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COMMISSIONER’S INTRODUCTION

On June 17™ this year the Bureau of Reclamation’s water and hydro-
power development in the American West turned 110 years of age. Because
of that long tradition of Congressionally mandated development, Reclamation
is the largest single electricity supplier in the West and the largest wholesale
water supplier in the country.

The story of Reclamation is deeply entwined in the history of develop-
ment of the American West in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. One
third of the West’s population and about 10,000,000 acres of the West’s irri-
gated land, about one-third of the irrigated land, use water from Reclamation
projects. And, Reclamation-generated hydropower played an important role in
electrification of western rural areas and development of industries, especially
during and after World War I1.

Throughout its history, Reclamation has been an innovator in the
engineering and science of dam and canal design and construction, hydraulic
modeling, hydroelectricity production and delivery, water delivery, conserva-
tion, and multipurpose uses of water. Reclamation’s masonry dams represent
a distinguished lineage from Pathfinder and East Park through Theodore
Roosevelt, Arrowrock, Owyhee, Hoover, Grand Coulee, Friant, and Shasta,
to Morrow Point. Reclamation’s embankment dams share an equally distin-
guished lineage and include Belle Fourche, Anderson Ranch, and San Luis.

Reclamation’s rich history is filled with colorful personalities and the
unique character of the West. It is a history marked with engineering and con-
struction innovation and wonder that have resulted in water and hydroelectric
development, resource management, and resource preservation. This volume
traces Reclamation’s story from the end of World War II to the beginning of
the twenty-first century. I hope you find this study as useful and informative as
I do.

While Reclamation’s mission always focuses on its two primary
responsibilities to deliver water and hydroelectricity to the American public
in the West, there are many subsidiary benefits of Reclamation projects which
do not come directly from those responsibilities. Water bodies in the West
naturally attracted recreationists from the earliest days of projects, and today
extensive and varied recreation activities occur on projects. Operation of
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Reclamation impoundments provides flood control and drought relief benefits.
The U.S. State Department regularly uses Reclamation’s technical expertise in
international activities and in training foreign engineers and technicians. In
addition, agencies from around the U.S. regularly find Reclamation’s experi-
ence useful in developing water conservation, supplemental supply, and water
augmentation programs.

More traditional roles continue for Reclamation. For instance, more
than 180 Reclamation projects deliver agricultural water that produces a
significant percentage of the value of all crops in the United States, includ-
ing about 60 percent of vegetables and 25 percent of the fruit and nut crops.
Yet Reclamation is an evolving institution, and it is important to understand
Reclamation’s past in order to permit intelligent management decisions in the
present for the future. Reclamation has been moving away from new con-
struction activities and into water management on its existing facilities. The
Congress and Executive Branches are also developing new initiatives assigned
to Reclamation. For instance, Reclamation now has partnerships on several
rural water projects designed to deliver culinary water to rural areas that do
not have good drinking water. Reclamation also provides staff and exper-
tise to the Secretary of the Interior’s negotiating teams working with Native
Americans to quantify and deliver settlement water to tribes. The Department
of the Interior’s proposals for Reclamation’s budget in Fiscal Year 2013 desig-
nated some 5 percent for the WaterSMART program so that Reclamation can
work with states, tribes, local governments, and non-governmental organiza-
tions to develop sustainable water supplies by improving water conservation
and fostering appropriate decisions about water use. Over 10 percent of the
Fiscal Year 2013 proposed budget is designated for various environmental and
river restoration initiatives. Understanding the evolution of Reclamation’s
programs, the environmental movement, and the various administrations’
policy positions explains why shifts in emphasis like these occur in Reclama-
tion programs.

Initiatives begun in the late 1980s and early 1990s continue to cause
Reclamation’s staffing level to trend downward, and the staffing mix has
changed in recent years. In 2010, for instance, Reclamation staff was about
29 percent smaller than in 1993 and includes a much higher percentage of
computer and non-engineering specialists than previously.

Water users, under contract with Reclamation, operate and maintain
many projects. As Reclamation enters into additional partnerships with benefi-
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ciaries of project water and elec-
tricity and shifts increasingly away
from construction development
projects toward water management
activities, Reclamation staffing
levels are expected to shrink further
in the twenty-first century. These
sorts of changes are manifestations
of the natural organic evolution of
Reclamation as it changes to meet
shifting public perceptions and
needs in the West.

Michael L. Connor

Commissioner
Bureau of Reclamation
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AUTHORS’ PREFACE AND
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

During the second half of the twentieth century the Bureau of Rec-
lamation underwent transitions reflected in this volume: From Developing to
Managing Water, 1945-2000. Change over time marked these years in Bureau
of Reclamation history. Beginning with the turbulent postwar years, Recla-
mation encountered a new urbanized and industrialized West, with multiple-
purpose and competing water needs. Overseas, Reclamation engineers played
prominent roles in spreading America’s technical expertise to a war-torn world.
Projects abroad allowed Reclamation to expand its own horizons at home and
view water projects from multiple perspectives. Reclamation engineers and
planners focused on entire river basins to achieve greater efficiency in water
resource management, to ensure ample supplies of water for agricultural and
urban needs, and to maximize hydropower production from Reclamation dams.

By the end of World War II, the Bureau of Reclamation was the
world’s foremost dam builder, a major producer of hydroelectricity, and water
supplier to irrigation projects and urban centers. Almost fifty years of experi-
ence in dam building and hydroelectric development in the United States made
the Bureau of Reclamation a world-renowned developer of water resources
with monumental undertakings such as Hoover, Grand Coulee and Shasta
dams to its credit. When the United States assumed a major role in “world
rehabilitation” following the devastation of the world war, the nation called
upon the Bureau of Reclamation for assistance. Overseas tasks involved the
Bureau of Reclamation in “the revolution of rising expectations” amongst
emerging nations formerly under colonial rule. In addition, the Bureau of
Reclamation became a key player in American Cold War efforts to defeat the
appeal of international communism as a path to economic development. To
say the least, international activities form an important chapter in the history
of the Bureau of Reclamation in the latter half of the twentieth century.

From 1945 to 1968, the construction record of the Bureau of Recla-
mation was impressive. Reclamation dams and powerplants helped continue
the rapid pace of growth in the American West’s urban centers, which began
during World War II and still continues. Water stored in Reclamation reser-
voirs assisted in expanding agricultural production in the West and meeting
the demands of urban customers. Reclamation powerplants played prominent
roles in supplying electricity that fueled the phenomenal growth of western
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industries and metropolises. What one observer has termed the “go-go years,”
this period witnessed the Bureau of Reclamation involved in construction
activities throughout all seventeen western states building structures both large
and small and affecting nearly every community from the largest urban center
to the smallest hamlet.” This era sealed Reclamation’s reputation as one of the
greatest construction organizations in the world, as it successfully met con-
struction challenges and perfected engineering techniques and practices that
were emulated throughout the world.

By 1968 signs appeared on the horizon that foreshadowed the end of
this booming construction period. Since the end of World War 11, the United
States experienced a period of unprecedented economic growth that went
hand-in-hand towards achieving funding for Reclamation’s construction activi-
ties. By the mid 1960s the social policies of President Lyndon B. Johnson’s
“Great Society,” the growing quagmire in Vietnam, and inflation placed a
tremendous burden on the nation’s economy, resulting in greater competition
for scarce federal funds. In addition a new environmental ethos emerged in
American society that raised questions about harmful effects of human activi-
ties on the natural world. One area of concern took direct aim at dam building
and Bureau of Reclamation water projects. As a result of this societal shift,
Congress passed a number of environmental laws that required Reclamation to
include environmental considerations when planning and constructing water
projects. Though Congress continued to approve Reclamation projects during
this time, environmental regulations and decreasing budget appropriations
slowed down the construction progress the Bureau of Reclamation had enjoyed
since the end of World War I1.

Reclamation’s work during the “era of big dam building” did not occur
without rumblings from a burgeoning environmental movement that demanded
and received modification of proposed dams on the upper Colorado River.

By the 1970s an emboldened environmental movement forcefully criticized
Bureau of Reclamation planning and projects after the passage of the National
Environmental Policy Act of 1969 and establishment of the Environmental
Protection Agency the following year. EPA oversight and a growing public
suspicion of the benefits of dams in preference for wilderness surrounding
wild and scenic rivers curtailed the drive to build more dams. Reclamation’s
engineering reputation received a severe setback when Teton Dam in south-
eastern Idaho collapsed in June 1976, resulting in hundreds of millions of dol-

*  Marc Reisner, Cadillac Desert: The American West and Its Disappearing Water, Revised and

Updated (New York: Penguin Books, 1993), 145.
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lars in property damage and the loss of eleven lives. On the heels of the Teton
failure, President James (Jimmy) Carter’s so-called “hit list” in 1977 took
direct aim at the nation’s water resources development agencies with the goal
to rein in what he considered wasteful federal spending. These developments
further eroded public support for dam building, and Reclamation once again
found itself on the verge of another period of transition.

From 1980 to 2000, the Bureau of Reclamation began the process of
transitioning itself from a construction organization into a water management
agency. This transition was full of fits and starts, and Reclamation encoun-
tered new issues in its efforts to serve western water users. The West contin-
ued its phenomenal growth, and the region’s limited water supply was hotly
contested between urban and agricultural water users. In addition, Native
Americans, long neglected in the traditional uses of western water, demanded
greater control over their water resources. Environmental regulations required
the readjustment of water diversions for fish and wildlife enhancement and
water quality controls, placing further strains on the West’s limited water
supply. Because of its dams and conveyance systems, Reclamation found
itself involved with water distribution issues often refereeing disputes among
various water users.

In some instances, this meant a revision of Reclamation’s commitment
to the nineteenth-century ideal of the small farm (the much argued 160-acre-
age limitation rule) in favor of larger units of agricultural production charac-
teristic of economies of scale in the late twentieth century. In other instances,
the Bureau of Reclamation assumed the role of water arbiter and facilitator
amongst competing interests for the scarce water resources of an arid environ-
ment. All meant a transition away from its origins and functions at the begin-
ning of the twentieth century as a government service organization under the
name of the U.S. Reclamation Service to a new organization with new pur-
poses as the Bureau of Reclamation attempted to recreate itself in the closing
years of the last century.

The Bureau of Reclamation played a prominent role in the phenom-
enal growth of the American West during the last half of the twentieth cen-
tury. In terms of water resources development, this expansion was never easy
because of competition for the West’s limited water supply. From 1945 to
1968, Reclamation’s success in securing funding for water projects came from
a close partnership among the Bureau, western water users, and their elected
representatives. Scholars term this relationship an “iron triangle.” According
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to political scientist Daniel McCool, “an iron triangle is an informal politi-
cal alliance that forms to influence a specific public policy to its advantage.”
McCool maintains that iron triangles influence “the allocation of government
goods and services” whereby elected representatives receive credit for meet-
ing constituents’ needs, government agencies achieve expanded budgets and
influence, and “interest groups get what they want from government.” Recla-
mation’s growth and achievements during the “dam-building era” were in no
small part the result of an effective and powerful triangular alliance.” After
1968 as federal budgets tightened and environmental concerns gained in
importance in American society, the reclamation “iron triangle” lost much of
its effectiveness. Dam building slowed from the lack of prime dam sites in
western America and the general public’s lack of enthusiasm for water devel-
opment projects.

These developments coincided with an ideological shift in Ameri-
can culture. From its inception in the Progressive Era, utilitarian conserva-
tion values drove Bureau of Reclamation activities. The utilitarian doctrine
expressed by Theodore Roosevelt and Gifford Pinchot argued for proper
scientific management of natural resources for the greatest good, for the great-
est number, over the longest time. In terms of water resources development,
this meant utilizing the West’s limited water supply to its fullest extent; even to
the point of begrudging “wasted water” flowing to the sea. In the West, water
insured progress and growth, and Reclamation dams, canals, and powerplants
assured water usage to its fullest potential for the benefit of society. By the
1980s, a more urban and environmentally conscious western population chal-
lenged the utilitarian conservation ethic espoused by Reclamation and most
western water users, forcing a diversification of water use to include greater
recognition of the effects of dams on fish and wildlife and the natural environ-
ment. The Bureau of Reclamation refocused its programs and personnel to
respond to these changing values. Reclamation did not abandon its traditional
constituency of western irrigators, but instead developed procedures and poli-
cies to meet increasingly diverse demands for the West’s limited water supply.
It is a challenge accepted by the women and men of the Bureau of Reclamation
today.

The inclusion of the final chapter, “Selling Reclamation,” attempts to
analyze the modes of representation employed by the Bureau of Reclamation
in its various campaigns to explain its mission and accomplishments to the

7 Daniel McCool, Command of the Waters: Iron Triangles, Federal Water Development, and
Indian Water (Tucson: University of Arizona Press), 5.
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American public. The images Reclamation produced reveal the many changes
in Reclamation’s mission over the past one hundred years. More importantly,
the photographs, works of art, and films provide visual evidence of the trans-
formation of the American West from a nineteenth-century arid wasteland to a
region of great urban centers and desert that does, in places, indeed bloom.

The second volume of the history of the Bureau of Reclamation
offers a discussion and examination of the eventful years in the latter part of
the twentieth century. Like many projects, this volume is a joint effort, and
we would like to take this opportunity to express our gratitude to those who
helped in its production. A special “thank you” goes out to the many librarians
and archivists who gave invaluable assistance, especially those at the National
Archives and Records Administration in Lakewood, Colorado, and College
Park, Maryland; the Library of Congress in Washington, D.C.; the American
Heritage Center at the University of Wyoming in Laramie, and the Mathew-
son Knowledge Center at the University of Nevada, Reno. We would like to
acknowledge the assistance of Richard Ives, head of the Bureau of Reclama-
tion Office of Foreign Affairs, who allowed us access to office files that helped
to tell this important, but rarely examined, aspect in Reclamation history. The
authors would also like to thank those who graciously reviewed and offered
beneficial comments on portions of the manuscript, in particular Professors
C. Elizabeth Raymond of the University of Nevada, Reno; Donald J. Pisani,
emeritus, University of Oklahoma; and Donald C. Jackson of Lafayette Col-
lege. In addition, we are grateful to Dr. Don Fowler, professor emeritus at the
University of Nevada, Reno, who took time out of his schedule to discuss his
experiences as part of the Glen Canyon Salvage Program. The authors hope
that the following pages add some clarity and a degree of insight to the often
labyrinth-like road map followed by the Bureau of Reclamation in the last
dynamic fifty years of the twentieth century.

Finally we are grateful to Dr. Brit A. Storey, lead historian of the
Bureau of Reclamation, for his unwavering support of this project. His edito-
rial comments, critiques, and overall direction of the project were indispensible

and greatly appreciated.

Andrew H. Gahan and William D. Rowley
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SENIOR HISTORIAN’S PREFACE AND
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

As we publish Volume 2 of the history of Reclamation, we are in the
110™ year of Reclamation’s historic work. Volume 2 covers from the end of
World War II until 2000 and is the last volume in this project.

Reclamation’s construction program remained very active into the
early 1990s, but construction has slowed as political, environmental, and bud-
getary challenges to Reclamation’s programs, as well as continued evolution
of Reclamation’s programs and the West, have occurred. Reclamation is now
moving into the role of manager of the water, hydroelectric, and recreation
resources it has developed as it works to perform its primary missions of water
and hydropower deliveries while complying with the multifaceted and evolv-
ing, sometimes conflicting, legal and political direction that all large Federal
bureaus receive.

During an active construction period after World War 11, Reclamation
saw some one hundred new projects placed in construction. Reclamation built
these new projects while parallel work programs completed the large Depres-
sion Era projects which largely languished during World War II due to lack
of essential manpower, budget, and construction matériel. Among the new
postwar projects were Pick-Sloan Missouri Basin Program projects like the
Armel Unit in Colorado, the Kirwan Unit in Kansas, the Canyon Ferry Unit
in Montana, the Ainsworth and Farwell units in Nebraska, Jamestown Dam
and Reservoir in North Dakota, the Angostura Unit in South Dakota, and the
Owl Creek Unit in Wyoming. There were numerous other projects around the
American West also. Beginning in the 1960s, Congress began to authorize
some water projects, like the Norman Project in Oklahoma and the Canadian
River Project in Texas, primarily for municipal water supply. Other projects,
like the Cachuma Project in California, Congress authorized for both irriga-
tion and municipal and industrial water supply. Authorizations during the
post-World War 11 period tended to be smaller projects. However, a few large,
spectacular construction projects like the Central Arizona Project and the Third
Powerhouse at Grand Coulee Dam, while out of the ordinary in this period,
joined the inventory of Reclamation’s other major projects.

Most of Reclamation’s large irrigation projects came into being
before World War II although Reclamation built them out after the war. Thus,
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the major Depression Era projects, the Central Valley Project in California;
Colorado-Big Thompson Project in Colorado; Boulder Canyon Project in Ari-
zona, California, and Nevada; and the Columbia Basin Project in Washington;
combined with the older Minidoka Project in Idaho, all had major construc-
tion and additions after World War II, and they represent about 50 percent of
Reclamation’s irrigated acreage—about 5,000,000 acres in an average water
year. The other 50 percent of Reclamation irrigated acreage is included in the
180-plus other Reclamation projects, the majority of which Reclamation built
after World War I1. Irrigated agriculture uses 80 to 90 percent of Reclamation-
developed water while some 10 to 20 percent of Reclamation-developed water
supplies municipal and industrial uses for about one-third of the population of
the American West.

A personal note on my career at Reclamation from 1988 to 2013.
Reclamation gave me great opportunities to develop its history program and,
as my first supervisor Jim Maxon put it, “go out there and show historians
that Reclamation now is doing history.” I am grateful that Reclamation chose
me, i.e., gave me the opportunity, to develop the history program at a bureau
of such importance to development of the twentieth century American West.

I regret only that [ was unable to sell development of a technological history
of Reclamation to the executive leadership of Reclamation. Reclamation is
generally known for its dam construction and hydroelectric developments, but
the bureau had to gather the knowledge of the engineering and other commu-
nities and develop an intricate, innovative, science-based constellation of new
engineering and technology to serve as the foundation upon which its dam
design and construction developed and depended. Without these innovations
and inventions the work would not have been possible. The list is extensive
and includes: dealing with the tremendous pressures of high head hydroelec-
tric systems, gates, and valves; spillways; adapting concrete to specific natural
conditions and needs and testing it; laboratory modeling of hydraulic prob-
lems; electricity transmission; underwater paints; construction techniques;
tunneling; lining canals while water flowed through them; water quality; urban
and rural water conservation; desalinization; new construction techniques;
effective fish ladders for both strong and weak swimmers; evolution of pipe
design and pipe laying for water carriage over long distances; maximum prob-
able flood forecasting; etcetera, etcetera, etcetera. These foundational chapters
of Reclamation’s history still hide from us in the shadows of Arrowrock, Belle
Fourche, Buffalo Bill, Davis, East Park, Flaming Gorge, Folsom, Friant, Glen
Canyon, Grand Coulee, Hoover, Hungry Horse, Owyhee, Parker, Pathfinder,
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San Luis, Shasta, Stony Gorge, Theodore Roosevelt, and all the other spec-
tacular dams that populate Reclamation’s historic past, present, and future.

My thanks, in particular to all those who have in any way assisted and
supported Reclamation’s history program during the years that I have been
here. I am somewhat reluctant to create a list since it is inevitable that some-
one of importance will be left out, but there are a few people who particularly
provided policy and program support that cannot be ignored.

Reclamation’s history program has enjoyed the support of every
commissioner since I began to forward a program of historical research and
publication in the early 1990s. Every living commissioner, except one, gener-
ously took time from busy schedules to do oral history interviews with me.
The publication (six volumes), oral history (over 200 interviewees and over
900 hours of tape), and project history activities developed by the history
program could not have occurred without the support, particularly, of commis-
sioners Daniel P. Beard, Eluid L. Martinez, John W. Keys III, Bob Johnson,
and Michael Connor and of various other executive staff, especially Deputy
Commissioner Joe D. Hall. I was very gratified that both commissioners Keys
and Johnson expressed their desire to have this volume published during their
term in office—though I was unable to meet their hopes.

Since about 1991 I’ve been most fortunate in having supportive
supervisors who have provided me the opportunity to hire part-time students,
particularly in the summer, to do various projects. Our students have devel-
oped over 180 brief histories of projects which are now available on Reclama-
tion’s history website, they have provided editorial assistance in the layout of
oral histories and project histories, and they have gladly undertaken special
short term research projects. Some thirty people were included in this activity,
and many of them are now out in the world as public historians and academics.
Particularly, Robert Autobee, Adam Eastman, Lara Godbille, Stephen Bogener,
Andy Gahan, Leah Glaser, Toni Rae Linenberger, Christopher McCune, Zach-
ary Redmond, Jedediah Rogers, Wm. Joe Simonds, Eric Stene, Garrit Voges-
ser, and Roy Wingate came to Reclamation for some part of their careers.

Dr. Andrew Gahan worked for Reclamation while providing Profes-
sor William D. Rowley research and editorial assistance for both volumes of
this history of Reclamation. Dr. Gahan also took over research and writing
responsibilities when Professor Rowley’s suddenly increased teaching sched-
ule, necessitated by the recent economic crises at virtually all American public
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universities, precluded him from completing the work. Professor Rowley has,
however, actively remained in the publication and editorial process to the last
in spite of my pushy prodding to see outlines, chapters, editing and revision,
and proofing.

Others who particularly assisted with publication of Volume 2 include:

Dianne Powell and Cynthia Fields Cunningham in the Denver office
library were of particular assistance.

The Senate History Office’s on-line Biographical Directory of the
Congress of the United States;

Carter Grant and John Lonnquest in the History Office of the U.S.
Army Corps of Engineers;

Margaret Schoneman in Reclamation’s Ephrata office;

Winetta Owens in the Mid-Pacific Region;

Danica Rice and Emme Woodward in Reclamation’s Lower Colorado
Region;

Richard Ives, the head of Reclamation’s Native American affairs and
international affairs offices, and Mary Mascarenhas and Leanna Prin-
cipe of his staff;

Professor Emeritus Don Fowler at the University of Nevada-Reno;
Jim Maxon, John Lambert, Ronald (Rusty) Schuster, and Richard
Rizzi my supervisors at various points in all this;

Kathryn Ehler, Jaclyn Zechman, and Barry Waryanka in Reclamation’s
printing office.

Rita Sudman and Curtis Leipold at the Water Education Foundation in
Sacramento.

Clark Bishop in the Power Resources Office who provided the data on
Reclamation’s generating plants.

The Pacific Northwest, Mid-Pacific, Great Plains, and Upper Colorado
regions invested the time needed to provide comments that improved
this volume.

Professors Donald J. Pisani and Donald C. Jackson who have provided
peer review, planning, and editorial assistance to Reclamation and the
authors at various stages of development of this two volume history of
Reclamation.

Patricia Cox in the Phoenix Area Office.

In addition, Charles Brown deserves recognition for his contributions

to the success of the history program because he did graphics work and laid
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out all the history program’s publications in preparation for publication, except
this last volume which is the work of Network Typesetting Inc. of Highland
Park, New Jersey.

In good bureaucratic fashion, each person on Reclamation’s executive
team was asked to provide comments on the manuscript as we began serious
editing. Comments from those reviews improved the manuscript and caught
occasional errors.

Last, but by no means least, Reclamation has let me allow our authors
great freedom in their research and writing. Commissioner John Keys III,
though no one had ever told me this, commented during his opening remarks
at Reclamation’s centennial history symposium that Reclamation’s executive
staff made this decision after some hard discussions. I have watched other
bureaus’ history initiatives founder because some manager or executive felt “I
don’t want someone to write or say something that reflects negatively on the
(fill in the bureau/department).” That attitude is the kiss of death for good his-
tory. The truth always is that there are the good and the bad in the past of any
large bureau, just as there are good and bad managers and good and bad deci-
sions in any bureau. If we edit the past to include only the good, why bother?
For if that is the approach we are not providing staff the background infor-
mation to help them make good decisions of integrity in the present. AND,
knowledgeable readers, particularly including historians, will out-of-hand
reject the work as simply a public relations effort dressed up in the duds of
“history.” The other side of this coin is that, while Reclamation has supported
and published this work, because of the nature of the intellectual process and
historical method, the selection of facts and their interpretation are the authors
and do not necessarily represent the official views and policies of the Bureau
of Reclamation—and they may not be cited as such.

>

Brit Allan Storey, Ph.D.
Senior Historian
Bureau of Reclamation
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CHAPTER 8:

RECLAMATION ADJUSTS TO POSTWAR
AMERICA

Introduction

By September 1945 the Bureau of Reclamation looked to new chal-
lenges after a decade and a half dominated by the Great Depression and World
War II. With the conclusion of these tumultuous years, Reclamation congratu-
lated itself on its new and growing importance to the nation. In the previous
twenty years, the Bureau successfully mobilized engineering and organiza-
tional skills to supervise the building of some of the world’s largest concrete
dams. Monumental dam construction not only provided new water supplies
and hydroelectric energy, but it also served the political and ideological goals
of the New Deal. The construction of vast water and hydroelectric systems
was part of a public works program designed by the administration of Franklin
D. Roosevelt to free the nation from the grip of the Great Depression. When
World War II brought an end to the Depression, Reclamation’s great dams
energized war industries that helped lead to urbanization and industrialization
of the Far West.

During these turbulent decades, however, the Bureau of Reclamation
struggled to come to grips with two competing ideologies within its ranks.
Commissioner Elwood Mead (1924-1936) kept alive the idealism of the 1902
Reclamation Act of providing opportunity to small farmers even in the midst
of building the big dams of the 1930s. However, his successor John Page
(1936-1943), with a strong engineering background, expressed less concern for
the social-agricultural mission of Reclamation, turning greater attention to the
larger benefits-costs received from the sale of hydroelectric power. One source
described the difference between the two commissioners as Page representing
“a reassertion of the engineering dominance within Reclamation that dated
back to the time of Newell and A. P. Davis.” Engineers, according to this view,
seemed more impressed with the revenues delivered by turbines and dynamos
than with defending and championing “the social aspects of Reclamation poli-
cies” embodied in the 160 acre rule to ensure that Reclamation water served
only the interests of the small farmer.'

' Donald C. Swain, “The Bureau of Reclamation and the New Deal, 1933-1940,” Pacific
Northwest Quarterly 60 (January 1969): 146.
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8.1. Hoover Dam, then known as Boulder Dam, in 1936. Photographer: Ben Glaha.

W, O

8.2. Grand Coulee Dam on June 14, 1948, discharged a flood of 590,000 cfs. Photographer:
F. B. Pomeroy.
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Nevertheless, the Bureau
of Reclamation could feel justifiably
proud on emerging from depression
and war as one of the leading engi-
neering and construction organizations
in the world. Mead and Page brought
Reclamation through the Depression
and into the early years of the war,
garnering professional and public
acclaim for Reclamation’s accomplish-
ments. When Harry Bashore became
commissioner in 1943, he showed
greater dedication to the social and
land reform ideals of federal reclama-
tion. He had the complete support of
Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes,
one of the most aggressive proponents
of the New Deal, who encouraged this
renewed idealism in Reclamation by
urging strident enforcement of the
160 acre rule for farms receiving

8.3. John C. Page served as Commissioner
of the Bureau of Reclamation from 1936 to
federal water. Bureau of Reclama- 1943.

tion officials followed up in testimony

before Congress emphasizing their commitment to longstanding policies to
foster the creation of small farms on Reclamation projects. Reclamation
rhetoric especially focused on this important social commitment in arguing
for appropriations that competed with the Army Corps of Engineers and even
proposals for the creation of independent river basin development.?

2

Alexander J. Field, “The Most Technologically Progressive Decade of the Century,” Ameri-
can Economic Review 93 (September 2003): 1399-1413; Robert D. Leighninger Jr., Long-Range
Public Investment: The Forgotten Legacy of the New Deal (Columbia, South Carolina: Univer-
sity of South Carolina Press, 2006); Sacramento Bee, February 10, 1944, quotes Commissioner
Bashore’s testimony before Congress arguing that Reclamation should develop the Kern River as
part of the Central Valley Project and not simply as a flood control project under the Corps that
would allow reservoir water to be exempt from the 160 acre limitation and therefore encourage
further land monopolization in the Central Valley; Kathleen B. Freeland, “Examining the Politics
of Reclamation: The 1944 Acreage Limitation Debate in Congress,” The Historian 67 (Summer
2005): 217-33.
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Moreover, the Bureau of Reclamation
was eager to get back to work on projects left
unfinished and neglected during the war. Rec-
lamation officials looked forward to continu-
ing construction on the Central Valley Project
in California, beginning the irrigation phase
of the Columbia Basin Project in Washington,
and implementing a long list of proposed
projects in the upper and lower basins of the
Colorado River and on the Missouri River.

At the same time, Reclamation faced several
obstacles during this period of postwar read-
justment. Californians tenaciously fought off
Bureau of Reclamation efforts to enforce the

8.4. Elwood Mead, Commissioner

of the Bureau of Reclamation from ] L
April 1924 to his death in January 160 acre rule in the Central Valley, vilifying

1936. Reclamation Commissioner Michael Straus

in the process. Attacks on Straus reflected
the larger struggle in American society between those wishing to return to the
reform practices of the New Deal and those determined to put an end to the
so-called “socialist tendencies” of New Deal policies. This debate not only led
to controversy in California’s Central
Valley, but also renewed the bitter divide
over public versus private power. In
addition, anti-New Deal forces locked
horns with the Truman administration’s
attempts to establish Tennessee Valley
Authority (TVA)-like programs for the
Columbia and Missouri river basins.
And finally by the mid-1950s, crit-
ics questioned the entire Reclamation
program, arguing that its activities were
nothing more than pork barrel spend-
ing that subsidized Western growth and
brought no appreciable benefits to the

8.5. Harry W. Bashore, Commissioner of
. the Bureau of Reclamation from August
rest of the nation. 1943 to December 1945.

Postwar Transitions

As late as 1945, dedicated New Deal visionaries held out great
hopes for what full development of the Columbia River basin promised
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to the people of the
Pacific Northwest.
With its immense
bounty of natural
resources, the area
offered power, water,
and land—all the
basics for river basin
development in coop-
erative enterprises that
promised to foster

a sense of regional
cultural identity and
prosperous community
life. A leading advo-
cate of this regional
idealism was Leland
Olds, chairman of the
Federal Power Com-
mission. Like many
others, Olds believed
the Columbia River
basin uniquely suited
to federally-sponsored
regional growth. This
meant full utilization
of the region’s natural
resources, best repre-
sented by hydroelec-
tric development of
the Columbia River,
on a foundation of

10 - Report of the Secretary of the Interior

with its projects. Revenues received by the United States for use of
land in 1944 totaled $195,805. The majority of the leased lands are
withdrawn in connection with operation of completed projects. In
addition, more than 700,000 acres of reclamation withdrawn land is
now administered by the Grazing Service, with transfer of revenues
to the Reclamation Fund. Under an agreement entered into Febru-
ary 28, 1945, between the Bureau and the General Land Office, vacant
public lands under reclamation withdrawal may be temporarily
transferred to the administration of the General Land Office until
needed for reclamation purposes. At the end of the fiscal year, ap-
proximately 44,000 acres of such lands had been so transferred.

WORLD'S LARGEST POWER PRODUCER

Through a spectacular expansion in its generating facilities to meet
the war emergency the Bureau of Reclamation has become the larg-
est power producer in the world. From plants operating on its proj-
ects came nearly 14 billion kilowatt-hours of electric energy during
the past fiscal year, much of it to war industries for the manufacture
of planes and ships, aluminum, magnesium, and other materials and
equipment for the fighting forces. Production of electric energy at
Bureau projects has quadrupled since Pearl Harbor.

‘Whien the war is over this tremendous capacity for power production
will be one of the most important factors in the continued industrial
and agricultural expansion of the West. It will provide jobs, stimu-
late the establishment of new industry, aid in developing mineral
resources and,in general,serve as the foundation for the establishment
of a more balanced economy throughout the West.

POWER FOR WAR

From its beginning in the power field in 1909 with the 6,000-kilo-
watt Minidoka project plant in Idaho, the Bureau’s installed capacity
has grown to 2,439,300 kilowatts. This growth was required to keep
pace with the needs for electrical power in areas served by reclamation
projects and played a vital role in the tremendous expansion of war
industries in the West. To meet demands, the installed capacity of
Bureau hydroelectric plants was increased since 1941 by nearly a
million and a half kilowatts, a gain of nearly 65 percent.

In the fiscal year 1945 the combined output of the plants operating
on Bureau projects was approximately 14,000,000,000 kilowatt-hours.
Revenues from the sale of energy were in excess of $20,000,000.

Construction of new plant facilities has been virtually halted since
1942 because of the need for diverting critical materials to other war
uses. During the past year an additional 82,500-kilowatt unit was
installed in the plant at Boulder Dam, which has supplied a steady

8.6. The Secretary of the Interior’s 1945 annual report bragged
on Reclamation as the largest single power producer in the
world.

family farms. In the summer of 1945 Olds shared his vision of the Pacific
Northwest’s future while addressing a meeting of the Columbia River Devel-
opment League in Wenatchee, Washington. In his talk entitled “Building a
Regional Culture,” he saw the challenge not only in terms of utilizing the
material resources of the region, certainly hydroelectricity as the basis, but
also in terms of tapping “the spiritual resources of the people.” For Olds,
the great dams along the Columbia River and its tributaries represented the
material structures of culture just as the great cathedrals of religion repre-
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sented the energy of religious spiri-
tual beliefs.?

Olds explained that nearly
fifteen years earlier he had visited the
state of Washington upon hearing that
the people of the Pacific Northwest
dreamt of building a regional culture
“as a living purpose in their hearts.”
His traveling companion was the Irish
cooperative leader and poet, George
Russell whose pen name was simply
AE, and author of The National
Being: Thoughts on Irish Polity
(1916). Similar to others of the time
seeking answers to the economic and
. A social confusion caused by the Great
8.7. Harold L. Ickes served as Secretary of Depression, Olds and his Irish friend
the Interior from March 4, 1933, to February  believed that answers to the problems
15, 1946. of the time lay in developing strong
regional traditions and cultures that would outweigh the perils of an overly
centralized industrial economy. As Olds put it,

We were traveling through a land to warn people of the fate

of great over-centralized city civilizations, which divorced
men from the soil. We were urging the building of a balanced
rural-industrial social order, infused with the spirit of coopera-
tion, as the noblest of undertakings.

On this trip, he found in the cities of the Pacific Northwest—Missoula,
Moscow, Pullman, Seattle, Portland, and Eugene among others—a desire to
identify with a strong regional culture among educators, state officials, busi-
nessmen, and labor leaders. All sought, he said, “Something more than a
mere regional reflection of the cultural trends in the Eastern metropolis. They

*  Leland Olds Address to the Columbia River Development League, Wenatchee, Washington,
August 4, 1945, RG 48, Records of the Department of the Interior, Entry 779, Box 15, National
Archives and Records Administration, College Park, Maryland; hereafter cited as RG 48; the
Columbia River Development League was a group of project boosters who favored construc-
tion of Grand Coulee Dam and utilizing pumping as the means to bring water from the reservoir
to the irrigated fields, see Paul C. Pitzer, Grand Coulee Dam: Harnessing a Dream (Pullman,
Washington: Washington State University Press, 1994), 47-8.
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8.9. U.S. Army Corps of Engineers construction at Folsom Dam required careful preparation
of the dam’s foundation. October of 1952. Photographer: L. R. Murphy. Courtesy of the U.S.
Army Corps of Engineers.
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8.10. Relocation of a county road over Spring Creek during construction of Shasta Dam in June
of 1949. Photographer: W. H. Colby.

wanted an indigenous culture which would make its unique contribution to the
cultural mosaic of the nation.”

His words resounded with a belief that Americans must proudly
embrace the rich and distinctive forms of art, music, literature, and handi-
crafts found in their own various geographic and cultural regions of the United
States. In the South voices of the Nashville School had already made them-
selves heard as they recognized the paralyzing themes of the Old South and
sought to move away from the faceless and anti-communitarian impulses of
the business oriented New South. Some from this region called themselves
“the traditionalists” and organized many of their ideas around the landmark
work by W. J. Cash entitled, The Mind of the South. All was an indication that
some saw hope in the emergence of a promising new regionalism in the United
States after the collapse of the national economy in the Great Depression.

For Olds, the Pacific Northwest was no exception. It too held the promise of
developing further into a distinctive regional district driven by the newfound
potential for power and river development anchored around the Columbia
River system.*

4 Olds voiced a civic minded regional religion that verged on anti-modernism despite his

praise of the technology of dams, irrigation, and the wide distribution of electrical power; see W.
J. Cash, The Mind of the South (New York: A. A. Knopf, 1941). The historical context of this
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Olds expressed to his audience
his belief in strong regional cultures,
whose development promised “the
salvation of our democratic civiliza-
tion.” This movement, he added, “will
contribute greatly to that material and
spiritual strength of democracy through
which alone we can hope to solve the
pressing problems of the postwar world.”
Olds warned that only if the people of
the region used their resources coop-
eratively would they avoid the wreck
of civilization that selfish exploitation
causes. The challenge was to hold to a 8.11. Michael W. Straus, Commissioner of
vision and persevere “in spite of all the  the Bureau of Reclamation from December
obstacles placed in your way by those 1945 to February 1953.
who worship Mammon.” He believed
there was not a region in the United States or in the world that possessed more
potential for achievement than the Pacific Northwest with its equable climate,
abundance of water, fertile soil, and minerals. Olds declared that the people of
the Columbia River basin had the opportunity to create “a veritable Garden of
Eden, provided greed does not enter the Valley.”

Evil, of course, lurked in the forces of avarice that sought to control
the natural resources of the Pacific Northwest. For New Dealers like Olds, the
archetypical enemies of the good society—private power, land monopolies,
and corporations—must be guarded against to secure for the region a safe and
prosperous future. The Columbia Basin Project was foremost in his hopes to
achieve that goal because, “The waters of the Columbia River and its tributar-
ies, properly controlled and used, will provide the key to the development.”
The harmonious development of irrigation, navigation, and power was essen-
tial for that future. Of the three, “the greatest contribution which the Columbia
River will make to the development of your regional civilization will unques-
tionably come from its enormous potentialities in the way of hydroelectric
power.” Without that power, Olds warned, the Pacific Northwest would remain
a colonial economy “tributary to the industrial East.”

regionalist revival is explored in Robert L. Dorman, Revolt of the Provinces: The Regionalist
Movement in America, 1920-1945 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1993); for
the opposite notion see William Leach, Country of Exiles: The Destruction of Place in American
Life (New York: Pantheon Books, 1999).

521



)
Z

ol Lake Roosevelt
g

S\
J* - PUMPING PLANT
FEEDER CANAL

GUIDE MAP GRAND COULEE

Columbia Basin Project 8

NORTH DAM
GRAND COULEE
EQUALIZING
RESERVOIR / N
fy
SOUTH RAI
. d Coulee City L
MAIN CANA BACON SIPHON )

LONG LAKE FALLS 45 ~~~ BACON TUNNEL

SIFURRATIGN \h Trail Lake
WORK 0 LONG LAKE DAM

SOAP LAKE
SIPHON

QUNICY LATERAL A\

QUINCY-»g
st

A\

= /¢ L Moses

Lake

POTHOLES
RESERVOIR

POTHOLES DAM

A
T, Frenchm¥™ ™™ oy N
f il LR} 1] 1 aptpati N
- e — = it

POTHOLES WEST CANAI 2
3 3
Beverly Smyrna Othell :_|:| <
ello ~
W m..w-ﬁ.\_t\_”,‘ 'COI’fu : ,9 %
i Saddle MOuntaif,‘?"x o [N
/ ;_v_.v—-,,.,r e e e e gy S 11 K -’:‘A‘

WAHLUKE SLOPE LATERAL
AT

Columbia [
= Connell

5 o -] 10
[ PO S — )
SCALE OF MILES

LEGEND
-~ Canals

¥:iwX Tunnels PUMPING
Y==eeel Siphons

Towns

Eltopia

BURBANK PUMPING
PLANT

District Information Office

Bureau of Reclamation
Coulee Dam, Wash.

8.12. The original projections of the extent of the Columbia Basin Project—some 1,000,000
acres. Late 1940s.

522



Noting that war industries doubled the use of power in the Pacific
Northwest, Olds projected that building new dams meant not only the addi-
tional benefits from navigation, irrigation, and flood control, but also increas-
ing the industrial diversification of the region. Olds foresaw a string of dams
on the Columbia River and its tributaries, bringing important additions to fuel
economic growth. These dams would work in conjunction with the Army
Corps of Engineer’s Bonneville Dam and Reclamation’s Grand Coulee Dam,
building a vast network of electricity. Olds’s vision reflected the basic public
power argument on why government needed to take the initiative if private
power interests refused. The point was that the availability of low-cost power
from these facilities in the end created market-stimulating expansion of agri-
culture, industry, and trade.’

Olds’s statements rested on an ideological foundation that stressed the
role of the federal government to assist in regional growth. In one sense, it
was an effort to reinvigorate reform-minded New Dealers pushed to the side-
lines by the wartime emergency. On the other hand, visions of the future, such
as those expressed by Olds, held out great hope for the Bureau of Reclamation.
It assured the people of the Pacific Northwest that government, i.e., Reclama-
tion, had not forgotten its obligation to the region. Taken on a wider scale,
Olds’s enthusiastic outlook foretold a great period of transition for the Ameri-
can West in which water resource development projects had a tremendous part
to play.

Perhaps not with the same ideological vigor expressed by Leland Olds,
the Bureau of Reclamation also looked forward to the postwar period. Yet, the
challenges of new administrative directions and their successful implementa-
tion paled in comparison to the issues the Bureau of Reclamation faced in the
shifting sands of agency functions and jurisdictions in the postwar years. The
Army Corps of Engineers continued its competition with the Bureau of Recla-
mation on water development projects, as did the Department of Agriculture in
its desire to play a larger role in project planning. Lurking behind the ambi-
tions of these agencies was another “threat” to what the Bureau of Reclama-
tion regarded as its domain. Some believed the extensive Columbia River
basin lent itself to a TVA-like river authority, which meant a single government
entity coordinating all aspects of river basin development in the Pacific North-
west. All of these questions came into play for the Bureau of Reclamation in
the critical transitional years following World War II.

5 Leland Olds Address, in RG 48, Entry 779, Box 15.
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At the end of World War 11, the Bureau of Reclamation faced diffi-
cult external challenges and internal administrative changes. During the war,
the War Materials Board had drastically curtailed construction on projects
redirecting resources to essential war needs. The war denied Reclamation
resources for the initiation of new projects and delayed the full development
of projects already underway, most notably Parker Dam on the Colorado River
along the California-Arizona border and the expansion of irrigated agricul-
ture on the Columbia Basin Project.® However, the war helped to transform
the public image of the Bureau of Reclamation. Reclamation’s major dams,
Hoover, Coulee, and Shasta, sent critical hydroelectric power supplies to
aircraft factories, shipyards, and munitions producers, creating a formidable
wartime economy in the West. These monumental dams and other projects
reinforced the Bureau of Reclamation’s image as the principal water developer
in the West not only for farms, but increasingly for hydroelectricity to serve
a new urban West. The completion of Hoover Dam in the midst of the Great
Depression in 1935, Grand Coulee Dam in 1941 and progress on California’s
Central Valley Project that included the building of Shasta Dam (completed
in 1944) meant that the Bureau of Reclamation had increased power supplies
in eleven western states 84 percent by the end of 1944. These gains made the
Bureau of Reclamation one of the largest single producers of electricity in the
world.

With the end of the war, the Bureau of Reclamation began to complete
unfinished projects. Construction started on the $4,688,000 Kortes Dam and
Powerplant in Wyoming, while the Bureau also awarded contracts for Granby
Dam in Colorado and the Ram Horn and Prospect Mountain tunnels on the
Colorado-Big Thompson Project.” In 1946 Congress authorized funds to build
Davis Dam on the California-Nevada border 67 miles below Hoover Dam—
supporting further development of Colorado River resources. Construction

¢ United States Department of the Interior, Bureau of Reclamation, The Colorado River: “A

Natural Menace Becomes a Natural Resource”: A Comprehensive Report on the Development
of the Colorado River Basin for Irrigation, Power Production, and Other Beneficial Uses in Ari-
zona, California, Colorado, Nevada, New Mexico, Utah, and Wyoming (Washington, D.C.: U.S.
Government Printing Office, March 1946) notes that construction of the Parker Dam was tempo-
rarily halted by an order of the War Production Board, 164; work on the Friant-Kern and Madera
Canals on the Central Valley Project was also put on hold by the War Production Board, see also
Mary Montgomery and Marion Clawson, History of the Legislation and Policy Formation of the
Central Valley Project (Berkeley, California: United States Department of Agriculture, Bureau of
Agricultural Economics, March 1946), 161.

7 “Columbia Basin Program Speeded,” Reclamation Era, 32 (July 1946): 148; Sidney D.
Lawson, “The Meaning of Power Utilization,” Reclamation Era, 32 (December 1946): 266-7,
“Water Planning Pays Oft)” Reclamation Era, 32 (July 1946): 152-3.
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8.13. Kortes Dam on the Kortes Unit of the Pick-Sloan Missouri Basin Program.

of the dam brought a new community to the lower Colorado as Reclamation
and the Utah Construction Company set about building living quarters for the
dam’s construction workers. Where once only a few prospectors and ranch-
ers lived, a new community of 2,200 people took up residence. In addition to
producing more hydroelectric power, the dam, undertaken in accordance with
the U.S.-Mexican treaty of 1944, created Lake Mohave and eased the delivery
of water to Mexico. With completion of Davis Dam in 1953, it joined Parker
Dam and Imperial Dam in regulating the flow of the lower Colorado River
below Hoover. With the addition of the Davis Powerplant to Parker Dam, the
Bureau of Reclamation boosted power production along this section of the
river to 3,500,000 kilowatts. According to the Reclamation Era, the Colorado
River and its tributaries produced twenty billion kilowatt hours annually.®

Amidst the flurry of activity at war’s end came the resignation of
Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes and President Truman’s appointment of
Julius Krug to fill the post in early 1946. Ickes’s departure cleared the way

8 John A. Leveritt, “Camp Life at Davis Dam,” Reclamation Era, 32 (September 1946):
296-7; Oscar Buttehdahl, “Corralling the Colorado,” Reclamation Era, 32 (October 1946): 218-
20; Bureau of Reclamation, The Colorado River, caption below a picture of a home, “Opportu-
nities will be provided for many new farm homes for veterans and others,” 102.

525



8.14. Davis Dam on the Colorado River. Parker-Davis Project.

for the president to consider changing the name of “Boulder” Dam. Truman
largely was responding to a joint resolution from the newly elected Republi-
can-dominated Congress in the fall of 1946 that declared Boulder Dam should
“hereafter be known and referred to as Hoover Dam.” In a spirit of cooperat-
ing with Congress, President Truman wrote to Secretary Krug, “I am of the
opinion that if the present trip of Mr. Hoover turns out successfully [the presi-
dent had appointed former President Herbert Hoover to head the Famine Emer-
gency Commission to Europe] you should rescind the action of Harold Ickes in
regard to the Boulder Dam.” Upon completion of the dam, Ickes had no right,
according to Truman, to “arbitrarily” overrule a previous congressional resolu-
tion that named the dam Hoover. Truman noted former President Hoover’s
service to the country, his role in planning for the use of Colorado River water,
and his work in bringing food relief to war-torn Europe warranted recognition.
And while Truman said he could not agree politically with Hoover, he deemed
Ickes’s efforts to overrule a resolution of Congress as “petty and should not be
countenanced by this Administration.” The president’s openness to the idea

of changing the name of Boulder Dam back to Hoover Dam was the result of
his desire to cooperate with congressional Republicans, but it may have been
prompted as much out of his dislike for Roosevelt’s secretary of the interior.
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While the president faced opposition from
members of his own party on the official
name change, the resolution was approved
and Truman signed the legislation on April
30, 19472

Another issue under consideration
by Congress in the postwar readjustment
was the question of veterans and what priv-
ileges to extend to them in terms of taking
up lands on Reclamation projects. After
World War I, Congress had also considered
granting exclusive privileges to reward 8.15. Secretary of the Interior Julius
returning veterans on the Reclamation Krug served from March 18, 1946, to

] . December 1, 1949.
projects. Congress’s generosity, however,
was not overwhelming. Despite proposals
that veterans be granted free water and land, Congress agreed to only “prefer-
ence rights” for veterans when they applied for farms on the projects. At the
end of World War II the same issue reappeared in Congress. Some, especially
Arizona Congressman John R. Murdock, chairman of the House Irrigation
and Reclamation Committee, wanted homesteads on Reclamation projects
for servicemen as part of the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944, more
widely known as the GI Bill of Rights. Congressman Murdock projected more
than four thousand new “homestead farms” available for veterans by 1951
and wanted Reclamation to launch a campaign entitled, “Veterans—Here’s
Your Farm.” Nevertheless, Congress failed to include a veterans’ benefit for
farms on Reclamation projects. In early 1945 the Bureau of Reclamation and
western congressmen tried again and sought soldiers’ benefits in waivers of
construction costs and programs of technical assistance. In the end Congress
approved the traditional offering of preferential treatment of veterans when
farms on projects became available. While Congress and surveys conducted
by the Department of the Interior and the Bureau of Reclamation overplayed

Personal and Confidential Memo from Harry S. Truman to Julius A. Krug, February 18,

1947, Julius A. Krug Papers, Box 69, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress, Washington,
D.C.; hereafter cited Krug Papers; Senate Joint Resolution, 80™ Congress, January 29 (legisla-
tive day, January 27), referred to the Committee on Public Lands, Library of Congress; letter to
editor from Harold Ickes complaining of an editorial favoring name change to “Hoover Dam,”
New York Times, April 7, 1947; ““...Democratic Opposition...,” New York Times, April 23, 1947,
“It’s Hoover Dam,” Reclamation Era, (June 1947): 143; Eugene Lyons, Herbert Hoover: A
Biography (Garden City, New York: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1964): 385; “Hoover Dam Bill
Signed by Truman,” New York Times, April 30, 1947.
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soldier aspirations for farm
ownership in the face of demo-
graphic trends to leave the farms
for urban life, the number of
returning servicemen expressing
interest in Reclamation farms
exceeded farm availability on
the various projects. These
included the newly-opened
Columbia Basin Project where
lotteries occurred to distribute
farms. The Columbia Basin
Project especially excited many
in Congress and in the Depart-
ment of the Interior as a project
offering great opportunities to
returning veterans and a partial
fulfillment of the small farm

ideology that originally inspired 2
western reclamation at the 8.16. On February 8, 1956, officials, at Antelope
Union High School, drew 40 names to go on the
priority list of veterans preference applicants for farm
units for sale in the Wellton-Mohawk Division under
The end of the war Gila Project Public Announcement #2.

beginning of the century.'

also renewed the stiff competi-

tion between the Bureau of Reclamation and the Army Corps of Engineers, in
many cases caused by their similar yet often conflicting missions. This rivalry
became a focus of the Hoover Commission, created by Congress in 1947 to
study the reorganization of the executive branch. In its report, the commis-
sion criticized the detrimental competition and duplication of effort when both
Reclamation and the Corps sought funding to build water development proj-
ects in the same river basin. It noted that after enactment of the Flood Control
Act of 1936 “administrative confusion” occurred. The Act gave to the Corps
the primary responsibility for flood protection on the main streams and the
development and improvement of the upper watershed to the Department of

10" Fred W. Johnson, Commissioner, Harold L. Ickes, Secretary of the Interior, “Governmental

Aids to Land Acquisition by War Veterans, 1796-1994,” RG 48, Entry 768, Box 12, “Soldiers
Preference for Land;” see also John R. Murdock, “Veterans—Here’s Your Farm,” Reclamation
Era, 32 (May 1946): 95-6; Brian Q. Cannon, “Creating a ‘New Frontier’ Opportunity: World
War II Veterans and the Campaign for Western Homesteads,” unpublished manuscript read at the
Pacific Coast Branch of the American Historical Association, Honolulu, Hawaii, August 2003.
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the Interior and the Bureau of
THE COMMISSION ON ORGANIZATION OF THE Reclamation. ACCOI‘dil’lg to
EXECUTIVE BRANCH OF THE GOVERNMENT the Commission, this dis-
tinction was not at all clear-
cut and muddled relations
between the Corps and Recla-
mation. The Hoover Commis-
sion observed that the Flood
L A TR Tl Control Act expanded the
Corps’ original responsibility
not only to improve naviga-
tion and flood control but also
to include the construction of
hydroelectric facilities. This,
Y the commission maintained,
conflicted with the Bureau
of Reclamation’s longstand-
A Report to the Congress ing commitment to irrigation
MARCH 1949 development and its by-prod-
ucts (hydroelectric power pro-
duction, farm improvements,
and the prevention of land
monopolies), often causing
fierce competition between

3 \ _d
8.17. Cover of “The Commission on Organization of
the Executive Branch of the Government: Department of o
the Interior. A Report to the Congress.”—i.e., the First bureaus. The commission

Hoover Commission. March 1949. Courtesy of the noted, “Now we are witness-
National Archives and Records Administration. ing the spectacle of both
agencies contending for the
authorization, construction, and operation of projects in the same river basins,

for example, in the Central Valley, the Columbia, and Missouri Basins.”"!

In terms of the economics of Reclamation projects, the Hoover Com-
mission brought more bad news to the Bureau of Reclamation. The commis-
sion reported on the inability of projects to repay their capital costs. Even with
the subsidy of no-interest loans on construction costs, the commission noted
that “these projects, on the average, do not pay off.” Their original costs, with

' The Hoover Commission Report: On Organization of the Executive Branch of the Govern-

ment (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, Inc., 1949), 282; see also David Arlin Kathka,
“The Bureau of Reclamation in the Truman Administration,” PhD diss., University of Missouri,
Columbia, 1976, 129-31.
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a few exceptions, were too high for agriculture to bear, and the Hoover Com-
mission concluded, “It is simply accepted that the national advantage of more
farm homes and more national productivity are advantages which will offset
Government losses.” At this point, the commission echoed previous inves-
tigations into the economics of federal reclamation. It asserted that drastic
changes must occur to make Reclamation projects economically viable and

to control the overall costs to the Treasury. Most significantly, however, the
commission addressed duplication of efforts by the Corps and the Bureau of
Reclamation. It recommended merging the two agencies into a Department of
Water Development under the Department of the Interior.

In 1947, however, the recommendation fell on deaf ears. The War
Department was in no mood to give up its cherished Army Corps of Engineers.
Also, the Pentagon was grudgingly responding to other suggestions from the
Hoover Commission to reorganize all military responsibilities into a single

COMMISSION ON ORGANIZATION OF THI

EXECUTIVE BRANCH OF THE GOVERNMENT

waler resources and ])ou'er water resources and pou'er

VOLUME ONE VOLUME TWO

* *

A Report to the Congress A Report to the Congress
JUNE 1955 JUNE 1955
T'HIS VOLUME CONTAINS THE SEPARATE STATEMENTS

THIS REPORT IS PRINTED IN TWO VOLUMES OF COMMISSIONERS

8.18. Covers of the 2 volumes of “Commission on Organization of the Executive Branch
of the Government: Water Resources and Power. A Report to the Congress.”—i.e., the
Second Hoover Commission 2. June 1955. Courtesy of the National Archives and Records
Administration.
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Department of Defense.'? Furthermore, western Republican critics in Con-
gress, who were not necessarily against Reclamation projects per se, remained
wary of any aspects of social planning these efforts included. They based their
criticism on ideology, seeking to squash any “socialist” tendencies in Reclama-
tion left over from the New Deal.

The transformation of the Bureau of Reclamation into a major public
power producing agency not only offered new opportunities, but also led to the
resurgence of old adversaries. Long-standing foes of public power continued
to heap criticism upon New Deal public works projects, especially the Tennes-
see Valley Authority, which for these critics became a symbol of government
overreaching. Now that the Bureau of Reclamation appeared to be much more
than a government effort to promote small farm irrigation in the arid West, its
public power operations, once the wartime emergency passed, became a target
for those who guarded the interests of private power and decried the growth
of the federal government during the New Deal. They saw Reclamation’s
production of power as one more step toward big government—a euphemism
for “creeping socialism.” Also Reclamation faced opposition and criticism
even in its more traditional role of developing small farms on its projects.
Critics began an overt attack on the 160 acre limitation rule, never evenly or
rigorously enforced, which under Reclamation law banned water to acreage
exceeding 160 acres per farm owner. Many saw the limitation as a restraint
on ambition and a kind of leveling socialism on projects, an especially strong
view among farmers in the Central Valley of California."

Regionalization

During the war, a significant change to Bureau of Reclamation poli-
cies and procedures came with the decentralization of the Bureau as man-
dated by the 1939 Reclamation Project Act. One month after Commissioner
John Page retired in August 1943, newly appointed Commissioner Harry W.
Bashore announced the regionalization plan. Regionalization created seven
regional directors who were to report directly to the commissioner, which in
effect reduced the influence of the Chief Engineer’s Office in Denver. The
reorganization of Reclamation went forward amidst growing debate on the
future of comprehensive multipurpose river basin development, as discussions
raged about the creation of new TVA-like valley authorities. While removing

12 The Hoover Commission Report, 278, 197-8.
13 Lawrence B. Lee, “California Water Politics: Opposition to the CVP, 1944-1980,” Agricul-
tural History 54:3 (July 1980): 407.
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some centralized authority from
the Chief Engineer, Sinclair O.
Harper, decentralization offered
the Bureau of Reclamation greater
flexibility to assume a larger

role in river basin development.
Moreover, reorganization pro-
vided Reclamation a surer foot-
hold in its competition with the
Corps of Engineers.'*

In the fluidity of the
postwar years, uncertainty loomed
over the manner in which water
resources development in the
seventeen western states occurred.
At the same time, discussion

: 25 on new independent river basin
8.19. Sinclair O. Harper was Reclamation’s Chief  guthorities threatened to take over
Engineer, 1940-1944. water development projects from

both the Bureau of Reclama-

tion and the Corps of Engineers. The course of future events was uncertain,
but Reclamation was clearly positioning itself to assume any new leadership
mantle in river basin developments by implementing regionalization. With
more administrative powers in the hands of regional directors, Reclamation
prepared to claim it was on the ground and ready to go should river basin
development projects capture further interest in Congress. After its wartime
hiatus, articles in Reclamation Era confirmed the view that reorganization
occurred in response to prospects for multipurpose river basin developments.
One 1946 article asserted that when Reclamation undertook development
of western rivers “on a basin-wide scale” regionalization became necessary.
Departure from individual projects to multi-river basin tasks required that the
seven regional offices have more individual authority to deal with localized
problems. Later, in 1947, as battles in Congress over funding for Reclamation

2

14 Lee, “California Water Politics,” 408-9; see also “Reclamation Project Act of 1939,” Public
Law 206, August 7, 1939, in United States Department of the Interior, Bureau of Reclama-
tion, Federal Reclamation and Related Laws Annotated, Volume I, Richard K. Pelz, editor
(Washington, D.C.: United States Government Printing Office, 1972), 634-64 (this series of
publications currently, in late 2012, includes 5 volumes, 2 supplements, and one volume on the
Reclamation Reform Act, 1982-1988); Kathka, “The Bureau of Reclamation in the Truman
Administration,” 22.
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8.20. This map shows the regions as created in the period 1944 to 1946. Region 7 was created
out of parts of regions 5 and 6, at the request of Colorado politicians, to meet the heavy planning

demands of the Pick-Sloan Missouri Basin Program.




took place, Reclamation Era claimed that budget constraints forced decentral-
ization of the Bureau’s engineering offices. The Denver Office would continue
to be the focal point of dams and major structures, but according to this official
voice of Reclamation, “The field offices will be responsible for detail designs
on major structures,” that included “works appurtenant to dams, camps, roads,
design of transmission lines and irrigation distribution systems.”"

Still, questions remained over how regionalization would impact the
Bureau of Reclamation’s ability to fulfill its mission. In 1944 Chief Engineer
S. O. Harper spoke to the Western Association of State Engineers in Denver
on the reorganization of regional offices. He began by asserting, “I want now
to puncture any fallacious idea that [ am opposed to the regionalization of
the Bureau.” Harper insisted that he viewed it as a step forward and that in
fact he had been instrumental in establishing that set up for the Central Valley
Project in California. But he was critical of the diminished influence of the
Chief Engineer’s Office by splitting up of a single-headed organization that
he believed operated with efficiency “and substituting for it a 5- or 6-headed
group with no directing head.” Harper maintained that the Bureau was a
construction agency, and construction projects, he said, did not function well
unless there was authoritative direction from the top and not direction by a
committee or organization heads.'

Harper noted that he had seen this all before in his thirty-eight year
career with the Bureau of Reclamation. In the name of efficiency, other
attempts at creating a “commission” to oversee large construction had failed
in the past. As an example, Harper recalled that the commission created to
manage the Panama Canal construction utterly failed, and only after the job
bogged down did President Theodore Roosevelt appoint General George W.
Goethals “as a one-man czar; who brought order out of chaos and built the
canal.” According to the chief engineer, the Bureau of Reclamation was not
immune to past efforts at decentralization, in 1914 and again in 1924, and only
through the exertions of Arthur P. Davis and Dr. Elwood Mead, respectively,

15 “The Changing Years,” Reclamation Era, 32 (May 1946): 113; “Design Work Decentral-
ized,” Reclamation Era, 33 (October 1947): 227.

16 S. O. Harper, “Farewell Remarks from the Chief Engineer,” in Denver 1944 Symposium

of Conference of Regional and Branch Directors, Bureau of Reclamation, Denver, Colorado,
November 18-21, 1944, with Selected Addresses Presented Before National Reclamation Asso-
ciation and Association of Western Engineers (United States Department of the Interior, Bureau
of Reclamation), 90, RG 48, Entry 779, Box 16; for background information on S. O. Harper
see Lewis Nordyke, “River Doctor,” The Saturday Evening Post, 218 (September 8, 1945): 19,
92-4.
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did Reclamation return to a top-down hierarchal organization. Nonethe-

less, Harper recognized Reclamation’s reorganization as a sign of the times
brought about by the war and the bureaucratic centralization in Washington,
D.C. He lamented, however, that the result of this state of affairs wasted time
and energy of engineers who had better things to do than focus on person-

nel matters or other service functions, draining resources from Reclamation’s
construction objectives. Harper declared that the sole mission of Reclamation
engineers was, “The building of lasting and enduring engineering structures
and their operation for the benefit of the people in the West and the nation.”

In what ultimately became a farewell speech, the retiring chief engi-
neer harbored grave concerns about regionalization, and its impact on the abil-
ity of Reclamation to construct irrigation projects. His words caused a flurry
of comments in subsequent months inside the Bureau and the Department of
the Interior. Michael Straus, assistant to the secretary of the interior, noted in
a memorandum to the secretary that Harper’s engineering qualifications were
unassailable, but warned of possible morale problems if Reclamation hired
Harper as an outside consultant. Straus stated, “I have reason for believing
that Mr. Harper was not in sympathy with the regionalization of the Bureau of
Reclamation or with many of the newer policies of that Bureau, nor did he aid
their implementation and adoption.” Although Straus acknowledged that there
was much to be said for the Bureau of Reclamation to “take care of its own,”
there was danger in employing former high-ranking individuals who still held
tremendous influence.”

Nevertheless, regionalization allowed the Bureau of Reclamation the
flexibility to focus on some of its ideological commitments and better explain
its point of view. By granting more independence to regional directors, they
paid more attention to problems that fell outside the realm of construction.
Although constructing engineering works remained the central undertaking,
there was also the need to work closely with state and local constituents on
policy issues. This not only meant working to coordinate water development
plans but also living up to the letter and intent of Reclamation law. Region-
alization gave regional directors the freedom to concentrate on their localities
and develop comprehensive plans, build personal relationships with water
users, and work more closely with decision makers in the nation’s capitol. Out
of the reorganization came the Colorado River Storage Project from the Salt
Lake City Office (Region 4), Reclamation’s contribution to the Pick-Sloan

17" Michael W. Straus to the Secretary, May 30, 1945, RG 48, Entry 779, Box 15.
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Plan from Region 6, later the Upper Missouri Region, in Billings, Montana,
and the Columbia Basin Project from the Boise Office (Region 1) with the
goal of developing the agricultural potential of the project. All of these pro-
posals sought to fulfill the Bureau of Reclamation’s postwar ambitions in river
basin development and revealed close cooperative efforts that met the needs of
local water users.'®

Valley Authorities and the Public v. Private Power
Debate

Upon conclusion of World War 11, the idea of instituting valley
authorities as a means to achieve the fullest potential for water development
in the West gained momentum within some circles in the Truman administra-
tion. Veteran New Dealers perceived valley authorities as the best way to spur
regional growth. Leland Olds in particular characterized TVA as promoting
healthy regional growth while balancing the forces of centralization con-
centrated in Washington, D.C. He denounced those who called river valley
authorities and the TVA experiment “a trend towards socialism,” the favorite
charge of Republican congressmen against the TVA. River authorities, accord-
ing to Olds, represented a trend toward decentralized management that was
more familiar with the problems of a region. Also Olds believed that TVA, as
well as any other river basin programs Congress might authorize, promoted the
beneficial utilization of natural resources. The TVA experience encouraged
cooperation of federal, state, and local agencies; farm organizations; agricul-
tural colleges; experiment stations; chambers of commerce; private enterprise;
labor organizations; and cooperatives. Furthermore, Olds claimed that river
basin projects advanced the growth of private enterprise: “Figures are eloquent
as to the extent to which the TVA has brought about an expansion of private
enterprise in the Tennessee Valley. It provided the underpinning of prosperous
development in a significant region of the South that encouraged the private
enterprise in the life of the region.”"’

In the American West two regions appeared ideal for valley authority
development—the Missouri River basin and the Columbia River basin. Both
had the tacit support of President Truman. Valley authorities extended the
progressive ideals of the New Deal in the production of public power to help

18 Bureau of Reclamation, The Colorado River; Pitzer, Grand Coulee, 268; Harold L. Sylten,
“Pioneering in the Missouri Basin,” Reclamation Era, 32 (May 1946): 98-9; Oscar Buttehdahl,
“Corralling the Colorado: Part [I——Empire Builder,” Reclamation Era, 32 (October 1946): 218-
20, 229.

¥ Leland Olds, Address, in RG 48, Entry 779, Box 15.
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build-up regional economies and complete the electrification of rural areas.
The Rural Electrification Administration (REA) played a large role in this
mission.”” These idealistic goals, however, faced daunting resistance. Discus-
sions about river authorities in the Pacific Northwest and the Missouri River
basin renewed the debate over public versus private power development. More
importantly, the heated conversations raised the larger question of how best to
accomplish regional development. Should the people of the region be the cata-
lyst behind their own economic and social growth, or should they rely upon a
large federal entity to dictate how growth would occur? Unlike Olds, many
TVA opponents saw valley authorities as an invasion by a powerful federal
entity that acted against the will and desire of the people.?! During this debate,
the Bureau of Reclamation found itself in the difficult position of planning for
extensive work on both the Columbia and Missouri river systems, but faced
with the possibility that proposed valley authorities might repudiate its efforts.

As part of planning for the future during the war, Bureau of Recla-
mation leaders began investigating ways to fit Reclamation’s expertise into
multiple-use projects. With some items already earmarked for continued
development—the Central Valley Project, the Columbia Basin Project, and
the unfinished business on the lower Colorado River—Bureau planners sought
larger challenges in river basin development. Bureau of Reclamation officials
asserted that the organization was well positioned to render services and lend
its experience to an entire region through generation of hydroelectric power,
opening new irrigation opportunities, providing water for municipalities, and
creating new recreational areas under one large comprehensive plan.

At a 1944 conference in Denver, Assistant Secretary of the Interior
William E. Warne outlined to Reclamation regional officials his hopes for
the Bureau’s future in river basin development. He said that the West and the
future of that region owed much gratitude to Reclamation visionaries such as
F. H. Newell, A. P. Davis, F. E. Weymouth, Elwood Mead, R. F. Walter, J. L.
Savage, S. O. Harper, F. A. Banks, John C. Page, the present Commissioner
Harry W. Bashore, and many others. Warne noted that completion of Boulder
Dam, which some said was impossible at the unheard of height of 726 feet,

2 P.R. DeLuna, “Bureaucratic Opposition as a Factor in Truman’s Failure to Achieve a

Columbia Valley Authority,” Historical Papers/Communications historiques 10:1 (1975): 233;
for more information on the REA see Leah S. Glaser, Electrifying the American West: Stories of
Power, People, and Place (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2009).

21 William R. Arthur, “MVA—Its Background and Issues,” Congressional Record, 29:1 (Janu-
ary 1050): 13; Mark W. T. Harvey, “North Dakota, the Northern Plains, and the Missouri Valley
Authority,” North Dakota History 59:3 (1992): 34.

537



8.21. The Friant-Kern Canal.

helped to win a worldwide war by producing electricity to feed West Coast
war industries. He praised the “visionary undertaking” of Grand Coulee Dam
which was once denounced as a “gigantic white elephant, but now its kilo-
watt and water storage capacity shamed detractors and the faint of heart who
now welcome its power to the war muscle of the United States.” Warne also
noted the near completion of Shasta Dam with its multi-purpose functions

of hydropower output, irrigation, and flood control in California. All three
developments, according to Warne, begged the question, “Who will say today
that a river is too broad to dam or a task to difficult to be completed by our
engineers?” His words reflected a renewed vigor and energy emanating from
Reclamation at the end of World War II for the continuation of its mission to
develop the water resources of the West.*

It was not enough merely to celebrate the great edifices constructed
by engineers. There were other, perhaps, greater benefits to recognize. Dams
provided irrigation water, opportunities to generate hydroelectric power, and
complementary uses involving flood control, municipal water supplies, abate-

2 William E. Warne, “Operation and Maintenance, Land use, and Settlement,” in Denver Sym-

posium, 1-5, RG 48, Entry 779, Box 16; “Water Planning Pays Oft,” Reclamation Era, 32 (July
1946): 152-3; for more information on the “white elephant” reference, see Pitzer, Grand Coulee,
247.
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8.22. Work on the Central Valley Project after World War Il included lining the Friant-Kern
Canal in February 1947. Photographer: A. Ross.

ment of pollution, and finally recreational opportunities to fish, swim, camp, and
picnic. Warne saw the end of World War II as the beginning of a third phase in
water development in the West. He noted that the first occurred in the late nine-
teenth century—a time of pioneers who made simple stream diversions and built
highline ditches to irrigate western valleys. The Reclamation Act of 1902 began
the second period that brought the federal government into development of
water resources in the West. During this period another 10,000,000 acres were
added to the irrigated lands of the West, about half from the efforts of the Bureau
of Reclamation. The greater resources of the federal government enabled the
Bureau of Reclamation to build large storage dams that could regulate, con-
serve, and control the water supply. This second phase in the view of many
represented the “zenith” of Reclamation’s accomplishments, especially with

the launching of the Central Valley and the Columbia Basin projects. In 1944
Assistant Commissioner Warne saw a third era: basin-wide developments based
on multiple-purpose projects. The Roosevelt administration, while receiving
much partisan criticism for the Tennessee Valley Authority, was well-satisfied
with the development and touted it as a hallmark of progressive achievement in
water management and power development that aided economic growth in the
Tennessee River Valley. For many supporters, it offered a model for future water
development that the West might well emulate.
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Warne revealed that the Bureau of Reclamation had some fifteen
additional basin reports that it would eventually present to Congress. Clearly
he believed that basin development was the wave of the future and was the
most economical way of approaching the full utilization of water resources in
the West in the postwar period. He saw in all of this the foundation of a great
postwar program, “one of transcendent importance to the West, and to the
whole Nation.” Ultimately the developments Warne envisioned offered oppor-
tunities for returning servicemen and demobilized war workers for settlement
on family farms. His words still echoed the ideals of the original Reclamation
mission to make farm homes available for families, an ideal now more relevant
than ever in this new post-world-war future.?

Though Warne praised the accomplishments of the TVA, the estab-
lishment of valley authorities for western river basins was not exactly what
Reclamation officials had in mind. Nevertheless the ideas expounded by
Leland Olds on regional planning still had considerable support within the
Roosevelt and later the Truman administrations. For the Bureau of Recla-
mation, these ongoing discussions on creating new TVA-like agencies with
all encompassing powers to control water resource management in the river
basins of the American West was a looming threat to its own postwar plans.
Such agencies would surely limit opportunities for the Bureau, and Reclama-
tion was not alone in harboring these fears. As it nurtured its own ambitions
for the river basins of the West, the Army Corps of Engineers came to oppose
independent river basin authorities. Usually at loggerheads, Reclamation and
the Corps joined forces to oppose all efforts to create river authorities. P. R.
DeLuna writes, “Often in conflict with each other, these two agencies were
united in their opposition to the establishment of an organization similar to
the T.V.A. in the Columbia Valley.” Though DelLuna’s statement only reflects
activities for the Columbia River, a much more earnest effort by Reclamation
and the Corps occurred to stop attempts to form a river authority for the Mis-
souri River.?*

In 1944 Congress passed the Flood Control Act that authorized the
Pick-Sloan Plan. Named after General Lewis A. Pick of the Army Corps of
Engineers and W. G. Sloan, assistant director of the Bureau of Reclamation’s
Region VI in Billings, Montana, the plan presented a comprehensive project

2 Warne, “Operation and Maintenance, Land use, and Settlement,” 1-5, RG 48, Entry 779,
Box 16.

2% DeLuna, “Bureaucratic Opposition as a Factor in Truman’s Failure to Achieve a Columbia
Valley Authority,” 239.
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for development of the Missouri River
basin. In essence, the Pick-Sloan Plan
divided the Missouri River basin between
Reclamation and the Corps. The Army
Corps of Engineers’s primary responsi-
bility was flood control and to improve
navigation along the main stem of the
river through a series of dams and levees.
The Bureau of Reclamation took up irri-
gation and hydroelectric power develop-
ment on the main tributaries of the upper
Missouri River. Sometimes touted as a
model of interagency cooperation, the
Pick-Sloan Plan addressed flood control,
enhanced agricultural production of the
northern plains, and increased hydroelec-  §23. Assistant Commissioner William E.
tricity production to spur the economic Warne, 1946.

diversification on the upper Missouri

River basin.”

Initially Assistant Secretary of the Interior William Warne down-
played the Corps’ plan in favor of Reclamation’s report. Later, however, he
acknowledged that negotiations reconciled the Bureau’s plan with the Corps’
studies. Warne called this an excellent example of cooperation between the
Bureau of Reclamation and the Corps of Engineers. More importantly in the
process of merging the two plans, both organizations agreed that there would
be a ratio of benefits to costs in the range of 2.45 to 1. “Think of it,” Warne
wrote, “the benefits were virtually two and one-half times the costs, when
a plan for the comprehensive use of all the water and related resources was
considered.” Cost benefits aside, another possible motivation for the Bureau
and the Corps to come to terms on the Missouri River basin plan was Presi-
dent Roosevelt’s growing impatience with the inability of these two rivals to
reach an agreement on river basin development. According to Peter Carrels
in Uphill Against Water, “To solve the impasse, President Roosevelt advised

2 John Ferrell, “Developing the Missouri: South Dakota and the Pick-Sloan Plan,” South
Dakota History 19:3 (1989): 308; Mark W. T. Harvey, “North Dakota, the Northern Plains, and
the Missouri Valley Authority,” 35; Kathka, “The Bureau of Reclamation in the Truman Admin-
istration,” 113; for more information on the Pick-Sloan Plan, see “Flood Control Act of 1944” in
USDOI, BR, Federal Reclamation and Related Laws Annotated, Volume 1, 796-812.
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formation of a new agency—one to be called the Missouri Valley Authority
(MVA)—to rule the Missouri River.”?

Although publication of the Missouri River Plan, or the Pick-Sloan
Plan, for the multipurpose development of Missouri River basin resources
seemed to bode well for a working relationship between the Bureau of Rec-
lamation and the Corps of Engineers, the harmony existed mostly on paper.
One observer wondered if two entirely separate agencies, one interested in
irrigation and power and the other concerned with flood control and naviga-
tion could really cooperate to accomplish multiple-purpose development of
a river basin. There also remained questions on how to divide responsibili-
ties in reference to structure designs to avoid duplication of effort and policy
goals that worked at cross-purposes. Corps methods ordained that flood con-
trol reservoirs be empty, while the opposite was true for the Bureau of Recla-
mation which wanted full reservoirs for irrigation and power. Concerns also
arose over whether either organization had any interest in tackling other areas
of resource management that valley authorities embraced such as soil erosion,
reforestation, recreation, while balancing economic growth between industry
and agriculture. And finally with the growth of the War Department in both
size and prestige during the war, Reclamation officials wondered whether
any real cooperation with the War Department could exist. In a 1944 letter to
William Warne, one Reclamation official wrote, “I am all the more convinced
that you can’t ‘cooperate’ with the War Department. I think we should boldly
move out ahead of them and assume leadership, if public interest in irrigation,
power, etc., is to be served.””’

Despite its comprehensiveness, the Pick-Sloan Plan still had its detrac-
tors within the Missouri River basin. Some critics were in fact avid propo-
nents of a Missouri Valley Authority and included various MVA committees
from St. Louis, Kansas City, Omaha, and Denver, along with representatives
of organized labor and the Farmers’ Union. Upstream opponents of the Corps’
mainstream plan objected to its focus on flood control that only benefitted
larger downstream urban communities. They complained that the Corps
ignored the needs of northern plains farmers by not showing any concerns for

% Warne, “Operation and Maintenance, Land use, and Settlement,” 3, RG 48, Entry 779, Box

16; see also Peter Carrels, Uphill Against Water: The Great Dakota Water War (Lincoln: Univer-
sity of Nebraska Press, 1999), 16.

27 Phillip Dickinson to William E. Warne, February 20, 1944, William E. Warne Papers, Box
2 Correspondence, American Heritage Collection, University of Wyoming, Laramie, Wyoming,
hereafter cited Warne Papers.
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soil erosion that plagued the region. One observer, commenting on the dev-
astating flooding on the Missouri River that occurred during the early 1940s,
noted, “The richest land in the United States has been washed under the Eads
Bridge in St. Louis at a rate of twenty acres a minute.” In addition, Missouri
Valley Authority proponents believed that federal control of the river that the
Pick-Sloan Plan represented seriously challenged the water rights of the basin
states. Similar to the vision of regional control extolled by Olds, MVA sup-
porters argued that a valley authority was a much better method to serve all the
needs of basin states through, in the words of historian Mark Harvey, “central-
ized allocation of Missouri River water.”

Other detractors saw valley authorities as threats to free enterprise
and local government. The National Reclamation Association supported
Commissioner Bashore and chief of the Army Corps of Engineers Major
General Eugene Reybold’s success at reconciling differences in the devel-
opment of waters in the Missouri River basin under the Pick-Sloan Plan.
The association believed that Pick-Sloan better served irrigation interests
and other beneficial consumptive uses of water in the Missouri River basin.
Association members were adamant about preventing any extension of TVA-
like authorities to the West. Its resolutions declared all “such authorities are
unnecessary, unwise, and undesirable” and pledged “to defeat all such mea-
sures.” The National Reclamation Association expressed not only antipathy
to river basin authorities, but also any New Deal-like centralized efforts for
economic development. It asserted that river valley authorities, among other
unwise measures, encroached upon states’ rights, hindering their ability
to enter into water compacts. Moreover valley authorities, the association
argued, represented unwise centralization that resulted in too much public
ownership of resources, creating unwholesome government monopolies that
removed property from local tax rolls. These arguments echoed Repub-
lican Party objections to what they considered the New Deal’s “socialist
tendencies” as well as resurrecting private power’s arguments against public
power.”’

2 Wesley Price, “What You Can Believe About MVA,” Saturday Evening Post, 218 (Janu-

ary 19, 1946): 124; Ernest Kirschten, “MVA: Stalled But Not Stopped,” Nation, 163:7 (August
17, 1946): 184; see also Harvey, “North Dakota, the Northern Plains, and the Missouri Valley
Authority,” 34.

2 Resolutions Adopted by the National Reclamation Association Thirteenth Annual Conven-
tion, Denver, Colorado, November 15, 16, 17, 1944, RG 48, Entry 779, Box 15; see also Kathka,
“The Bureau of Reclamation in the Truman Administration,” 44.
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Most opponents of river valley authorities saw the Pick-Sloan Plan
as the best course of action to defeat the proposed Missouri Valley Author-
ity. For years, competition between the Bureau of Reclamation and the Corps
of Engineers stalled Missouri River development. Now when talk of a valley
authority emerged, these two rivals joined forces to produce a comprehensive
plan for the Missouri River basin. Some perceived this as more than just mere
coincidence and called it a “marriage of convenience” or a “shotgun wedding,’
but all understood that the primary purpose was to ensure the presence of Rec-
lamation and the Corps in the basin. Still some in Congress and the Truman
administration continued to nurture the vision of one Missouri River Basin
Authority similar to the TVA.*

B

In 1947 Assistant Secretary of the Interior C. Girard Davidson sent
a report to Secretary Julius A. Krug that portrayed governmental participa-
tion in natural resource development as holding the key to economic growth.
Davidson traced the conception of this activity back to the conservation
priorities established by the Theodore Roosevelt administration. Since that
time, he claimed, twenty “different federal resource agencies” operated inde-
pendently providing “no centralized responsibility for resource conservation
and development.” Davidson praised the TVA as not only the salvation of an
impoverished region, but also as a model for natural resource development.
He targeted the Pacific Northwest and the Columbia River basin as the future
site of a successful river basin authority. The plan envisioned by the assistant
secretary proposed to transfer flood control, navigation, irrigation, and power
development performed by the Corps of Engineers, the Bureau of Reclama-
tion, and the Bonneville Power Administration to a regional authority. Sound-
ing very similar to Leland Olds, Davidson claimed that while the TVA sought
to rejuvenate “an exhausted people” and “an exhausted land,” the Pacific
Northwest offered the opportunity to build a “new economy.” For Davidson
the conclusion was: “Just as the big and tragic problems of the Tennessee
Valley could be solved only through the sort of teamwork and integrated effort
provided by the TVA, so can the challenging and provocative problems of the
Pacific Northwest be solved.”

30 William R. Arthur, “MVA—Its Background and Issues, Congressional Record, 29:1
(January 1950): 13; Kirschten, “MVA: Stalled But Not Stopped,” 184; Price, “What You Can
Believe About MVA,” 124; DeLuna, “Bureaucratic Opposition as a Factor in Truman’s Failure
to Achieve a Columbia Valley Authority,” 239; Harvey, “North Dakota, the Northern Plains, and
the Missouri Valley Authority,” 33; Kathka, “The Bureau of Reclamation in the Truman Admin-
istration,” 113.
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While coordinated development of all of the natural resources of a
region—Iland, forests, fish, water, parks, minerals, heat, and energy—struck a
responsive chord in many, others saw the erosion of their power and influence.
The Bureau of Reclamation was no exception. Admittedly, the imposition
of a river basin or regional authority, Davidson noted, contained the seeds of
“possible conflict between the regional agency and the strongest of the exist-
ing Federal resources agencies.” States too feared the loss of power. Practical
considerations or concerns for bureaucratic prerogatives in designated spheres
of power trumped much of the idealism expressed in Davidson’s report, which
spoke to the promises of new regional authorities. All of which is to say that
established agencies including state governments came to fear new “TVAs” in
the West.*' Support for valley authorities within the Department of the Interior
was not universal. Regional TVA-like agencies threatened the power and influ-
ence of the Department of the Interior, and some department officials sought to
view the issue pragmatically. One memo cautioned that “it would be prema-
ture to commit ourselves to regional authorities.” It advised that only time
would tell whether regional agencies were the wave of the future and suggested
that in the meantime the Department refrain from supporting autonomous river
basin authorities. Indeed, some observers perceived a complete transformation
of the executive branch stemming from the creation of valley authorities. One
Saturday Evening Post article noted in 1946,

If authorities take over planning and management of our natu-
ral resources, the executive branch of the United States Gov-
ernment is in for a major overhaul. Great chunks would be
torn from the Department of Agriculture. The entire Depart-
ment of the Interior might be razed ... and a historic mass of
law and judicial interpretation would become obsolete.*

Observations, such as this one, provided ample reasons for wariness by
government bureaucracies to the idea of establishing valley authorities in the
American West.

31 C. Girard Davidson, Assistant Secretary, Memorandum to Secretary Krug, “Special on
Regional Resource Development,” 1947, Krug Papers, Box 4; for information on C. Girard
Davidson see Phyllis Komarek De Luna, Public versus Private Power during the Truman Admin-
istration: A Study in Fair Deal Liberalism (New York: Peter Lang, 1997), 31.

32 Evelyn N. Cooper to Assistant Secretary C. Gerard Davidson, March 18, 1947, Krug Papers,
Box 45; Price, “What You Can Believe About MVA,” 24; William L. Lang, “Failed Federalism:
The Columbia Valley Authority and Regionalism,” in The Great Northwest: The Search for
Regional Identity, William G. Robbins, editor (Corvallis: Oregon State University Press, 2001),
70-4.
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Curtailment of Columbia
Valley Authority discussion after the
war testified to the strength of the
political opposition to new river valley
authorities and flagging interest in New
Deal era programs among members
of Congress, farmers, and regional
business people in eastern Washington.
They feared the social rhetoric of New
Dealers like Leland Olds and Secretary
of the Interior Ickes. Opposition forces
capitalized on these concerns. They
cast river authorities as the manifesta-

tion of a growing “federal octopus,”
8.25. Secretary of the Interior Oscar

poised to strangle state powers as
. . Chapman, December 1, 1949, to January 20,
well as private enterprise. Of course, 1953,

already established agencies and ser-

vice bureaucracies did not take kindly

to the creation of new authorities or new agencies that would infringe upon
their realms of activity. Indeed, some political scientists drew lessons from the
massive governmental undertaking involved in the war effort to suggest that
the creation of new authorities and leadership czars to accomplish tasks did
not work as well as mobilizing existing governmental structures. Amidst the
opposition and dwindling power of Depression-era politics, the dreams of the
New Dealers for a new social experiment in a cooperative community on the
Columbia Basin Project dimmed. What remained was the initiative and inde-
pendence of the Bureau of Reclamation to renew its commitment to construct
dams, hydroelectric facilities, and water delivery systems for both urban and
agricultural purposes in an era of expansion in the decades following World
War I1.%

Shifts in the political tides manifested themselves in a series of events,
and the Pacific Northwest provided the backdrop for changes in water develop-
ment policies in the 1950s. Gone were the days of the New Deal when public
power advocates could rely on a general consensus that public power was a

33 Luther Gulick, Administrative Reflections from World War II (Birmingham: University of
Alabama Press, 1948), 102; Brian Q. Cannon, Remaking the American Dream: New Deal Rural
Resettlement in the Mountain West (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico, 1996); Paul K.
Conkin, Tomorrow a New World: The New Deal Community Program (Ithaca, New York: Cornell
University Press, 1959).
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national benefit that brought affordable electricity to all Americans. In 1950
Secretary of the Interior Oscar Chapman warned an audience in the public
power state of Nebraska that attacks upon public power were gaining momen-
tum: “they will be both direct and indirect and under cover,” but he said, “as
long as the people and their government remain alert, and fully informed, these
attacks will fail.” Indeed, power industry publications intensified their attacks
referring to the “pinko power policies” of the Department of the Interior and
the Bureau of Reclamation. These assaults undermined support for public
power even among the faithful of the Pacific Northwest. The withering attacks
on the proposed Hells Canyon High Dam project on the Snake River, a major
tributary of the Columbia River, in the 1950s ultimately demonstrated how

the new political climate emerging after the war defeated a prize project of the
Bureau of Reclamation.*

For the Bureau of Reclamation, opportunities for the expansion of
hydroelectric power and irrigation beckoned in the Pacific Northwest’s flow-
ing rivers and desert landscapes. In 1946 the Bureau’s long range planning
agenda included building a high dam in the region’s last remaining major
prime damsite—Hells Canyon on the Snake River. Several obstacles loomed
to foil Reclamation’s plans. First was the Corps of Engineers, as elsewhere, an
ever-present rival. Second were private power interests, principally in the form
of Idaho Power Company, which stood ready to attack any plans for a new
major public power producing dam in its domain. On the other side, President
Truman’s administration saw Hells Canyon as part of the larger Columbia
River Valley Authority (CVA) to oversee all dam building, the production of
electricity and its distribution in the region. Following the president’s lead in
June 1949, Secretary Julius Krug testified before Congress that one unified
agency was the best means to develop the resources of the region. He noted
that the administrative centers of various resource agencies—the Bureau of
Reclamation, the Bureau of Land Management, the U.S. Forest Service, and
the Soil Conservation Service—were remote from the Pacific Northwest and
their policies sometimes worked at cross purposes. Under a Columbia River
Valley Authority, Krug suggested, one administrative authority would effec-
tively administer the entire region. Others argued that a CVA would mean

3% QOscar L. Chapman, “From Nebraska to the Sea,” Reclamation Era, 36 (March 1950): 45-7,
Robert E. Firth, Public Power in Nebraska: A Report (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press,
1962); George A. Dondero, U.S. Representative from Michigan and Chairman of the Public
Works Committee, “Wanted: A New Federal Policy,” Public Utilities Fortnightly, 42 (September
9, 1948): 333-42.
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the complete federalization of the region and the removal of local voices from
critical policy decisions.?

Truman’s CVA vision sought to lay the foundations for the Pacific
Northwest’s future in the spirit of the New Deal’s undertaking in the Tennes-
see River valley. But, as already noted, the postwar political climate proved a
minefield for the extension of New Deal river basin developments and plan-
ning enterprises that in any way resembled the scope and scale of the Ten-
nessee Valley Authority. Longtime guardians of the public purse argued that
public dam building—whether it was a project of a government agency, i.e.,
the Bureau of Reclamation, or a larger river basin authority—was too costly,
unnecessary, and subject to charges of inefficiency and monopolization of
resource development to the exclusion of private enterprise. In response to
such attacks, Assistant Secretary of the Interior Warne sought to alleviate fears
by portraying the high dam Hells Canyon undertaking as “self-liquidating”
based on potential power sales in a region that faced imminent shortages. By
“self-liquidating,” he meant that the dam’s electrical revenues would pay for its
construction and even the expansion of irrigation in the deserts of Idaho. His
urgency was all the more heightened because his statement came in the after-
math of the disastrous flood that destroyed the community of Vanport, Oregon,
near Portland in late May 1948. Warne argued large dams on the upper Snake
River could have prevented the flood. Yet, neither the political boost the presi-
dent received from his unexpected victory in the presidential election of 1948
nor the devastating Vanport Flood the previous spring provided the momentum
necessary to achieve a Columbia River Valley Authority.*

The Truman administration’s inability to achieve valley authority legis-
lation on the Columbia or Missouri rivers was due to a combination of fac-
tors. The Bureau of Reclamation and the Corps of Engineers opposed it. For
many, the president’s half-hearted commitment to the idea undermined some
strong supporters for a valley authority in both the Missouri and Columbia
river basins. In addition, the heated debate over public versus private power
and accusations in the early McCarthy Era, that the administration was soft on
communism along with its schemes that smacked of social planning, planted
seeds of suspicion about the proposal. More importantly, international events
such as the Berlin Airlift and the advent of the Korean War consumed much

35 Statement of Secretary of the Interior, Julius Krug, before the Senate Public Works Commit-

tee, June 1, 1949, Krug Papers, Container 45; see also Pitzer, Grand Coulee, 244.
3 William E. Warne to Julius A. Krug, June 9, 1948, Krug Papers, Box 69; see also Lang,
“Failed Federalism,” 66-79.
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of Truman’s attention during his second term. While the Truman administra-
tion continued to publically support valley authorities, the president made little
effort to see it through, and opposition forces in the region and the election of
Republican Dwight Eisenhower to the presidency in 1952 finally put an end

to plans and legislation for a regional authority centered on water resource
development.®’

Reclamation’s Leadership Issue and the
160 Acre Rule

Amid the lively debates over valley authorities in the postwar period,
the leadership of the Bureau of Reclamation and the Department of the Interior
underwent enormous adjustments after the long tenure of Secretary of the
Interior Harold Ickes ended in 1946. Likewise the appointment in 1945 of a
new commissioner of the Bureau of Reclamation, Michael Straus, to succeed
Harry Bashore opened a new era. Reclamation’s leadership set about complet-
ing many projects left unfinished during the war, in addition to confronting and
defending its role as the chief water developer of the West. Yet, the appoint-
ment of a man perceived to be a non-engineer to the leadership position in the
organization faced severe criticism. Other than David W. Davis (1923-1924),
commissioners of the Bureau of Reclamation usually had been engineers who
had come through the Reclamation ranks. On the other hand, what better
choice to lead the charge into this new era than a man with a background in
public relations, a newspaper man, and a publicist. Formerly an assistant
secretary of the interior, Straus seemed to be assuming a lesser administrative
role by moving into the commissioner’s office. In reality, however, he entered
an office that commanded over sixty percent of the Department of the Interior’s
expendable budget.

Not unexpectedly, Straus emerged as a controversial figure in his role
as commissioner from 1945 to 1953. As a New Dealer and disciple of cantan-
kerous Secretary of the Interior Ickes, he raised the ire of Republican members
of Congress and some Democrats. With his career origins in the Chicago
newspaper business along with other major dailies and the International News
Service in Washington, D.C., Straus was familiar with the ways of Wash-
ington at the beginning of the New Deal. With this background, Secretary
Ickes invited him in 1933 to manage public relations of the Department of the

37 William L. Lang and Robert C. Carriker, editors, Great River of the West: Essays on the
Columbia River (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1999); Lang, “Failed Federalism.”
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Interior, becoming Ickes’s point man with Congress. In 1943 Ickes appointed
Straus First Assistant Secretary of the Department of Interior before his “lat-
eral” move to Commissioner of the Bureau of Reclamation in 1945.%

The personality and leadership qualities of Commissioner Straus drew
attention in the press especially after congressional committees openly criti-
cized his efforts at publicizing Reclamation. To some skeptics, Straus was an
outsider who had no intimate connection with the Bureau of Reclamation and
no real understanding of its mission. Nevertheless, jockeying for advantage to
defend and expand the role of Reclamation in these years of opportunity was
made to order for Straus’s unique talents. But what passed for talents to some,
others saw as flaws. Even within the Department of the Interior, Assistant
Secretary William Warne tried to calm the waters as indicated in a 1948 note
to Secretary Krug, “I have begun an active campaign on my own to tone down
Reclamation’s single track and aggressive reactions to many things. I believe
that a calmer approach and a little more flexibility would help Reclamation’s
official relations.” One of the “many things” was Commissioner Straus’s clear
statement about Reclamation’s intentions of enforcing the 160 acre limitation
rule on the Central Valley Project (CVP) in California. Warne’s candid com-
munication was one indication that deep within the Department of the Interior
there was growing inclination to back away from the forced sale of “excess
lands” required under strict adherence to the 160 acre rule in the original 1902
Reclamation Act.*

Reclamation’s attempts to enforce the 160 acre rule and Straus’s strin-
gent advocacy of it were cause for concern by some who looked forward to the
continuation of water resource development in the West. In 1944 the National
Reclamation Association’s meeting in Denver revealed the Association’s own
ideas about future water developments in the postwar West. Its deliberations
foreshadowed some of the disputes between it and the Bureau of Reclama-
tion over the next decades. Prominently featured in the list of resolutions
adopted by the Denver conference was the removal of the excess lands provi-
sion in national Reclamation law. One resolution asked that the excess lands
provision not pertain to Reclamation projects utilizing partial water supplies
whether from surface or underground sources. But failing a general revision
of Reclamation law on this issue, the meeting called for immediate enactment
of the “Elliott Amendment” to exempt the Central Valley of California from

38 Kathka, “The Bureau of Reclamation in the Truman Administration,” 43.
3 William E. Warne to Julius A. Krug , January 12, 1948, Krug Papers, Box 69; William E.
Warne, The Bureau of Reclamation (New York: Praeger Publishers, 1973), 85.
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the excess land provisions. The Elliott Amendment eventually caused the fail-
ure of the Rivers and Harbors appropriation bill at the end of 1944 because the
Senate refused to accept it.*

California Congressman Alfred J. Elliott’s amendment to the 1944
Rivers and Harbors Bill was the first earnest effort by Californians to exempt
the Central Valley Project from the 160 acre limitation rule. The issue had
been simmering ever since the federal government took over the CVP in 1937.
Though the Bureau of Reclamation never forcefully enforced the land limita-
tion rule on other Reclamation projects, leadership within the Bureau and
the Department of the Interior appeared to make a stand in California. And
since the 160 acre rule became part of Reclamation law in 1902, Congress
had repeatedly affirmed its support. The rule promised equitable distribution
of water while limiting the harmful effects of land speculation and monopoly.
It centered on the very idea of the family farm. Historian Donald Worster
maintains, “The acreage limit was clearly a family, not an individual, standard,
and it applied in all cases, whether the land to be watered had been in private
ownership for a hundred years or whether it was newly segregated out of the
public domain was immaterial.”*!

However, the Bureau of Reclamation’s lackadaisical enforcement of
the rule on other Reclamation projects offered CVP farmers hope that acreage
limitation would not apply to them. After all, Congress removed the restric-
tion on the Colorado-Big Thompson Project in Colorado and two Reclamation
projects in Nevada. In addition, the rule was not vigorously enforced in the
Imperial Valley as part of the Boulder Canyon Project Act. All in all, there
was a growing and understandable sense that Reclamation had little intention
of strictly adhering to the 160 acre limitation rule. By 1943 the Central Valley
appeared to be an exception. An exception that Secretary Ickes and newly des-
ignated Reclamation Commissioner Harry Bashore hoped would reinvigorate
Reclamation’s idealism concerning the virtues of the family farm.*

40 Resolutions Adopted by the National Reclamation Association Thirteenth Annual Conven-
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Land ownership in California reflected the novelty of the Central
Valley Project compared with other Reclamation projects. By all accounts, the
Bureau of Reclamation was providing an irrigation infrastructure to a valley
with little or no public lands. Indeed, a Department of Agriculture report
observed, “Land ownership in the Central Valley is heavily concentrated.
Studies by the Bureau of Agricultural Economics indicate that nearly half the
land in Madera, Tulare, and Kern Counties is owned by three percent of all
landowners.” For New Dealers Ickes, Bashore, and subsequently Michael
Straus, this “concentration” of land begged for enforcement of the 160 acre
rule. Observance of the limitation law meant increasing the number of family
farms in the Central Valley, distributing benefits to a greater extent, and
achieving, in this showcase project, a major Reclamation ideal. On the other
hand, the valley’s large farm interests saw this move as a governmental attempt
to take private property to serve an outmoded ideal.*

When Congressman Elliott introduced his amendment to the 1944
Rivers and Harbors Bill, big farmers in California, along with the National
Reclamation Association, saw it as a measure to protect private property
rights in the Central Valley. While the land limitation provision meant that an
individual farmer could receive water for only 160 acres, or 320 for a married
couple, a farm with more than 160 acres could still stay intact and even receive
water for excess lands as long as those parcels were sold off in ten years. The
controversy over the land limitation rule turned into an ideological debate, and
for the most part, Elliott’s colleagues in the House agreed with the Central
Valley farmers. But this was not so in the United States Senate. A myriad of
authors have noted the sentiment in the Senate on the issue that supported the
ideal of the small farmer reflected in the 1902 Reclamation Act and the recog-
nition in the Senate that a 160 acre farm in California produced considerably
more wealth.*

While the controversy over the 160 acre rule simmered, the National
Reclamation Association ardently defended the principle that hydropower
revenues from Reclamation dams be committed to retire the costs of irrigation
works. It rejected any idea of subsidizing urban power users to the detriment

4 It was generally recognized that the majority of farms in the Central Valley easily fell into

the limits set by the 160 acre rule, but it was the large landholdings in the southern San Joaquin
Valley that were the target of Reclamation’s strict enforcement of the limitation law; see Mont-
gomery and Clawson, History of the Legislation and Policy Formation of the Central Valley
Project, 146; Worster, Rivers of Empire, 243-7.

4 Kathka, “The Bureau of Reclamation in the Truman Administration,” 50-1; Montgomery
and Clawson, History of the Legislation and Policy Formation of the Central Valley Project, 166.
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of rural water users on irrigation farms. In the postwar years, the Bureau of
Reclamation pursued the strategy of supplying cities and industry with power,
using the revenues to subsidize the high cost of irrigation development. The
cost offset, or subsidy, helped underwrite many water projects in the postwar
period. This practice drew caustic attacks from Reclamation critics who saw
it as a drain on the national treasury. They argued that despite assertions that
power revenues paid for irrigation works the fact was that power revenues went
into irrigation projects that could not possibly pay for themselves. Both the
160 acre rule and power subsidies for irrigation projects sparked continuing
controversies. For critics of the Bureau of Reclamation, Commissioner Straus
became a lightning rod for everything that was wrong with the federal recla-
mation program.*

In the spring of 1952 The Saturday Evening Post ran an article highly
critical of Commissioner Straus under the title, “Our Most Arrogant Bureau-
crat.” The title set the tone of criticism throughout, asking, “What is an
old-time Chicago newspaperman and an ex-New Deal publicist doing in a job
which is largely an engineering operation?” The answer was not flattering.
The article asserted that, “Straus runs the Bureau of Reclamation for its maxi-
mum publicity and propaganda effect, applying to dam building and power
production some of the same drum-beating showmanship that P. T. Barnum
once gave to a gaudier but somewhat less colossal enterprise.” The article
went on to say that many in Congress and notably the private-power interests
regard Straus as “Washington’s most arrogant bureaucrat.” Nevertheless, the
article also noted that to his coworkers at the Bureau—apart from some profes-
sional engineers—he appeared, “forthright, conscientious, honest administra-
tor who has put push and drive into the Bureau and made it bigger and better
known than ever before.” A third “I like Mike” group warmed to his “bluff
charm” but remained, “uneasy about his casual attitude toward the taxpayers’
dollar and his free-wheeling bulldozing in general.” In these first paragraphs
of the story, it is not difficult to see where the writer is going as he constructs
a story of a blustery personality governing and promoting a western water
empire in seventeen states and acting “like a crusading satrap of the Truman
Administration.””*

4 National Reclamation Association Resolutions, RG 48, Entry 779, Box 15; Lawson, “The
Meaning of Power Utilization,” 266-7.

46 Paul F. Healy, “Our Most Arrogant Bureaucrat,” Saturday Evening Post, 224 (April 19,
1952): 46.
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Yet as noted earlier, the Truman administration never successfully
developed a comprehensive water-policy legislative agenda. No doubt this was
a central reason Commissioner Straus assumed such a large presence on the
public scene as he sought to preserve Reclamation’s authority, influence, and
functions vis-a-vis would-be competitors: the Corps of Engineers, river basin
authorities, and the state of California that expressed interest in taking over the
Central Valley Project if the Bureau failed to yield on the 160 acre limitation
rule. In 1949, authorization for the Corps to construct the Pine Flat Dam on
California’s Kings River threatened the Bureau of Reclamation’s major-player
status in the Central Valley. It was a veiled attempt by California interests to
circumvent the 160 acre rule. In this case, however, Congress thwarted the
effort when it stipulated in the legislation that the water and power distribution
fall under Reclamation law.*’

When he succeeded Harry Bashore as commissioner, Straus and other
New Dealers struggled to move the Bureau of Reclamation in the direction of
a “new school of thought.” Straus argued that the engineering leadership of
the Bureau, especially after the death of Commissioner Mead, paid too much
attention to the engineering side of Reclamation, neglecting its commitment
under Reclamation law to the social reform goals of supporting the welfare
of and opportunities for small family farms. He argued that the Bureau must
enforce policies against land monopolization and seriously pursue the 160 acre
limitation provisions of Reclamation law.** With the support of Interior Secre-
tary Ickes, Straus tried to turn the Bureau’s ideology into action.

Straus saw California’s Central Valley as a starting point for reform.
Here, Reclamation leaders stepped to the forefront in defense of family farms
and the fair and equitable distribution of water and public power. Straus’s
appointment of Richard Boke as director of Region II in Sacramento, which
included the Central Valley Project, underscored the “New School” policies.
Boke easily melded with Straus’s plans. According to one source, Straus was
“Impressed with the fact that Boke was a ‘card carrying ecologist,”” which
could mean in Straus’s view that Boke’s interest lay in the health of the entire
community and not simply in the sturdy construction of dams. Like Straus,
Boke was not an engineer. To some congressional Republicans, these key
figures in the Bureau of Reclamation reflected not a “New School” but the old
school of the New Deal Era that they hoped to root out after their victory in

47 Lee, “California Water Politics,” 413; de Roos, The Thirsty Land, 68-9.
4 Charles Coate, ““The New School of Thought’: Reclamation and the Fair Deal, 1945-1953,”
Journal of the West 22:2 (April 1983): 59.

555



the 1946 congressional elections.*
The Democratic victories in the

fall election of 1948 that kept the
Truman administration in power
and regained Congress for the
Democrats foiled Republican plans
to purge the Bureau of Reclamation
of its resurgent New Dealers.

Nevertheless, the critical
tone of the 1952 Saturday Evening
Post article foreshadowed a Repub-
lican sweep in the fall elections.
The article portrayed Straus and his
appointees as “publicity workers”
for the Bureau with Straus always
8.26. Senator Patrick McCarran. Courtesy of the eXpeCtII'lg, “each employ.ee to
USS. Senate History Program. double informally as a pitchman for

his reclamation policies.” Straus’s
strategy, however, appeared to gain allies. Not only did the publicity seem to
win over much of the western constituency of the Bureau, always eager for
more water projects, but Straus impressed congressional committees with his
forthright and folksy testimony. All of which resulted in increased budgets
for Reclamation projects. One agency, however, stood in the way of Straus’s
success with Congress. The Saturday Evening Post applauded the Bureau of
the Budget’s efforts to inform Congress that not all of Straus’s proposals were
economically feasible. Even President Truman sometimes had to veto bills
for water projects because they threatened to disrupt budget targets. Suffice it
to say that Straus’s administrative style and policies made him a prime target
should the reins of power change in Washington.*

Also noteworthy, Straus drew the attention and wrath of a growing
anti-communist crusade led by Senator Joseph McCarthy to expose commu-
nists and “fellow travelers” in government. The accusations served to under-
cut Straus’s New Deal ideology that, according to these critics, smacked of
socialism. They portrayed Reclamation’s recent intentions to enforce the 160
acre rule as an attack on private property. Shortly after Truman’s 1948 elec-
tion, Commissioner Straus came under suspicion. This occurred despite the

4 Kathka, “The Bureau of Reclamation in the Truman Administration,” 40.

Healy, “Most Arrogant Bureaucrat,” 145-6.
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popularity of the Bureau of Recla-
mation and in western states where
Truman’s campaign played up
support for Reclamation projects
and pointed derisively to the lack
of support from the “do nothing”
Republican Congress. To further
stoke the fire, the House Un-
American Activities Committee
revealed that the Commissioner’s
wife, Nancy, belonged to organiza-
tions listed by the Attorney Gen-
eral as subversive. This included
the League of Women Shoppers,
the Washington League for Demo-
cratic Action, and the Southern
Conference for Human Rights. 8.27. Senator Sheridan Downey. Courtesy of the
While these organizations ceased ~ U-S- Senate History Program.

to exist by 1949 and Straus’s

spouse had resigned from them before the Attorney General listed them, some
senators, Patrick McCarran of Nevada among them, insisted upon an FBI
investigation of Straus. The investigation was also to include the regional
director of the Central Valley Project, Richard Boke. After Oscar Chapman
took charge as secretary of the interior in 1949, succeeding Charles Krug, the
new secretary, consistent with President Truman’s policies, refused to release
FBI reports on Straus to the Senate. This caused no end of trouble with Sena-
tor McCarran who served on the Senate Appropriations Committee.

Infuriated Republicans in the House and Senate, including the Demo-
crats McCarran and Senator Sheridan Downey of California, saw all of this as
valid reasons to support the rider to the Department of the Interior’s appropria-
tion bill that disqualified both Straus and Boke from their positions because
they were not engineers. The president reluctantly signed the bill to keep the
Department of the Interior running and enable it to meet payroll for its employ-
ees. In 1949 when Democrats took control of Congress, Truman reinstated both
Straus and Boke. Despite the controversy that seemed to surround Michael
Straus, the Bureau of Reclamation grew considerably under his direction.
Straus maintained an average expenditure rate of nearly two hundred million
dollars annually while commissioner. During his tenure from 1945 to 1952, the
Bureau of Reclamation produced an incredible construction record by complet-
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ing thirty-six dams in the West. According to William Warne in The Bureau of
Reclamation, Straus oversaw the Bureau staft’s growth “to its highest peak and
its construction work reached its greatest volume.””!

The Transition: From Truman to Eisenhower

Overall, the Truman administration concluded its water policy in the
West with a mixed record marked by the blustery and confrontational style of
Straus. At the outset, the administration sought a policy of rational develop-
ment of water resources and some satisfactory solution to the bureaucratic
conflict in the development of these resources. For various political and
bureaucratic reasons the Hoover Commission’s recommendations for a single
water development agency never came to pass nor did the proposed creation
of valley authorities for the Columbia and Missouri river basins to address
comprehensively the management of water resources. Furthermore, the
ambitions of the Bureau of Reclamation under Straus sometimes outstripped
the administration’s, and its watchdog Bureau of the Budget’s, plans to fund
water development especially in California’s Central Valley and the proposed
Central Arizona Project.

For example, in February 1949 when Frank Pace, director of the
Bureau of the Budget, recommended against the Central Arizona Project,
and President Truman accepted the recommendation, Interior Secretary Krug
and Commissioner Straus received the news with profound disappointment.
Krug told Straus that the Department of Agriculture’s studies, which played
arole in the Bureau of the Budget’s decision, exaggerated costs for bringing
lands into production. He suggested that an effort be made to obtain support
in the state for the project, “which is so absolutely essential to maintaining
agriculture.” He then referred to “the more or less abstract studies of statis-
tics relating to benefits” that should not confuse the primary issue which is,
“with only a little exaggeration, that the entire economy of central Arizona
will crumble within the next few decades unless a supplemental source of
water can be made available.” Krug expressed to Straus his opinion that
the “dire and urgent need of Arizona” could be met without threatening the

31 Warne, The Bureau Reclamation, 19, 77-9; see also, Kathka, “The Bureau of Reclamation
in the Truman Administration,” 27; “Reclamation Revelations—1948-1949,” Reclamation Era,
12 (December 1948): 223-4, 239; Keynote Comments of Michael W. Straus Commissioner of
Reclamation, Opening of the Annual Programming Conference of the Bureau of Reclamation at
Boulder City, Nevada, August 1, 1949, Krug Collection, Box 69.
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interests of California and other Colorado River basin states for the waters of
the Colorado River.®

Another impediment to the Bureau of Reclamation’s ambition came
in a proposal that Reclamation build a steam plant fueled by natural gas to
produce electricity for the Atomic Energy Commission’s laboratories at Los
Alamos, New Mexico. In this case, the Bureau of the Budget declared that it
was, “not within the purview of the Bureau of Reclamation” to diversify the
manner in which it produced power beyond hydroelectricity. The Bureau of
the Budget took a particularly dim view of Secretary of the Interior Krug’s
effort to push the project. By the end of his presidency, Truman’s own vacilla-
tion about and bureaucratic squabbling over water projects in the West con-
tinued. In addition, conservative opposition frustrated administration efforts
to expand public power, and a stalemate prevailed on the enforcement of the
160 acre limitation on farms receiving federal water. In the end, the Bureau of
Reclamation, with the approval of Commissioner Straus and the acquiescence
of Secretary of the Interior Oscar Chapman, moved toward compromise on the
issue when it was ruled that 320 acres were allowable for husband and wife.
Also excess landowners could accept water for 320 acres of their land without
being required to sell off excess acreage. If the sale requirement was enforced,
the landowner was allowed ten years to dispose of the acreage over 320 acres.
As one historian put it, “Although the Bureau’s actions resulted in an increased
technical compliance with the law, these provisions achieved far less change in
landholding patterns than Reclamation’s founders had envisioned,” and con-
cluded that while the letter of the law survived Truman’s Fair Deal unchanged,
its principle and practice did not fare so well.*

Dwight D. Eisenhower’s election to the presidency in 1952 revived
the power and influence of the economy-minded Republican Party in domes-
tic affairs. The new Eisenhower administration placed great emphasis upon
reducing the role of the federal government in the lives of everyday Americans.
The Bureau of Reclamation faced adjustment to this new political landscape.
A new Secretary of the Interior, Douglas McKay from the state of Oregon,
and a new commissioner of Reclamation, Wilbur A. Dexheimer, brought less

2 Julius A. Krug to Michael Straus, February 10, 1949, Krug Papers, Box 69.

53 Julius Krug to President Truman, August 6, 1948, Krug Papers, Box 69; Coate, “‘New
School of Thought,”” 61-2; Clayton R. Koppes, “Oscar Chapman: A Liberal at the Interior
Department, 1933—-1953,” unpublished dissertation, University of Kansas, 1974, 119; for more
information on “technical compliance see Lee, “California Water Politics,” 414; Kathka, “The
Bureau of Reclamation in the Truman Administration,” 65.
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ambitious visions for western dam building to their offices, especially if the
resulting hydroelectric production and distribution threatened private power
interests. Dexheimer prudently chose a lower profile in his leadership style
when it became clear that attacks upon big government might also include
the Bureau of Reclamation and its longstanding programs to develop water
resources and particularly hydroelectric power.

Even with all the changes and controversies that the Bureau of Recla-
mation faced during the immediate postwar years, there was still time to reflect
on achievements. In 1952 among the growing disenchantments with New Deal
ideology, Reclamation celebrated its golden jubilee. It was time to look back
not only on the accomplishments of Hoover and Grand Coulee dams, but also
the gains made in water resource management. Reclamation officials felt justifi-
ably proud of the role Reclamation played in transforming the American West.
For these individuals, the past fifty years revealed much more than just increases
in crop production or electricity for an emerging urbanized West. They pointed
to concrete evidence of Reclamation’s ability to fulfill its original mission. One
observer wrote, “Time and again, the placing of water on semiarid areas in the
West has brought about the establishment of a new town, or resulted in a phe-
nomenal economic boost to an erstwhile slumbering area.”>

The celebration of the golden jubilee was also an opportunity to face
some of the criticism that detractors had heaped upon the Bureau of Rec-
lamation in recent years. In 1952, assistant commissioner of the Bureau of
Reclamation, Kenneth Markwell, attempted to define the Bureau’s ideologi-
cal position. In a paper delivered to the American Society of Civil Engineers
celebrating Reclamation’s golden jubilee, Markwell touted the Bureau’s
achievements. He wrote, that Reclamation strove “to ensure a livelihood to as
many families as possible and prevent concentrating ownership in the hands of
a few persons.” Markwell expressed the crux of the matter by simply stating
Reclamation was merely enforcing the law as Congress had intended. He also
attacked those who questioned the Bureau’s motives,

In encouraging and assisting, through the Bureau of Rec-
lamation, independent individuals or family ownership and
operation of family-sized farms, the various Congresses and
Presidents of the United States have, since 1902, broadened

5% United States Department of the Interior, Bureau of Reclamation, “Facts about Reclama-
tion’s Golden Jubilee 1902-1952, 1952, 5-7, RG 115, Records of the Bureau of Reclamation,
Office of the Chief Engineer, ACC# 8NS-95-090, Box 12, National Archives and Records
Administration, Denver, Colorado; hereafter cited RG 115.
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the basic free enterprise foundation of our nation. The reason
why corporation farms call this socialism I leave to your
imagination.

Markwell’s comment suggests that there were larger issues at stake as the
Bureau of Reclamation sought higher, albeit more idealistic, goals. He turned
more to the Progressive goals inherent in the 1902 Reclamation Act that
called for a utilitarian approach to resource management. It sought not only
to improve the conditions for people living in the arid West, but, Markwell
argued, that by doing so land reclamation attained greater prosperity for the
nation as a whole. Markwell concluded that “through the wise provisions of
the Reclamation Act ... irrigated lands have been developed to the extent that
although they comprise less than six percent of arable land, they provide the
livelihood for eleven percent of the country’s population.”

As an arm of government public service, created in the context of the
early twentieth-century Progressive Era, the Bureau of Reclamation constantly
faced changing times and policies that challenged its original charter and
goals. The new political setting in Washington after the 1952 election allowed
for renewed attacks on Reclamation just at a time when it entertained expan-
sionary designs on the upper Colorado River and the Central Arizona Project
on the lower Colorado River. The announced fiscal conservatism of the Eisen-
hower administration did not shield the Bureau of Reclamation from charges
of extravagance and being used by politicians as an example of an unneces-
sary federal service bureaucracy. Longtime New Deal critic Raymond Moley
emerged with a long slate of criticisms that primarily centered on profligate
federal spending and he placed the Bureau of Reclamation near the top of the
offending list.

The Bureau of Reclamation’s plans for development of the upper
Colorado River presented an excellent target for critics biding their time
while Reclamation basked in the light of the successful developments on the
lower Colorado River—Hoover Dam, Parker Dam, and Davis Dam provid-
ing power and water to southern California, along with the fully operational
All-American Canal to the Imperial Valley. By the mid-1950s the novelty and
sheen of these accomplishments faded as the Eisenhower years revived ardent
rhetoric about economy in government. The time appeared ripe for a rollback
of government including Reclamation’s water and power projects. Critics of

55 Kenneth Markwell, Assistant Commissioner, Bureau of Reclamation, Washington, D.C.,

“Fifty Years of Reclamation Progress,” A Paper for the Summer Convention, ASCE, Denver,
Colorado, June 1952, RG 115, ACC# 8NS-115-95-090, Box 12.
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Moley’s stripe rose to the occasion ignoring praiseworthy accomplishments in
the realm of public works. Pushing aside the achievements of Reclamation’s
big dam engineering feats during the New Deal and the resulting enormous
power output that helped place the nation quickly on a war footing when World
War II engulfed the United States, no amount of past good works shielded the
Bureau from these critiques.

Writing a series of pamphlets for the conservative American Enter-
prise Association, Moley laid bare what he saw as the economic failures of
federal reclamation from its origins to the mid-twentieth century. In his 1955
publication What Price Federal Reclamation? Moley recounted the origins of
federal reclamation in the 1902 Reclamation Act. He noted the enthusiasm of
Reclamation advocates who argued that advances of interest free money for
development of Reclamation projects would duplicate the successes of pri-
vate efforts in irrigation of arid lands achieved by the Mormons in Utah and
private irrigation developers in Colorado and southern California. Originally
the payback period for the federal projects was ten years, but as Moley pointed
out ten years was not enough and in some instances was extended to forty
years by the 1920s. He believed the extensions merely increased exponentially
the subsidy offered by the federal treasury to this uneconomical undertaking.
Moley argued that federal reclamation was a failure by the 1920s: “The Bureau
of Reclamation was living on borrowed time, and the farmers were living on
borrowed money.” In the nick of time, according to Moley, President Franklin
D. Roosevelt saved the program with the infusion of new money to build dams
for public works and “novel bookkeeping devices, and economic formulas” to
justify the program to Congress.*

Finally, he noted, the Reclamation Project Act of 1939 gave authority
to the Department of the Interior to develop repayment contracts under “vari-
able repayment,” that extended the repayment period and insured that the least
efficient projects stayed in business. The 1939 Act, Moley argued, “practically”
put the federal government “into permanent possession of water rights,” which
was being bitterly contested in the Central Valley of California. In addition,
the Department of the Interior interpreted language in the Act to justify power
revenues to subsidize irrigation projects, which Moley contended Congress
never approved. Another innovation was justification of projects on the basis of
benefit/cost ratios creatively devised even before the 1939 Act but extensively
employed ever since. Moley regarded the methodology as an exercise in fictive

% Raymond Moley, What Price Federal Reclamation? (Washington, D.C.: American Enter-

prise Association, Inc., 1955), ii.
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economics that “opens the way to almost unbelievable abuses in fabricating a
case for the feasibility of a project.”” He used the words, “fictitious, indirect and
highly speculative” to describe how the benefits of projects were inflated while
estimates of project costs fell well below the real construction costs. He ridi-
culed the “multiplier” benefit of projects, extolled in a never-ending stream of
Bureau of Reclamation publications and public relations bulletins. Such claims
could not stand the burden of proof, he claimed. From a historical perspective,
this was particularly discomforting because Commissioner Mead had used such
arguments in defense of Reclamation in some of its darkest days in the 1920s to
defend and even save Reclamation from a looming threat in Congress to do away
with the program.’’

Moley’s main points stressed the uneconomical aspects of federal
reclamation arguing against all claims for community and social values and
benefits of the program for rural America. The American Enterprise Asso-
ciation, the forerunner of the American Enterprise Institute for Public Policy
Research that promoted free competitive enterprise and saw government
expenditures as the bane of free market economic systems, sponsored his
work. Moley focused on an irony at the core of the Reclamation Program.
The investment in arid land irrigation programs represented a negative return
on investment and if the same amount of investment could be made in “the
relatively cheap process of irrigation in humid areas in order to stabilize the
growing of crops” the return on investment would overwhelmingly fill the
profit column. To continue the irony, Moley noted that the “Golden Jubilee”
brochure of the Bureau in 1952 asserted that between 1943 and 1959 “water
should be assured for 3,111,400 additional thirsty acres.” This develop-
ment, Moley declared, incurred additional subsidies in interest “not paid by
those who are benefited” all to add to the nation’s supply of food and fiber
not needed. Taxpayers, he said, asked why are we subsidizing the production
of yet more crops when we already are subsidizing the production of crops
through the federal farm subsidy programs. For Moley and his cohorts at
the American Enterprise Association the whole picture failed to make sense.
Yet, Moley declared that all the claims of congressmen from the Reclama-
tion states, their supporting organizations, and the Department of the Interior
were “pouring out” what he regarded as bogus arguments for more irrigation

57 Moley, What Price Federal Reclamation?, iii-iv. Moley’s claim that the federal government

retained water rights in the Central Valley stems from what became known as the 9e contract.
According to David Kathka, “In the Central Valley, the 9¢ contract granted water rights to
irrigation districts for a limited period of time. The water rights in perpetuity remained with the
Bureau.” See Kathka, “The Bureau of Reclamation in the Truman Administration,” 75.
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of arid lands. He was not arguing for the “termination of reclamation” but
hoped that the process of economic and political education might bring about
a rationalization of the Reclamation program. Moley appeared to be simply
asking the Bureau of Reclamation to redirect its efforts from watering an
arid West “to support food and fiber that we cannot use” to more economical
environments.*®

Beyond the broad criticism of Bureau of Reclamation undertakings,
Moley turned his attention to the immediate Reclamation plans to proceed
with development of the waters of the upper Colorado River. While the
promises of the project were widely advertised by Reclamation and ardently
supported by Utah’s U.S. Senator Arthur V. Watkins, Moley eagerly sought to
engage Senator Watkins over the virtues and especially the economics of the
undertaking. He did this in a forum again provided by the American Enter-
prise Association in 1956 that presented a point-by-point debate between the
Utah senator and Moley on the virtues and failings of the Colorado River
Storage Project (CRSP) before Congress. Moley described the CRSP as so
costly “as to be wholly indefensible, despite the trick bookkeeping incorpo-
rated in the bill and habitually practiced by the government in reporting such
projects.” While Moley castigated the Colorado River Storage Project for its
economic shortcomings, he also lamented the fact that the major debate about
the project centered on the preservation of wilderness rather than on its astro-
nomical costs. Moley found it a “bitter reflection that so many commentators
and others have interpreted this controversy only as a battle to preserve the
sanctity of a beautiful national monument and that so few have comprehended
the enormity of the engineering folly and financial wastes involved.” Still the
opposition, he noted with satisfaction, had stopped Echo Park Dam in a com-
promise deal in Congress. Moley believed that the true meaning of conserva-
tion was to “conserve the solvency of the nation,” that such extravagant and
unneeded projects threatened by placing undue burdens on the nation’s taxpay-
ers for the benefit of regional interests.

Moley’s discussion of the economic failings of the Colorado River
Storage Project were as lengthy and caustic as were his previous discussions
about the entire failure of arid land reclamation in the previous year. He noted
that both the president and the secretary of the interior recommended authori-
zation and construction of two dams, Glen Canyon and Echo Park, along with
eleven other “participating projects.” He pointed out that the aim was to add

8 Moley, What Price Federal Reclamation?, vi-vii.
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hundreds of thousands of acres of
productive land, while at the same
time, Secretary of Agriculture
Ezra Taft Benson sought ways

to relieve the “burden of sur-
pluses through retiring land from
use” in the Soil Bank Program.
Moley found that irony almost
unbearable.”

What especially upset
Moley was the argument that
power production from the large
dams would pay not only for their
construction but for all of the costs
of Reclamation projects on lands
that raised mostly low market price
forage crops. Such erroneous pro-
jections, he believed, did not take
into consideration supplies of coal
resources in the region that could
fuel coal powerplants producing electricity at lower costs than could be pro-
vided by hydropower. In any event, the point was that coal fired plants offered
the possibility of producing low cost electricity to compete with the Bureau of
Reclamation’s hydropower dams resulting in overall lower returns for power
produced. Cheaper electricity from coal plants was not the only threat to the
price of hydroelectricity. Moley argued that the future seemed to hold the bright
promise of “atomic energy plants” that offered even cheaper electricity. All of
this made the pursuit of hydroelectric power under the guise of land reclama-
tion something no more productive than a dog chasing its tail. But the pursuit
was not harmless play. It was a costly undertaking for which every American
taxpayer would pay dearly.

8.28. Senator Arthur Watkins. Courtesy of the
U.S. Senate History Program.

Utah’s Senator Watkins had a decidedly different view. For him the
Colorado River Storage Project was the fulfillment of promises made dating
back to the 1922 Colorado River Compact. Delay in honoring it meant the
continued enjoyment by California and Mexico of water rightly assigned to the
upper basin states. According to Watkins, development of the lower Colorado
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River basin was widely acknowledged to be an easier task than the challenges
facing water development in the upper basin. The topography and the inacces-
sibility of major storage sites for the regulation of the river presented hor-
rendous challenges in the upper basin region. A major reason the states of the
upper basin signed the Colorado River Compact in 1922 lay in the pledges of
the states in the lower Colorado River basin to support the eventual expansion
of water projects in the upper basin. Senator Watkins asserted that the time for
this development was “now.”

Only through the Colorado River Storage Project would the people
of the upper basin, where waters for the river originate, be able to assert their
rightful claims to the waters of the Colorado River. In contrast to Moley,
Senator Watkins believed that the benefits of the project justified the costs. In
fact, the price tag was in his view almost completely reimbursable. The power
generated over the years from the proposed big dams at Echo Park and Glen
Canyon went a long ways toward this goal plus contributing to the repayment
of irrigation costs. In addition, the flood control provided by the dams contrib-
uted untold benefits. Interestingly, the project did not involve the controversies
over public versus private power that plagued other proposals in the postwar
period. Private companies shied away, and probably wisely so, from such
investments in remote hydroelectric damsites. Senator Watkins also cited the
benefits that would accrue to the Navajo Tribe starting them “on the road to
independence and self-sufficiency.”®

Not only would local entities benefit from the project but every sec-
tion of the nation profited. This followed an argument that Moley had earlier
derided as a long time chimera of the Bureau of Reclamation to justify expen-
ditures on questionable projects. Watkins recounted the argument in detail:

Eighty-one percent of the construction cost of the Colorado
River Storage Project will be spent in markets outside the Upper
Colorado Basin, for labor and materials with which to build the
Project. This means that practically every state in the union will
benefit from expenditures resulting from such construction.

Also what was noted as “reimbursable costs” will be paid for by water users
and power sales. And with more families on the land and power to the cities
there will be increases in individual incomes and wealth in the region. All of

0 Ibid., 42-4, 53-4,2, 11.
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8.30. The compromise location for a dam at Glen Canyon for the Colorado River Storage

Project was considerably downstream of Dinosaur National Monument, but it was still in the
Upper Basin of the Colorado River.
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8.31. Echo Park, Split Mountain, and Glen Canyon were dams which figured prominently in
the several-years-long debate over the Colorado River Basin Projects Act, which finally became
law in 1968. After Mark W. T. Harvey’s A Symbol of Wilderness: Echo Park and the American
Conservation Movement (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1994).

569



this redounded to the benefit of the U.S. Treasury in terms of the income taxes
collected. New incomes and burgeoning population as a result of workers
seeking jobs in war industries in the West laid a foundation for later manu-
facturing in the region—manufacturing that required power from dams. This
alone justified the interest free loans extended to Reclamation projects that
some have called a subsidy. “This is not a subsidy. It is a form of payment
for indirect benefits received by the public from the results of reclamation,”
declared the senator.*

While Moley raised the specter of Reclamation compounding the
agricultural surplus situation in the United States in the 1950s, Senator
Watkins said the Colorado River Storage Project would have no effect on
current agricultural resources. First of all, the crops raised in the high
mountain valleys were not the same as the principal staple crops raised in
the Midwest and South—corn, wheat, tobacco, and cotton. In these valleys
specialty crops of alfalfa, forage, vegetables, and fruits prevail. Further-
more, the senator noted that by 1975 the United States would be a nation of
over 200 to 250 million people. This meant a need for another 100 million
acres of productive land in the United States of which he estimated 20 mil-
lion could be obtained by draining and clearing land in the eastern humid
and sub-humid regions of the United States. Only about 6 million acres of
land remain irrigable in the arid West and the Colorado River Storage Proj-
ect will only account for about 132,360 acres when they are brought into
full production by 1980. For all of these reasons the Senator believed: “The
project must be built beginning now. It cannot possibly add to the current
surplus. It is even doubtful that it can meet the increased food demand by
the time it is in full production.”®

Conclusion

During the immediate postwar period (1945-1952), the Bureau of
Reclamation faced many internal and external challenges. Within Reclama-
tion, there was optimism that the construction activity that occurred during
the Depression would once again restart. Indeed through much of World

o Jbid., 19-20, 23, 25; see also Harvey, Symbol of Wilderness, notes that the war stimulated the
economic development of the states in the upper Colorado Basin: “These economic develop-
ments focused ever-increasing attention on water and power supplies, and elevated the value of
the Colorado River,” 35; Harvey also cites Gerald Nash, The American West Transformed: The
Impact of the Second World War (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1985), 17.

2 Moley and Watkins, The Upper Colorado River Project, 30-3, 35.
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War II, Bureau planners conducted studies and surveys throughout the West
to ensure readiness once the wartime emergency ended. By war’s end, they
had developed comprehensive plans for the major river systems in the West,
especially for the Colorado, Columbia, and Missouri river basins. The end
of World War II saw a transformed West more urbanized and industrialized.
Reclamation’s great dams Boulder, Grand Coulee, and Shasta had won
acclaim for their contributions to the war industries that emerged to service
the war, and that experience emphasized the greater importance of hydro-
electric power. A new West was emerging as a result of the war,

and the Bureau of Reclamation was positioning itself to aid in that
transition.*

Yet irrigation and development of agricultural lands were still cen-
tral to the Bureau of Reclamation’s vision. The proposed million-plus acres
on the Columbia Basin Project alone spoke of the Bureau of Reclamation’s
commitment to advancing the agricultural potential of the American West. In
California, Reclamation personnel looked forward to expanding the Central
Valley Project by injecting new and stable water resources into that already
established agricultural enterprise. Opportunities were also available in the
upper Colorado River basin where the expansion of farming could occur in the
states of Utah, Colorado, Wyoming, and New Mexico. The Bureau’s portion
of the Pick-Sloan Plan on the Missouri River basin promised new opportuni-
ties for farm families in that immense river basin. In short, developing vibrant
irrigation communities still commanded an important place on Reclamation’s
agenda in the years immediately following World War I1.

That said, the Bureau of Reclamation faced new and old criticisms.
The most vocal was an emerging movement among conservative forces in the
United States to curtail and even turn back what they perceived as the socialis-
tic tendencies of FDR’s New Deal. For these individuals, Reclamation’s stance
on development of public power and enforcement of the 160 acre limitation
rule meant attacks on free enterprise and private property rights. Others
viewed the Bureau of Reclamation as an inefficient bureaucracy and a drain on
the national treasury whose accomplishments never measured up to its prom-
ises. Of course, the criticisms were not new and were largely overcome by the

% For more information concerning the transformation of the American West after World

War II see Nash, The American West Transformed; Richard W. Etulain, “Gerald D. Nash and the
Twentieth-Century American West,” in The American West in 2000: Essays in Honor of Gerald
D. Nash, Richard W. Etulain and Ferenc Morton Szasz, editors (Albuquerque: University of New
Mexico Press, 2003), 186-98.
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prospect of hydroelectric energy from new dams and new water supplies for a
thirsty West. What was new was the brief climate of virulent anti-communism
or a “Red Scare” that threw a blanket of suspicion over long-time public
servants and the first spark of an environmental movement that saw dams and
reservoirs as destroyers of natural and scenic river systems.

In the immediate postwar period, however, the Bureau of Reclamation
succeeded in developing power and enthusiastic constituents in both Congress
and communities throughout the West. On the world stage, the emerging Cold
War between the United States and the Soviet Union offered new challenges
for the Bureau of Reclamation. The Truman administration sought Reclama-
tion’s technical expertise believing it uniquely suited to serve American foreign
policy goals. This new mission launched the Bureau of Reclamation into vari-
ous overseas tasks of dam building, hydropower development, and construc-
tion of improved irrigation works.
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CHAPTER 9:

RECLAMATION AND THE POSTWAR WORLD,
1945-1969

Introduction

By the mid-twentieth century, the Bureau of Reclamation’s Denver
offices and laboratories received a steady stream of visitors from abroad.
Mostly engineers and some administrators, they came to observe firsthand the
Bureau of Reclamation’s various engineering challenges in the American West
and to transfer technology and know-how back to their numerous homelands.
Water resource development promised to underwrite agricultural and indus-
trial advances in countries throughout the world. What better place to study
the pathways to successful water resource development than in the American
West? Narratives of American history argued for the view that the nation’s
progress and its “mastery of the North American wilderness [i.e., the Ameri-
can West] ought to serve as a model of modernity for all humankind.”** The
parade of progress in the American West, due in no small part to the technical
and engineering accomplishments of the Bureau of Reclamation, altered land
and waterscapes, expanded irrigation acreage, provided urban water supplies,
and most dramatically made possible the production of millions of kilowatts of
hydroelectric power.

The world took notice of the progress from wilderness and desert
to furrowed agricultural landscape and cityscapes with imposing skyscrap-
ers. Americans took pride in national achievements that some called “high
modernism” in the form of monumental dam structures and multiple pur-
pose regional development projects. After the devastation of World War 11, a
repository of American technical, engineering, and administrative expertise
existed with the potential to serve the cause of worldwide rehabilitation and
modernization for underdeveloped nations, especially in the former colonial
possessions of European powers. The American example provided a road
map to a modern developed society under free institutions, and the Bureau of
Reclamation was a chief construction agent along this well-marked highway to
modernity. As the United States confronted the Soviet Union in the Cold War,
it struggled to win friends and allies around the world by offering a pathway
to development quite different from the pattern advanced by Soviet Com-

¢ Michael Adas, Dominance by Design: Technological Imperatives and America’s Civilizing

Mission (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 20006), 73.
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9.1. One of many foreign visitors to early Reclamation projects, L. Beata Neves, a
Brazilian engineer, inspected construction on Theodore Roosevelt Dam in February of 1909.
Photographer: Walter J. Lubken.

munism’s style of state driven development. American policy makers eagerly
pointed to the United States as a shining example of prosperous modernity.
Certainly the “lessons of America’s past demonstrated the route to genuine
modernity,” and the best and most humane way to move “stagnant” or tradi-
tional societies into the modern world. America’s mission to this world devel-
oped into a commitment to block the spread of Communism during the Cold
War, summoning Bureau of Reclamation planners into the Lower Mekong
River Basin in Southeast Asia as a little noted sidelight of American military
intervention in Vietnam in the 1960s.%

Reclamation in the World Setting
American engineering expertise, having achieved Hoover Dam, Grand

Coulee Dam, Shasta Dam, and even river basin development with the Tennes-
see Valley Authority and a burgeoning Missouri River Basin Program, pre-

% James C. Scott, Seeing Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition

Have Failed (New Haven, Connecticut: Yale University Press, 1998), 6; Michael E. Latham,
Modernization as Ideology: American Social Science and “Nation Building” in the Kennedy Era
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2000), 4; Nguyen Thi Dieu, The Mekong River
and the Struggle for Indochina, Water, War, and Peace (Westport, Connecticut: Praeger Publish-
ers, 1999), 150-1.
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sented sources of technical expertise ready to be tapped for service throughout
the world. Asia, the Middle East, South America, and Europe now presented
opportunities for the expansion and application of American enterprise, skill,
talent, and organizational experience in the fields of water and hydroelectric
development. Even earlier, American experts pioneered special intergovern-
mental agreements and private consultations in diverse places—Puerto Rico,
Central America, Hawaii. Commissioner Elwood Mead’s early twentieth
century career, although outside of the Reclamation Service, took him to Aus-
tralia where he engaged in irrigation developments and returned home prior to
World War I with revamped ideas on the importance of governmental leader-
ship in the promotion of irrigation projects. Consultations overseas began
early in the century for John “Jack” L. Savage, legendary dam design engineer
for the Bureau of Reclamation who was the principal designer of Hoover,
Grand Coulee, and Shasta dams. Unlike Mead, whose early employment was
with the Department of Agriculture and then the Commonwealth of Australia
(1906-1915), Savage’s career was almost entirely with Reclamation until his
retirement in 1945 whereupon he entered into private consultations devoted to
postwar reconstruction until his death in 1967.%

In the aftermath of Hoover Dam’s much-celebrated construction in the
mid-1930s, engineers from around the world visited the site. Their journeys
often included requests to observe and study Reclamation’s administrative
structure, laboratories, and design operations at the office of chief engineer
in Denver. In return, Americans traveled abroad. In 1937, Savage, chief
designing engineer for Reclamation, addressed the Institute of Civil Engi-
neers in London on the Boulder Canyon Project. Visits of foreign engineers
to Denver brought information from around the world about potential dam,
reservoir, and power sites, especially in China, where visions of a great dam
on the Yangtze River took shape on the eve of World War II. In the immediate
postwar period, Reclamation saw opportunities to put its expertise to work for
a world in dire need of water and power development.

These included war-ravaged lands as well as former European colo-
nies transitioning to nationhood. Not only did opportunities arise for grand
dams, hydroelectricity, and water distribution projects, but also opportunities
for achieving larger social and political goals associated with the “revolu-

tion of rising expectations”’ in the postwar world. The development of

% “John Lucian Savage Dies at 88; Designed World’s Great Dams,” New York Times, Decem-

ber 29, 1967.
7 Adlai Stevenson, “Will India Turn Communist,” Look, 17 (July 14, 1953).
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water resources offered the prospect
of Americans playing a major role in
the improvement of the material life
of millions throughout the world and,
most importantly, served American
policymakers as they sought to stem
the tide of international Communism
in the beginning years of the Cold War.
Reclamation’s close identification with
the New Deal’s economic recovery
programs during the Great Depression,
particularly its contribution to the Ten-
nessee Valley Authority project, marked
it as an agent of social and economic
development. Many postwar planners
for economic development saw the
American experience during the New

9.2. John L. “Jack” Savage, Reclamation’s

chief design engineer, worked at Recla- .
mation from 1903 to 1945 except for a brief Deal in the Tennessee Valley as a model

period when he worked as a consultant. for modernized liberal development. As

one source notes:

That the TVA appeared so easily and often in the context of so
many basic discussions regarding modernization demonstrates
the importance of the liberal development ideas it represented
to the overall conception of how modernity could best be cul-

tivated in a changing world.®

With its experience and expertise, the Bureau of Reclamation appeared as the
proper vehicle to bring that development to a world beyond the borders of the
United States. This is to say nothing of the original social goals of Reclama-
tion whose centerpiece was promotion of irrigated farm communities with
assured water supplies.

Americans found their own irrigation and water development efforts
from the late nineteenth century onward a possible model for worldwide devel-
opment to bring under cultivation marginal, mostly arid lands in the Middle
East, Asian subcontinent, and even areas of Australia. Some projects sought
to expand upon ancient irrigation systems as evidenced in India, Ceylon, and

% David Ekbladh, The Great American Mission: Modernization and the Construction of an
American World Order (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2010).
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9.3. Hoover Dam, then known as Boulder Dam, in 1941.

Egypt. In their own development process in the nineteenth century, Americans
saw the importance of drawing upon the wisdom and experience of faraway
places and times to guide the development of their own water projects. In the
1870s, Congress asked the author of Man and Nature (1864), George Perkins
Marsh, about his observations of irrigation in the Mediterranean. The late-
nineteenth-century United States Geological Survey sent engineers abroad

to gain knowledge of how other societies in varied environments constructed
water storage and distribution systems. Likewise, inquisitive foreign visi-

tors came to the U.S. to observe conditions and prospects for irrigation in

the American West. John Wesley Powell’s ill-fated and short-lived Irrigation
Survey of the West from 1889 to 1891 noted the journey of Herbert W. Wilson
to Egypt, Arabia, Italy, and France where he inspected irrigation projects,
dams, storage facilities, and canals.

Wilson’s investigations in India provided the material for his U.S.G.S.
1891 publication Water-Supply and Irrigation Paper, “Irrigation in India.” He
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noted that American engineers might see the similarity between the climate
and topography of the great northern plains of India and the arid American
West, including especially the Central Valley of California. In the 1902
preface of the second edition, prompted by passage of the Reclamation Act,
Wilson asserted the belief that American engineers would find much to learn
from projects in India that combined the building of a dam, its reservoir, the
diversion of water from a running stream and its storage in a reservoir located
at a considerable distance from the canal head.”

Americans as well as their foreign contemporaries understood the
advantages of sharing knowledge and experience related to the technical
challenges of water development. Australia’s future prime minister, Alfred
Deakin, visited the American West in the early 1880s to study arid land irriga-
tion after having read Powell’s 1878 Report on the Lands of the Arid Region of
the United States. In considering techniques employed elsewhere, Reclama-
tion quickly concluded that models of direct diversions from flowing rivers
and streams for irrigation used in India and Egypt were not appropriate in
the American West. Rather it adopted plans for storage reservoirs to capture
spring snow melt storing it to insure favorable flows of water through the long,
dry summer months. Reclamation’s achievements within its first ten years of
work drew international visitors as announced in its annual report for 1911:

There has been an almost continual series of investigations
of the work and its results by men both from this country and
abroad. Nearly every foreign country having large areas of
arid lands has been represented by visitors who have studied
the works on the ground, and particularly the methods and
analyses of cost. Official and unofficial representatives from
Great Britain and its colonial possessions ... from various por-
tions of the German Empire, from Austria, Russia, Spain, and
other European countries, and from Mexico and South Amer-
ica. These men have been interested not only in irrigation but
in the control and conservation of flood waters.”

69

Herbert M. Wilson, Irrigation in India, Water Supply and Irrigation Paper No. 87 (Wash-
ington, D.C.: United States Department of the Interior, United States Geological Survey, United
States Government Printing Office, 1903), 7-10.

70 United States Department of the Interior, Reclamation Service, F. H. Newell, Director, Elev-
enth Annual Report of the Reclamation Service, 1911-1912 (Washington, D. C.: United States
Government Printing Office, 1913), 15.
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As it built impressive high dams, i.e., (1904-1910) Shoshone Dam,
(renamed Buffalo Bill in 1946),”" Arrowrock Dam 1915, Owyhee Dam 1932,
and finally in 1935 Hoover Dam, Reclamation gained an enviable international
reputation. Its experiments and refinements of the trial-load method of analyz-
ing projected dam designs and test modeling at universities (Colorado State
College and University of California at Berkeley) developed a body of public
knowledge. The accumulated dam-building information (design, engineer-
ing practice, materials, and management) appeared in Reclamation bulletins,
pamphlets, and publications. Reclamation made knowledge open and acces-
sible to the world engineering community. That information included labo-
ratory reports, modeling experiments, and reports on design—all shared at
professional meetings and in professional publications. For its large projects,
especially Hoover Dam, Reclamation made available publications entitled
Technical Record of Design and Construction. By making knowledge gained
in building dams, spillways, penstocks, and even hydroelectric plants into
“public knowledge,” Reclamation promoted its national as well as international
reputation.”

In 1920 the Nineteenth Annual Report of the Reclamation Service
summarized the importance of Reclamation’s work on a world scale:

Irrigation development of hitherto largely unused lands is
becoming more and more prominent in Australia, South
Africa, Canada, Brazil, [the] Argentine, Russia, and other
countries, and the works of the Reclamation Service have
for many years attracted engineers and economists from all
over the world. There can be no doubt that much of the
stimulus for extended reclamation development of the arid
regions of the world has been the direct result of first-hand
study of the irrigation problems in the United States, and
particularly that as exemplified by the work of the Federal
Government.”

I Robert E. Bonner, William F Cody s Wyoming Empire: The Buffalo Bill Nobody Knows
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2007), 204.

2 United States Department of the Interior, Bureau of Reclamation, Thirty-First Annual
Report of the Bureau of Reclamation, 1931-1932, Elwood Mead, Commissioner (Washington,
D.C.: United States Government Printing Office, 1932).

73 United States Department of the Interior, Reclamation Service, Nineteenth Annual Report
of the Reclamation Service, 1919-1920, Arthur P. Davis, Director (Washington, D. C.: United
States Government Printing Office, 1920), 43-4.
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At the end of World

DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR War II, Reclamation pos-
JOHN BARTON PAYNE, SECRETARY d d t d d t 1
UNITED STATES RECLAMATION SERVICE S€sse un lspu € credaentials
ARTHUR P. Davis, Director to assume a leading role in

the rehabilitation of nations.
Emerging nations, eager to
move beyond the limitations
oF e of colonial pasts, saw water
RECLAMATION SERVICE | power development as th.e key
to the future, and the United
e States saw the Bureau of
Reclamation with its technical
know-how as an ambassador to
the world. As the United States
chose to support, and even
celebrate decolonization, it
also made an effort to supplant
British influence in the Middle
East and even in India.”
Reclamation’s close identifi-
cation with the New Deal in
the prewar years of the Great
Depression gave it a broad
GOVERNMENT PRINTING OFFICE mantle not only as a water
- development agency but as an
9.4. The title page of Reclamation’s Nineteenth Annual  organization familiar with the
Report. social and economic needs of
rural communities. Equally, or
more so, Reclamation commanded an unmatched reputation for hydroelectric-
ity development and in the process the delivery of electricity served to mod-
ernize communities both rural and urban. Its engineers worked closely with
the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) and saw the social and economic uplift
that multiple purpose river development offered. Reclamation’s close associa-
tion with the public works efforts of the New Deal in the 1930s positioned it to
assume a developmental role in the wider world should the opportunity arise
to export the spirit and energy of America’s public work programs to build
democracy overseas.

NINETEENTH ANNUAL REPORT

1919-1920

" Emily S. Rosenberg, Spreading the American Dream: American Economic and Cultural
Expansion, 1890-1945 (New York: Hill and Wang, 1982), 194.
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While the Bureau of Reclamation was well-positioned to respond to the
needs of emerging nations in the postwar period, it remained an open question
as to how much energy and political will could be mustered in postwar America
to apply Reclamation’s know-how to the problems of international development.
At home in the American West the Columbia River, the Colorado River, the Mis-
souri River basin, and California’s Central Valley Project demanded attention.
Beyond the unfinished work remaining in these projects, their very existence
served as examples of comprehensive river basin developments and showcased
the successes of American technical and organizational knowledge.

When the war ended in the late summer of 1945, the United States
emerged from the conflict with its industry and cities intact. During the war
American industry and agriculture amazed the world and the U.S. itself with
an extraordinary ability to produce the weaponry for victory and at the same
time sustain a high standard of living for the civilian population. Eager now
for peacetime growth and determined not to revert to the depressed economic
conditions of the 1930s, the United States was on the threshold of historic
domestic economic growth. Also, its business community stood poised to
extend outward to many regions of the world. In these theaters, the first chal-
lenges were to meet the needs of war-ravaged regions and secondly, to seize
the opportunities presented in an emerging post-colonial world. In 1947
President Harry S. Truman asked Secretary of the Interior Julius A. Krug for
a report on “National Resources and Foreign Aid.” After reviewing the report,
the president wrote to the many individuals, within the Department of the
Interior, thanking them for contributions “[you] undertook on short notice ...
to [do] this work which is important to world-wide human rehabilitation and
economic recovery.” Most importantly, American interest in aid to foreign
development became tied to the emerging Cold War with the Soviet Union and
the growing fear of Communist influence throughout the world.”

The Possibilities of China

China presented a test case for American good intentions and ambi-
tions. In the 1930s, Chinese engineers visiting damsites and studying at
the Denver facilities of the Bureau of Reclamation raised the possibilities
of large river basin development projects in China. Groups in the United
States concerned with the welfare of China (China International Famine

5 “Jack Returns,” The Engineers Bulletin (July 1937): 5, John L. Savage Collection, Ameri-
can Heritage Center, University of Wyoming, Laramie, Wyoming; hereafter cited as Savage
Papers; President Harry Truman to William E. Warne, October 24, 1947, Warne Papers, Box 2.
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Relief Commission and the Rockefeller Foundation) reinforced the sugges-
tions and saw the New Deal’s TVA accomplishment in the American South

as a model for China’s modernization. American dam builders and engineers
within Reclamation expressed interest, if not enthusiasm. In 1937 the Japa-
nese invasion of mainland China complicated matters. And while American
involvement in World War II after the attack on Pearl Harbor in December of
1941 suggested an indefinite postponement of Chinese reclamation investiga-
tions, the Chinese government, in 1943, invited Reclamation’s John Savage
to explore design possibilities for what would eventually be known as the
Three Gorges Dam on the fabled Yangtze River. Even in the midst of war,
Nationalist Chinese government officials looked ahead to the postwar era and
sought American know-how for development of water and power resources.
Savage’s investigations in China occurred within the sound and sight of
clashing armies, revealing both his and Reclamation’s commitment to par-
ticipate in water development programs in the postwar rehabilitation efforts.
For American dam builders the underdeveloped world offered new frontiers

9.5. Jack Savage in China looking at potential dam sites on the Yangtze River near the end of
World War II. Left to right: Hong-bin Li; General Qi-wei Wu, Commander of Yangtze Defense
Headquarters; Y. H. Huang; John “Jack” L. Savage. Boatman unidentified. 1944.
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9.6. Left to right: Hong-bin Lee; Huaj-yun Hsu; Zhong-xi Chan; Col. W. A. Dexheimer
(future commissioner of Reclamation); John “Jack” L. Savage; Bai-heng He; Fu-shi Sun;
Li Zhou; Y. H. Huang during Savage’s visit to China toward the end of World War II.

and challenges beyond the now much-dammed American West as well as the
opportunity to harness water energy for a brighter postwar future.’”

Ventures overseas presented problems, especially in wartime. The
Department of State guarded its authority in the domain of foreign affairs,
requiring all foreign investigations by Reclamation to occur under Department
of State direction and approval. The Division of Cultural Relations established
within the Department of State in 1938 took charge. In 1941 and early 1942
Reclamation’s chief design engineer, John Savage, found himself on assign-
ment in Australia under State Department auspices working on Australian
water and reservoir issues. His itinerary also originally included India and
possibly China for similar duties, but the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor
made the entire Pacific Ocean a war zone preventing his travel beyond Austra-
lia. By 1943 the British Indian government renewed the invitation for his visit
and officials in the Chinese government likewise revived their suggestion that
Savage continue on to China. China wanted Savage to consult on building a

76 David Ekbladh, “‘Mr. TVA’: Grass-Roots Development, David Lilienthal, and the Rise and
Fall of the Tennessee Valley Authority as a Symbol for U.S. Overseas Development, 1933-1973,”
Diplomatic History 26 (Summer 2002): 339.
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series of dams in the Yangtze River system. Since completion of Hoover Dam
and visits from Chinese engineers in the mid-1930s, the prospect of damming
China’s largest river system had captured the imagination of Savage and other
engineers in Reclamation’s Denver Office.

The Chinese invitation offered to assume the expenses of the trip and
any preliminary design work. Savage’s enthusiasm showed in a note to the
State Department when he welcomed, “An opportunity to be of service to the
valiant people of China,” and saw it as, “a signal honor.” He also noted that
the trip provided “for the renewal of friendships with a dozen or more Chinese
engineers who supplemented their technical education in the United States
with practical experience in the laboratories and design sections of the Bureau
of Reclamation.” Savage’s plans for travel in late 1943 and through 1944 did
not end with India and China. He also had in hand inquiries from a Zionist
organization in New York to do studies of irrigation and hydroelectric devel-
opment in Palestine. He characterized this work as having “altruistic aspects
of international concern” because of its prospects of providing a “home-land
for large numbers of people of the Jewish race.” If this additional travel were
approved, he saw himself proceeding to India then to Chungking and finally to
Palestine. He acknowledged that complications might arise with the Palestine
work because a private American organization was paying for his travel and
not foreign governments through the State Department. In the event of com-
plications he volunteered, “to give gratis the necessary time for the field work
in Palestine (estimated at about a month).” He hoped this would facilitate the
international arrangements.”’

No facilitation occurred. The Palestine visit raised the delicate ques-
tion of a United States government official serving as technical consultant to
a Zionist organization in Palestine with expenses paid by the organization.
Within the State Department, the Division of Near Eastern Affairs quickly
nixed Savage’s acceptance of the invitation by a “Zionist organization” to act
as a consulting engineer for irrigation and hydroelectric development. It was
pointed out that these developments were “closely linked with the question of
the economic absorptive capacity of that country.” The question was highly
controversial among the competing groups interested in the future of Palestine.
For this reason it was considered “inadvisable” that Savage should visit. He
should only go there at the request of the Palestine governmental authority.

77 John L. Savage to Haldore Hanson, Department of State, September 3, 1943, RG 59,
Records of the Department of State, Decimal File 1940-1944, Box 5882, National Archives and
Records Administration, College Park, Maryland; hereafter cited RG 59.
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The exchange on Palestine demonstrated the tight supervisory role that the
State Department asserted over any venture by Reclamation, any other U.S.
bureau, and U.S. officials overseas. Eventually Savage did work in Palestine,
but as a private consultant. His service did not escape the attention of Recla-
mation Era. In the summer of 1946 the publication noted that proposals for
two irrigation projects in Palestine had been “reviewed on the ground by John
L. Savage, former chief designing engineer of the Bureau.””®

Regardless of the outcome of Savage’s plans to visit Palestine, by the
end of 1943 he was on his way to the Punjab in India and then to the Yang-
tze in China. William Warne described Savage, “as excited as a kid,” before
departure on a trip to last over a year in the Far East with his preliminary
investigation of the Three Gorges project in China commanding the bulk of
his attention. He conducted studies on the Yangtze as the struggle between
the Chinese Government of Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek and Japanese
armies raged near his encampments. At this point the American engineer
envisioned five project sites on tributaries of the Yangtze rather than one
large dam at Three Gorges. Upon arrival in China, he inspected the gorge
above Ichang and became convinced that it was a feasible damsite. Savage
telegraphed Commissioner Bashore from China that the National Resources
Commission of China was seriously considering the Yangtze Gorge Project.
He described it as a dam of Shasta height and a powerplant that could produce
ten and one half million kilowatts. He said the Chinese desired a coopera-
tive arrangement for assistance from the Bureau and TVA. Present in China
also was Donald M. Nelson, chairman of the important War Production Board
that directed the allocation of materials and energy for the war effort. He
told Savage that he was “enthusiastic” and that President Roosevelt would be
“extremely interested.””

He went on to explain the organizational makeup under which the
construction might occur. Generally the method employed by Reclamation
for major projects was to give the construction over to a private company.
While this procedure involved a bidding process, he urged that contracts not
be awarded on the criteria of lowest bid alone. Only companies with experi-

8 Internal Memo: “Possible Visits of Mr. John L. Savage, Engineer of the United States

Bureau of Reclamation to India, China, and Palestine,” September 9, 1943; Paul Alling to RC,
September 14, 1943, RG 59, Decimal File 1940-1944, Box 5882; “Reclamation Abroad: New
Promise in the Holy Land,” Reclamation Era, 32 (July 1946): 151.

7 William E. Warne to Philip Dickinson, January 8, 1944, Warne Papers, Box 2; Savage to
Bashore, n.d., RG 59, Decimal File 1940-1944, Box 5882.
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9.8. Donald M. Nelson, Chair of the War Production Board during World War II. Courtesy of
the Franklin Delano Roosevelt Library, National Archives and Records Administration.

ence and records of success in building large projects should be allowed to
bid. Looking at the situation in China, Savage was not totally convinced that
Reclamation’s practice of hiring private contractors was workable. In the chal-
lenges facing China with the Three Gorges project he foresaw that the TVA
approach with government-employed design and construction teams would be
more practicable. It was to be understood that much of “this personnel hap-
pens to be largely U.S. government personnel,” but he was not suggesting that
the U.S. government employ people in China, but rather, that the government
of China undertake the project and employ Americans where required. Of
course, thousands of Chinese must be brought into the effort. Chinese offi-
cials replied that they could not give a commitment in terms of the number

of workers, engineers, and scientists that China could commit to the project.
Instead of providing definitive figures, they indicated that any agreement must
include a “sufficient number” of Chinese personnel. The entire arrangement,
of course, was subject to final approval of the Generalissimo, “the reason being
self-explanatory,” the Chinese communication emphasized.®

8 John L. Savage to C. C. Chien, Vice Chairman, National Resources Commission, September
17, 1944; C. C. Chien to John L. Savage, September 26, 1944, RG 59, Decimal File 1940-1944,
Box 5882.
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During his May 25 to November 24, 1944, visit to China, Savage
filed several reports. They addressed the feasibility of the proposed dams and
power projects and the administrative and financial arrangements necessary for
Reclamation’s participation in planning and construction. At home Reclama-
tion officials and most importantly the Department of State carefully reviewed
his suggestions and outlines for action. The Chinese Minister of Economic
Affairs, Won Wen-hao, expressed enthusiasm for “the Yangtze Gorge Project”
to American Secretary of State Edward R. Stettinius, Jr. He saw it as helping
Chinese industrialization, solving the problem of flood control and navigation
of the Yangtze River, and improving the livelihood of the people. He thanked
the secretary of state, “for sending Dr. Savage to our assistance” and noted,
“As the detail design of the Yangtze Gorge Project has yet to be done, we are
negotiating with your Bureau of Reclamation to do this work, which will be
automatically under Dr. Savage’s supervision.” Finally the minister wrote that
the American government would earn “the ever-lasting gratitude of the Chi-
nese people” for helping build the project.®!

As dramatic as the prospect appeared for Reclamation to participate
in the China project, Acting Commissioner J. Kennard Cheadle cautioned that
Reclamation must reserve the right to give its own domestic program prece-
dence over any work for the Chinese Government. He saw delays occurring
because of shortages of technical manpower. Still he offered the reassurance
that Reclamation endeavored to obtain whatever manpower priorities for the
Chinese work proved consistent with American policies, which meant that,
if called upon, Reclamation would serve U.S. foreign policy objectives. The
Department of State, however, saw another set of problems. It declared that if
Reclamation employees were to operate overseas, they must do so under the
Department of State’s aegis or oversight and on its payroll.

That assertion caused some consternation in Reclamation circles and
was an indication that the State Department intended to protect its administra-
tive turf in the conduct of foreign relations even in the specialized fields of
technical aid and construction projects. At the close of 1944 the Financial and
Monetary Affairs Division (FMA) within the State Department made it clear
that there should be no financial commitment on the part of the United States.
Moreover, news that “Jack Savage of the Reclamation Bureau” was negotiating
a contract for Reclamation “to design and construct” projects did not infer any
financial commitment on the part of the United States. State’s memo empha-

81 Won Wen-hao, Minister of Economic Affairs in Chungking, to Edward R. Stettinius,

December 15, 1944, RG 59, Decimal File 1940-1944, Box 5882.
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sized that “projects concerning the economic development of China are to be
handled for the State Department by FMA, in consultation with CA [Cultural
Affairs] and other appropriate Divisions.” The State Department also made it
clear that Savage had been in China under a program of cultural cooperation
that it administered and approved.®

With so many avenues opening for the extension of American aid to
the immediate postwar world, the State Department hastened to recommend
and achieve legislation in Congress giving it exclusive control over all for-
eign projects whether technical or cultural. As Michael W. Straus, assistant
secretary in the Department of the Interior explained it to Secretary Ickes,
State Department policy and congressional legislation prohibits any foreign
activity unless the United States personnel involved therein is transferred
to the State Department payroll. Ultimately it meant that the State
Department must approve activities before it accepted personnel on to its
payroll.*

To avoid this, Reclamation hoped for passage of a bill pending in Con-
gress to allow it and other agencies to loan personnel and enter into contractual
arrangements with foreign governments. In a letter to Savage, Straus said
its passage depended considerably on the attitude of the Department of State
toward the bill. During the spring of 1945 Straus also noted that “after long
and distinguished service” Savage was taking retirement from Reclamation,
but he assured Savage that “change in official relationship in no way alters our
interest in your plans and desire for their success.” Savage’s retirement plans,
of course, included employment as a consultant for Reclamation on the Three
Gorges Project in China. Straus declared that the Department of the Interior
led by Secretary Ickes and the Bureau of Reclamation supported the plans for
the Three Gorges Project on the Yangtze as presented in Savage’s preliminary
report. In fact, he had given the report to Lauchlin Currie, assistant to the
president and advisor to the White House on Chinese affairs, after a discussion
over lunch on the project.

The other news in this communication with Savage was not so encour-
aging. The State Department in a letter signed by Under Secretary Joseph
Grew turned down the proposed Reclamation-Chinese National Resources

8 Memo from C. F. Remer, “The Yangtze Gorge Project,” December 16, 1944; Joseph C.
Grew, Acting Secretary of State, to Wong Wen-hao, Minister of Economic Affairs in Chungking,
February 10, 1945, RG 59, Decimal File 1940-1944, Box 5882.

8 Michael W. Straus to Secretary Harold Ickes, June 12, 1945, RG 48, Entry 779, Box 15.
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Committee engineering contract for the Yangtze project. In the opinion of

the State Department the Yangtze Gorge was “economically unfeasible and
unwarranted for an indefinite time in the future, and therefore the preliminary
engineering report contract should not be entered into at the present time.” A
disappointed Straus believed that some of the reasoning in the rejection letter
was “strangely reminiscent of the many arguments opponents made to Boulder
Dam, Grand Coulee Dam, Shasta Dam, etc., in this country.” With opposition
from the State Department and an existing law directing that all foreign work
must be done under its auspices, the Gorges project seemed blocked, but the
Department of the Interior did not give up. Indeed, Savage proposed several
routes to follow including transferring personnel to the State Department from
Reclamation and TVA as well as having the Natural Resources Commission of
China contract with large private companies. Straus could not embrace any of
these suggestions but concluded, “I want very much to see the bureau domi-
nant in this engineering development.”®*

Opposition from the Department of State did not prevail against the
determination of the Department of the Interior and Reclamation (and proba-
bly elements within the White House) to honor the agreement to develop plans
for the Chinese Three Gorges Project. By November 1945 Secretary of the
Interior Ickes announced a cooperative agreement between Reclamation and
China on a “comprehensive basin-wide development program in the Yangtze
River Valley.” The agreement signed by the National Resources Commission
(NRC) of China directed Reclamation to make final studies and prepare speci-
fications for the Yangtze Gorge Project and five tributary projects. There was
as yet no commitment by either the Americans or the Chinese to finance the
project, but Reclamation assumed the design work in Denver under the super-
vision of Savage as a special consultant to Reclamation. In December 1945
a New York Times story contained full page illustrations of the proposed dam
and enormous locks on the river to enable ships to navigate the Yangtze and
bypass the “Ichang Dam.” The story noted that the proposed dam dwarfed the
Grand Coulee and offered power, flood control, and irrigation, while facilitat-
ing navigation. All in all, the development was “A Super TVA.” A follow-up
story appeared in the paper in May 1946 with the news that China had made
a $250,000 payment to Reclamation to cover the initial costs for developing
plans to harness the Yangtze River. Planning work began at the Engineering
and Research Center in Denver with the assistance of fifty NRC engineers
from China. Secretary Ickes, prior to his resignation in February 1946, esti-

8 John L. Savage to Michael Straus, June 4, 1945; Straus to Commissioner of Reclamation
Bashore, June 7, 1945, RG 48, Entry 779, Box 15.
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mated that planning work would cost $500,000. With support for the project
continuing to come from the Department of the Interior under the new Secre-
tary Julius Krug, Savage left Denver on August 26, 1946, to consult in Austra-
lia, China, and India. He returned March 29, 1947, but the civil war in China
and the collapse and retreat of the Chinese Nationalists, in the face of the
Communist revolutionaries, to Taiwan or Formosa caused suspension of any
assistance to the Chinese on the Gorges project during the summer of 1947.
All but four of the Chinese engineers in Denver returned to China. In October
of 1949 the People’s Liberation Army declared victory in China, which ended
any American role in China’s postwar development.®

In the aftermath of a devastating world war, exclusion of the United
States from mainland China did nothing to discourage American desires for
“world rehabilitation” through economic and technical assistance. In fact,
the “fall of China” underlined the urgency of such efforts. At the same time,
Secretary of State General George C. Marshall and the Truman administration
were formulating the Marshall Plan, a massive program to aid the recovery of
war-torn Europe. Of course, threats of Communist expansion in Europe also
played a major role in American desire to rebuild Europe after the war, but so
did a realization that poverty throughout the world created opportunities for
conflicts everywhere.

In 1946, the Truman Doctrine announced to the world the United
States’s commitment to stop the expansion of Soviet Communism by providing
military and economic aid to Greece and Turkey. The event marked a dramatic
move by the United States to “contain” Soviet expansion by not only military
aid, but also American technical and economic aid to thwart the appeal of
Communism throughout the world. A New York Times story in late 1946 saw
dam building in particular as forestalling “the floods of war.” TVA-like proj-
ects, according to the author, could raise living standards and promote peace in
“backward lands.” He referred to the “starving East,” and to achieve a last-

8 Department of the Interior, Bureau of Reclamation, Press Release, November 28, 1945;
Itinerary for J. L. Savage, Consulting Engineer, August 22, 1946, as noted in George O. Pratt,
“Foreign Activities of the Bureau of Reclamation, 1953,” typescript, 44; Bureau of Reclamation,
“Status Report: Yangtze Gorge and Tributary Project, China, prepared for National Resources
Commission of China,” August 15, 1947, in the files of the Office of International Affairs,
Bureau of Reclamation, Washington, D.C.; New York Times, December 28, 1945 and May 17,
1946; T. H. Watkins, Righteous Pilgrim: The Life and Times of Harold L. Ickes, 1874-1952 (New
York: Henry Holt and Company, 1990), 832; “Chronology of Activities Involving the People’s
Republic of China,” RG 115, ACC# NRG-115-05-088, “Case File on Yangtze Gorge and Three
Gorges Dam, China, 1943-1996,” Box 1.
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ing peace, stability and well-being must be brought to Asia, Africa, and the
Middle East as well as Europe. Otherwise, the only option was chaos through
the loss of vast sections of the world to Communism. “My purpose here,” said
the author, “is to show that it is feasible for us to take the lead now in develop-
ing an international policy toward backward regions which will increase their
effective use of their own resources—a policy which is constructive, practical
and worthy of democracy.” The order of the day, in the view of this journalist,
was to build infrastructure in the developing world the way the New Deal built
it inside the United States during the 1930s.

Since American technical skills afforded the United States the highest
standard of living, these same skills were applicable to internationally spon-
sored projects “comparable to our own TVA” and offered soil conservation,
irrigation, reforestation, power development, and flood control. He cited Rec-
lamation’s efforts in the Yangtze Valley with the work of Dr. Savage “one of the
great dam builders of the age” as an example of plans that could be brought
to fruition for the benefit of world peace, asserting, “Long after the present
quarrel between Communist and Nationalist was a footnote in history books,
long after the Great Wall of China had crumbled away, the Yangtze Dam would
continue to spread its abundance over a smiling China.” And he concluded, “It
is possible that our grandchildren would be considerably prouder that we sent
our engineers to China after World War II than our marines.” The same efforts
should be made in India and elsewhere especially with the shining example
of the experience of the Bureau of Reclamation and its record of accomplish-
ments in making arid lands productive in the American West. Reclamation
itself announced in 1946 that it had completed at its Denver laboratories a
model built on a scale of 1 to 80 of the proposed 482-foot high Bhakra Dam
in India’s Punjab Province. It had undertaken the effort for a private interna-
tional engineering firm commissioned by the Indian government to prepare
designs.®¢

A World in Need

The abrupt end of the China project closed off one field of endeavor
for Reclamation’s technical expertise. Still there was the rest of the develop-
ing world. A larger world-wide vision and ambition depended upon American
resolve to extend aid overseas in advisory capacities or in directly building

8 Willard R. Espy, “Dams for the Floods of War,” New York Times, October 27, 1946; Caption
under photo entitled, “Model of a Giant,” Reclamation Era, 32 (July 1946): 163.
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projects to help meet the demands of what became a popularized term in the
late 1950s: “the Revolution of Rising Expectations.” Development of water
resources, of course, was important for “human rehabilitation.” It involved
food and electrical energy production, protection from floods, improved
transportation—all embodied in the various missions of Reclamation in the
American West during the decades since its creation in 1902. In the condi-
tions of the postwar world, Reclamation did not have to seek out these projects.
Requests flowed into its office for aid and assistance. An early recognition of
these demands showed in the addition of an item to the organization charts

of Reclamation in June 1945. The new line stated that, “the responsibility

for assisting representatives of foreign governments” should be placed in the
office of the engineering assistant. In the first year following the war, Recla-
mation highlighted its international reputation in its publications noting that
it had attracted wide-spread requests for technical assistance and training.
One Department of the Interior official stated, “In its program for interna-
tional cooperation, the Bureau of Reclamation is adding to the world-fame of
its engineering accomplishment.” He made the good points that (1) foreign
undertakings would enrich opportunities for Reclamation to learn from others
as it helped others; (2) operations in other countries open outlets for foreign
trade; and (3) foreign activities paved the way for greater understanding of
problems throughout the world. Altogether he sketched the role of the United
States as a good neighbor in the world. Over a year later Reclamation Era
announced the appointment of the author by the commissioner of Reclamation
to assignment in Greece to work as an “irrigation advisor in the rehabilitation
of irrigation works on 800,000 acres in northern Greece, as part of the
American mission for aid to that country.” The use of the word “rehabilita-
tion” reflected at this point Reclamation’s perception of its mission overseas
rather than the mission and goal of “economic development” characteristic

of programs as the Cold War became a world-wide struggle for the United
States."’

The administration pondered a response to the question raised by the
fast-pace of developing events: would the American government commit to
overseas programs of development at a time when the mood of the American
electorate indicated a desire for a retreat from world responsibilities? The first
priority had been waging war from which they now expected a rapid demo-
bilization of military forces, but now their government hinted that it continue
with international obligations that might include commitments of foreign aid

8 William E. Corfitzen, “Ideas Go Traveling,” Reclamation Era, 32 (May 1946): 102-3; “Cor-
fitzen Goes to Greece,” Reclamation Era, 33 (October 1947): inside back front cover.
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in many forms including technical assistance. While Commissioner Bashore
expressed Reclamation’s readiness to make international commitments, he
advised that, “The Bureau’s own program for continued river-basin develop-
ment in the western United States will continue to have first priority and the
major attention of the Bureau’s staff”

Where National Interests Directed

American government under the Truman administration shortly made
a series of decisions that positioned the United States to play a permanent role
on the world stage both militarily and economically. The policies won hard-
fought victories in a Congress eager to be done with saving the world. The
Truman Doctrine for the defense of Greece and Turkey (1947), the Marshall
Plan for the recovery of Europe (1948), and the approval of the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization (NATO) along with participation of the United States in
the formation of the United Nations at the end of the war all confirmed “the
internationalization” of the United States—a very different nation than the
one that concluded World War I with a refusal to participate in the League of
Nations. Moreover, Congress approved legislation in 1948 to permit agencies
of the government to operate overseas without being under the jurisdiction and
administration of the Department of State. Previously Public Law 63 passed
by the Seventy-Sixth Congress, only permitted federal agencies to loan person-
nel on a reimbursable basis to foreign countries through the Department of
State. The passage of the U.S. Information and Educational Exchange Act of
1948 (P.L. 80-402) facilitated Reclamation’s interaction with foreign govern-
ments, but did not relieve the State Department of its responsibilities and even
oversight of the actions and programs of American governmental personnel
overseas.*’

Before the Korean War (1950-1953) revealed in no uncertain terms
American willingness to meet military threats from Communist expansion,
U.S. economic development programs made their appearance in many coun-
tries. How much of a commitment from Reclamation to international develop-
ment largely depended upon its domestic agenda. From the beginning of this
critical era, which pointed to a division of Reclamation’s energies between

8 Press Release, November 28, 1945, Department of the Interior, Bureau of Reclamation,
typescript in files of the Office of International Affairs, Bureau of Reclamation, Washington,
D.C.; Pratt, “Foreign Activities,” 4.

8 “Bureau Engineers Loaned to Foreign Government,” Reclamation Era, 33 (March 1947):
70-1.
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domestic and foreign
endeavors, cautionary
notes arose. Commis-
sioner Bashore’s posi-
tion was well-known
that domestic duties for
the Bureau of Reclama-
tion commanded prior-
ity. Beyond some plans
for overseas projects
that were at best tenu-
ous, Reclamation could
not ignore a stream of
demands upon it from
foreign engineers as

the world settled in to
recover from war and
started to build a new
future. Engineers and
foreign officialdom
frequented Reclamation
damsites and studied the
operations of the Denver

9.9. Harry W. Bashore served as Commissioner of the Bureau ~ Office under the chief
of Reclamation, August 1943-December 1945. engineer. In addition,

Reclamation obliged
requests from every part of the globe for copies of its technical bulletins
accumulated from almost a half century of work. The Department of State’s
Economic Cooperation Administration (ECA) provided funds to Reclamation’s
foreign relation activities by paying the expenses of visiting engineers from
around the world.”

With Denver as the center of Reclamation administration in the West,
it was perhaps no accident that an Inter-American Conference on Conservation
of Renewable Natural Resources took place in the Mile High City in Septem-

% Julius A. Krug, Annual Report of the Secretary of the Interior: Fiscal Year Ended June

30, 1946 (Washington, D.C.: United States Government Printing Office, 1946), 120; Oscar L.
Chapman, Annual Report of the Secretary of the Interior: Fiscal Year Ending June 30, 1949
(Washington, D.C.: United States Government Printing Office, 1949), 12; “ECA Sponsors Greek
Engineering Visits to Reclamation Area,” Reclamation Era, 35 (June 1949): 137.
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ber of 1948. The tenor of the proceedings reflected a postwar neo-Malthusian
concern for the improvident consumption of resources by the ravages of

the recent world-wide conflict and the impending demands upon resources
presented by the growth of world population. A Reclamation official from
the Central Valley Project in California noted that river basin projects in the
United States were instructive for similar works in the Mediterranean coun-
tries, Central America, and the Middle East. In terms of river basin develop-
ment and the utilization of resources the writer was not only concerned with
water utilization for irrigation and power purposes, but also noted that land
utilization questions must be addressed: small and large land ownership ques-
tions, agricultural practices, erosion, and grazing. Land and water issues were
inseparable. Other U.S. delegates from resource agencies noted the “huge
drain of the recent war” and the threat of another war on the horizon—all
occurring amongst postwar shortages in many basic commodities.

Reclamation’s William Warne, who was among those representing
the Bureau’s interests at the conference, presented a wide-ranging view of
the expertise available from the almost half century history and experience of
Reclamation dealing with the challenges of water development. The confer-
ence signaled an affirmation of American interest in world resource issues and
assurances that the United States was not to turn inward upon conclusion of
the worldwide war struggle.”!

The course pursued by the Truman administration in the postwar years
confirmed the commitment of the United States to a foreign policy engaged
with the world. After President Truman won a spectacular victory in the 1948
election, he announced in his inaugural address in January 1949 the Point IV
Program: (1) to work with the United Nations; (2) to help the recovery of the
world economy; (3) to offer aid to nations struggling against aggression; and
finally (4) a program of technical and scientific aid to help underdeveloped
areas of the world. All of the points underscored American commitment to
international involvement. The last point, Point IV, contained important tasks

o “Are We Becoming a ‘Have-Not’ Nation?” Current Events, 45 (March 25-29, 1946): 201-2;
William E. Warne, “Legal and Economic Problems Associated with Excessive Withdrawal from
Ground-Water Sources,” 297-304; Hugh G. Calkins, Bureau of Reclamation, Department of
the Interior, Sacramento, California, “Human and Land Problems in Three Regions,” 385-91;

E. I. Kotok, Forest Service, U.S. Department of Agriculture, Washington, D.C., “The Ecological
Approach to Conservation Programs,” 472 in Proceedings of the Inter-American Conference

on Conservation of Renewable Natural Resources, Denver, Colorado, September 7-20, 1948
(Department of State, Publication 3382, International Organization and Conference Series I,
American Republics 4: Division of Publications, Office of Public Affairs).
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19401 .
9.10. President Harry S. Truman announced his Point Four initiative during his inaugural
address on January 20, 1949. Courtesy of the Harry S. Truman Library, National Archives and
Records Administration.

and opportunities for the Bureau of Reclamation. Its meaning and relevancy
for Reclamation was unmistakable when the president asserted, “We must
embark on a bold new program for making the benefits of our scientific
advances and industrial progress available for the improvement and growth of
underdeveloped areas.” The president noted the limitation on American mate-
rial resources but asserted, “Our imponderable resources in technical knowl-
edge are constantly growing and are inexhaustible. I believe that we should
make available to peace-loving peoples the benefits of our store of technical
knowledge in order to help them realize their aspirations for a better life.”
Truman emphasized that this should be in cooperation with other nations and
denounced, “The old imperialism—exploitation for foreign profit,” and said
that what he envisioned was, “a program of development based on concepts of
democratic fair-dealing.”*?

2 United States President, Inaugural Addresses of the United States from George Washington,
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The new Congress soon approved President Truman’s Point IV Pro-
gram to go into effect in 1950 underwritten by the Economic Cooperation
Administration. Point IV extended American technical aid to the undeveloped
world and allowed Commissioner of Reclamation Michael Straus to proclaim
that Reclamation’s reach stretched around the world. Much of American
technical aid overseas from 1950 to 1953 operated under this program admin-
istered by the Technical Cooperation Administration within the Department of
State. After 1953 the Eisenhower administration initiated subsequent broad
foreign aid programs. In any event, Reclamation’s overseas work still occurred
under close oversight and even assignment by the Department of State.
Straus’s 1955 book, Why Not Survive?, made the case for worldwide resource
development to meet what some were calling the “revolution of rising expecta-
tions.” If these expectations were to be met, of course, increasing energy from
water development and food production was essential—all longtime domestic
concerns of the Bureau of Reclamation in the United States.”

Opening the Door to Ceylon (Sri Lanka)

An early example of postwar interest by the Bureau of Reclama-
tion in cooperative international water development occurred in Ceylon—an
island with an ancient tradition of irrigation works.”* By 1946 the Chief of
the Hydrology Division in Denver noted suggestions from the Department of
State that Reclamation become involved in designing two projects in Ceylon
(renamed Sri Lanka in 1972). One project, the Gal Oya Project, required a
reservoir and dam, irrigation plans, flood control provisions, and develop-
ment of hydroelectricity. Its watershed was in the northeastern portion of the
island that received rainfall in the monsoons. The early fascination with a
water project in Ceylon illustrates the eagerness with which American interests
sought to move into former British Empire possessions, but, as was the prac-
tice, under the guidance of the Department of State. In June 1948 (the year
Ceylon achieved independence) the United States’s embassy in Colombo noted
in communications to the Department of State that the new Prime Minister of
the Ceylonese government urgently requested American loans and engineers to
represent its interests in negotiations with the Morrison-Knudsen Company on

1789 to Harry S. Truman, 1949 (Washington, D.C.: United States Government Printing Office,
1952).

% Michael W. Straus, Why Not Survive? (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1955). See footnote
67 for the source of the phrase “revolution of rising expectations.”

% R. L. Brohier, Ancient Irrigation Works in Ceylon, 3 parts (Colombo: The Ceylon Govern-

ment Press, 1934, reprint 1949).
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the Gal Oya Dam and irrigation scheme. The Ceylonese wanted Reclamation
engineers to review designs for two dam projects and prepare supplemental
plans and specifications with funds to be provided in advance by the Govern-
ment of Ceylon. The communiqué emphasized that a civilian appointee was
preferable, but an army engineer was acceptable. Furthermore, the message
noted that an American failure to respond might result in a request to the Brit-
ish all of which would complicate future operations of an American company
on the project.”

In September of 1946 the secretary of the interior (with the approval
of the Department of State) asked the comptroller general to approve a con-
tract between Reclamation and the government of Ceylon. The comptroller
general, according to the Budget and Accounting Act of 1921, made determi-
nations on the legality of expenditures by the various agencies of the executive
branch of government. In the letter to the comptroller, the Department of the
Interior asserted that “it would be desirable to arrange for compliance with
that request, particularly, inasmuch as State has expressed the opinion it will
tend to promote good foreign relations and accordingly serve the best inter-
est of the United States to perform this work.” The secretary of the interior
not only justified the agreement on the grounds that it promoted good foreign
relations, but that the experience gained by Reclamation’s design engineers,
as well as any economic and technological advances it achieved in connection
with the proposed research, will be applied to domestic reclamation problems.
In addition, the Ceylonese government stood ready to finance the enterprise,
which prompted the letter to emphasize, “Thus American reclamation projects
may benefit from the technical work proposed to be performed without cost
to the United States or expenditure of appropriated funds.” Interior further
asserted that the agreement was justified under the Reclamation Act of 1902,
and subsequent acts of Congress, authorizing use of Reclamation moneys to
aid various entities of local government that promoted land reclamation.

Clearly the Department of the Interior had searched Reclamation
law diligently to justify foreign operations, especially if foreign governments
financed those endeavors. In reply the comptroller general rejected the argu-
ments and stated flatly that no Reclamation laws justified aid by Reclamation
even in planning and design consultations to foreign governments. The law
of March 4, 1921, cited by Interior, that authorized Reclamation to receive
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moneys from states, municipalities, corporations, associations, firms, dis-
tricts, or individuals for investigation, “does not specifically include foreign
governments.” The ruling was passed on to the Division of the Budget and
to the Solicitor General’s Office. The comptroller general further argued
that “such possible benefit is too remote and indirect to support a conclusion
that the proposed activities for Ceylon would be authorized on the basis that
they might result in some possible benefit to projects in the United States.”
Moreover, the office of the comptroller general claimed that the Bureau of
Reclamation lacked any definite statutory provision or the expressed will of
Congress to make agreements to work in Ceylon or any foreign country. The
Department of the Interior eventually notified the State Department of the
decision and requested that the State Department inform the Government of
Ceylon through the British Embassy of the comptroller general’s decision.”

Two years later the way cleared for Reclamation to assign an engineer
to Ceylon. Congress passed the Information and Educational Exchange Act of
1948 (Smith-Mundt Act) authorizing activities in foreign countries and freeing
Reclamation from many of the details of transferring personnel to the Depart-
ment of State for assigned service overseas. While the law opened the way for
Reclamation to assign personnel directly to foreign aid technical projects, it
did require close ties with the State Department in all activities, if not virtual
oversight by State. Ultimately the Department of State bore responsibility for
Americans overseas, especially Americans on assignment by the U.S. govern-
ment. Overall the law indicated that Congress and the administration sought
to expand American activities overseas to aid impoverished nations and, of
course, to combat the appeal of Communism to the needy throughout the
world. The Marshall Plan announced and approved by Congress a year before
in 1947, of course, was the most outstanding example of Congress’s willing-
ness to shoulder additional burdens of foreign aid in the postwar years.

From Denver to Ceylon (Sri Lanka)

Now Reclamation was in a position to loan construction engineer Paul
von der Lippe out of the Denver Office to the government of Ceylon. The
State Department continued to play a key role in directing Bureau participation
in overseas projects and considered it extremely desirable to place a Bureau

% Lindsay C. Warren, Comptroller General, to Secretary of the Interior, October 8, 1946;
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of Reclamation engineer in Colombo by July 15, 1948. As an engineer on
foreign assignment von der Lippe proved to be particularly observant. Already
by 1947, advanced parties of American engineers in Ceylon reported back to
Denver on the successful expansion of a hydraulic laboratory for river model-
ing as their work progressed. Beginning in late 1950 most of the American
work in Ceylon occurred under a Point IV agreement with the United States.”’
Von der Lippe, however, worked directly for the Ministry of Agriculture and
Lands in Ceylon, and he and his Ceylonese colleagues worked from Bureau
drawings produced in Denver to develop blueprints and specifications for
ditches, grouting, and drainage galleries in the concrete dams under construc-
tion. Sometimes he asked for clarification on specifications that had been
determined in Denver. Beyond advice on technical matters, his experience
reflected the challenges of American construction projects overseas. The work
of construction was not being done by Reclamation but by American private
contractors, i.e., International Engineering Company headquartered in Denver
and Morrison-Knudsen of Boise, Idaho.

The contractors, while completing dams and shoring up reser-
voirs, were not confident of how the Ceylonese planned to use, operate, and
maintain facilities in the future. D. J. Bleifuss, engineer for International
Engineering Company, voiced concern that there was no assurance that any
developed operating scheme would be adhered to in the future. He feared
there would be a tendency to use reservoir capacity for irrigation at the
expense of flood control, especially after a series of dry years. From his
observations of the site under consideration, he believed it was a mistake to
base design on one particular scheme of operation. Rather, Bleifuss sug-
gested, the design of Gal Oya Dam should be based only on consideration
of dam safety, and that this assumed some flexibility in the implementation
of various operating schemes. Finally he expressed an engineering dictum
that, “No project can be made absolutely fool-proof, but a project should be
as fool-proof as possible.” A conference at the resident engineer’s office in
Inginiyagala, Ceylon, September 7, 1948, endorsed the plan for the greatest
possible spillway capacity to handle floods and provide for reservoir safety,
but the resident Ceylonese engineer, R. Kahawita, desired a more limited
spillway. To resolve the impasse, all parties agreed to let Ceylon’s Direc-
tor of Irrigation resolve the disagreement. On other matters von der Lippe
noted that advice had been received from Dr. Savage in Denver regarding the
downstream slope of the dam confirming that it should remain as designed.

7 Robert V. Burns to John L. Savage, February 10, 1947, Savage Papers, Box 1; “U.S., Ceylon
Agree on Point Four Aid,” New York Times, November 16, 1950.
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Other notes from the conference indicated the need for facilitating production
of electricity to supply government buildings and construction personnel with
air conditioning.

Bureau of Reclamation Chief Engineer L. N. McClellan corresponded
directly from Denver with von der Lippe about details of the Gal Oya Dam
and powerplant. He said the undertaking was similar to the Green Mountain
Dam and Powerplant in Colorado as he sought to apply Reclamation’s experi-
ence in building western dams to the Ceylonese project. The estimated cost
of $13,500,000 for the Ceylonese project was comparable to the Green Moun-
tain undertaking as were the 426 construction drawings with a cost of approx-
imately $500 per drawing for direct labor. The division of costs between
powerplant and dam on the Gal Oya job would be 80 percent for the dam
and 20 percent for the powerplant. Based upon Reclamation’s experience at
Green Mountain Dam, the chief engineer believed the International Engineer-
ing Company’s estimate that drawings should be increased from 350 to 426 at
an increased cost from $231,000 to $290,000 “is reasonable.” Reclamation’s
experience building Green Mountain Dam proved useful half a world away.”®

Encountering Ceylonese Culture

Ater a year on the job in Ceylon, in November 1949 von der Lippe
wrote a general report on his experiences for the American Embassy in
Colombo. Written primarily for State Department officials, it was for-
warded on to the secretary of state and to the Bureau of Reclamation. Von
der Lippe’s observations encompassed more than his job description as an
American Technical Adviser to the Ministry on Water and Lands. He noted
that Ceylon achieved its independence February 4, 1948, and since then had
launched ambitious projects, but without proper planning. He had repeatedly
recommended to the Ministry to establish a project planning board for water
resources for all of Ceylon because it was moving actively into too many proj-
ects too fast. The State Department heartily agreed, but it also saw opportunity
for American enterprise to open operations in new nations emerging from the
disintegration of the British Empire after World War II.

The American engineer familiarized himself with Ceylonese customs
and traditions during construction of the Gal Oya Dam and Powerplant.
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He did not live on site but made field trips from Colombo at least once

a month to the project site. His role also required him to act as a liaison
between the American contractor (Morrison-Knudsen and American Inter-
national) and the Ministry of Irrigation and Water, his immediate employer.
Monthly reports from von der Lippe to the Ministry contained suggestions
for improvements and changes he thought necessary. His year of experience
gave perspective on the working environment that he willingly shared with
State Department officials in the Embassy, presumably at their request. He
pointed out that some British officials still remained in key technical posts.
Both the Director and Deputy Director of the Irrigation Department were
British having been in Ceylon since before the war and seemed to be out of
touch with modern engineering methods. On top of this handicap, officials
were overworked and in need of additional “real” engineers. One of the
few qualified engineers, “a Ceylonese gentleman,” had recently departed for
Denver to participate in the design planning for the Gal Oya and Walawe
multiple-purpose projects. Von der Lippe’s reference to “multiple-purpose”
indicates his understanding of the various roles that water development
would play for Ceylon in dam building, reservoir storage, hydroelectric
power, flood control, and irrigation.

When “the Ceylonese gentleman” returned from his work in Denver,
he took charge of the Hydraulic Laboratory for Irrigation Development. His
participation in the Denver design team’s efforts and his previous training as
an engineer made him a key figure and decision maker in the project. Accord-
ing to von der Lippe, the hydraulic laboratory in Colombo was fairly well
equipped for soils and concrete testing. Earlier another engineer from this
laboratory also gained experience with Reclamation engineers in Denver. Still
the laboratory needed more qualified people if it were to serve in designing
hydraulic structures and other river studies. While the laboratory was ably
managed, it suffered from a lack of funds. Von der Lippe believed the Ceylon-
ese government did not spend enough money on laboratory matters directly
related to adequate planning that should give more attention to issues related to
flood control. He noted the torrential rainfall during certain seasons brought
destructive floods and cited Easter Day 1949 in Colombo when ten inches of
rain fell in three hours.

Moves by the Ceylonese government to eliminate European engineers
from key civil service positions since independence led to a large turnover and
unfilled vacancies primarily because the government was reluctant to pay for
engineering talent. Still von der Lippe believed that Ceylon would continue to
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need “European (white) engineers for many years to come.” At the same time
he complimented Ceylonese engineers for their ability “in certain phases of
engineering and they do learn fast,” he wrote. Yet he criticized them for being
too theoretical, not practical, and lacking “Method” in their approach. The
men on the Gal Oya project, he indicated, however, have done very well and
will form an important nucleus of talent if the government encourages them
to stay on. Von der Lippe’s report also contained remarks on the relationship
of the American companies with the cultural environment. For instance, when
the Morrison-Knudsen Company hired a Canadian doctor to take charge of the
local hospital, Ceylonese officials protested that native doctors should have
been hired. Other items of controversy occurred over insurance questions, job
site security, and customs duties on imports.

In struggling to meet various construction requirements, von der Lippe
expressed appreciation for the Bureau of Reclamation’s commissioner’s office
and the chief engineer’s office in Denver for providing technical information.
He made special mention of the large demand for the Reclamation Manual
that caused him to place a large order for additional copies. Praise for the
manual could not be overstated in terms of its helpfulness on the new projects
launched in Ceylon. In addition, the Irrigation and Land Ministry was inter-
ested in the Manuals on Organization from the Bureau. And well they should
be, according to von der Lippe, because their administrative procedures were
“quite antiquated.” Too much detail was performed by high level officials that
could just as well be taken care of by clerks. The Ministry and its workings
were badly in need of an administrative analysis or an efficiency expert to save
it time and money.

Von der Lippe alluded to a new project under consideration. The
Walawa Banga was a proposed multiple purpose project located in the south-
ern part of the island. Already the drawings were in preparation by Inter-
national Engineering Company in Denver. But he expressed reservations
because it appeared too costly for the amount of irrigable land that could be
brought into production. Ceylon’s government developed a Six Year Plan
to bring 12,000 acres of paddy land a year into production. Looking ahead,
these same planners hoped to increase that acreage by 25,000 acres annually
from 1954 to 1959. Von der Lippe thought this was too optimistic and argued
that planners should focus on developing hydroelectricity on the island. He
maintained that, at best, the Ceylonese could hope to gain 12,000 acres overall
in paddy lands a year.
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Von der Lippe described the agricultural methods employed in the
“irrigation districts,” as “antiquated, the same as have been used for a thou-
sand years.” In this respect he had at hand a work that he referenced: R. L.
Brohier, Ancient Irrigation Works in Ceylon, 3 volumes, published in 1934
and 1935, that gave him a historical cultural perspective on the island’s irriga-
tion practices. He noted that Buddhist teachings tell the people to get along
in the world with as little as possible and that most farmers held only one
or two acres of paddy land. But he observed that farmers work hard in the
fields with their mamootees and take great pride in raising their own rice. He
emphasized the hard work because much had been said about the laziness of
the Ceylonese and countered that it needed to be remembered that Ceylon
has a humid tropical climate surrounded by the Indian Ocean and the Bay of
Bengal. All in all, von der Lippe declared, it is “not an invigorating climate.”
Also, he observed, the diet of the island is deficient in minerals with the staple
food of rice supplemented with dried fish and sometimes a little meat for the
native curries. In addition, von der Lippe noted that Ceylon’s colonial past
under the Portuguese, the Dutch, and finally the British created perceptions of
Ceylonese backwardness. None, of course, he argued, encouraged or permit-
ted Ceylonese to obtain top positions. Ambition was largely unrewarded. He
believed time was needed for the nation to realize what independence meant
and predicted “many and costly blunders.” In the final analysis, change,
he concluded, was occurring too rapidly to avoid mistakes, but overall he
defended the culture of the island and its friendly response to progress.

His remarks generally supported policies to provide technical assis-
tance to Ceylon as quickly as possible. Both the Irrigation Department and the
Gal Oya Development Board stood in need of immediate assistance and aid
to achieve at least a portion of their ambitious goals. He felt the new com-
monwealth was under able leadership and deserved support and was optimistic
about the soundness of the Ceylonese economy as a dollar earner. Prices for
coconut and tea made these exports profitable, and the recent devaluation of
the pound sterling boosted the prospects of rubber plantations on the island.
Finally, he concluded, Ceylon was a good bet for future development. He
based his conclusion on his faith that Ceylonese administration and planning
of projects would mature with application of western technology through
American know-how in the form of aid to government agencies and the energy
and can-do attitude of American companies.

Von der Lippe’s report reveals an American with a growing sensitivity
to the long irrigation heritage and irrigation experience of the Ceylonese on
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their island. He exhibited a growing respect for the talents of native engineers
who were expanding their education by acquiring the latest in techniques and
knowledge from Bureau of Reclamation training sessions in Denver. Most
importantly this American observer and in-country worker from the Bureau
of Reclamation showed an awareness of the repression imposed by colonial-
ism upon Ceylon. He realized that the new post-colonial period promised

a better future for the country and, at the same time, acknowledged that the
pace of change would probably come too fast and mistakes would be made,
but they would be the errors of self government and not foreign rulers. His
attitude reflected the anti-colonialism that informed American foreign policy
in the post-World War II period—most pointedly even toward America’s clos-
est ally during the war, Great Britain. To brace up independence and insure
the success of economic development projects related to water, von der Lippe
believed, the technical knowledge and administrative procedures learned from
the Bureau of Reclamation would play a key role. In addition, the presence
of Reclamation assistance facilitated the activity and success of American
companies under contract to the new government for construction projects.

At this point von der Lippe’s analysis did not reveal a Cold War mentality of
competition with the Soviet Union. His interest seemed primarily in getting

a job done efficiently and recognizing that it was important to have an under-
standing of local history and culture for the success even of technical projects.
His remarks represent an internationalizing spirit at work amongst Americans
overseas. As such, Bureau engineers were new agents of modernization dis-
placing a previous colonial era.”

Reclamation in the Midst of New Foreign Policy
Formulations

Intensification of the Cold War upon the outbreak of a hot war in
Korea in the summer of 1950 heightened American concern about stemming
the tide of Communist advances throughout the world. In late 1951, Congress
passed the Mutual Security Act that created an independent Mutual Secu-
rity Administration. It supervised military assistance to other countries and
economic programs to enhance the security of friendly nations. The economic
assistance portion of the act, while vigorously debated in Congress, survived
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the American Embassy in Colombo, Ceylon, November 23, 1949; Charles P. O’Donnell, First
Secretary of Embassy, to the Secretary of State, “General Report by Mr. Paul von der Lippe on
his Assignment in Ceylon,” November 23, 1949, RG 115, ACC# NRG-115-00-265, General
Correspondence 1933-1989, Box 4.

605



to provide funding for the expansion of American technical assistance overseas
and further opened to Reclamation the opportunity to assist projects in foreign
countries. By March 1951 Reclamation Commissioner Michael Straus cre-
ated the Office of Foreign Activities. At the golden anniversary celebration

of the creation of Reclamation in 1952, Chief Engineer Leslie N. McClellan
declared, “The Foreign Activities Program of the Bureau has developed in the
last two years from an unorganized extracurricular activity to a full-fledged
Bureau-wide operation with a budget last year of nearly two million dollars.”
In the same year the Bureau held an international water conference along with
the first International Reclamation Conference in Yakima, Washington with
representatives from twenty nations attending.'®

While its foreign activities appeared to feed the ambitions of the Bureau
of Reclamation’s expansion in the postwar period, it should be noted that
Reclamation did not aggressively pursue foreign involvement. More correctly,
the executive branch, with full knowledge of Reclamation’s accomplishments
in the American West over the past half century, encouraged Reclamation to
direct resources to the world scene. The Bureau’s growing domestic agenda,
however, caused ambivalence within Reclamation about overseas commitments.
World events crowded in upon an organization originally dedicated to internal
improvements. In many ways this is the story of the United States in the world
in the twentieth century—world events and America’s own robust internal devel-
opment made the nation an international player in the larger world community.
Visitors and trainees continued to visit Denver, including Japanese engineers
from occupied Japan interested in techniques of concrete engineering and
hydroelectric development. Visits were still very much under the authorization
and jurisdiction of the Department of State. It was not until 1961 and passage of
Public Law 87-195, the Foreign Assistance Act, that the Bureau of Reclamation
received the authority to enter directly into agreements with the U.S. Agency
for International Development (USAID) to provide services to foreign govern-
ments. Reclamation, however, always asserted that it was not in the business
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of training foreign consultants, its technical aid should only be called upon as
anecessary instrument of American foreign policy, and that its work was of

a planning nature that facilitated the participation of American companies in
the construction phases of projects. Costs for training and technical assistance
became a sensitive issue. To counter any criticism, Reclamation noted that
reimbursement must come from the countries of the foreign visitors, the United
Nations, or American foreign aid programs and not from money designated for
the tasks of its now expanding domestic program.'®!

After World War 11, Reclamation joined several international orga-
nizations: International Committee on Large Dams (ICOLD); International
Commission on Irrigation and Drainage (ICID); International Conference on
High Tension Electric systems (CIGRE) and others. Of course, membership
in international organizations marked no new departure from past practices.
From the early years of its creation the Bureau sent personnel to international
meetings and believed the original Reclamation Act authorized its participa-
tion in international organizations.'” International involvement resulted in a
flow of information not simply from Reclamation to foreign countries but, as
the world prospered after World War 11, a flow back of information to Rec-
lamation from the world in a genuine exchange of information gathered in
international conferences and the publication of foreign technical bulletins in
the pattern that Reclamation adopted in its early and continuing publication
program. As a matter of administrative clarification, fields of foreign activi-
ties by Reclamation also include the territorial holdings of the United States.
Although the trust territories of Puerto Rico, Palau, Guam, Saipan, U.S. Virgin
Islands were under the administration of the Secretary of the Interior, work in
them was not authorized by the legislation creating Reclamation. Activities in
these places fell within the bureau’s foreign activities program.

The Wider World Draws on the Talents of
Reclamation

The global events of 1948 through 1950 (the Berlin Airlift in 1948,
the Soviet Union’s testing of an atomic bomb in 1949, the Korean War in
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June 1950) brought home to Americans the seriousness of the worldwide
struggle against Communist expansion. The sudden entrance of the Com-
munist Chinese forces into the struggle on the Korean Peninsula in late 1950
frustrated an almost complete victory by the United Nations’s (predominantly
American) forces. Although the United States entered the war under a United
Nations mandate to stop North Korean aggression, it clearly shouldered the
major burden not only in Korea but throughout the world against what was
increasingly termed “the Communist Menace,” embodied in the Soviet Union,
Red China, and client states. While the nuclear option always loomed in

the background, conventional military measures in localized conflicts often
resulted in negotiated standoffs. Consequently, a major thrust of foreign poli-
cies from both sides in the Cold War was peaceful competition in terms of
economic development to win the hearts and minds of millions throughout the
world. Witness the aggressive efforts and eventual success of the Soviet Union
to win the approval of Egypt to build the Aswan Dam on the Nile River by the
late 1950s. This occurred after the U.S. and Britain withdrew offers because
the new Egyptian government under Gamal Abdel Nasser disdained Israel,
took a stance of neutrality in the Cold War, and, of course, nationalized the
Suez Canal incurring an ill-considered military response by Britain, France,
and Israel. Soviet engineers eagerly undertook the task. The Aswan Dam,
although it created multiple environmental problems unrelated to the Cold
War, became a monument to a lost opportunity for the West to use its technical
expertise in the struggle against the spread of Communist influence.'®

The leadership of Reclamation in this postwar period was under the
direction of Commissioner Michael Straus (1945 to 1953). Secretary Ickes
brought him into the Interior Department in 1933 and he became first assistant
secretary of the Department of Interior in 1943. Unlike his predecessor, Harry
Bashore, his background was not in civil engineering, but in chemical engi-
neering and journalism. His strength was in public relations and overall policy
formulation. His outlook served Reclamation well in the transition years from
the crises of World War II and the New Deal depression years. His commis-
sionership faced an expanding economy and world involvement in contrast to
the struggling economic times of the Great Depression; its inward focus upon
the domestic scene and foreign policies constrained by the isolationist bloc
within Congress. Keenly aware of the challenges and opportunities presented
on the foreign front, Straus believed the resources of Reclamation up to the
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challenges. If the United States needed the Bureau to play a role in its foreign
policy strategies and to win hearts and minds in the underdeveloped world,
Reclamation stood ready for the task.

While the Truman administration pursued overall strategies to aid
underdeveloped nations to utilize their own natural resources for economic
growth, Straus embraced aspects of the irrigation development that sought
the same goals under the president’s Point IV program. Straus also welcomed
Reclamation’s relationship with the Department of State through its Economic
Cooperation Administration. He saw a “Reclamation Street” reaching 26,000
miles or around the entire world that he called the “arid belt.” All was a part
of the new international burdens that the United States must shoulder. Straus
showed his journalistic flare in statements to the press and his support of
administration policies: “But as America sends military aid to the defenders of
liberty over land, sea, and air, so it is sending technical aid to help the teem-
ing peoples of the under-developed areas win the war against want.” Want
and material deprivation loomed as the chief allies of the Communist menace,
Straus warned, and as such should be attacked with the technical know-how
of the United States. Straus emphasized that Reclamation’s experience stood
ready to serve the arid regions of the world: “Vast reaches of these under-
developed areas lie in the arid belt stretching around the globe—where deserts
await only sweet water to grow food and clothing.”!%*

By late 1951 the Bureau of Reclamation was active in over ten coun-
tries around the globe: Chili, Ecuador, Formosa, Greece, India, Liberia,
Malaya, Saudi Arabia, Thailand, Australia, and New Zealand. Reclamation
portrayed its assistance to the Snowy Mountains Authority in Australia as
helping to build a project similar to the TVA. Not only did Reclamation pro-
vide technical assistance on the ground in Australia, but Australian engineers
received training at its Denver facilities. The general field of water resources
drawing upon the expertise of Reclamation engineers included irrigation,
drainage, hydroelectric power surveys, and problems of dam design and con-
struction. Most of the activities occurred through the Department of State and
its Mutual Security Administration in cooperation and funding from the Point
IV Program of technical assistance to underdeveloped countries. Some coun-
tries objected to the term “underdeveloped” when receiving the aid but never-
theless welcomed the material assistance. Some, however, hired or borrowed
Bureau of Reclamation engineers at their own expense. New Zealand hired

104 Michael W. Straus, “Reclamation Street—26,000 Miles Long,” Reclamation Era, 37 (May
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A. W. Simonds, an authority on grouting dam foundations. “Foundation grout-
ing” is a highly technical phase of dam construction in which liquid cement
mortar is injected into natural fissures in the foundation rock to prevent seep-
age after the structure was in service. He went to New Zealand in 1950 to
work with engineers on the foundations of the Maraetai Dam, one of a series
of dams being developed to provide hydroelectric power.'%

By the 1950s Reclamation concluded that foreign activities must be a
part of its agenda despite the pressing demands of its own domestic programs.
Reclamation’s well-established international reputation placed it at the beck
and call of various administrations’ policies to join in programs to develop
water resources around the world. It was part of a strategy to compete for
the loyalties of people by raising their standard of living and thwarting the
Communist revolutions and any alignments with the Communist bloc in the
developing Cold War. Of course, it was in Reclamation’s interest as a gov-
ernment service bureau to make its know-how available to American foreign
policymakers in the executive branch. The cooperation opened opportunities
for enhanced budgets and generally a larger sphere of activity and importance.
Also to have ignored the requests from foreign governments to send forth engi-
neers, Reclamation risked losing valuable personnel to foreign governments
on consulting jobs and to American firms doing international business. The
situation created competition between private enterprise and government for
experienced engineers at a time when their numbers fell short of the demand.
The resulting hiring competition caused private companies to complain, but
Reclamation usually pointed out that its technical assistance to foreign govern-
ments often resulted in equipment purchases in the United States and further
opportunities for private companies to undertake construction projects after
Reclamation’s completion of the planning phase of a project. Clearly the
seriousness of Cold War competition dictated that American foreign policy not
rely entirely upon private enterprise to provide comprehensive programs of
technical assistance. The activities of the Department of State and the ambi-
tious Point IV Program reinforced this conviction.

The Point IV Program did not preclude agreements between foreign
governments and the Bureau of Reclamation. In October 1951 Reclamation
Commissioner Straus announced an agreement with the government of India
in which the Bureau of Reclamation was to make the facilities of its engineer-
ing center available to assist the Indian government with water development
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problems. Unlike Point IV such agreements did not involve costs for the
United States or loans from USAID. The Indian government paid the Bureau
of Reclamation for its services. Direct involvement of Reclamation with
foreign governments oftentimes was an offshoot of the continuing program of
hosting foreign visitors to the large dams—their hydroelectric facilities and the
accompanying irrigation projects—in the United States and training visiting
engineers at the Denver engineering center.

In the immediate postwar years, articles in Reclamation Era reveal a
steady stream of foreign engineers training at the Denver office and Reclama-
tion experts on loan to foreign governments. Engineers and farm experts from
twelve nations were on hand to witness the drawing for Columbia Basin Proj-
ect farm plots in Othello, Washington, when Reclamation turned on water to
the first of 66,000 acres of what was announced as a one million-acre project
made possible by Grand Coulee Dam. Other veterans of training in Denver
often reported the benefits of their training as they confronted problems in
their parts of the world. Arturo Carvajal, who had studied with Reclamation
from 1945 to 1946, noted that cavitation at dams in Chile was especially severe
because of the high velocity of escaping water from the country’s high dams
and deep reservoirs. In 1949 he reported that his work on cavitation problems
in turbines at dams in both Chile and Argentina had been largely corrected by
application of technology used in the construction of powerplants at Reclama-
tion dams.'*

American reclamation experts, i.e., Elwood Mead, had a long history
of relations with Australia. The postwar period saw the Bureau of Reclama-
tion offering technical assistance to the ambitious Snowy Mountains Hydro-
Electric Scheme. From 1951 to 1961 Reclamation provided advisory services
on the construction of a trans-mountain water diversion plan based largely on
its experience planning and constructing the Colorado-Big Thompson Project.
Completion of the Snowy Mountain Scheme boosted national pride in Aus-
tralia—similar to the pride manifest in the United States upon completion of
Hoover Dam some two decades earlier in the midst of the Great Depression.
Snowy Mountain can be seen as among the world’s most prominent power
and irrigation projects. Over ten years a full-time Reclamation team provided

106 “Gains for India Cited,” New York Times, October 3, 1951; “Aides of 12 Nations See Coulee
Project,” New York Times, May 31, 1952; “India Studies Reclamation,” Reclamation Era, 32
(July 1946): 143; “Bureau Engineers Loaned to Foreign Governments,” Reclamation Era, 33
(March 1947): 70-1; Arturo Carvajal, “Cavitation Phenomena in Chile and in Argentina—Some
Solutions,” June 20, 1949, RG 115, ACC# 00-265. Box 4.

611



on site engineering advisory services and tests in the laboratories in Denver
helped analyze structures and building plans. Also in the Denver Office over
110 engineers received training in engineering specialties related to the Aus-
tralian “Scheme.” No other institution in the world could have provided the
services made available for this project. Triumphal celebration over its com-
pletion by 1961 added to the Snowy Mountain mystique in Australian history,
but critics charged that the scheme dislocated people and exploited environ-
ments, and, of course, American technical aid and training was complicit in the
undertaking. The latter criticism also became characteristic of environmental,
social, and economic critiques of dam building in the United States well before
the end of the twentieth century.'"’

The Commitments Continue

Increasingly, the parameters of the Cold War began to shape American
response to its role in the world. This occurred not only in Europe with the
Truman Doctrine to support the government of Greece against armed Com-
munist subversion, the Marshall Plan, and ultimately NATO, but also through-
out the developing world in efforts to promote technical aid programs and
raise standards of living to ward off the appeal of Communist revolutionaries,
i.e., Point IV. A major Democratic Party campaign statement for Truman’s
reelection in 1948, The Vital Center by historian Arthur S. Schlesinger Jr.,
first published in the election year and later republished in 1970, asserted that,
“Dams were the American alternative to Communist land reform.” While
Communists violently demanded “crude redistribution” of land, American
engineers offered “wonderlands of vegetation and power” in TVA-like devel-
opments that could “outbid all the social ruthlessness of the Communists
for the support of the peoples of Asia.”'® By 1950 such idealism tapped
the skills and talents of the rank and file within the Bureau of Reclamation.
Not only was Reclamation deemed a successful domestic institution whose
employment numbers had expanded to almost 20,000, but now the talents
of those numbers were to be exported to a troubled world. Within the orga-

107 Gilbert G. Stamm, Assistant Commissioner, Bureau of Reclamation, “Bureau of Reclama-

tion International Technical Assistance in Development of Arid Lands,” International Confer-
ence on Arid Lands in a Changing World, sponsored by the Committee on Arid Lands, American
Association for the Advancement of Science, Tucson, Arizona, June 3-13, 1969, 4, RG 115,
ACC# 8NS-115-95-089, Box 1; Jan Kociumbas, “Myths, Men and History: The Making of the
Snowy Mystique,” Journal of the Royal Australian Historical Society 88:1 (2002): 1-19.

18 As noted and quoted in Nick Cullather, “Damming Afghanistan: Modernization in a Buffer
State,” Journal of American History 89:2 (September 2002): 524; see also Cullather, The
Hungry World.
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9.11. After U.S. Supreme Court Chief Justice Fred M. Vinson swore in Paul G. Hoffman as
Administrator for Economic Cooperation on April 9, 1948, President Truman congratulated him
on his new job which included the Marshall Plan. Courtesy of the Harry S. Truman Library,
National Archives and Records Administration.

nization remained the nagging question of whether these new international
demands threatened its performance on the domestic front.

During the 1950s, the world became increasingly defined as a play-
ing field on which the free world contended with the forces of international
Communism. The transition to the new presidency of Dwight D. Eisenhower
and a negotiated armistice brought the Korean War to an end in 1953. The
war’s stalemated conclusion underlined the realization that the struggle against
worldwide Communism required more than military confrontations. Although
Congress merged the Technical Cooperation Administration (TCA), the admin-
istrative apparatus of Point IV into the Mutual Security Administration in
1952, the goals of Point IV, within the International Development Act of May
1950 remained intact. Still congressional appropriations were modest in con-
trast to funds allocated for military aid. The foreign aid budget in 1952 totaled
$6.5 billion with only $155.6 million designated for the Point IV program.'®

199 Latham, Modernization as Ideology, 54; Dennis Merrill, editor, Documentary History of
the Truman Presidency, “The Point Four Program: Reaching Out to Help the Less Developed
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With the success of the Marshall Plan in Europe, American policy-
makers gained confidence that economic development and technical assistance
offered promising returns elsewhere in the world, especially to counter Soviet
efforts to take advantage of the political instability connected with wars of lib-
eration against the remnants of European colonialism. While the Eisenhower
administration stressed aggressive actions against threats to stability (i.e., the
overthrow of a government in Guatemala and the toppling of Prime Minis-
ter Mohammed Mosedec in Iran when his government moved to nationalize
oil production), the Bureau of Reclamation continued programs of technical
aid. In the Truman administration, Secretary of the Interior Oscar Chapman
enthusiastically supported the cooperation of Reclamation with foreign aid
programs. Long-time Reclamation official William E. Warne, formerly assis-
tant commissioner of the Bureau of Reclamation and then assistant secretary
of the interior in 1947, departed for Iran in late 1951 as an economic special-
ist. His presence in Iran signaled the growing interest of the United States in
the Middle East and opened doors for opportunities for technical assistance in
water development.

Afghanistan

In 1946 the Afghan government with its own funds revived work
started by the Germans and Japanese in the 1930s on the Helmand Valley
Project. Eager for postwar contracts, the American firm of Morrison-Knudsen
entered into an agreement to plan, design, and construct the project with the
Afghan government. Under Afghan financing the project included hydroelec-
tric power, flood control, and irrigation for an estimated 500,000 acres. The
costliness of the project by 1950 required help from the Export-Import Bank
that extended loans of $39.5 million. American governmental assistance came
in 1953 to counter the presence of Soviet technical and military advisors.
American technical advice addressed project maintenance, irrigation farming
practices, drainage, and other problems of the Helmand Valley and Arghandab
Valley Authority (HAVA). With this assistance came teams of American per-
sonnel, some hired away from Reclamation, to the Helmand Valley Authority.
Their presence continued until 1974. By the mid-1950s Morrison-Knudsen
faced insurmountable difficulties with the project in terms of land distribu-
tion, drainage or waterlogged land issues, and saline lands. In 1955 President
Eisenhower’s secretary of state, John Foster Dulles, regarded the company
as “one of the chief influences which maintain Afghan connections with the

Countries,” Vol. 27 (Bethesda, Maryland: University Publications of America, 1999), xi.
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9.12. In 1954 Reclamation published the “Development Plan for the Litani River Basin in
the Republic of Lebanon” while working on behalf of the United States Foreign Operations
Administration.

West.” In 1960, however, Morrison-Knudsen withdrew from its endeavors
in Afghanistan. A 1975 memo in Reclamation’s Office of Foreign Activities
notes that the assistance was designed to train Afghans to operate the project
efficiently, but many of the efforts were largely “frustrated by Afghan resis-
tance to land reapportionment, leveling, and assignment of trained Afghans
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to areas outside of HAVA.” Instabilities in the Afghan government made for
additional problems.'"?

After Floyd E. Dominy became commissioner in May of 1959, the
Bureau of Reclamation “got into foreign affairs pretty deep,” according to
Dominy’s remarks in his 1996 oral history. Problems in the Helmand Valley
Project occasioned this deeper involvement. The State Department approached
Reclamation, according to Dominy, to send a team to study and make recom-
mendations to correct problems in this faltering project that had been variously
supported by the Afghan government, the Export-Import Bank, and the Point
IV program. Dominy’s response was to demand a more independent role for
Reclamation rather than its work overseas being done under the auspices of the
State Department or Point [V-type of program. To meet the situation in Afghani-
stan, he determined to travel there with aides and then decide upon what efforts
should be undertaken. The State Department or other agencies were to provide
the money, but Reclamation under Dominy’s leadership decided upon the course
of'action and what people should be sent to work in the field. L. W. Damours,
chief of the Division of Foreign Activities in the Bureau of Reclamation visited
Afghanistan in June and July 1959 and conducted discussions with the American
Ambassador Henry A. Byroade and HVHA officials.

Damours’s trip was a prelude to Dominy’s visit to the Helmand Valley
and Kabul. Significantly, P. R. Nalder, the project manager of the Colum-
bia Basin Project, accompanied Dominy in December 1959. Decades later,
reflecting on Reclamation’s involvement in Afghanistan, Dominy made the
point that the Department of State permitted the HVHA to be built by Morri-
son-Knudsen “on a cost-plus contract, with no assistance whatever from the
Bureau of Reclamation.” He berated the State Department for not bringing
in “the one agency in the Federal government that knows how to do these
things. You didn’t consult with us. Now, it’s a mess; and you don’t know what
to do about it.” He said the only reason the State Department knocked on the
door of Reclamation was because the Afghan government requested the aid of
Reclamation believing that perhaps it ought to be consulted. Unbelievably, in
Dominy’s opinion, it was a foreign government that pushed the State Depart-
ment to request the aid of Reclamation.'"!

1% Nick Cullather, “Damming Afghanistan,” 522, 527; Project Review: Helmand Valley
Project-Afghanistan (June 23, 1975), International Affairs Office files, Bureau of Reclamation,
Department of the Interior, Washington, D.C.

"' Floyd E. Dominy, Oral History Interviews, Transcript of tape-recorded Bureau of Rec-
lamation Oral History Interviews conducted by Brit Allan Storey, senior historian, Bureau
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9.13. Reclamation’s April 1961 report on issues in the Helmand Valley of Afghanistan.




fat A1

9.14. Reclamation technical staff working on drainage with Afghanis in the Helmand Valley.

The following year (1960) the Bureau of Reclamation signed, “A Par-

ticipating Agency Service Agreement” (PASA) with the International Coopera-
tion Agency (ICA). Four general objectives of the agreement emerged:

1)

2)

3)

To assist and advise the HVA in the execution of the Author-
ity’s responsibility for policy development, planning, construc-
tion management, operation and maintenance of project works
in the Helmand Valley for water storage, control, and distribu-
tion; power generation; irrigation and drainage.

To train Afghan personnel so that HVA can in the shortest
possible space of time assume full responsibility for the opera-
tion and maintenance of the facilities of the Helmand Valley
Development program.

To assist the HVA in the procurement and management of
supplies and equipment, as well as the training of personnel
concerned therewith.

of Reclamation, April 6, 1994 and April 8, 1996, at Bellevue Farm in Boyce, Virginia, 68-9;
Cullather, “Damming Afghanistan,” 524; “United States Agency for International Development
in Afghanistan: Project History, June 1959-December 31, 1961, RG 115, ACC# 8NS -115-95-
089, “International Affairs Report, 1914-1987,” Box 1.
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9.15. In December 1963 Commissioner Floyd E. Dominy posed for this portrait with Hoover
Dam in the background.

4) To assist and advise in the establishment of a program for the
settlement of people in new farm areas, including the provi-
sion of assistance to new settlers in the construction of farm
laterals, surface and subsurface drainage.

The report from Reclamation on the first year of involvement in
Afghanistan under the agreement emphasized operations and maintenance
and the centralization and coordination of these efforts. It was important that
operations begin with an inventory of maintenance needs based upon inspec-
tions. Upwards of twenty Reclamation technicians undertook the direction of
these activities cleaning out of laterals, repairing erosion with rip-rap, and con-
ducting intensive work on drainage problems. A crew of ditch riders received
special training in the system of checks, turnouts, and structures for measur-
ing and controlling water deliveries. The upbeat tone of the report lauded the
progress underway.
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Reclamation’s project review of the Helmand Valley Project in March
1961 noted that Reclamation inherited a difficult situation in the making for
over a decade. Troubles followed inadequate soil studies, poor selection of
project lands, disputes between Morrison-Knudsen and the Afghans, and, espe-
cially, insecurities over land tenure. With no guarantee to ownerships rights
and persisting cultural antagonism to a settled existence, nomads resisted
settlement projects that placed them on the land and then later demanded their
removal in order that the land be leveled for better application of irrigation
water. Moreover, one report concluded, “The diligence, labor and knowledge
required by a successful irrigation farmer is entirely foreign to the nomads.”

Still these reports disclaimed a story in the New York Times earlier in
1960 that the Helmand Valley Project was a “Comedy of Errors.” According
to Reclamation’s report, the article, although correct on many fronts, failed to
appreciate the complexity of the project, and the limited resources of funds
and skilled manpower available for the project. The report concluded that the
road ahead would not be easy, painless, or inexpensive. Patience and money
would be required over a period of years to maintain and rehabilitate the
project, as well as train farmers, technical and administrative personnel, and
Afghan government officials. Reclamation reported the project was basically
well engineered and built and run by HVHA engineers and administrators
who were conscientious and capable people. Still there was a need to develop
policies and legislation adapted to the surrounding culture for the project to
succeed.'?

Ten years later an “End of Tour Report” by a Reclamation official in
Afghanistan expressed both optimism and caution about future prospects in
the country. He was convinced that the Helmand-Arghandab Valleys had the
potential to be one of the most productive areas in the world. Water sup-
plies were adequate, soils good, and the climate ideal. Still there were many
problems, but they could be overcome with “strong direction on the part of
the United States, adequate financing, and a determination on the part of
the Afghans.” All of these factors, however, were not operating in the cur-
rent situation and without their implementation the report expressed, “strong
fears that the present plan will not be successful.”” The writer concluded, “I
think we should be prepared to go all the way and see it finished properly or
we should terminate.” A year later in 1971, just three years before Recla-

12" Helmand Valley Project Review Afghanistan, March 1961, Office of Foreign Affairs files,
Bureau of Reclamation, Washington, D.C; Cullather, “Damming Afghanistan,” 534; “Comedy of
Errors,” New York Times, March 13, 1960.
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9.16. Reclamation published a 1964 report on the Blue Nile in Ethiopia for AID, the Agency
for International Development.

mation withdrew its efforts in Afghanistan, another report on the Helmand
Project lamented the persistence of severe problems that centered on social
and cultural issues as one of the root causes for difficulties with the project.
The report expressed amazement that such a project could possibly have
been planned without detailed data on the nature of the involved population.
Extension agents among the population simply had not been able to gain vil-
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lagers’ supportive
responses to the
implementation

of new irrigation
schemes nor did
they understand the
ideas and traditions
of “the socio-cul-
tural system of the
country.”!3

The Bureau
of Reclama-
tion launched its
Afghanistan work
upon the request of
the Department of
State and with the

9.17. Premier Siileyman Demirel of Turkey, with Vice President approval of Com-
Lyndon B. Johnson in August 1962 in Ankara. Demirel trained
with Reclamation in 1949 when he was project manager of Turkey’s
Electric Power Resources Administration.

missioner Dominy.
The timing coin-
cided with the new
decade of the 1960s
and the abundant energies the John F. Kennedy presidency applied in the
“Development Decade” that confronted new horizons and volatile events on
the foreign scene. As one source noted, the increased competition “altered
the significance, but not the fortunes, of the Helmand project in the 1960s.”
Afghanistan became the “arena for a tournament of modernization,” and the
topic of a novel by James A. Michener, one of the late twentieth century’s
most prolific authors. In his Caravans (1963), he plots the struggle of the
modern versus the traditional and the religious in the face of efforts to build
dams, roads, communications, and provide the gifts of electrical power to the
countryside.!!*

13 A. L. Mitchell, Project Manager, Bureau of Reclamation, Laskar Gah, to Commissioner,
April 30, 1970, International Affairs Office files; R. Scott, “Memorandum” to Albert R. Baron,
Assistant Director, HAVR, April 3, 1971, International Affairs Office files, Bureau of Reclama-
tion, Department of the Interior, Afghanistan File, Washington, D.C.

114 Cullather, “Damming Afghanistan,” 531; James A. Michener, Caravans (New York: Random
House, 1963); James A. Michener, “Afghanistan: Domain of the Fierce and the Free,” Reader s
Digest, 67 (November 1955): 161-72.

622



Southeast Asia

The 1960s saw the entanglement of the United States in Southeast
Asia. With increasing military involvement of the U.S. in Vietnam, the
Mekong River Valley became a field of increased activity for Reclamation.
The Mekong River, one of the longest rivers in the world, arises in the Tibetan
Plateau. It flows southeast out of China through Burma, Thailand, Laos, Cam-
bodia, and Vietnam forming the Mekong Delta along its southern routes before
emptying into the South China Sea at the southern tip of Vietnam. Since the
1940s American dam builders took an interest in the Mekong River. The
concept of river basin development captured the imagination of policymakers
as well as American construction companies, who looked to foreign aid funds
to finance the design of river management undertakings based upon Ameri-
can models. One study suggested what it called, “The Mekong Blueprint,” as
one such example, defining river basin development there as a multi-purpose
cascade of hydroelectricity, flood control, irrigation, improved navigation, and
even tourism.'"

For many alarmist voices in the United States the 1954 French defeat
at Dien Bien Phu in Indochina made the entire lower Mekong Basin vulnerable
to a Communist takeover. Thailand, however, appeared resistant to communist
influence, partly because it had escaped colonial domination. In addition, the
introduction of “advanced” technology, i.e., a major dam across the Mekong,
promised modernization for the country and linkage to the modern West that
would frustrate unpredictable experiments with communist modes of develop-
ment. The lower Mekong River offered a splendid theater for the application
of strategies based upon theories of how to move societies in underdevel-
oped nations toward modernization based upon the delivery of advanced
technologies.

In the Cold War struggle, the U.S. enlisted American academics
who believed they possessed road maps on how to move countries toward
modernization. Central to the modernization paradigm was the application
of technical aid to foster, in the words of prominent advisor to the Kennedy
administration and Massachusetts Institute of Technology Professor Walter
Rostow, “economic take-off.” With technical and economic aid, underdevel-
oped countries might, for example, emulate the economic growth of the United

5 Liesbeth Sluiter, The Mekong Currency: Lives and Times of a River (Utrecht, The Nether-
lands: International Books, 1993), iv.
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9.18. The “Pa-Mong Cascade” on the Mekong River was visualized in this Reclamation profile dated October
4, 1968. Note that only two dams were under active study: Pa Mong and Sambor.
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EXPLANATION

THIS PROFILE SHOWS POTENTIAL MAINSTEM PROJECTS,

INCLUDING ALTERNATIVE DAM SITES, UNDER STUDY IN
THE “AMPLIFIED BASIN PLAN” BEING CONDUCTED BY

THE LOWER MEKONG CO-ORDINATING COMMITTEE.

OF THE PROJECTS SHOWN, ONLY PA MONG AND SAMBOR

ARE BEING INVESTIGATED INDIVIDUALLY.

STUNG TRENG

UNITED STATES
DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR
BUREAU OF LAND RECLAMATION
in cooperation with
U.S. DEPT. OF STATE, AGENCY FOR INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT
& COMMITTEE FOR COORDINATION OF INVESTIGATIONS OF THE
LOWER MEKONG BASIN

- 40.0M.|  gAMBOR PA MONG PROJECT INVESTIGATIONS
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Outstanding Allies in Our Midst

A few years ago an extensive tour of Northwest power and irriga-

tion projects was given to four Afghan dignitaries included in

group standing in front of the airplane. The men from Afghani-

stan and the positions they held at that time are: His Excellency
Hashim Mai' dwal, lor of emb and chargé d‘affaires

in hi D.C.; The H ble Abd Shalizi, h y

consul at San Francisco; His Excellency Abdullah Khan, general
president of the Helmand River Valley Authority in his country; o~
and Dr. A. Kayeum, vice president of the Helmand authority. The

three American guides are Fred J. Huber, then vice president of
International Engineering Co., Don Stoops, then a division chief in -
the U.S. Foreign Operations Administration; and Gordon K. /
Ebersole, then head of the Bureau’s foreign training branch. 4

L. Roch iri “Rocky” Warindr, right, Admini ive Officer of
the Royal Irrigation Department of Thailand, stops while inspect-
ing a dam to chat with Mr. Ebersole, author of the foregoing
article.

Ty

loted

A 6-month, in-service training prog will be in early
1966 for Mrs. Parween Azize. Learning secretarial work at the
Columbia Basin Project office in Ephrata, Wash., Mrs. Azize was
bettering her qualifications as an employee in the Ministry of
Finance in Kabul, capital city of Afghanistan.

FEBRUARY 1966

Afghanistan.
628



9.20. In 1954 Reclamation designed the upper right abutment of the Klang Gates Dam, a water
supply dam, for this location near Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia.

States and pass through stages of economic growth similar to the American
path toward industrialization. The Rostow model projected a process for
Americanizing much of the world. As such, “the rhetoric of modernization”
could be seen as an updated form of imperialism and quite at odds with the
spirit of a post-colonial world.''®

As early as 1951 American advisors began appearing in Thailand for
the Chao Phya Project and later the Yanhee Project. The World Bank invested
$66 million in 1957 for construction of Bhumiphol Dam. By 1963 the 505
foot-high concrete dam stood completed. Its hydroelectric plant helped
expand the domestic economy of Thailand and helped control water supplies
that contributed to the doubling of rice yields in the central Thai plain in the
1960s. These successes opened the door to planning for larger scale projects
in Thailand. The Lower Mekong Coordinating Committee envisioned the
Pa Mong Project and, in 1963, invited the Bureau of Reclamation to conduct
reconnaissance investigations. Soon a Reclamation team of forty was on

116 Sluiter, The Mekong Currency, iv; Latham, Modernization as Ideology, 58-9, 66, 68.
629



9.21. With a Malay police officer standing guard, in November 1951 W. H. Irwin, the assistant
chief geologist of the Bureau of Reclamation (left), and A. L. McClure, the senior engineer of
the Water Works, Public Works Department, Federation of Malaya, examined a small gravel bar
on the Klang River about 200 yards downstream from the Klang Gates damsite.

the ground assisted by 170 Thai and Laotian engineers and technicians who
received “on-the-job” training in studies of land and water issues. The plan’s
broad outline called for a large storage reservoir in the Mekong River at Pa
Mong with lateral basins on the adjoining Nam Lik River in Laos and on the
Nam Mong in Thailand, a large hydroelectric powerplant, and in time large
areas of irrigated land in northeast Thailand and on the Vientiane Plain in
Laos. The multipurpose project envisioned development in irrigation, power,
navigation improvement, and flood control. Power and irrigation, however,
predominated. There would also be other benefits in domestic, industrial,
municipal water supplies, enhancement of fisheries, recreation and in pre-
venting salinity in the Mekong Delta. A preliminary report declared, “About
5,000,000 acres of land are being studied to determine their suitability for
sustained crop production under irrigation.”!!”

The proposed Pa Mong Project stands as an example of the optimism
surrounding the deployment of American technical expertise (i.e., Reclamation

7 Gilbert Stamm, “Bureau of Reclamation International Technical Assistance in Development
of Arid Lands,” International Conference on Arid Lands in a Changing World, Tucson, Arizona,
June 3-13, 1969, 5.

630



engineers) to develop
the resources of a pre-
modern society. The
expected outcomes
offered economic
development, democ-
racy, and Westerniza-
tion—-all fortifying

the society against

the chimera of Com-
munism. As American
military involvement
escalated in Vietnam,
Commissioner Dominy
took greater inter-

est in the project. In
1965 President Lyndon
B. Johnson gave an
important speech
related to the Mekong
at Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity. The president
coupled an announce-
ment of an aggressive
bombing campaign 5 - .
against North Vietnam T oS0 ., e
with his decision to ask 9-22. The Klang Gates Dam in Malaysia on March 22, 1976.

Congress for $1 billion

to construct “the Mekong Cascade” that would “dwarf even our own TVA.”
He hoped this commitment to peaceful economic growth would be the ultimate
“footprint” of the United States in the region rather than the scars of war. Fol-
lowing this announcement, the president dispatched longtime associate from
the New Deal Era and former director of the TVA and chairman of the Atomic
Energy Commission, David Lilienthal, to visit the region and tout the benefits
of multipurpose, basin-wide river development. Author of 7VA: Democracy
on the March (1944) Lilienthal saw the accomplishments of the TVA as an
example to export overseas to a world undergoing decolonization and crying
out for programs of democratic development and modernization.''®

18 Public Papers of the Presidents of the United States: Lyndon B. Johnson, Volume 1 (Wash-
ington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1966), 394-99 as quoted in David Biggs, “Recla-
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SIMETRIC

TECHNICAL FEASIBILITY INVESTIGATION
INTERIM REPORT

ENLARGEMENT OF
KLANG GATES DAM
AND RESERVOIR

KUALA LUMPUR FLOOD
MITIGATION PROJECT
MALAYSIA

Prepared by

Resident Team

UNITED STATES

DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR
Bureau of Reclamation

Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia

October 1976

9.23. To protect downstream Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, Reclamation studied adding
flood control to the Klang Gates Dam, October 1976.

In 1966, Commissioner Dominy delivered to the Lower Mekong Basin
Coordinating Committee a report in French entitled: “L’Etude Explorataire Le

mation Nations: The Bureau of Reclamation’s Role in Water Management and Nation Building

in the Mekong Valley, 1945-1975,” Comparative Technology Transfer and Society 4 (December
2006): 234-5; David Biggs, Quagmire: Nation Building and Nature in the Mekong Delta (Seattle:
University of Washington Press, 2010), 170-5, note that the author slipped into using Bureau of
Land Management when referring to the Bureau of Reclamation; U.S. House of Representatives,
Subcommittee on National Security Policy and Scientific Developments, The Mekong Project:
Opportunities and Problems of Regionalism by Franklin P. Huddle (Washington, D.C.: United States
Government Printing Office, 1972): 2; Ekbladh, “ ‘Mr. TVA’: Grassroots Development,” 336-44.
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Projet De PaMong Laos-
Thilande” or “Exploratory
Study of Phase One of

the Pa Mong Project.” Its
purpose was to determine
the practicability both eco-
nomically and technically
of the Pa Mong Project.
Such studies were not
without precedent since
the Department of the
Interior had already under-
taken and published in
1956 a previous report on
the lower Mekong River
Basin entitled: Le Bassin
du Bas-Mekong: Rapport
de Reconnaissance pre-
pare pour |’Administration
de Cooperation Interna-
tionale. The earlier study

preceded by one year the i
formation of the Mekong 9.24. President Lyndon B. Johnson spoke about the Mekong
. . River during an address at Johns Hopkins University on
Committee in 1957 to April 7, 1965. Photographer: Frank Wolfe. Courtesy of the
assess the possibilities Lyndon B. Johnson Library, National Archives and Records

of developing the water Administration.

resources of the lower

reaches of the river. In that year following organization of the Mekong Com-
mittee, an important delegation of visitors arrived including Lieutenant Gen-
eral Raymond A. Wheeler, former chief of engineers in the U.S. Army Corps
of Engineers, Kanwar Sain, chairman of India’s Central Water and Power Com-
mission, John W. McCammon, former general manager of Quebec Hydro, G.
Duval, director, SOGREAH, France, and Yutaka Kubota, president of Nippon
Koei, Japan. Their various points of visitation included the Pa Mong site
fifteen miles upriver from Vientiane, Laos. Bureau of Reclamation engineers
guided the delegation to each site. Since 1952 Reclamation engineers had
looked at Pa Mong as a possible “replacement” project for Three Gorges that
was now off limits because of the victory of the Communists in China.'"

9 Biggs, “Reclamation Nations,” 232-3.
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The visit of Wheeler’s
international delegation repre-
sented a transition in American
“modernization strategies” from
containment in 1949 to what one
historian describes as the “global
imaginary of integration.” The
integration of the former colo-
nial world into a world capitalist
system served both capitalism
and the political-military ends
of containment. An America
“looking outward” sought col-
laboration with allies to march
in concert toward the goals of
bringing modern power sources
and advancements in agriculture
within the framework of a free
market capitalist economy. The

9.25. General Raymond Wheeler, U.S. Army Corps )
of Engineers. Courtesy of the History Office, U.S. world did not always share the

Army Corps of Engineers. enthusiasm for free trade that, of

course, allowed American busi-
nesses access to former colonial countries now assuming nationhood. In some
regions, i.e., the lower Mekong system, without the application of considerable
military intervention the strategies could not go forward. Ultimately the defeat
of American efforts in Vietnam by 1975 halted ambitious projects for the lower
Mekong.'*

But few envisioned an eventual retreat of the United States from the
Mekong in the mid-1960s when the Bureau of Reclamation made its inten-
sive studies of the Pa Mong Project. Reclamation Era featured a speech by
President Johnson to the first International Conference on Water for Peace in
Washington, D. C., in May of 1967. The president called “Water the Key to
Sustaining Growth.” He told representatives from 91 nations that water was
necessary to sustain an ever-growing population; that it was the key and there
was need for: “Water to drink; water to grow the food we must eat; water to
sustain industrial growth.” He reaffirmed his support of international coopera-

120 As noted in Biggs, “Reclamation Nations,” 234; Christina Kline, Cold War Orientalism:
Asia in the Middlebrow Imagination, 1945-1961 (Berkeley: University of California Press,
2003), 25-7.
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tion in water developments like those underway in the Mekong and the Indus
river basins. Calling water use programs “the enduring servant of peace,” he
announced that he had directed the Secretary of State to establish a Water for
Peace Office."!

Increasingly the work of Reclamation engineers in the lower Mekong
began to take on greater political significance according to social scientists
commissioned to examine the impact of dams, hydroelectric production, and
new irrigation regimes upon local populations and societies. Beginning with
a 1962 report by geographer Gilbert White and funded by the Ford Founda-
tion, social scientists of varying views brought to the forefront questions
about social and economic welfare that should be considered in any future
funding of Pa Mong Dam and other dam projects in the “Mekong Cascade.”
Generally studies conducted by the Rand Corporation criticized Reclamation
for a lack of sophistication in benefit-cost analysis. Even later studies in the
1960s began a critique not only of the social aspects of the dams, Bhumipol
and Nam Ngum (Laos), but also the environmental problems stemming from
these dams. In 1969 Reclamation sponsored a study on the social feasibil-
ity of the Pa Mong irrigation undertaking that indicated a wide gap between
technical ability to build the project and acceptance by the local population.
That study also noted that social aspects of river basin development projects
usually have “not been done as part of the preconstruction feasibility study.”
A deteriorating security situation after 1968 caused Reclamation to reduce its
visibility in preliminary and secondary investigations of the Pa Mong project
and then in 1972 to withdraw entirely from Mekong Committee activities.'**

Still, publications in the late 1960s waxed on enthusiastically about
development of the lower Mekong. A National Geographic report in 1968
declared that even in the midst of the Vietnam War, “Men of many nations
worked on the Giant Mekong Project, a plan that promises to revolutionize life
for millions of Southeast Asians by harnessing the river for power and irriga-
tion.” The benefits envisioned by the Pa Mong Dam, the article continued,

121 “Water—The Key to Sustaining Growth,” Reclamation Era, 53 (August 1967): 57-60.

122" University of Michigan Team for Pa Mong Research, Pa Mong Resettlement Research Proj-
ect: Final Report, (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Center for South and Southeast Asian
Studies, 1982), 29, iii as noted in Biggs, “Reclamation Nations,” 238; Kurt Finsterbusch, Jasper
Ingersoll, and Lynn Llewellyn, editors, Methods for Social Analysis in Developing Countries
(Boulder, Colorado: Westview Press, 1990); U.S. Department of Interior, Bureau of Reclama-
tion, and U.S. Agency for International Development, U.S. Department of State, “The Social
Feasibility of Pa Mong Irrigation: Requirement and Reality,” by Jasper Ingersoll, typescript
mimeograph, 1969.
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9.26. President Lyndon B. Johnson addressing the International Symposium on Water for Peace
at the Sheraton Park Hotel, Washington, D.C. Secretary of the Interior Stewart Udall is seated
behind the president on the right of the picture. May 23, 1967. Photographer: Frank Wolfe.
Courtesy of the Lyndon B. Johnson Library, National Archives and Records Administration.

“would dwarf the achievements of the Tennessee Valley Authority.” After travel-
ling to the site with Lyle W. Mabbott from Dubois, Wyoming, engineer on the

Pa Mong Project and a long-time engineer with the Bureau of Reclamation with
work experience on dams in Arizona and studies of the Blue Nile, the National
Geographic writer asserted, “No area in the world ever planned such a regional
economic development on so massive a scale.” While the tone of the article gen-
erally lauded the undertaking, there was an element of caution about changing
the water regime of the lower Mekong. It noted that some experts worried about
the impact on the environment. The questions posed included: “What would
happen when areas now flooded annually would be dry all year, thanks to flood
control? Unless soon irrigated and fertilized, they might turn into dust or into
soil hard as rock. It had happened in Pakistan.” Would standing reservoir water
bring more disease as had occurred in Egypt? Would fish die? Would unwanted
plants multiply and clog reservoirs, turbines, and canals?'*

123 Peter White, “The Mekong River: Terror and Hope,” National Geographic, 134 (December
1968): 743, 749, 771-2.
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Yet Bureau
workers in cooperat-
ing with the Lower
Mekong Committee
saw great oppor-
tunity. In 1968
Eugene R. Black,
former President
of the World Bank,
delivered a report to
President Johnson
on the possibilities

of development in
9.27. Eugene R. Black, president of the World Bank, with Southeast Asia that
President John F. Kennedy. Courtesy of the World Bank.

concentrated on

the Lower Mekong
River Basin. In a forward to the published study, President Black expressed
his belief and hope that peaceful economic development and cooperation of
nations would be the future of the region. Black for his part saw opportunity
for development of the Mekong Basin and the eventual transformation of the
Mekong Committee into a “Lower Mekong Basin Authority.” Black noted
that a detailed feasibility study, “completed by the largest team of U.S. Bureau
of Reclamation engineers ever assembled overseas” would soon appear.

He was convinced that this first dam across the main artery of the river
would someday be built bringing cooperation to the troubled nations of the
region.'?

Optimistic technical prospects for dam building could not erase a
growing American frustration with the Vietnam War or prevent eventual
American military withdrawal from the region. Without American military
presence, the Lower Mekong projects stalled. The general withdrawal by
the United States in the region brought to an end major involvement by the
Bureau of Reclamation in foreign theaters in the postwar period. While Rec-
lamation appeared to be a partner in American foreign policy and stepped up
to meet the demands placed upon it, the organization faced setbacks when the
American anti-communist military effort in Vietnam failed. Increasingly bud-
gets were strained at home by military expenditures in Southeast Asia to carry

124 Eugene R. Black, Alternative in Southeast Asia (New York: Frederick A. Praeger, Publishers,
1969): ix, 134, 138-9.
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P 4
9.28. While visiting Reclamation Mr. Chon Myong Kim (left) of Korea and Professor Nakasi

(right) of Japan posed in front of a bulletin board posting photographs of international trainees
and visitors.

on the Vietnam War. After the war, the burden of debt still persisted, and it
crimped congressional appropriations for new water projects at home, which
had been so generously funded during the 1950s and early 1960s.'*

125 Pisani, “The Bureau of Reclamation and the West, 1945-2000.”
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Reclamation Staff traveled by a variety of transport on international projects

9.30. Nicaraguan Mission, 1951.
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9.33. Nicaraguan Mission, 1951.
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CHAPTER 10:

RECLAMATION IN AN ERA OF GUNS
AND BUTTER: RIVERS, VALLEYS, AND
CANYONS-1945 TO 1956

Introduction

By the early 1950s, the Truman administration found itself awash in
a sea of criticism. Events of the early Cold War—the Soviet Union’s atomic
bomb, China’s fall to Communism, and the outbreak of the Korean conflict
in June 1950—unsettled the American public and undermined confidence in
the administration in foreign and domestic affairs. In historical hindsight, the
Marshall Plan, NATO, the Berlin Airlift, and the limited war strategy in Korea
emerge as success stories, but at the time the picture was unclear to the Ameri-
can public. Frustrations dogging early Cold War foreign policy fueled criti-
cism of the president’s domestic Fair Deal that the opposition party identified
as a warmed-over New Deal. Still the Republican opposition smarted from
unexpected defeats, especially the return of Congress to the Democrats and
Truman’s come-from-behind victory in the 1948 presidential race. Even in the
hands of an unlikely heir, Harry Truman, the ideals of the New Deal, including
its activist view of government’s role in providing economic security, seemed
to win hands down against any threat to repeal basic programs.

While the foundations of the New Deal and government’s regulatory
power remained intact, perennial controversies about the Bureau of Reclama-
tion continued to inflame politics—public versus private power, ownership
of power transmission lines from public dams, and the Bureau’s responsibil-
ity to enforce its 160 acre limitation rules. The press and a vocal wing in the
Republican Party launched attacks against what it regarded as the socialistic
economic planners left over from the New Deal. Also as Cold War fears inten-
sified, the loyalty and patriotism of ex-New Dealers fell under suspicion in an
atmosphere rife with accusations that communists held positions of power in
the highest echelons of American government.

The volatile political climate of the early 1950s provided critics of the
Bureau of Reclamation an especially inviting platform to target their discon-
tent at Reclamation’s leaders, its past accomplishments, and future goals.
While political change was in the air, the election of Republican presidential
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candidate General Dwight D. Eisenhower in 1952 did not mark a complete
reversal of the domestic reform achieved under the previous Democratic
administrations. Despite Eisenhower’s overwhelming victory, the new presi-
dent was either unwilling or unable to dismantle the major underpinnings

of the New Deal. Eisenhower’s presidential campaign emphasized smaller
government, encouragement of private enterprise, and local control rather
than federal authority directed from centralized bureaucracies. On all of these
scores the Bureau of Reclamation stood vulnerable to attack from those who
demonized its bureaucratic power and huge (for the day) expenditures, along
with its participation in the production of public power. At the same time,
however, demands upon the federal budget increased as the United States
fully committed itself to the Cold War through defense measures to bolster

its positions against Communist expansionism throughout the world. Eisen-
hower’s response to this dilemma was an attempt to rein in defense spending
by instituting his “New Look” defense policy that relied on the United States’
nuclear arsenal as America’s first line of defense. Though the “New Look™ did
somewhat lessen spending on conventional forces, military expenditures never
did noticeably drop, even after the 1953 truce in the Korean War. In addi-
tion, the American economy in the 1950s still supported increases in domestic
spending, which included not only administration supported programs such as
interstate highways but also water development projects.'*

Economists labeled the joint effort to maintain both military spending
and domestic prosperity “Guns and Butter.”'?” For the Bureau of Reclama-
tion, bolstering American economic strength on the domestic front meant full
speed ahead for water resource development in the American West. A soften-
ing of anti-New Deal rhetoric during the Eisenhower years did not lessen the
fervor of private power interests and anti-federal government forces to oppose
Reclamation’s proposal to build a gigantic dam in Hells Canyon on the Snake
River. In addition, agribusiness interests in California and Washington tested
the Bureau of Reclamation’s longstanding commitment to the 160 acre limita-
tion rule and the family farm ideal. By the end of the 1950s, another source of
opposition to Reclamation plans came from concerns spearheaded by a coali-
tion of small but vocal preservation groups.

126 For information on Eisenhower’s “New Look” see Derek Leebaert, The Fifty-Year Wound:
How America’s Cold War Shapes Our World (Boston: Back Bay Books, 2002), 148-9; Norman
Friedman, The Fifty-Year War: Conflict and Strategy in the Cold War (Annapolis, Maryland:
Naval Institute Press, 2000), 194-8; Gerard DeGroot, The Bomb: A Life (Cambridge, Massachu-
setts: Harvard University Press, 2005), 190, 201-3.

127" For reference to the term “guns and butter” see Paul Anthony Samuelson, Economics: An
Introductory Analysis (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1951), 20-2, 28-9.
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10.1. During his first campaign for the presidency Dwight D. Eisenhower visited Hoover Dam
on June 22, 1952.

The Excess Lands Issue in the Central Valley
Project

In 1933 the Bureau of Reclamation took over the Central Valley Proj-
ect (CVP), and from the beginning the 160 acre rule increasingly met bitter
opposition from valley agricultural interests and their political representatives.
A strict interpretation of provisions in the 1902 Reclamation Act made lands
under a single ownership in excess of 160 acres ineligible for water supplies
provided by dams, reservoirs, or ditches built by the Bureau of Reclamation.
The 160 acre rule in the law stood as a constant reminder of the early goals
of the federal reclamation policy to encourage establishment of small farmers
on the land, and to permit government subsidized water to foster agricultural
development, while at the same time preventing land monopoly. In the view
of Secretary of the Interior Ickes the question involved “the age old battle
over who is to cash in on the unearned increment in land values created by a
public investment.”'?® Nowhere did the Bureau’s efforts to uphold the land

128 Joseph L. Sax, “Selling Reclamation Water Rights: A Case Study in Federal Subsidy
Policy,” Michigan Law Review 64 (November 1965): 13; “Irrigation Warfare Renewed: Old
Disputes Over U.S. Limitations on Size of Tracts Eligible for Water,” Business Week, (November
17, 1945): 19-20.
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limitation ideal come under heavier attack and scrutiny than in California’s
Central Valley. This is not to say that Bureau of Reclamation officials followed
a policy of vigorous enforcement. Some, however, were more ardent about

the issue than others. When the “Elliott Amendment,” which sought to have
160 acre rule restrictions removed from the Central Valley Project, caught the
attention of Congress in 1944, the Senate staunchly refused to abandon the
rule. In addition, Secretary Ickes expressed a fierce commitment on the part of
the Department of the Interior to the 160 acre limitation rule. The introduction
of the Elliott Amendment along with Secretary Ickes’s refusal to abandon the
160 acre limitation rule in the Central Valley Project established battle lines
over this clause of Reclamation law during the postwar period.

Agriculture in California differed from other regions in the West, due
in large degree, because of historical forces. Historians and other researchers
note this peculiarity in California history as a result of the large land grants
given to settlers during the Spanish/Mexican period. To work the landed
estates efficiently required a large labor pool originally made of Native Ameri-
cans. Beginning in the mid-nineteenth century, Anglo-American settlers not
only overwhelmed the descendents of Spanish/Mexican residents, but also
assumed the historical pattern of agricultural production in California. Over
time corporations and business conglomerates, such as Miller and Lux and the
Southern Pacific Railroad, acquired vast swaths of land throughout Califor-
nia. In addition California agriculture moved toward the production of cash
crops—wheat, livestock, citrus fruit, etc.—abandoning subsistence farming in
favor of “industrial farming.” By the time the Bureau of Reclamation arrived
in the Central Valley in 1937, the model of corporate agriculture was firmly
entrenched, assisted by a pool of cheap labor. In his seminal study on farm-
ing practices in the Central Valley, As You Sow, Walter Goldschmidt noted that
“4 per cent [sic] of all farms in California have 1,000 acres or more, and that
these farms owned 66 per cent of the land under actual cultivation in the state.”
Little wonder that Reclamation attempts to enforce the 160 acre rule met fierce
opposition.'®

The secretary’s determination to implement the 160 acre rule not only
reflected his confrontational reform-minded spirit, but also his commitment
to defend the utilitarian ideals in Reclamation law that sought to guarantee
dispersal of government benefits as widely as possible. And Ickes was not
alone, his interpretation of the land limitation rule carried considerable weight

129 Walter Goldschmidt, As You Sow: Three Studies in the Social Consequences of Agribusiness,
forward by Gaylord Nelson (Montclair, New Jersey: Allenheld Osmun, 1978), 13.
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in some spheres of California politics. At the height of the controversy from
1944 to 1946, the California Grange, the National Farmers Union, organized
labor, the National Catholic Rural Life Conference, and some consumer
groups rallied to support Reclamation and the Department of the Interior
against the Elliott Amendment and subsequent attempts to repeal the 160
acre limitation measure.'*® Studies by New Deal social planners, especially
from the Bureau of Agricultural Economics, supported their views by argu-
ing that acreage limitation provisions in Reclamation law helped to serve the
national interest by producing stable communities of small farmers and small
businesses. In short, all of these efforts seemed to confirm the view that the
Department of the Interior, the Bureau of Reclamation, and the persistent
voices of New Dealers within the administration wanted to see only small
farms developed in the Central Valley. They contended that these develop-
ments offered social benefits best illustrated in anthropologist Walter Gold-
schmidt’s study. Goldschmidt compared what he called the “good society” of
the Central Valley community of Dinuba, where small farms were prevalent,
against the lack of community services and prevalence of large numbers

of poor agricultural labors in Arvin, California, where large landholdings
dominated. The study, done for the Bureau of Agricultural Economics at the
University of California, Berkeley, first appeared in a 1946 report to the U.S.
Senate Special Committee to Study Problems of American Small Business
entitled, “Small Business and the Community.” A year later a commercial
press published Goldschmidt’s work under the title As You Sow (1947)."!

In California another early figure to raise a hue and cry against the
Elliott Amendment and lifting the land limitation requirement was Paul S.
Taylor, long-time agricultural economics professor at the University of Cali-
fornia, Berkeley, and an advisor to Goldschmidt’s Central Valley study. He
wrote articles, letters to Congress, and appeared in public forums arguing for
enforcement of the 160 acre rule to save the Central Valley Project from the
domination of big growers and agribusiness. Taylor developed deep convic-
tions on the subject during the 1930s because of his pioneering studies of
Mexican farm workers and agricultural labor in California. His marriage to
Dorothea Lang, noted photographer of Dust Bowl migrant workers’ experi-

130" For information on groups supporting the 160 acre rule see Freeland, “Examining the Poli-
tics of Reclamation,” 222; Kathka, “The Bureau of Reclamation in the Truman Administration.”
60.
13 Senate Special Committee to Study the Survey Problems of American Small Business,
Small Business and the Community. Study in the Central Valley of California on Effects of Scale
Operations, 79" Cong., 2" sess. (Washington, D.C.: United States Government Printing Office,

1946); see also Goldschmidt, As You Sow.
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ences in California, reinforced his commitment to social justice causes, and
made Taylor a prominent proponent of the idea of small farms in the valley.
During the 1930s, both Taylor and Lang witnessed the use of local law
enforcement, under the direction of the growers, to break up unions and intimi-
date workers. On one occasion Assistant Secretary of the Interior Michael
Straus wrote to Taylor congratulating him on his remarks heard nationwide
over the Town Hall of America radio program. Straus described Taylor’s posi-
tion on the issue as fitting squarely with that of himself, the Department of the
Interior, and the Bureau of Reclamation. In the face of growing opposition,
however, the problem was how to make the right political moves to protect and
enforce the 160 acre rule in California. One failure in the process had already
occurred. Unfortunately for the Bureau, the press, and even the Town Hall
program, branded Reclamation’s effort to enforce the 160 acre rule as “break-
ing up” of large holdings. These charges made the Bureau of Reclamation
appear to be attacking established and legitimate business interests. It created
a climate that invited amendments like the one Congressman Elliott cham-
pioned in 1944, and most annoyingly to Straus, as riders to any legislation
pertaining to the Department of the Interior.'*

As already noted Reclamation was ambivalent about enforcing the
law’s requirements, and some Department of the Interior officials began to
reconsider its usefulness. In the summer of 1944, Assistant Commissioner
William Warne wrote, “This darn 160 acre law in the Central Valley project
has caused us unending grief.”!** It quickly became apparent that the fight
over the 160 acre limitation was emerging as a major issue that threatened
Reclamation’s Central Valley programs and highlighted the Bureau’s competi-
tion with the Corps of Engineers. Warne noted that even the Department of
Agriculture and the International Boundary Commission had joined the fray.
The assistant commissioner suspected that those fighting against the land limi-
tation clause might seek to scuttle the entire Reclamation program if Reclama-
tion did not back down. Warne referred to them as “the venal interests that
would sell the whole reclamation policy for a temporary advantage.”** The
Army Corps of Engineers labored under no such limitations in distributing
water from reservoirs it built, which made the Corps an attractive alternative

132 Michael W. Straus to Paul S. Taylor, August 11, 1944, RG 48, Entry 779, Box 15.

133 Alfred R. Golzé, Reclamation in the United States (Caldwell, Idaho: Caxton Printers, 1961),
196-7; Swain, “The Bureau of Reclamation and the New Deal, 1933-1940.” 145; Freeland,
“Examining the Politics of Reclamation,” 217-8; William E. Warne to Phil Dickinson, August
15, 1944, December 28, 1944, Warne Papers, Box 2, Correspondence.

134 William E. Warne to Phil Dickinson, March 23, 1944, Warne Papers, Box 2,
Correspondence.
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10.2. Millerton Lake behind Friant Dam with the Friant-Kern Canal heading south from high
on the left abutment of the dam. April 12, 1967. Photographer: Wes W. Nell.

water provider for Central Valley agricultural interests. Moreover, it brought

to the surface the underlying struggle between the Bureau and the Corps over
which bureau would take a major role in building dams and developing Cali-

fornia’s water resources in the postwar years.

Despite the land limitation controversy, the Central Valley Project
remained one of the major construction efforts the Bureau of Reclamation
enthusiastically resumed at the end of World War II. Construction began in
earnest to complete the Friant-Kern Canal to transport water from Millerton
Lake on the San Joaquin River to the southern valley communities in Kern
and Tulare counties. Reclamation was also working with the Bureau of Mines
in establishing an electric steel plant in Redding, California, using the hydro-
electricity produced at Shasta Dam. In 1947 the Bureau awarded a $5,888,000
construction contract for the 2’2-mile Delta-Mendota Intake Canal which
included the Tracy Pumping Plant. These activities reaffirmed Reclamation’s
commitment to the Central Valley Project wherein “every little foothill stream
worth damming will have been dammed to put every drop of water to its fullest
use,” according to Martin H. Blote chief of Region II’s Irrigation Operations
Division. Moreover, the 160 acre rule debate had little effect on Reclamation’s

647



10.3. Tracy Pumping Plant.

appropriations, allotting over $40 million for the Central Valley Project out of
the $198 million 1948 budget construction program.'*

As construction on the Central Valley Project progressed at a steady
pace, the struggle among bureaucracies vying for congressional funding in
conjunction with the land limitation controversy eventually spilled into Cali-
fornia political campaigns. In 1945 California’s liberal and movie-star celeb-
rity congresswoman, Helen Gahagan Douglas, took up the cause of saving the
CVP for the small farmer and requested tactical political advice from Secre-
tary of the Interior Ickes. Ickes offered a number of arguments for Douglas to
take to her constituents in opposition to the notorious Elliott Amendment. He
noted that she should begin by citing her long-time support for “family-size
farms” in the Central Valley of California. On another point, the draft letter
spoke of the “people’s dams” and the necessity not to give up the government’s
right to build transmission lines through the Central Valley to carry power pro-
duced by federal dams. As Ickes framed it, private power companies should
not be put between the people and their dams. “Both the efforts to remove
acreage restrictions on the federally irrigated land and to impose restrictions
against federal transmission lines are efforts of monopolists—in one case,
power monopolists; in the other, land monopolists,” he wrote. The letter

135 “Commissioner Authorized to Award Top Value Contract,” Reclamation Era, 33 (August
1947): 187; “Reclamation’s Construction Program,” Reclamation Era, 33 (September 1947):
194; Martin H. Blote, Chief Irrigation Operations Division, Region 11, Sacramento, “Water Runs
Uphill,” Reclamation Era, 33 (November 1947): 213.
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emphasized that a struggle of vital importance was now underway in Califor-
nia and in Congress to protect the public’s interest on these matters and, most
importantly, the public must be kept informed to prevent monopolistic interests
from winning the day.'*

From 1945 to 1950, the 160 acre rule haunted California politics,
and Helen Gahagan Douglas remained in the thick of it. When she ran for
the Senate in 1950 Douglas attacked her opponent veteran Senator Sheridan
Downy in the Democratic primary for his opposition to the small farm and his
favoritism to the large agricultural interests in the Central Valley. Downey was
a vocal opponent of the 160 acre rule who expounded on his distaste for acre-
age limitation in his passionate treatise 7They Would Rule the Valley denounc-
ing it a threat to the American dream of land ownership which “would stymie
initiative.” Douglas, on the other hand, relied on New Deal ideology and the
style and rhetoric of her campaign, according to Douglas’s biographer, “capti-
vated liberals everywhere.” However, others claimed, “She rather overdid the
160 acre problem; she simply could not understand that workers streaming out
of a factory in Los Angeles, for example, had no interest in water reclamation.”
But somehow she was convinced that workers should lend their support to
keeping the Central Valley in the hands of small farmers. From the Republican
side of the senatorial campaign, Richard M. Nixon used red-baiting tactics
that said “socialistic planners and political demagogues” favored the 160 acre
limitation and were responsible for delaying completion of the Central Valley
Project by their insistence upon the 160 acre rule that would undermine legiti-
mate property interests in the project.'?’

Change was in the air, however, as New Deal rhetoric began to lose
much of its luster during the postwar years. Commissioner Harry W. Bashore’s
retirement in 1945, and the abrupt departure of Secretary of the Interior Ickes
from President Truman’s cabinet in 1946 signaled the beginning of a period
of accommodation on the part of the new administration toward those seek-
ing to subvert the 160 acre limitation. Before his resignation, however, Ickes
sought to head off compromise. His appointment of Michael Straus as com-

136 Harold Ickes to Helen Gahagan Douglas, June 13, 1945, as copy of letter to be sent to Victor
V. Bowker, RG 48, Entry 779, Box 15; Helen Gahagan Douglas to Harold Ickes, June 4, 1945,
and Ickes’s suggested reply, June 13, 1945, Helen Gahagan Douglas Papers, Box 17, Carl Albert
Research Center, University of Oklahoma, Norman, Oklahoma.

137 Ingrid W. Scobie, Center Stage: Helen Gahagen Douglas A Life (New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1992), 205, 230, 234-5, 247-8; see also Sheridan Downey, United States Senator,
They Would Rule the Valley (San Francisco: Sheridan Downey, 1947); Kathka, “The Bureau of
Reclamation in the Truman Administration.” 67.
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missioner of the Bureau of Reclamation
and the selection of Richard Boke to
head Region II in California stand out
as his last-ditch effort to leave behind
personnel friendly to public power and
the family farm. Both were “expansion-
ists” who sought to protect Reclamation
in interagency jurisdictional battles and
advance its interests in obtaining federal
funding from Congress. As he assumed
his new position in 1945, Straus seemed
to live up to Ickes’s hopes of defending
the 160 acre rule against all enemies,
especially the reclamation associations
in California.'**

10.4. Richard Boke in 1950

With Ickes out of the way it did
not take long for the postwar Republi-
can-controlled Congress in 1946 to focus its attention and criticisms upon the
Bureau of Reclamation, especially on public relations oriented Commissioner
Michael Straus. The prospect of Reclamation enforcing the 160 acre restric-
tion rule, or 320 acre rule for married couples, in the Central Valley fanned
opposition among those who viewed Straus’s position as a furtherance of
New Deal programs. Hostility on this score soon appeared in congressional
investigating committees and even House Resolutions to appoint a subcom-
mittee to investigate the “publicity and propaganda of Federal officials.” Both
Straus and Boke became particular targets of a special House subcommittee to
investigate the Bureau of Reclamation in the spring of 1948. The committee’s
report charged that Straus’s purpose in appointing Boke was “to place the vast
Central Valley Project in the hands of a propagandist for the Bureau’s social-
istic policies,” namely the pursuance of the 160 acre limitation policies on the
CVP 139

Labeling Straus and Boke as propagandists and socialists was a politi-
cal device meant to lessen the commissioner’s influence in the public realm
and demean New Deal programs. For his detractors, Straus represented gov-

138 Kathka, “The Bureau of Reclamation in the Truman Administration,” 37-43.

139 United States House of Representatives, House Subcommittee of Expenditures in Execu-
tive Departments, Investigation of the Bureau of Reclamation, H. Rpt. No. 2458, 80™ Cong., 2™
sess., August 7, 1948 (Washington, D.C.: United States Government Printing Office, 1948), 10.
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ernment efforts to place limits on the rights of property owners, whether they
were large landowners in the Central Valley or private utilities. They viewed
Reclamation’s publicity programs as attempts to turn public opinion away from
their perceptions of American ideals of free enterprise without government
limitations. Straus, of course, viewed his mission differently. He saw Rec-
lamation projects as vital components of the economic stability of the West.
Speaking in 1947, before the National Reclamation Association, whose mem-
bers were not friends of land limitations, Straus pleaded for their support in
influencing Congress to consistently fund Reclamation construction projects in
order to meet the needs of a growing and diversified American West. His pro-
motional activities pursued two avenues: showcase Reclamation’s accomplish-
ments and build public support for Reclamation programs. No doubt, politics
motivated Straus to defend and uphold the 160 acre rule, but his primary goal
was to advance Reclamation. David Kathka writes, “A positive public image
of reclamation,” Straus knew, “reflected on the Truman Administration and the
Democratic Party. His personal political party preference, however, did not
dominate Bureau politics.”'*

Congressional investigations into Bureau of Reclamation promotional
activities revealed the intensity of the debate over the 160 acre rule. One
such effort that caught Congress’s attention was a 1947 typescript publication
entitled They Subdued the Desert. In it the Bureau of Reclamation presented
a series of interviews with Reclamation project farmers throughout the seven-
teen western states who recalled their hardships and successes. The interviews
contained in the book were collected by Barrow Lyons, Bureau of Reclamation
chief information officer. In the introduction, Commissioner Straus expressed
his belief that the interviews represented life experiences of a group of irriga-
tion farmers “objectively recorded.” On this score, Straus hoped their com-
ments might “throw light upon phases of social and economic conflict, which
will not be resolved for many years.”

In general most of the interviewees favored Reclamation’s com-
mitment to the small farm, but they did not conceal criticism of the Bureau
on other matters. Some testimonies expressed weariness with Reclamation
restrictions on their desire to expand acreage and still receive government
water. Others, like Robert Franklin Schmeise of Fresno, California, and presi-

140" Michael W. Straus, “Take Reclamation off the Merry-Go-Round,” Reclamation Era, 33
(November 1947): 235-6, 246; see also Kathka, “The Bureau of Reclamation in the Truman
Administration: Personnel, Politics, and Policy,” 43; Pisani, “The Bureau of Reclamation and the
West, 1945-2000,” 53.
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dent of the Associated Farmers of America, condemned Reclamation’s enforce-
ment of the 160 acre rule and its advocacy of public power. He declared that
the Bureau was a “propaganda organization” possessing “dictatorial powers”
that in effect restricted the pursuit of free enterprise. On the other hand,
Joseph Claude Lewis, part owner of a 230 acre farm near Bakersfield, member
of the State Democratic Central Committee, and defender of the 160 acre law
and public power, applauded Reclamation efforts to stand by its principles and
noted:

Some conservatives in the Central Valley of California call
Joseph Claude Lewis a Communist. That is a name frequently
applied these days to anyone who advocates Government dis-
tribution of low-cost power and enforcement of the 160 acre
limitation in the Reclamation laws, which would result eventu-
ally in dividing up some of the large California estates.'*!

These telling comments exemplified the complex social, political, and cultural
conditions that Reclamation faced in the Central Valley of California during
the postwar era.

Reclamation’s They Subdued the Desert was an attempt to display the
hardships and achievements of irrigation farming in the mid-twentieth century.
It revealed the intense dichotomies within project communities wherein farm-
ers sought, and to a limited degree achieved, the independence that the 1902
Reclamation Act promised, while at the same time, many interviewees felt con-
strained by Reclamation policy. Still some respondents appreciated the oppor-
tunity to remain in farming made possible through the work of the Bureau of
Reclamation. Congressional critics, however, took a staunchly different view
of the book and its message. Members of the U.S. House of Representatives
investigating Reclamation’s promotional activities interpreted statements from
They Subdued the Desert to argue that the publication was “sheer propaganda.”
They railed that the book was designed to pit “class against class, liberal
against conservative, and inject into the minds of readers ideologies sponsored
by some of the planners with the Bureau.” And all of this was done, asserted
the committee’s report, at government expense.'*

141 U.S. Department of Interior, Bureau of Reclamation, They Subdued the Desert: The Story of
Irrigation as told to Barrow Lyons by the men who apply water, till the land and feed their flocks
and herds, Barrow Lyons, editor, typescript, August 1947, iii.

2" House Subcommittee on Publicity and Propaganda of the Committee on Expenditures in
Executive Departments, Investigation of the Bureau of Reclamation, 80" Cong., 2™ sess., April
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by the men who apply water, till the land and feed their flocks and herds
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10.5. The cover of Barrow Lyons’August 1947 compilation of recollections of Reclamation water users.
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In addition, the presence of the Corps of Engineers in western water
development created manifold complications for the Bureau of Reclamation.
In the hopes of staving off the creation of a Missouri Valley Authority, both
agencies successfully joined forces to produce a comprehensive plan for water
resource development in the Missouri River basin. But this exemplar of inter-
agency cooperation did little to diminish competition in the West’s other river
basins. In light of the debate over the 160 acre rule in California, the Corps
offered Central Valley water users another option. First and foremost, water
delivered from Corps dams was not subject to Reclamation law. Furthermore,
Corps dams were primarily for flood control: a non-reimbursable benefit that
lowered construction repayment costs. These two aspects were highly advanta-
geous to water users and exceedingly popular. In his interview for They Sub-
dued the Desert, Schmeise favored the Corps of Engineers “chiefly because it
might provide irrigation water at a less charge to the users than the Bureau of

Reclamation.”'®

These were no shallow threats to Bureau of Reclamation plans for
the Central Valley. Reclamation officials understood that many in Congress,
under the influence of water interest lobbyists, might look to the Corps
of Engineers in future appropriations for water projects that also included
water storage for irrigation. In part, Reclamation publicity efforts attempted
to forestall such an eventuality. By emphasizing fundamental differences
between Corps objectives and those of Reclamation, Bureau publicity activi-
ties sought to append Reclamation projects and programs to achievement of
higher national aspirations: the family farm and the distribution of govern-
ment benefits to the greatest number. Reclamation had allies who shared its
utilitarian commitment and voiced concerns about the Corps’ ambitions in
the Central Valley. The 1948 book, by Robert de Roos, The Thirsty Land:
The Story of the Central Valley Project asserted that the Bureau of Reclama-
tion was “on the right track” in trying to implement the 160 acre limitation.
He said, “I am opposed to the Army Corps of Engineers building irrigation
and power dams and reservoirs.” In this work, de Roos accused the Corps
of being on the side of “the interests,” and concluded that the Army should
keep its hands off the CVP and “go away and shoot their guns.” Others
who believed that large-scale farming held the key to the future economic
survival of agriculture congratulated the historical pattern and tendency
of the Bureau of Reclamation to avoid or show flexibility in enforcing the

27-30, May 11-14, 17-20, 24-28, June 1-4, 7-9, 14, 15, 29, 1948, 12.
3 Lyons, They Subdued the Desert, 101.
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10.6. The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers built Folsom Dam, but Congress specified
Reclamation would control water deliveries from the dam.

160 acre limitation and said that it was “a remarkable triumph in public
administration.”'*

In 1945 there was some discussion about turning over Corps of
Engineer projects in the Central Valley to the Bureau of Reclamation. In a
May 1945 memorandum to Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes, Assistant
Secretary Michael Straus advised the secretary to send a formal request to
the Bureau of the Budget asking “whether President Truman wanted to follow
President Roosevelt’s policy ... to avoid duplication and conflict.”” During the
heady days at the close of World War 11, there appears to have been no effort
to comply with Straus’s desire to head-off conflict. Indeed the 1944 Flood
Control Act gave the Corps a substantial presence in California authorizing
the construction of flood control dams on the American River (Folsom Dam),
the Kern River, and the Kings River. By the late 1940s the question of how
to utilize the water behind these dams became embroiled in the land limita-
tion debate. In August 1949 the dilemma between Reclamation and the Corps
achieved some measure of resolution when President Truman announced the

144 de Roos, The Thirsty Land, vii; see also Harry J. Hogan, Acreage Limitation in the Federal
Reclamation Program (Arlington, Virginia: National Water Commission, 1972), 97.
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Folsom Formula determining agency responsibilities. In short, the Folsom
Formula stated that “multiple-purpose dams are the responsibility of the
Bureau of Reclamation, and dams and other works exclusively for flood con-
trol are the responsibility of the Corps of Engineers.”'**

During the late 1940s, however, political pressures against Straus and
the Bureau of Reclamation on the 160 acre rule continued to mount. It was
becoming increasingly clear that the 160 acre limitation cause had lost much
of its luster, and Commissioner Straus moved with the times in spite of his pre-
vious commitment. Years earlier in a December 1945 memorandum to Ickes,
Straus privately acknowledged that “the 160 acres is an arbitrary figure which
got into the law by an historical sequence and has become anachronistic.”

In 1947 Straus announced that Reclamation would accept what was called
“technical compliance.” For Straus “technical compliance” calmed the waters
by giving the impression that “the family farm law was still intact,” which
permitted the Bureau of Reclamation to move forward in a variety of direc-
tions beyond the issues in the Central Valley. Technical compliance recognized
the right of a spouse, and even children, to claim 160 acres each under one
proprietor to expand and to comply with the Bureau of Reclamation’s increas-
ingly flexible interpretation of the law. In some cases, Reclamation officials
stretched the concept of technical compliance to incredible lengths. For
example, if land was held by a corporation, members of the corporate board
could claim the 160 acres due water under federal reclamation. Straus tacitly
recognized these interpretations of the law, including a dubious 1915 interpre-
tation that projects that were paid off became exempt from the 160 acre rule.
According to one source, these policies obfuscated “the spirit of the law.”'4®

If Straus hoped that the announcement of technical compliance might
calm the waters permitting the Bureau of Reclamation to move past the issues
in the Central Valley, he was sorely mistaken. In 1948 two separate congres-
sional subcommittees conducted investigations of the Bureau of Reclamation

145 Memorandum for the Secretary, VIA the Undersecretary, May 17, 1945, in RG 48, Entry
779, Box 15; “What Is the Folsom Formula,” Reclamation Era, 36 (January 1950): 15; “Flood
Control Act of 1944,” in United States Department of the Interior, Bureau of Reclamation,
Federal Reclamation and Related Laws Annotated, Volume II of Three Volumes through 1958,
Richard K. Pelz, editor (Washington, D.C.: United States Government Printing Office, 1972),
809-10.

146 Michael W. Straus, Assistant Secretary, Memorandum for the Secretary, December 3, 1945,
RG 48, Entry 779, Box 15; see also Lee, “California Water Politics,” 404, 414; for information
on “technical compliance” see Lee, “California Water Politics,” 414; Kathka, “The Bureau of
Reclamation in the Truman Administration: Personnel, Politics, and Policy,” 65, 69-70.

656



primarily focusing on its publicity activities. The Subcommittee on Public-
ity and Propaganda paid particular attention to the competition between the
Bureau of Reclamation and the Corps of Engineers, particularly in the devel-
oping conflict over who should build Folsom Dam on the American River in
central California. Its report charged that Reclamation, through its propa-
ganda, was trying to influence citizens against the Corps, which Congress
had authorized to build the dam. This effort “to inflame the citizens of the
American River district against the Army engineers,” the report declared, was
contrary to sound government administration. The problem, concluded the
subcommittee, rested with the key administrators of the Bureau of Reclama-
tion in Washington and in the regions whose backgrounds and training were
primarily in the field of publicity and public relations. The result, in the view
of the subcommittee, was the “selling of the public social theories and ideolo-
gies rather than construction of great engineering projects.”'*” The congres-
sional message rang loud and clear: the Bureau placed propaganda for social
planning and ideology ahead of its primary construction goals. The fault was
in its leadership, a leadership that was no longer made up of solid engineering
personnel but rather publicity agents.

A Republican-controlled Congress was in no mood to consider such
matters and passed legislation that denied salary to a commissioner of Rec-
lamation and any regional directors who lacked engineering qualifications.
President Truman reluctantly signed the Interior Appropriation Act in order to
forestall shutting down the Department of the Interior but called the actions of
Congress “arbitrary” and “diametrically opposed to the principles on which the
government is founded.” Commissioner Straus remained on the job confident
the law was either unconstitutional or would soon be reversed by Congress. A
Democratic-controlled Congress restored the salaries of both Straus and Boke
in 1949. By 1950 much of the rhetoric over the land limitation rule began to
calm down. Though Straus remained a controversial figure, Central Valley
water users accepted the idea of technical compliance. The Friant-Kern Canal
was put into service in 1949, and two years later, large landowners in Kern
County signed water delivery contracts, agreeing to dispose of lands in excess
of 160 acres. Reclamation Era reported, “The contracts allow companies 10
years to conclude sales.” In the meantime, those lands still received water.'*3

147 House Subcommittee on Publicity and Propaganda, Investigation of the Bureau of Reclama-

tion, 14.

148 Truman’s letter to Congress voicing his opposition to the engineering requirement for
Reclamation managers in the Interior Appropriation Act of 1949, January 6, 1949, Reclamation
Era, 35 (March 1949): 49; see also “Senate Refuses to Reinstate Straus,” New York Times, March

657



Begun in 1937, initial phases of the Central Valley Project became
fully operational in 1951. The delay allowed opponents of public power in
California and of the 160 acre limitation on farms in the Central Valley to
gain momentum. While business interests cheered the trend in Reclamation’s
interpretation, the Central Valley Projects Conference deplored it. Composed
of the State Grange, organized labor, veterans’ organizations, consumer coop-
eratives, and church groups, the Conference viewed “technical compliance” as
little more than a cover for the Bureau of Reclamation’s surrender on the issue.
And while Commissioner Straus used tough rhetoric in support of the 160 acre
rule, the Bureau of Reclamation’s actions increasingly identified it with the
interests of commercial agriculture, not the family farm, and with the interests
of private power, not public power. This alliance became so pronounced by the
late 1950s and into the 1960s that “public interest groups,” including the rising
environmental movement, started to regard the Bureau of Reclamation as the
enemy rather than a voice for public power and small farmer democracy in the
West.'#

The movement of the Bureau of Reclamation away from what one
author called “the redistributive” policies of the New Deal, which sought to
reinvigorate the 160 acre limitation in its application to the CVP, represented a
dampening down of those sentiments in the postwar Democratic Party. After
all, a Republican Congress had been elected in the fall of 1946, President Roo-
sevelt had died in April of 1945, and the new Truman administration struggled
to make its way through the maze of postwar anti-New Dealism fanned by
partisan politics. But the lagging enthusiasm for the 160 acre rule and the
requirement that farm owners holding over a quarter section of land must
divest themselves of excess land in order to be entitled to receive Reclama-
tion water cannot be entirely attributed to the end of the New Deal and party
partisans. From its early years on, the Bureau of Reclamation only erratically
enforced the 160 acre rule on the projects. Realistically it was an uphill battle
from the beginning to enforce the rule in California’s Central Valley. Though
few individual landholdings in the Central Valley exceeded 160 acres, these

23, 1949; Truman Veto Is Seen For Federal Pay Bill,” New York Times, May 10, 1949; “Truman
Regrets, But Signs Pay Bill; Deplores the Rider Withholding Straus and Boke’s Salaries—Calls
It “‘Arbitrary,”” New York Times, May 13, 1949; for information on the signing of water delivery
contracts see “Kern County Officials Sign Recordable Contracts,” Reclamation Era, 37 (August
1951): 163; Richard Boke, “Taking Inventory,” Reclamation Era, 37 (August 1951): 179-80, 83.
49 Richard S. Kirkendall, “Social Science in the Central Valley of California: An Episode,”
California Historical Quarterly 43:3 (September 1964): 195-218; Lee, “California Water Poli-
tics,” 405, 410-11; David Carle, Water and the California Dream: Choices for the New Millen-
nium (San Francisco, California: Sierra Club Books, 2000), 151-2.
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10.7. The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers’ Lake Wallula behind McNary Dam, Lock, and
Powerhouse on the Columbia River. Courtesy of the History Office, U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers.

, e v 4.» i
10.8. The McNary Dam Powerplant. Courtesy of the History Office, U.S. Army Corps of
Engineers.
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large landowners and, more importantly, corporate farms still expected water
from the CVP, and the smaller farmers needed their large landholding neigh-
bors to help pay construction costs. Enforcement would have made Reclama-
tion law an instrument of land redistribution in the Central Valley rather than
a law designed simply to prevent government subsidized water from aiding
and abetting the growth of concentrated land monopolies and ownership in the
West. In the end, however, there was only a fine line of difference. On new
projects the law served its intended purpose as a preventative measure to quell
speculation and land monopoly, though some charged that it stifled ambition
and enterprise. But on projects that enhanced water supplies to well-estab-
lished agricultural enterprises, strict enforcement of the 160 acre rule contin-

ued, for many, to appear as confiscatory.'>

Hells Canyon and Public Power

Even though a Columbia River Basin Authority, similar to the TVA,
remained a political possibility, both the Bureau of Reclamation and the Army
Corps of Engineers chose to move on with their own plans for additional dams
on the Columbia River and its major tributary, the Snake River. In 1947 the
Corps began building McNary Dam on the lower Columbia, and in the follow-
ing year Reclamation presented its plan for development of the Snake River
with a high dam in Hells Canyon as the centerpiece. Since 1944 Reclamation
tried to head off creation of TVA-like river basin authorities on major rivers,
and part of that effort went to the newly empowered regional offices. Plan-
ning responsibility for the Columbia River basin fell to Regional Director R. J.
Newell, in Boise, who in May 1948 presented a report to Commissioner Straus
titled “Development of the Hell’s Canyon Project, Idaho-Oregon.” Coinci-
dently, Newell transmitted the report just one month before the Vanport Flood
devastated the lower Columbia River area. That flood destroyed a city of 19,000
and killed fifty-two people. The report recommended a major construction proj-
ect with a dam approximately 607 feet above river level in Hells Canyon on the
Snake River, 198 miles upstream from Lewiston, Idaho, on the Oregon-Idaho
state line. Newell’s report estimated power production from the dam at 900,000
kilowatts, creating a 93-mile long reservoir covering 24,800 acres.

Newell also implied that “prospective developments on the lower
Snake River” might impede consideration for construction, and the report

150 Clayton R. Koppes, “Public Water, Private Land: Origins of the Acreage Limitation Contro-
versy, 1933-1953,” Pacific Historical Review 47:4 (November 1978): 607-8.

660



called for quick action for the immediate production of electricity. It was a
simple argument maintaining that unless Reclamation began constructing
Hells Canyon Dam soon other entities, both private and public, would take the
initiative, making the Bureau’s proposal irrelevant. As the Corps’s construc-
tion of McNary Dam indicated, the Pacific Northwest presented a wide-open
market for electricity to supply an exploding urban and industrial market.'!
Moreover a decision in favor of a large dam on the upper Snake River, Newell
contended, offered protection for salmon by delaying dams on the lower Snake
providing “a longer opportunity for solution of migratory fish problems which
construction on the lower river dams will create.” The reference to fish pro-
tection underlines growing concerns in the Pacific Northwest over the impact
of dams on fish populations which slowly curbed much of the enthusiasm for
dams. Later in the century, the question resolved itself to one of “fish versus
dams” in the popular press. In the late 1940s, however, dam builders, both
federal and private, expressing confidence that technical and hatchery solu-
tions were the best means to address the fish problem, chose dams over fish
with the support of most agencies created for fish protection. These included
the Washington and Oregon Fish Commissions as well as the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service.'

In addition to providing for continued growth of the urban centers of
Puget Sound and Portland, the massive power production from Hells Canyon
Dam held out possibilities for new developments in the Inland Empire of the
Pacific Northwest. The report noted that the upper Snake River Basin housed
the greatest phosphate resources in the United States, including an estimated
five billion tons in Idaho alone. A growing market for phosphate fertilizers,
to replace natural phosphates used up by crops, resulted in projections of a
prosperous future for a western phosphate industry. It was estimated that it
would take two billion kilowatt-hours of power to develop and maintain the
industry. On the subject of irrigation, the report acknowledged that draw-
ing water directly from the Hells Canyon Reservoir to irrigate nearby lands
was impossible. More promising and the most ambitious was the prospect of
diverting waters from a new reservoir on the Payette River in central Idaho to

151 United States Department of the Interior, Bureau of Reclamation, The Columbia River:
Supplemental Reports on the Bitterroot Valley, Cambridge Bench, Canby, Council, Crooked
River, The Dalles (West Unit), Hells Canyon, Mountain Home (Payette Unit), Upper Start Valley,
and Vale (Bully Creek Extension) Projects, Vol. 2, H. Doc. 473, 81% Cong., 2™ sess., (Washing-
ton, D.C.: U.S. Department of Interior, 1950); Roger Johnson, “City of 19,000 Wiped Out in
Dike Break,” Salt Lake Tribune, May 31, 1948.

152 USDOI, BR, The Columbia River, 117-9; see also Keith C. Peterson, River of Life, Channel
of Death (Corvallis: Oregon State University Press, 1995), 115.
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another reservoir on the Boise River to the south via a Payette-Boise Aqueduct.
Another aqueduct would then transport water nearly one hundred miles farther
south to the Mountain Home Desert Project, creating twenty-five hundred new
farms on one hundred thousand irrigated acres. Covering much of the costs of
this scheme, the report proposed, were revenues from the dam’s power produc-
tion. This idea of supporting irrigation projects with power revenues was of,
course, nothing new. Beginning with the Boulder Canyon Project Act in 1928
and later institutionalized in the 1939 Reclamation Projects Act, both Congress
and Reclamation had already admitted that most irrigation projects required
power revenues in order to repay construction costs.'>

In 1949, with an eye toward this ambitious irrigation undertaking
in Idaho, the Bureau of Reclamation struck an agreement with the Corps of
Engineers, known as the Newell-Weaver Accord. It included a free hand to
build a high dam in Hells Canyon in return for the Corps’ control of the lower
Snake and Columbia rivers. The pact allowed Reclamation to take control
of the upper Snake Basin along the Oregon-Idaho state line and everything
from there toward the Continental Divide as part of an expanded irrigation
frontier in Idaho. While the two dam building arms of government (Reclama-
tion and the Corps) attempted to split their chores on these two rivers of the
Pacific Northwest, there continued to loom in the background the possibility
of an overarching Columbia Valley Authority. That possibility of a new river
basin authority may have spurred both Reclamation and the Corps to greater
cooperation.'>*

Their concerns were needless. With the political winds blowing
strongly in favor of Republicans in the region’s state houses, local interests
and private power groups gained the upper hand against anything resembling
New Deal style river authorities or federal direction of resource policies in
land, water, minerals, or grazing issues. This, in turn, led to revival of argu-
ments in favor of private power development so long eclipsed in the region by
the imposing success of the Bureau of Reclamation’s giant Grand Coulee Dam
and the numerous municipally owned utilities in the Pacific Northwest. Nev-
ertheless, the public versus private power debate continued to rage throughout
the region. Public power advocates still championed the social and economic
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