriver.

u In 1931 the Corps of  Engineers announced the 

construct ion of  a concrete dam at Grand Coulee via 

Roosevel t
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Grand Coulee
u W o u l d  u s e  m o r e  l u m b e r  - 1 3 0  m i l l i o n  b o a r d  f e e t  - t h a n  a n y  

ed i f i ce  eve r  bu i l t ,  bu t  i t  was  a  t i ny  f r ac t i on  o f  t he  dam’s  t o ta l 

m a s s ,  a n d  n o n e  o f  i t  v i s i b l e .

u T h e  a s t o n i s h i n g  f a c t  o f  G r a n d  C o u l e e ,  i s  t h a t  p e o p l e  w e n t  o u t  

a n d  b u i l t  a n y t h i n g  e v e n  w i t h o u t  k n o w i n g  h o w  t o  d o  i t .  T h e r e  w e r e

n o  t a s k  f o r c e s ,  n o  s p e c i a l  c o m m i s s i o n s ,  T r e m e n d o u s  

e n v i r o n m e n t a l  i m p a c t s ,  b u t  n o  e n v i r o n m e n t a l  i m p a c t  s t a t e m e n t s

u I n  t h e  1 9 t h  c e n t u r y ,  a l u m i n u m  h a d  a  s t r e e t  v a l u e  c l o s e  t o  g o l d  - -I t  

m a k e s  1 2  t i m e s  a  m u c h  e n e r g y  t o  p r o d u c e  a  r a w  a l u m i n u m  a s  i t  

d o e s  t o  m a k e  i r o n ,  a n d  s i n c e  t h e  p r o c e s s  i s  e l e c t r o l y t i c ,  i t  h a s to  

be  done  w i th  e lec t r i c i t y .
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westinghouse
u T h e  w e s t i n g h o u s e  g e n e r a t o r s  b u i l t  f o r  G r a n d  C o u l e e  w e r e  r a t e d  

f o r  a  m a x i m u m  o u t p u t  o f  1 0 5 , 0 0 0  k i l o w a t t s  e a c h .  F o r  t h e  e n t i r e  

d u r a t i o n  o f  t h e  w a r  t h e y  r a n  a t  1 2 5 , 0 0 0  w a t t s ,  2 4-h o u r s  a  d a y .

u B y  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  w a r ,  G r a n d  C o u l e e  w a s  g e n e r a t i n g  2 , 1 2 8 , 0 0 0  

k i l owa t t s  o f  e l ec t r i c i t y .  We  we re  t he  b i gges t  s i ng l e  sou rce  o f  

e lec t r i c i t y  in  the  wor ld .

u G r a n d  C o u l e e ,  H o o v e r ,  S h a s t a  a n d  Bonnev i l l e ,  a t  t h e  t i m e  t h e y  

w e r e  r a n k e d  f i r s t ,  s e c o n d ,  t h i r d  a n d  f o u r t h  i n  t h e  w o r l d .  2  

g e n e r a t o r s  a t  G r a n d  C o u l e e  r a n  H a n f o r d .

u I n  1 9 4 3  a t  t h e  H a n f o r d  R e s e r v a t i o n ,  t h e  u l t r a s e c r e t  mi l i ta ry  

i n s t a l l a t i o n  a l o n g  t h e  C o l u m b i a  R i v e r ,  w e r e  c o n n e c t e d  t o  t h e  

M a n h a t t a n  P r o j e c t  a n d  p l u t o n i u m-2 9 .
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plutonium
u E i g h t  p l u t o n i u m  p r o d u c t i o n  r e a c t o r s  a t  H a n f o r d  ( s t i l l  c l a s s i f i e d)  i s  s o m e w h e r e  

a r o u n d  f i f t e e n  o r  t w e n t y  m e g a w a t t s  e a c h .  I t  a l s o  p r o d u c e d  s i x t y  t housand  a i r c ra f t  

i n  f ou r  yea rs .  We  d i dn ’ t  o u t m a n u e v e r  t h e  a x i s  p o w e r s  i n  t h e  w a r ,  b u t  r a t h e r  

o u t p r o d u c e d  i t .

u T h e  m a i n  s t e m  o f  t h e  C o l u m b i a  R i v e r  d i d  n o t  h a v e  a  s i n g l e  d a m  o n i t  un t i l  1933 .

u T h e s e  f o l l o w e d :

n Bonnev i l l e  1 9 3 8

n G r a n d  C o u l e e  1 9 4 1

n M c N a r y  D a m  1 9 5 3

n C h i e f  J o s e p h  D a m  1 9 5 5

n The  D a l l e s  1 9 5 7

n P r i e s t  R a p i d s  D a m  

n C h e l a n  C o u n t y  P U S D  1 9 6 1

n D o u g l a s  C o u n t y  P U D  1 9 6 7

n J o h n  D a y  1 9 6 8

n T h i r t e e n  t r e m e n d o u s  d a m s  i n  f o r t y  y e a r s  o n  t h e  C o l u m b i a

n T h e s e  w e r e  j u s t  t h e  m a i n- s t e m  o f  t h e  r i v e r … .  3 6  g r e a t  d a m s  o n  o n e  r i v e r  

and  i t s  t r i bu ta r ies  - a  d a m  a  y e a r .  T h e  A g e  o f  D a m s
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Cheap electricity
u T h e  d a m s  p r o d u c e d  s o  m u c h  c h e a p  h y d r o e l e c t r i c i t y  t h a t  h u n d r e d s  of  

t h o u s a n d s  o f  p e o p l e  w h o  f l o c k e d  t o  t h e  r e g i o n  d u r i n g  a n d  a f t e r  t he  war  

d i d  no t  bo the r  t o  i nsu la te  t he i r  homes .

u I nsu la t i on  was  expens i ve ,  e l ec t r i c i t y  was  d i r t -cheap .

u I n  1 9 7 4 ,  $ 1 9 6 . 0 1  w o r t h  o f  p o w e r  f r o m  C o n  E d i s o n  i n  N e w  Y o r k  w o u l d 

have  cos t  $24  i f  p u r c h s e d  f rom Sea t t l e  L igh t .

u T h e  B o n n e v i l l e  P o w e r  A d m i n i s t r a t i o n  - ano the r  p roduc t  o f  t he  Go- G o  

yea rs  - l a u n c h e d  a  p r o g r a m  o f  c o a l  a n d  n u c l e a r  p o w e r p l a n t  

cons t ruc t i on .

u O f  t h e  2 4  t h o u s a n d- m e g a w a t t   p l a n t s  t h a t  w e r e  t o  b e  b u i l t  u n d e r  

W a s h i n g t o n  P u b l i c  P o w e r  S u p p l y  S y s t e m  - o n e  a  y e a r  - f i ve  were  

b e g u n ,  o n l y  t o  b e  s c r a p p e d ,  h a l f -c o m p l e t e d .

u The  cos t  o f  t he i r  cons t ruc t i on ,  d r i ven  by  i n f l a t i on  and  h y p e a c t i v e  i n te res t  

r a t e s ,  d r o v e  e l e c t r i c i t y  r a t e s  u p ,  w h i c h  d r o v e  d e m a n d  d o w n .

u $ 6  b i l l i o n  h a s  b e e n  i n v e s t e d  i n  n u c l e a r  p o w e r  p l a n t s  t h a n  m a y  n ev e r  

p r o d u c e  a  w a t t  o f  p o w e r .



cgossen

Cadillac Desert 25

3 / 5 / 0 2

Emergency plan
u What had begun as an emergency program to 

put the country back to work, to restore its 

sense of self worth, to settle the refugees of 

the Dust Bowl, grew into a nature-wrecking,  

money-eating monster that our leaders lacked 

the courage or ability to stop.


