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Introduction

In 1988, Reclamation began to create a history program.
While headquartered in Denver, the history program was
developed as a bureau-wide program.

One component of Reclamation’s history program is its
oral history activity. The primary objectives of Reclamation’s
oral history activities are: preservation of historical data not
normally available through Reclamation records (supplementing
already available data on the whole range of Reclamation’s
history); making the preserved data available to researchers
inside and outside Reclamation.

In the case of the Newlands Project, the senior historian
consulted the regional director to design a special research
project to take an all around look at one Reclamation project.
The regional director suggested the Newlands Project, and the
research program occurred between 1994 and signing of the
Truckee River Operating Agreement in 2008. Professor Donald
B. Seney of the Government Department at California State
University - Sacramento (now emeritus and living in South Lake
Tahoe, California) undertook this work. The Newlands Project,
while a small- to medium-sized Reclamation project, represents a
microcosm of issues found throughout Reclamation:

. water transportation over great distances;

. limited water resources in an urbanizing area;

. three Native American groups with sometimes conflicting
interests;

. private entities with competitive and sometimes
misunderstood water rights;

. many local governments with growing urban areas and
water needs;

. Fish and Wildlife Service programs competing for water

for endangered species in Pyramid Lake and for viability
of the Stillwater National Wildlife Refuge to the east of
Fallon, Nevada;

. and, Reclamation’s original water user, the Truckee-
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Carson Irrigation District.
Reclamation manages the limited water resources in a complex
political climate while dealing with modern competition for
some of the water supply that originally flowed to farms and
ranches on its project.

A note on the nature of oral histories is in order for readers
and researchers who have not worked with oral histories in the
past. We attempt to process Reclamation’s oral histories so that
speech patterns and verbiage are preserved. Speech and formal
written text vary greatly in most individuals, and we do not
attempt to turn Reclamation’s oral histories into polished formal
discourse. Rather, the objective during editing of interviews is to
convey the information as it was spoken during the interview.
However, editorial changes often are made to clarify or expand
meaning, and those are shown in the text.

The senior historian of the Bureau of Reclamation
developed and directs the oral history program. Questions,
comments, and suggestions may be addressed to the senior
historian.

Brit Allan Storey
Senior Historian
Land Resources Division (84-53000)
Policy and Administration
Bureau of Reclamation
P. O. Box 25007
Denver, Colorado 80225-0007
(303) 445-2918
FAX: (720) 544-0639
E-mail: bstorey@usbr.gov

For additional information about Reclamation’s history
program see:
www.usbr.gov/history

Bureau of Reclamation History Program
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Seney:

Mehl:

Seney:

Oral History Interview
Wayne E. Mehl

My name is Donald Seney, and I’'m with Wayne
Mehl. Today is November 7, 1995, and we’re
talking in Washington, D.C. This is our first tape.

Good afternoon, Wayne.
Hi.

Why don’t we begin by telling me a little bit
about your background, a kind of brief biography,
your date of birth included somewhere in there,
and how you got to work for Senator [Harry M. ]
Reid.

Born in 1941 and Raised in Southeastern Ohio

Mehl:

Okay. Well, I was born on June 24, 1941, in
southeastern Ohio, and grew up there. When it
got time to go to college, I applied, as most of my
peers did, to the biggest institution in the state,
which was Ohio State.

Took a Degree in History at Ohio State University

Effect of the Vietham Conflict on Ohio State

University

I completed my undergraduate work there in
history, and was about to think about what I was
going to do in the way of a possible career,
whether [ was going to go to law school or go into
business or do whatever I wanted to, and it turned
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out that we were at that point in time, in the late
sixties, in the middle of the heat of the Vietnam
War. Because of deferment procedures, Ohio
State was all of a sudden drawing a lot of
students. To be quite honest, the faculty and
department, most of the departments, history
included, simply didn’t have enough bodies to put
in the classrooms to fill up, to deal with the
required student/teacher ratio for these students.

Offered a Full Ride Teaching Fellowship at Ohio
State University

Received Ph.D. in 1970 and Taught at Ohio State
until 1974

So I got invited to go to graduate school in
history, which I had never expected to do, but
they gave me a fellowship which was a free full
ride as long as I was willing to teach at that time,
so I took it, and got my Ph.D. in 1970, and began
to teach there, and taught four years until 1974.

In 1974, those of us who were coming up in that
year were due for tenure consideration.

Did not receive tenure in 1974 because “. . . they
ended the draft, and in 1975 they ended the
Vietnam War, and all of a sudden the enroliment
dropped about 35 percent because it was no
longer a requirement to get a 2S deferment to stay
out of Vietham. . ..”

However, in 1974, they ended the draft, and in
1975 they ended the Vietnam War, and all of a
sudden the enrollment dropped about 35 percent
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because it was no longer a requirement to get a 2S
deferment to stay out of Vietnam. As aresult, a
large number of us did not make the tenure cut;
now they didn’t have the students for us.

Going to Work for Senator Vance Hartke

After searching around for another
teaching job and finding that the situation was
pretty much the same all over, a friend of mine’s
father knew then former Senator Vance Hartke
from Indiana, and his father suggested that I
contact the senator’s office and see if there were
any opportunities for someone with my
background. As it turned out, he was going into a
campaign period and was looking for a speech
writer who also had some knowledge of American
political history, which is basically the area that I
worked in.

“. .. spent the next twenty years with four
different senators, concluding my career in the
Senate in 1992, after having worked for Senator

Reid from Nevada for the last six years. ...”

So I signed on with him and spent the next twenty
years with four different senators, concluding my
career in the Senate in 1992, after having worked
for Senator Reid from Nevada for the last six
years.

Senator Reid Hired Him Because He Had Senate
Experience and None of His Other Staff Did

Seney: How was it you got the job with Senator Reid?
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Mehl:

How did that work?

I got the job with Senator Reid because by the
time Senator Reid was elected, I had fourteen
years’ experience in the Senate. Senator Reid has
told me, is why I can relate it, that his interest was
to get off to a fast start in the Senate. Most of his
staff were either from Nevada or had been with
him in the House of Representatives. In fact, he
had really no one with any significant experience
in the Senate, and he wanted to be able to, as I
say, get off to a fast start, and he felt that that
would be easier done with someone with more
experience in the Senate perhaps, and less
experience in Nevada.

Had Western Experience Because of Work for

Senator John Melcher of Montana

I was at the time working for the senator
from Montana, John Melcher, which was a
Western state, and I had experience in some of the
Western issues.

Had Interviewed with Senator Paul Laxalt for a

Seney:

Job and Laxalt Suggested Him to Reid

A few years earlier, I had actually been
interviewed by Senator [Paul] Laxalt from
Nevada for a possible job, so my name had gotten
to Senator Reid that way.

Does it matter, by the way, that Laxalt was a
Republican and that Reid was a Democrat?
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. I didn’t seriously consider the job with

Senator Laxalt, because . . . if you were going to
work in a body like this, you have to stay
consistently with one party to maintain your

Mehl:

Seney:

Mehl:

Seney:

credibility. . ..”

Well, it does. It does, because that was the main
reason that I didn’t seriously consider the job with
Senator Laxalt, because while it wasn’t for any
ideological purity on my end, but if you were
going to work in a body like this, you have to stay
consistently with one party to maintain your
credibility. (laughter) You can’t flip back. Some
people have tried it. A few people have gotten
away with it, but it’s a tough job. It’s better
simply to stay on one side or the other. It doesn’t
much matter which side you start on, but stay
there.

And you’d been on the Democratic side?
Legislative Director for Senator Reid

I’d been on the Democratic side the whole time.
But when Senator Reid’s offer came along, [ was
ready at that point in time, and I thought that the
one thing left in my career after fourteen years
was really to take over a legislative office, which
was what the offer was, was to be legislative
director, and run it and try to see if I could make it
work as well as I thought I could. So that’s how I
ended up with Senator Reid.

He tells me, and I know from other sources, that
on election night someone asked him in Reno,
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Mehl:

“What’s your top priority?” and he said, “Settling
the northern Nevada water wars.” He said to me
in the interview yesterday that he really didn’t
know anything about it.

Senator Reid and Truckee-Carson Water

Controversies

He didn’t. In fact, it came up. As I say, Senator
Reid was a Searchlight boy, born and raised in
southern Nevada, he served in the House from
Clark County. When he was elected to the
Senate, he received over 60 percent of the vote in
Clark County, while only 35 percent of the vote in
Reno, primarily because he just wasn’t known up
there.

Nevada is like a lot of states. If you took
Montana, it was similar. The East was
conservative farm interests, the West was more
environmental, timber, things like that. They’re
really two states in one. If you look at Nevada,
southern Nevada and northern Nevada, have
much the same kind of split, the issues simply
aren’t the same.

So he was talking to, as [ understand it,
some members of the editorial board of the Reno
Gazette, and they said, “Now you’re representing
the whole state. What the hell are you going to do
about our big problem?”

And he said, “What is your big problem?”
They said, “Water.”
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Assigned to Work on Truckee-Carson Water

Seney:

Mehl:

Seney:

Mehl:

Seney:

Mehl:

Seney:

Problems

And he, being the astute politician he is,
he said, “I’ve got just the guy to come and talk to
you about it,” and so I received a telephone call
that night from Harry saying, “Pack your bags. 1
want you to come up here and talk to these people
about the problems on the Truckee and Carson
River.”

I said, “The what?” (laughter) Because I
knew nothing about it at that point in time.

Where was this in relation to the election?
Immediately afterwards.
Even before he’d been sworn in?

Yes, I think. They hadn’t even gone into session
yet, hadn’t even sworn in the new senators.

Because he pretty much immediately then hired
you. Was he talking to you before the election
occurred?

Yes. Well, no. He started talking to me in
November after the election, and I came on at the
first of the year, the beginning of the new session.

It’s a commonplace arrangement, isn’t it, for
Senator Reid to do what he did in your case, and
that is to hire an experienced Senate hand to come
in and make sure he’s not going to trip himself
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up?

The Senate is Different Because There Is a Larger
Constituency and There Are More Issues than in

Mehl:

the House

Yes. Once you reach a certain level of experience
and ability in the Senate, you’re in some demand,
because when a new senator comes in, much more
so than the House, because it’s got a larger
constituency to worry about, more issues, he
really needs someone with some experience, and
also because the procedures in the Senate are so
much more “catch is as catch can.” In the House,
the leadership pretty much determines what’s
going to happen, the rules and so forth set that up
that way.

“In the Senate, you’ve got 100 independent
spirits. That’s the best way to describe them.
And the rules allow them great latitude in what
they can do....” So, senators often hire
experienced staff who understand the rules.

In the Senate, you’ve got 100 independent
spirits. That’s the best way to describe them.
And the rules allow them great latitude in what
they can do. So, if you don’t have someone who
understands the rules and how to make them work
to your benefit, you can spend the first two years
of your term just trying to find out what the hell’s
going on. So it’s not uncommon for a senator, a
new senator, to come in, to bring with him, or, no,
to hire into his shop someone who has as much as
possible experience in the Senate in previous
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years.

Seney: Senator Laxalt had tried at the end of 1986 to get
the interstate compact between California and
Nevada passed.
Senator Paul Laxalt and the Interstate Compact

Mehl:  That’s right.

Seney: As powerful as he was, and he was reputed to be
extraordinarily powerful, given his tenure in the
Senate, apparently he was respected personally . .

Mehl:  Very much so.

Seney: ... and liked personally, which makes a big
difference, as I understand it, and as well as he
had very close relationship with then President
[Ronald] Reagan, he failed in that attempt. Were
you at all involved in that?

Looked at Laxalt’s Attempt to Ratify the Interstate
Compact in Order to Make Sure the Same
Mistakes Were Not Made

Mehl: I was not involved in that. The only thing I knew
about that is what I picked up retrospectively
from the parties that were involved in it at the
time, because I wanted to know why it failed,
because obviously you didn’t want to attempt to
reconstruct something which was going to find
the same fate. So while I have great hesitancy
about speaking about what people do or say
second-hand, I had to find out what went on on
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this.

“,..itcame down to ... that there were certain
parties that had to be included in any agreement
that involved these two river systems, the Truckee

Seney:

and the Carson....”

Ultimately, when I analyzed it from the
best perspective I could get, it came down to the
effect that—and it colored the way we started into
this—was that there were certain parties that had to
be included in any agreement that involved these
two river systems, the Truckee and the Carson.
You had to have, for obvious reasons, the states of
California and Nevada. You had to have the
federal government involved, and you had to have
the tribe involved.

Pyramid Lake Tribe.

“The settlement that was envisioned by Senator
Laxalt had the two states involved, tangentially
the federal government, and the tribe not at all,
but what | found out was each of these four
entities had what | considered to be veto power

Mehl:

over any agreement. . ..”

Pyramid Lake Tribe involved. The settlement
that was envisioned by Senator Laxalt had the two
states involved, tangentially the federal
government, and the tribe not at all, but what I
found out was each of these four entities had what
I considered to be veto power over any
agreement. So unless all four of them were
acceptable, you really weren’t going to get
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Seney:

anywhere, because any one of the four could stop
it all by themselves.

They had enough credibility, enough political
clout.

In Addition to Credibility and Political Clout, the
Essential Participants Had the Law on Their Side

Mehl:

Seney:

Mehl:

And the law on their side. For example, [ mean,
the tribe had, and still has, a federal court decision
on the Endangered Species Act allotting them a
certain amount of water, and nobody can take that
away from them unless they overrule that court
decision, and that’s not often done.

The state of California had a Supreme
Court decision, the Alpine decision, on the
Carson River. The states of Nevada and
California obviously have veto power, as does the
federal government, because the river system
itself was under the control of federal
watermaster.

Meaning veto power, that in the way that the
Senate would work is that the senators themselves
would not go along unless all of these parties had
signed off in agreement.

Exactly. Exactly. For example, if the federal
government had not been amenable to this
agreement, you could never have gotten Senator
[Bill] Bradley as chairman of that committee [The
Sub Committee on Water and Power of the Senate
Committee on Energy and Natural Resources],
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who was responsible for protecting federal rights
in this area as well as other things. You’d never
have gotten him to be willing to take this up and
pass it, because he would not have done that over
the objection of the Department of Interior.

Seney: Now you’ve jumped ahead maybe to talk about
[Public Law] 101-618, that settlement, or the
interstate?

“. .. the original Laxalt effort on the interstate
failed, primarily . . . because they did not have the
tribe on board and only tangentially had the
federal government. . ..”

Mehl:  All ’m saying, though, is that’s why the original
Laxalt effort on the interstate failed, primarily,
was because they did not have the tribe on board
and only tangentially had the federal government.
When the tribe pushed the federal government,
they objected, as well.

“It actually had a hearing . . . but one of the
senators who thought very favorably of the tribal
position blocked any further consideration of it,
and that’s the way it can happen in the Senate . .

It actually had a hearing and went through the
process of having a hearing within the Interior
committee, but one of the senators who thought
very favorably of the tribal position blocked any
further consideration of it, and that’s the way it
can happen in the Senate, and that’s why it didn’t
ultimately get approved. There was no way to
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ever force this kind of settlement through over the
objection of, as I say, one of the four groups that I
mentioned.

Learning about Water Problems on the Truckee
and Carson Rivers

Seney: So you come in now on behalf of Senator Reid.
Mehl:  Right.

Seney:  With this [the interstate compact]' dead and gone,

1. A note on editorial conventions. In the text of these
interviews, information in parentheses, (), is actually on the tape.
Information in brackets, [ ], has been added to the tape either by the
editor to clarify meaning or at the request of the interviewee in order to
correct, enlarge, or clarify the interview as it was originally spoken.
Words have sometimes been struck out by editor or interviewee in
order to clarify meaning or eliminate repetition. In the case of
strikeouts, that material has been printed at 50% density to aid in
reading the interviews but assuring that the struckout material is
readable.

The transcriber and editor also have removed some extraneous
words such as false starts and repetitions without indicating their
removal. The meaning of the interview has not been changed by this
editing.

In an effort to conform to standard academic rules of usage
(see The Chicago Manual of Style), individual’s titles are only
capitalized in the text when they are specifically used as a title
connected to a name, e.g., “Secretary of the Interior Gale Norton” as
opposed to “Gale Norton, the secretary of the interior;” or
“Commissioner John Keys” as opposed to “the commissioner, who was
John Keys at the time.” Likewise formal titles of acts and offices are
capitalized but abbreviated usages are not, e.g., Division of Planning as
opposed to “planning;” the Reclamation Projects Authorization and
Adjustment Act of 1992, as opposed to “the 1992 act.”

The convention with acronyms is that if they are pronounced
as a word then they are treated as if they are a word. If they are spelled
out by the speaker then they have a hyphen between each letter. An
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Mehl:

Seney:

buried, never to be resurrected. That’s the
consensus, I’'m sure.

Right.

A new approach is now required, I take it.

“My first entry into this thing, which was very
early in January of 1987, was to make a survey

Mehl:

Seney:

Mehl:

trip....”

A new approach is what was required, as I
understand it. My first entry into this thing,
which was very early in January of 1987, was to
make a survey trip.

Tell me about that trip. What was your reaction
t