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he story of "the great thirst" is 
brought up to date in this revised edi
tion of Norris Hundley's outstanding 

history, with additional photogr aphs and 
vivid descript ions of the major water 
policy issues facing California now: accel
erating urbanization of farmland and open 
spaces, persisting despo liation of wa ter 
supplies, and demands for equity in water 
allocation for an exploding population . 
People the world over confront these prob 
lems, and Hundley examines them with 
clarity and eloquence in the unruly labora
tory of California. 

Th e obsession with water has shaped 
California to a remarkable extent , literally 
as we ll as politically and culturally. Hund
ley tells how aboriginal Ame ricans and 
then early Spanish and Mexican imm i
grants contrived to use and share the avail
able water and how American settlers , 
arriving in ever-increas ing numbers after 
the Gold Rush, transformed California into 
the home of the nation's preeminent wate r
seekers. The desire to use, profit from, 
manipulate , and control wa ter drives the 
people and events in this fascinating narra
tive until, at the beginning of the twenty
first century, a large, colorful cast of charac
ters and communiti es has wheeled and 
dealed, built, diverted, and connived its 
way to an ent irely different statew ide 
waterscape. What the New York Times 
called "the fractious history of water devel
opment in California that Mr. Hundley so 
ably chronicles" is based on a very real 
need, and that need is propelling the state 
into a future guaranteed to be turbu lent. 
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Bernard Maybeck in the north filling once treeless neighborho 
with sculpted woode n bung alows. Ot hers op ted for the stark, 
viously nonarbo real Med iterranean and 1\1.ission Revival st 

though they quickly sited them among stands of eucalyp 
conifers, and palms while relying on the bougainvillea 's bright 
purple, and orange flowers and green leaves to soften the glare 
stucco. Next came the mode rnists, Rudolph Schindler, Ric 
Neutra, Cliff May, and their imitators, whose emphasis on "br 
ing the outdoors inside" made gardens and greenery as indisp 
able to architectu re as blueprints. "l andscape was so importan 
Neutra, " observes architectura l historian Thoma s Hines, "that w 
photograp he rs came to take pictures of a new house, Neutra w 
hold up branches to ensure that the ho use was seen throu 
bower of foliage."97 The resulting "urban forests" that spilled a 
the city landscapes of California offered dramatic testim ony to 

magic wrough t by the state ' s mo dern-day water wizards. 
Los Angeles and San Francisco demonstra ted wha t could ht 

complished locally with well-organized and no-nonsense dtivo 
water. Those early achievements found admi rers, and now 
was the enthus iasm greater than among federal and state pl11 
who sought to emulate the ir urban counterparts on an even gr1 
scale. 

Urban l111J1erit1lirn1 

Los Angeles and San Fran-

crsco excited admiration and 

tate engineers whose own 



water schemes by the 1920s had produced meager results if not 
outright failure. The Reclamation Service (Bureau of Reclamat ion 

.after 1923) had set out follow ing its creation in 1902 with high 
hopes of making th e desert bloom, fostering homes teads, and re

forming society. During the next two decades, morale plummeted , 
disappointment suffused the agency, and congressmen openly 

called for its reorganization or elimination. In California, state wa • 

ter planners escaped the opprobrium heaped on Washington's ef
forts, but that was largely because the public expected less of them , 
though they chafed at the ir inability to get their own projects off 
the drawing board. 

Within four decades there was a complete turnabout as the Cal• 
ifornia Department of Water Resources and the U.S. Reclamation 
Bureau boasted power and influence almost unimaginable to earlier 

generations. By the 1960s the state had embarke d on the largest and 
most expensive water project ever devised, while the Reclamation 
Bureau had achieved international fame for its massive dams and 
hydroelectric plants in California and elsewhere in the West. This 
transforma tion accompanied California's emergence as the na 
tion' s number one agricultural state (first achieved in cash income 

in 1929 and then maintained consistently after 1949), as a world 
leader in urban and indust rial deve lopment, and as the most popu 
lous state in the union after 1963. 

At the heart of these changes in California and Washington wa1, 

an aggressive policy of seeking water on an even grander scale than 
befo re. Its proponents included private citizens, businesses, and 
government on all levels-loca l, regional, state , federal - some• 
times working at cross-purposes but cooperating often enough to 

transform first southern and then central California into pow erful 

engines for marshaling and transpo rting water with profound re per 
cussions not only for the ent ire state but the American Southw ei.t 
and Mexico as well. The transformation found graphic expression 

in three massive hydr aulic ventures- the Boulder Canyon , Central 
Valley, and State Water projects -w hose evolution mirrored and 
reenforced shifting patterns in the po litical cultu re of the state and 
the nati on. 
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The Boulder Canyon Project 

T 
HE TERM Boulder Canyon Project masks a mult idimen
sional unde rtakin_g that had a deep impact on the state, 
the West, the entire country, and northwes tern Mexico. 
Its origin can be traced to the turn of the century and to 

the merging of two forceful ideas . The first belonged to Arthur 
Powell Davis, nephew of John Wesley Powell, the prominent nine
teenth -century geologist who had unsuccessfully urged the federal 

government to reform land and water laws and who had gained 
wide public fame as the one-armed explorer who in 1869 had led 
the first expedition down the Colorado River and through the 
Grand Canyon. 1 Arthur Davis had grown to manhood inspired by 

his uncle's exploits and the West's rugged beauty. He followed 
Powell into the U.S. Geological Survey and later was among the 
first to sign on with the newly created U.S. Reclamation Service. 
His attention immed iately focused on the Colorado River, the site 
of his uncle ' s greatest feats and now, he believed, the means for 
achievemen ts of his own. 

Arthur Davis brought more to his job than ambition . Like other 
Progressive Republicans , he had deep faith in the role of experts (he 
himself held a degree in civil engineering), worship ped efficiency, 
and viewed the federal governm ent as a major instr ument for social 

and political reform . He also shared the irrigation crusade rs' belief 
in the nobility of the small farmer , abho rrence of monopo ly, con
viction that restora tion of the nation's moral fiber lay in reclaiming 
desert wastes so that more farme rs could be put on the soil, and a 
comm itment (albeit a flexible one, as events would reveal) to local 
contro l. Though he romanticized the small farmer, Davis was con

vinced that the West's water supply problems were so enormous 

and complex that their solut ion required cent ral plannin g and fed
eral funding on an unprecedented scale. Intelligent planning, he be
lieved, had to take into account the hydro logy of entire river basins. 
He set for hims elf an extraordina ry goal: harn essing the 1,400-mile
long Colorad o River, the sole dependable water supply for a vast 
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area of 248,000 square miles (roughly the size of Texas) that em· 
braced par ts of seven American states and two in Mexico.2 

"I ... considered problems in all the Western States," Davis later 

explained, "but th ere [was) .. . none which ... excited my interest 
and imagination and ambition so much as the development of the 
Colorado River basin." Such an undertaking, he recognized, could 

not be achieved with the small local projects anti cipated in the 
Reclamat ion Act and being designed by his fellow engin eers. In 
stead, he concluded as early as 1902, it required "large storage 

reservoirs 1
' with the keystone structure being a massive dam on the 

lower river "built as high as appear s practicable. "3 Davis was ahcnd 
of his time, however, for his ambiti ons were not shared by his more 
cautious colleagues in the Reclamat ion Service. Still, he took hc.ut 
in the agency's early engineering triumphs , most notably the Snit 
River Project in south ern Arizona wh ere the Reclamation Service 

designed its first multipurpo se undertaking -fo r flood conttol, 
storage for irrigation, and generation of hydroelectricity-an d built 
Roosevelt Dam, comple ted in 1911, which at 280 feet from bed roe k 

remains the world 1 s high est rock masonr y dam. That success and 
the building of other impress ive masonry or concrete storage fonl 

ities at such western sites as Shoshone (Wyoming 1910), Arrowrc~1.:k 
(Idaho 1915), and Elephant Butte (New Mexico 1916) demon stratr d 
the Reclamation Service's engineering competence at a time whrn 
dam failures wer e common, and prepared it for the more grandio11e 

tasks envisioned by Davis.4 His opportunity finally came when 
campaigners for a different scheme of Colorado River development 
inadvertently gave him a chance to resurrect his plans. 

The Imperial Valley Impulse 

Those advocates we re settlers in a scrubby southeastern pocket 
of California whose foremost desire was for a canal, not a dam. I o 

cat ion largely explained their att itude. Th eir homes were in the Im 
perial Valley, an arid but large and imm ensely fertile area of 600,000 
acres just across the Colorado River from Arizona and imm ediatt·ly 
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north of the Mexican border. The settlers' existence depend ed on 
water that entered the valley, where summ er temperatu res could 
approach 120 degrees, by way of an overflow channe l from the 

Colorado River, the Alamo Canal, that dippe d below the border into 

Mexico before turning non hward and entering the United States. 
To free thems elves from dependence on that waterw ay and the host 
of problems that it had created with Mexico, the settlers wanted a 
canal completely within the United States-an All-Amer ican Cana l 

' they called it. 

In 1901 when water had first reached the valley throu gh the 
Alamo, there had been jubilat ion . Respons ible for the engineering 
was George Chaffey, the developer famed for h is accomplishments 
at Etiwanda and Ontar io and now ret urned from his Australian 

ventures and looking for new opportunities . His reputati on and 
his genius in renaming the area (formerly known as the Colorado 
Desert) immediately attracted settlers-2,000 within eight months 
and cont inued steady increases thereaft er.5 

Disaster struck in 1905. Dur ing the previous year the private 
compa ny delivering the water, without consultin g Chaffey who 
had by then severed his connec tion wi th the firm, opened a new in

take on the Colorado River. Thi s one, unlike Chaffey's original cut, 
was below the border in Mexico because the U.S. federal govern
ment had threatened to use its control over the river-based on the 
stream' s alleged navigability-to shut down the firm's operations 
and enable the new Reclamat ion Service to take over Imperial Val

ley development . The comp any had also felt pressured into making 
the cut because its diversion facilities north of the border had be

come clogged with silt, causing settlers to comp lain bitterly about 
lack of water. The new intake restored water flow and freed the 

comp any from the possibility of a Reclamation Service takeover 
I 

but faulty maintenance left the opening vulnerable to floods. In the 
spring of 1905 a surge of high water tore out the flimsy diversion 
wor ks and soon the entire Colorado River was pouring through a 

break a mile w ide and sweeping back northwestward into the val
ley, destroying buildings, drowning crops, and transfo rming the 



nearby Salton Sink into the Salton Sea. It too k two years and m11ll 

of dolla rs to return the river to its old course, reestablish a secure l 
take in Mexico, and restore a regulated flow through the Ala 
Canal. 6 

The flood was not the on ly price paid by th e Imperial Valll'Y 

its new intake below the borde r. In exchange for allowing the d 
version, Mexico demanded up to half the water taken from 

river. At first the concession posed no pro blem but this changed 
population and agricultur e expanded on both sides of the bord 
frequently requ iring dive rsion of the entire stream during penud1 
low flow and, after Mexico ha d taken its sha re, necess itating tho 
tioning of water in the more intensely developed Imperial Vall 
Fear about economic survival turned to ange r when Mexico rr f UI 

to share in m aintenence costs of the canal and charged dut1e1 
equipment taken below the border to shore up the levee system. 

app earance of refu~e, dead horses, and even human bodies in 

canal, whic h carried water for domest ic uses as we ll as agricultu 
intens ified concern. Especially galling was the news tha t the bulk 
the land being developed in Mexico -some 840,000 acres 

longed to a Los Angeles synd icate whose most notable ml'm 

wa s Harry Chandler, son-in -law of Harrison Gray Otis and soon 
become publishe r of the Los Angeles Times, who was even thl'll I 

ticipa t ing greac pro fits from the Owe ns Valley project as a mem 
of th e San Fernand o Valley land syndica te. Imper ial Valley reside 
feared that Chandler and his partners would find a way to ketp 
the Colorado River water for themselves. "These Mexican ... lnnd 
they protested, "men ace us like a great spon ge, whic h thre,it,·n 

absorb more and mo re water, until such time as they will t11ko 
of the nat ural flow of the river."7 

The valley's concerns coalesced into a vigorous demand for 
All-Americ an Can al. Because the cost of such an aqueduct cxcead 
the settlers' resources, they turned to Congress for help, rallyins 
hind the Imperial Irrigat ion District, a public agency created in 19 
to take over th e local w ater system and to lead th e fight. In 19 
they finally found a sympathetic memb er of the House whc, int 
duced a bill authorizing cons tructi on of the canal. 

,. ,.. . . ..,.. . . ..... , .. _,_ .. 

The proposed legislation imme diately caught the eye of Arthur 

Powell Davis, now director and chief engineer of the Reclama tion 

Service, who saw it as a perfect opportunity to raise anew his 

dream of harnessing the Colorado River. By this t ime the agency 's 

early engineering successes at Salt River and elsew here were well 

known . The canal m ade sense, concluded Davis, but only if it we re 

part of a larger des ign. To build such an aqueduct w ithout also con

structing dams to control "the flood menacen would doom th e 

canal to a short life. Moreover , only with storage to catch th e heavy 

flows of flood times could substantially more water be made avail

able for the Imperia l Valley and the ent ire Southwes t . ''fhe Imper

ial Valley problem ... ," Davis to ld all who wou ld listen, "is insep

arably linked with th e prob lem of water storage in the Colorado 

Basin as a whole." 8 

Davis argued with more than the conviction of a longt ime advo

cate of Colorado River development. He was also a man under 6re 

and anxiously looking for a major triumph to redeem his reputatio n 

and that of the Reclama tion Service. The agency's engine ering suc

cesses had not automatically produce d reclamatio n successes. 

Congress had passed the Reclamation Act nearly two decades ear

lier amid high expectatio ns but those hopes had turn ed co disillu-

11ionment. Few of the Reclamation Service's pro jects were paying 

their way, mos t farme rs we re abandoning the ventur es, and only a 

paltry 7 percent of the West's irrigated acreage could be attribut ed 

to the governme nt. The fault lay not ent irely w ith th e Reclamat ion 

Service, since political interfe rence in site selections , genera l agri-

1 ultural dep ress ion following the end of World War I, intense eco

nomic and legal struggles amo ng weste rn ers over wa ter, and east-

1•rn opposition to competition from western agriculture hampered 

progress. Other reasons for the dismal showing-selectio n of set

tlers who lacked irrigation skills and faulty cost estima tes-seeme d 

to mos t critics, however , a reflect ion of poo r planning by the 

Sr-rvice.9 

How better to counte ract such impressions than wit h a-massive 

p1oject whose success wou ld over shad ow previous failures? Like 

, ,thers in earlier times, Davis sought vindication not in defe nding 
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past actions but in future achievement. And his vision of achieve
ment broadened to the mos t gargantuan multipurpose project yet 

contemp lated, one that dw arfed the pioneer effort on the Salt River 
in its ambitious plans for flood control, irrigation expans ion, gener 

ation of hyd roelectricity, and - as a special concession to that group 
of potenti al allies from the Impe rial Valley- an All-American Canal. 

Not everyone greeted the idea of a mu ltipurpose project with 

enthusiasm . Among those decidedly unsympa thet ic was the U.S. 
Army Corps of Engineers, long an antagonist and rival of the Recla• 

mation Service for large const ruction proiects in the West and still 
unhappy over Congress's passage of the Reclamation Act in 1902 
The Corps, a century older than the Reclamation Service, had both 
military and civil engineering functions. Military respo nsibilit ies in 

eluded constructing forts and supply lines and maintaining engi
neering instructional programs, while civil functions dealt with 
navigatio n improvement and flood control. It was in the civil realm 

that friction developed wi th the Reclamation Service, for the Corp:; 
viewed dams and hydroelect ric genera tion as impediments to nav 
igation. And flood control, it believed, could be best achieved 
through mass ive levee systems alone (that is, no dams), a strategy 

at odds with the Reclamation Service's desire for reservoirs th.it 
could hold water for agricultural and many other purposes. Even 
tually, as dam building became almost a nation al fad, the Corps soft 

ened its opposition to reservoirs and even began building dams and 
launching multipurpose projects (sometimes in uneasy cooperation 
with Reclamation ' s engineers).1° For the present and into the futun • 1 

however, the Corps was more nemesis than friend of the Reclama 
tion Service, a relationship worsened by competition betv..reen thr 
two agencies for congressiona l appropriations. 

More outspoken in thei r opposition to Davis •' s grand plan were 

lobbyi sts from the Imp erial Valley. Dav is considered their support 
essent ial, but at first they resisted tying their canal scheme to hi~ 
more complex, expensive, and, inevitably, controversial undertak 
ing. Nonetheless , they found it difficult to count er his logic about 

the relationship between flood contro l and security for a canal 
and the Imperial Valley. Without dams on the river1 the valley would 

T r . . .J .. - • . 1:- C'~i:Jtl• • T.,;,.uu,t(,r,tuf 

always remain vulnerab le to a repetition of the 1905 disas ter, a re

ality that residents could not push from their minds. "Each year ... 
whe n the river rose with the snow -melt in June," recalled William 
Warne, who as a youngster lived on a valley farm and wou ld later 
rise to prominence in federal and California water agencies, "the re 

was anxie ty that it would break into the valley again." Nor could 

valley residents ignore the suppor t for Davis ' s ideas coming in
creasingly from elsew here in Californ ia as booster organizations, 
chambers of commerce , and city governm ents discerned bene fits 
for themse lves in a major Colorado River project. Valley residents 
bowed to what seemed inevitable. In April 1922, following exten
sive engineering field stud ies under the direction of Davis, two 

Republicans fully in accord with their party ' s comm itment to cen
tralized planning-Congressman Phil Swing, whose const ituency 
included the Imperia l Valley, and Senator Hiram Johnson of Cali

fornia, the former Progressive governor -in troduced the Boulder 
Canyon, or Swing-Johnson , Bill. It called for a large dam on the 
lower river "at or near Boulder Canyon," a hydroelectric plant to 

genera te sufficient revenue to repay the cost of the dam, and an All
American Canal. 11 

It had taken tv..ro decades for Davis's ambit ion to merge w ith the 
Imperial Va11ey's wishes and create a powerfu l political engine for 

water development. But the struggle for the project had only be
gun, and Davis would not be around to oversee or take credit for its 
comple tion. Unable to fend off the Reclamation Service's critics he 

' 
was ousted from his job a year later, but his successor, Californ ian 

Elwood Mead, was equally committ ed to the undertaking and more 
adept at addressing the problems that had brought down Davis . 
Mead 's tenure as head of the newly rename d Bureau of Reclama
tion (1924- 1936) witnessed the bureau's emergence as the world's 

preeminent builder of mass ive water projects.12 

Tlte Colorado River Compact 

News of the Boulder Canyon Bill elated California ns but sent 
shock waves elsewhere thro ughout the American Southwest , es-
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pecially alarming the residents of the other six states in the Col

ora do River Basin-Wyoming, Utah, Colorado, New Mexico, Ari

zona , and Nevada. They greeted Congress's action with the same 

forebod ing with which Owens Valley settlers had received news of 

Los Angeles' s plans to acquire and take away their water. Deep re• 

gional fears of and dislike for California, current then and still alive 

and well in the West, were stirred. To many westerners California 

w as not only a lurid and morally corrupt society-with its Holly• 

wood flappers and st range ethnic mixture of Asians and midwest

erners and Italians, of Catholics, Jews, and Protestants-it was also 

a behemoth, the largest and fastest-growing state in the basin, and 

one supremely arrogant. It contr ibuted less water to the river (al 

most nothing) than any other state and yet had introduced legisla 

tion authorizing projects that essentially benefited only Califor• 

nia - the All-American Canal and a large dam regulating the flow 

so tha t California could take even more wate r. 
"The bill," com plained an Arizona leader, "appears to view thl' 

who le situation from a California standpoi nt." The other basin 

states wanted to expand their agriculture and attract more people 

and industry. They, too, wanted the ir own versions of Californin 

boom and economic opportunity , and they demanded big project~ 

of their own, pointing out that in some areas they faced an im 

pend ing wate r crisis that required immediat e attent ion. "The most 
serious prob lem that confronts us at this time," announced a Den 
ver official, "is the future water supply. Unless a construction pro 

gram is formulated ... that will bring to Denver and the agriculturnl 

communities surrounding it more water .. . any great future growth 

in Denver's population must be made at the expense of the ag1 I 

cultural communities surrounding it." 13 

The opposition to California and the Boulder Canyon Bill ha1 cl 
ened to the point of intrans igence only two months after the legiH 
lation was introduced when the U.S. Supreme Court handed down 
a long-awaited decis ion on water disputes between states. In 
Wyoming v. Colorado (1922), the court held that the doctrine of priot 

appropriat ion applied to sta tes recognizing that doctrine and shn1 
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J 
ing a _commo~ water source .t4 A principle that had earlier applied 
to residents within a state now applied to the states the I fi . . . . . mse ves: rst 
m time, firs~ I~ nght . Since all the Colorado Basin states recognized 
the appropnat1on doctr ine, the message of the Boulder Canyon Bill 

was clear. Passage of the measu re wo uld enab le C lif . . th · , a orrua to gam 
e lions share of the river's waters before anyone else, and thus by 
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the doctrine of prior appropriation severely limit growth elsewher e, 
especially in the upper Colorado Basin wher e isolat ion, longer w in• 

ters, and short er growing seasons meant slower development. 
Vigorous resistance to the bill led to a prolonged six-year battle 

that resulted in enactmenc of legislat ion only wh en California 

agreed to some major concessions that still limit the state's actions. 
The first was the Colorado River Compact, the earliest interstate 
com pact (or treaty) involving mo re than two or three states to be 
negotiated under the Cons titution's compact clause (Article I, Sec 

tion 10), and one that sparked numerous similar agreements on other 
rivers, though none would involve as many states or deal with al 

large an area or as complex a set of problems. Th e Colorado pactwa 1 

negotia ted in November 1922, dividing the river's waters between 
the upper and lower sections of the basin. Th is agreement fore 
saw the delivery of 7.5 million acre-feet to the upp er basin state• 
(\i\fyoming, Colorado , Utah, New Mexico) and a similar amount to 

the lower basin (California, Arizona, Nevada). In addi tion to this bn 
sic allocation, the lower basin could increase its share by an adch 
tional million acre-feet (presumed by the nego tiators to come from 
lower-basin t ributaries). 15 

The compact effectively suspended the law of prior appropn11 
tion between the two basins, thus sett ing aside a large por tion f>f 
the river's flow for the upper states unt il they were ready to use It 

In exacting the concession from California, the upper states had A 

powerful weapon in their control of key congressional reclamation 
commit tees where they threatened to keep th e Boulder Canyon l\111 
bottled up unless they got what they want ed. Their control Wnl 

good for only so much leverage, however. It did not give them 
sufficient advantage to force projects of their own into the Bould,,r 
Canyon Bill, since they lacked engineering studies-st udies that 
would take many years to complete -i denti fying specific projClll 
Californians, however , had th eir engineering reports, thanks to t'.U 

lier work by Arthur Powell Davis, as well as Davis's congressional 
testimony that a high dam in the Boulder Canyon area should prt 
cede construction anywhere else on the river. Also temperi ng th 

r r . . ,1,. ,,.~.1:~ c,..,.; .. ,.. r .. ;,, ... , ... tl, ,...,,,, 

upper basin's influence was the flood threat on the lower river. 

There was widespread fear that a dest ructive flood could occur at 
any time, and if one did, Congress would likely rush through the 
Boulder Canyon legislation with little heed to upper-basin objec
tions. Thu s, both sides found reasons to compromis e their differ
ences and agree to the Colorado River Compact. 

New, Players and New Battles 

California's acceptance of the compac t led to a second conces
sion. The catalyst lay in Arizona's as-yet unsatisfied need s and de
sires. The newly elected governor of Arizona and man y state lead

ers almost immed iately denounc ed the compact and repudiat ed 
their representative who had signed it. The fundamental problem 
was that while the compact suspended the law of prior appropria
tion between the basins, it did nothing about mo difying the law as 
it applied to the states within each basin. Of the three lower-basin 
states, this obviously did not bothe r California, wh ich had nothing 

to fear from its slower-growing neighbors. It could get Jegal claim 
to the water before they could advance a reasonable need for it. Nor 

did it alarm Nevada, since at that time those portions of its territory 
that could benefit from the Colorado River were quite small and 
the water needed for them was readily conceded by Arizona and 

California. Arizonans, how ever, viewed California as suspiciously 
as did the upper basin. The one person who did not wa s the Ari

zona representative at the compa ct negot iations , W. S. Norviel, 
who believed that California's "ultimate developm ent" was "defi
nitely well-known" and presente d no obstacle to Arizona 's future 
growth. 16 To his chagrin, he soon discovered that neither his fellow 

Arizonans nor Californians , for that matt er, shared his optimism. 
Norviel returned home from the compact negotiat ions to find 

that the new governor, a Demo crat, believed that the political issue 
of a lifetime had been dropped into his lap. George W. P. Hunt ac
cused Norvi el and his fellow Republicans of allowing their fascina
tion with central planning and intersta te schemes to overlook local 
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need s. He denounced them for failing to assess ade quately Ari
zona's fut ure water requirements and urged the state legislature to 

take no action on the compact until it had secured "accurate and ad 
equate informat ion." 17 When studies confirmed potentia l water 
and hydroelectric power uses not anticipated in either Arizona or 
California, he mounte d a campaign against the compact and the 

Boulder Canyon Bill, now amended to include the Colorado Riwr 

pact among its provisions. 
In early 1924 Governor Hun t's opposition became shrill and un 

compromis ing when he learned of a new and powerful com petitor 

for the Colorado River. William Mulhollan d showed up in Wash 
ington, D.C., and boldly anno unced to Congress: "I am here in thr 
interest of a domestic water supp ly for the city of Los Angeles." 1 

The city had earlier expressed support for the Boulder Canyon Bill 
in order to obtain some of the electricity to be generated at the hi~h 
dam on the river, but now Mulholland announced the city's intcn 
tion to get water as well. Indeed, he soon made it clear that he w,1M 

lobbying not only for Los Angeles but also for communit ies sent 
tered across the vast southern California coastal plain . 

The drought of the early 1920s that , as noted earlier, had sparkt·d 
Los Angeles 's renewe d aggressive purchases of land and watrr 

rights in the Owens Valley had also prompted interest in the Cc°,I 
orado River. Mulholland realized that tapping the Colorado wo11IJ 
require an extraord inarily expensive aqueduct and pum ping sys tem 
to lift the water over the high ridges separat ing the river from th 
coastal plain. He decided to persuade nearby communities to lwl1 
pay the costs, and to assure their receptiveness to the idea he war nrd 
of an imp ending "disastrous water shortage." His predic ted anivnl 
for the disaster varied from eight to ten to twelve years by the l.,t 
1920s (the earlier drought had ended in 1926), but few noted I h 

discrepancies , and in 1928 numerous communit ies joined to c1t111 
the Metropolitan Water Distric t of Southern California (MWI >) 
Creation of the new agency appreciably slowed Los Angeles's i,:r1 

graphic expansio n, since access to a reliable water supp ly sc lclo 

now required annexat ion. Earlier planning, noted a city water c 11 

U, ,A.,,,,.,f; ,.. c;,.,.;,,,., riuu,nl11111t 

ployee , "assumed that all the area in Los Angeles County , wi th the 
except ion of that north of the mo untains, would eventually be in 
the city of Los Angeles ." 19 Future planning envisaged a city smaller 

in size but still requiring enormo us volumes of wa ter to meet the 
expectations of those who believed Los Ange les ha d an almost un 
limit ed pot enti al for popu lation and industria l growth . Nor did the 
existence of the new agency mea n for decades to come any diminu 

tion in the city's influence over southland water policy. 
Not surprisingly, Los Angeles emerge d as the preem inent, though 

not absolut e, power in the MWD , largely through possession of the 
largest bloc of votes on the boa rd of directors. The init ial bill to cre

ate the agency sti pulated that a member comm unity's votes, as well 
as its share of imported wate r and project costs, wou ld be deter

mined by assessed property valuation . For Los Angeles , this would 
have meant possession of nearly 80 percent of the votes, water, and 
costs. Other potent ial members of MWD did not balk at the size of 
Los Angeles's financial burden or wa ter share (it was wide ly be

lieved that there wou ld be enough water for everyone into the fore
seeable future) but, fearful of being swallowed by the city, they 
refused the ir approva l unt il the enabling legislation capped Los An
geles' s votes at 50 percen t. That number meant that the city still 
had a formidable posit ion, since a member communi ty's votes ha d 

to be cast as a bloc, thereby requir ing Los Angeles to acqui re the sup
port of only one other member to pass most measu res. Moreover, 

its comm and of half the votes allowed it to block actions that it op
posed. For those measures requiring a two -thirds vote, the city's 
barrier to success was h igher, occasiona lly requiring compromise 
or abandonment of a proposa l. Los Angeles, howeve r, still held veto 

powe r over measures that it opposed . The city's votes, water share, 

and portion of the costs wou ld decline as new membe rs joined 
MWD, but for twen ty-five yea rs Los Ange les controlled half the 

votes.20 

Despite the city's imposing presence w ithin MWD , it con

sciously avoided the role of tyr ant, sometimes out of a desire to fos
ter unity on issues of greater impor tance to it and at other times to 
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disarm thr eats. In 1948, for example , when Los Angeles, because of 
uncertainty over the quant ity of water in the Colorado River, op
posed the admission of new MWD memb ers, an angry local com

munity had a bill introd uced in the state legislature requiring MWD 
directors to vote as individuals rather than as a bloc. The threat was 
enough for Los Angele s to drop its proposed ban, and in return, the 

biU to alter voting practice was quietly shelved . Also checking the 
city's authority and that of MWD were communit ies like Beverly 
Hills, Santa Monica, Burbank, Glenda le, and others that had inde
pendent groundwater supplies and remained aloof from the agency. 

Los Angeles' s desire, especially during the early years, to persuade 
these and enough other communit ies to join MWD in order to as
sure its success and to spread costs kept the city from trying to 
eliminate assessments based on property value and to substitute a 
flat water rate. That action, frequently demanded by city residents , 

would have reduced Los Angeles' s financ ial burde n but at the risk 

of frightening away current and potential MWD members whose 
costs wou ld have to be increased to cover what Los Angeles was no 
longer contributing. Such considerations tempered Los Angeles's 
autho rity, encouraging coopera tion, comp romise, and unanimous 
votes of the board on most issues, whi le still leaving the city the 
single most powerful influence on MWD (and hence on the coastal 

plain, for which MWD supplied water). 21 

M WD also obtained what Mulholland and other city leaders had 
provided for the Los Angeles Depa rtme nt of Water and Power com
missioners: insulation of th e board of directors from policies and 

popu lar control. In a cont inued application of Progressive Era con
cepts of strong administ ration by exper t-guided independent com

missions (southern California, it w ill be remembe red, had been the 
home base of Progressivism in the state), all membe rs were ap
pointed by the chief executive officer of the community that they 

represented ; none ever had to stand for election.22 

Thus armed with an efficient and powerful new vehicle for ac

quiring water, Los Angeles reaffirmed its alliance with the Imperial 
Valley and Bureau of Reclamation, redoubled its efforts on behalf of 
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the Boulder Canyon Bill, and propelled Arizona's Governor Hunt 
into frenzied attacks on the bill and compact. This new situation 

convinced many southwestern leaders that California had to be 
checked with something more than just the compact. Those in the 
forefront of such thinking were, as before, in the upper-basin states. 

Compromises and Enactment 

The emergence of Los Angeles as a major player in Colorado 
River politics and Arizona's intransigent opposition to the compa ct 
sent shudders throughout the upper basin. According to the terms 
of the compact, that agreement would not take effect until all seven 

basin states and Congress had ratified it. Arizona's strong oppo si 

tion made ratification impossible while at the same time inten si 
fying upper-state fears that a devastat ing flood on the lower river 
might stampede Congress into passing river-control legislation , 
With a regulated river and no compact, California could take aH 

much water as it wanted. To guard against such a calamity, the up 
per basin urged Congress to take two steps: (1) permit the pact tu 
become operative with the approval of only six states; and (2) re 
quire California to limit itself to a specific portion of the lower 
basin's allocation. The first action would assure protec tion of the 
upper states against California (six state legislatures, including thnt 
of California, had already ratified the compact), while the second 

would protect them against Arizona. 
The upper basin's reasoning was straightforward: so long as Ari 

zona refused to approve the compact, that state was not bound by 
the document's terms. Hence, if California should establish right 
to all (or nearly atl) the water allocated to the lower basin by the, 

compact, then Arizona , not subject to the compact's rest rictio1111, 
could obtain the water it neede d by simply establishing prior righu 
to the water of the slower-developing upper basin. The solution 111 

this problem, conclude d the uppe r states, lay with California. TIMI 

state had to be rest ricted so that enough lower -basin water remainrd 
for Arizona to develop without threatening the upper basin's sup 
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ply. As a leader from Colorado observed: ''The States of the uppe r 
basin much prefer a 7-State compac t, but they desire a compact of 
some kind, and with a provision under which ... California ... 

steps into the position of guarantor, so that the upper basin [states) 
would be reasonably assured ... they then could go ahead safely in 
developing their irrigation enterprises and taking water for domes
tic use." 23 

Congress , after prolonged and heated debate, finally in 1928 gave 
the upp er states what they wanted. It amended the Boulder Canyon 
Bill to autho rize a six-state compac t and to limit Californ ia to 4.4 mil
lion acre-feet plus no more than half of any surplus wa ter una llo
cated by the compact. Arizona applauded the idea of a limitation , 

but felt th e actual limitat ion imposed was inadequate and persist ed 
in its objections to the bill and to the compa ct. Congress made one 

last effort to promote peace by adding another amendment to the 
bill giving its prior approval to a specia l proposed lower-basin pact 
that would appo rtion: 4.4 million acre-feet and half the surplus to 

California ; 2.8 million acre-feet , half the surplus, and all the water 
in the Gila River to Arizona (the Gila was a Colorado River tribu

tary almos t ent irely within Arizona, which that state did no t wan t 
to share with anyone) ; and 0.3 million acre-feet to Nevada . This 
suggested sett lement would one day take on new meaning in the 
hands of the U.S. Supreme Court, but at the time neither Arizona 

nC?r California found merit in it. None theless, there were enough 
other inducements in the bill as amend ed for it to win the support 

of Californi a and all the other basin states except Arizona: provi
sions for a six-state compact; the California limitation of 4.4 million 
acre-feet plus half the surplus; a high dam on the lower river; and 
the All-American Canal. 

The bill contained one oth er major element that provoked sharp 
debate and threatened to undo the bipartisan coalition emerging in 
favor of the legislation. This was a provision stipulating that the 
dam's const ruction be paid for primarily from sales of hydroe lec
tricity. While advocates of public power wanted the federal gov 

ernmen t to build the generat ing plant and sell the power as a mea-
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sure of breaking the near monopoly (and undercut ting the high 

prices) of private power , others denounced such a possibility as so• 
cialistic or worse. They insisted that private industry alone be ac
corded that opportunity. Phil Swing, the bill's chief architect in 
Cong ress, finally forged a compromise by persuading combatants 
to leave the decision on who would install and operate the power 

plant to the Secretary of the Interior. 24 

At last Congress approved the bill in December 1928, the Senate 
by an overwhelmin g six-co-one margin (54 to 11) and the House by 
a substant ial majority of 167 to 122. In both chambers, Democrats 

joined with Republicans in almost equal numbers to back a mea• 
sure that, in promising jobs, water for cities and mo re farms, elim

inat ion of potentially devastating floods, and checks on California ' 11 

water ambit ions, seemed altogether warranted. Two months later, 
on March 4, 1929, the California legislature agreed to the limitation 
impos ed by Congress and not long afte r President Herbert Hoover 

declared the Boulder Canyon Act in effect.25 

Californians had finally gotten their much-sought legislation , al 
beit with some important restrictions attache d. Vlhen it came to 
water, they had clearly emerged as a powerful force both feared 
and courted in the West and even in Washington, where the Recla 
mation Bureau was ecstatic about the giant hydraulic works that it 
was charged with building and managing. The Secretary of the In 
terior added to those responsibilit ies in 1930 by authorizing the 

federa l government to build the hydroelectrica l generating facilitie11 
and, in a move to placate the advocates of both public and private 
power, to lease those facilities to a private firm (Southern Califor 
nia Edison) and a public entity (the city of Los Angeles). The two 

lessees would then generate electricity that they would sell to other 

private firms and public agencies (including themselves) for resale .~11 

The process was complicated, but it essentia lly put both publk 
agencies and private firms into the electricity business on the lower 
Colorado River. 

The Boulder Canyon Project Act, by authorizing the nation's fir11t 

great mult ipurpose project, marked the Reclamation Bureau's emer 
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gence as the might iest federal agency in the American West. In addi
tion, it was a sign, hardly noticed in the enthusiasm, of the Bureau's 
increasing inattention to its original mandate to promo te small fam

ily farms. 

The Imperial Valley and the Betrayal of Reclamation Law 

Evidence of something different in the Bureau's values was re

flected in its relationship (through the Inter ior Department of whic h 
it was a part) with the Imperial Valley following passage of the 
Boulder Canyon legislation. The new law resulted in Hoover Dam 
(built in nearby and bet ter-suited Black Canyon, rath er than Boulder 

Canyon, and the world ' s largest at its completion in 1935), which 
regulated the river and permitt ed const ruction of the All-American 
Cana l that began delivering water to the Imperia l Valley in 1942. 

That water, provided at subsidized rates (no interest was levied on 
the federal funds expended for constructing the delivery system) , 
stabilized the valley's irrigable area at about 440,000 acres and 
brought a measure of security and prosperity unknown before. It 

also helped fasten a landed elite onto the area . 
Even as the Boulder Canyon legislation made its lengthy and 

troubled journey th rough Congress, the Imperial Valley was under
going major change with the bulk of the irrigated acreage passing 

from small dirt farmers to a select group- absen tee landlords with 
holdings averaging betwe en 300 and 700 acres and some as large as 
3,000 acres. A combination of good water years and none of the dis

astrous floods as predicted helped produce millions of dollars in 
farm revenue. Those profits and the promise of a regulated river and 
the All-Amer ican Canal had attracted great sums of investment cap
ital from Los Angeles, San Francisco, and elsewhere. The financiers 

and speculators snap ped up small plots, transforming them into 
large-scale factory farms under managers who naturally sought to 
secure max imum returns on their investments . Most of the few 
farmers who did not sell out to handsome outside offers used the ir 

agricultural profits and expanded bank credit to enlarge their own 
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Hoover Dam in Black Canyon of the Colorado River was completed in 
1935. (Courtesy of US . Bureau of Reclamation) 

holdin gs, hire managers , and retire to the cooler temperatu res and 
comforts of the coasta l cities . That left the valley populated by 11 

handfu l of owners and operators at the top of the social pyram id 
and a large underclass of laborers, most of Mexican origin, who 
toiled for agribusiness by keeping the irrigation ditches open and 
bringing in the bountiful crops .27 

The Boulder Canyon Act had , however , provided the ReclanM 
tionBur eau with the means of breaking up the Imper ial Valley's co1 

porate estates. The act's benefits (Hoover Dam regulated the river, 
and the All-American Canal freed the valley from dependenc e on 
Mexico) theoretically subjected the area to the acreage limitation 

and residency requirements of reclamation law. Owners, in othrr 
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Hoover Dam at night. (Courtesy of U.S. Bureau of Reclamation) 

words, wer e not supposed to receive water for mo re than 160 acres 

and had to reside on the land or in the immediate vicinity. In 1930 
Northcutt Ely, execut ive assistant to Secretary of the Interior Ray 
Lyman \~/ilbur, stated that he could "see no thing to do but enforce» 
the law. That announcement immed iate ly made Ely the object of a 

vigorous lobbying campaign in which valley landowne rs argued for 
exemption, principally on the grounds that the area had been sub
stant ially developed before passage of the Boulder Canyon legisla
tion. Ely, w ithout benefit of a formal solicitor's ruling, now reversed 

himself and prepared a letter that Secretary Wilbur signed exempt-
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The All-American Cana( on its way through the California desert with 
water for the Imperial and Coache/(a valleys. (Courtesy of US. Bureau 
of Reclamation) 

ing the valley. That Ely's generosity did not go unrewarded became 
apparent shortly thereafter when he left office with the retiring 
Herbert Hoover adm inistration and became the Imperial Irrigation 
Distr ict's Washington attorney. His role and Wilbu r's letter subsc 
quently became the subject of debate and litigation, but their action 
had a profound impact by allowing concentrated landholding lo 

continue in the valley. Th ree decades later the average farm w,tN 

about 500 acres (some 200 acres more than the average farm hold 
ing nationwide by then) with some holdings ranging from 5,000 to 
9,000 acres. By then as we ll, the Imperial Valley was on its way to 

acquiring one of the highest poverty rates in the nation, with neatly 
90 percent of the farm personnel there (most of Mexican birth or 
parentage) classified as "lower class" in a study of social stratifl( 11 

tion in agricultural areas of the United States.28 So much for tho 
dream of irrigated sma ll farms and social reform in the Imperial 

Valley. 

T..T.,,l.,,..f;, C:nriPt'1 Triuml?Htlrtl 

Parker D~m and Lake_H~vasu on the Colorado River. (Courtesy of 
Metropolitan Water District of Southern California) 

New Water and Accelerated Urbanization 

The most profound impact of the Boulder Canyon legislation was 
on cities, rather than on farmers eith er large or small, and especially 

on south ern Califo rnia 's cities. Comple tion of Hoover Dam in 1935 
was followed a year later by a hydroe lectric powe r plant that began 

se~ding all the power generated to southern California. Eventually 
Anzona and Nevada contrac ted for limited amounts of power, but 
for years the only mar ket was in California. Even before the dam 
and power plant were constructed, the Metropolitan Water District 

of Southern California had taken steps to assure itself an aqued uct. 
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The Coachella Branch of the All-America11 Canal delivers water to more 
,Iran 50,000 acres in the Coachella Valley. (Counesy of U.S. Bureau of 
Reclamation) 

In 1931 the district' s voters by a margin of five-to-one approved a 

$220 million bond issue to finance the project, and two years later 
work began on a diversion dam near Parker.29 

Tha t proved too much for Arizona, still bitter over the Boulder 
Canyon Act and railing against California in the press and th e courts. 
A new state governo r, as uncompromising a foe of California as 
George Hunt had been, called in the militia to prevent any attem pt 

to anchor the dam to the Arizona side of the river. Only half in jest, 
the Los Angeles Times sent a "war correspondent" to observe the 
impending movement of . . . troops into this theater of war to pro-
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Contrast of desert and cropland in the Imperial Va/fey. (Courtesy of US, 
Bureau of Reclamation) 

tect the State of Arizona from invasion by all or part of the Stat,· nf 
California." An army of five soldiers coordinated movements with 
an "Arizona Navy" of two ferryboa ts as the governor announced to 

the world: "We may get licked in the affair, but we will go down 
fighting ." At th is point the Secretary of the Interior ordered cor1 

struction hal ted and moved the conflict into the U.S. Supremo 
Court, which sided w ith Arizona on the grounds tha t the Boulder 
Canyon Act had not specifically authoriz ed a dam at Parker. Wht•n 
Congress speedily remed ied that omiss ion in 1935, Arizona w,11 

forced to stand aside and construction resumed.30 

In June 1941 the first water reached the coastal plain throuHh 
MWD's 242-m ile-long aqueduct . Mulholland's "disastrous watrr 
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shortage" had failed to materia lize in the intervening years (and he 
had long since ceased to be a force, having resigned in late 1928 and 
died seven years later). His fears tha t Los Angeles and its neighbor

ing communit ies might lack ade quate supp lies seeme d unwar 
ranted. Th e new wa ter, like tha t earlier from the Owens Valley, ex- · 
ceede d current needs and helped underw rite a future of massive 
growth. But that, of course, had always been the dream of Mulh ol
land and the voters who regularly endorsed his projects-a water 

supply capab le of supporting the sustained growth of a great me
tropolis through the most severe of future droughts. At least as 

early as 1940 planners in the Los Angeles Departm ent of Water and 
Power concluded that the Mono extension essent ially freed the city 
from reliance on the Colorado. Not unt il the 1960s would the mem
ber comm unit ies of the MWD begin using all the Colorado River 

water brought through the mass ive system and even then Los An
geles took littl e of the supp ly. As late as the mid- 1980s the city had 
never taken more than 10 percent of the share to wh ich it was en
titled.31 Thereafter, however, as will be discussed later, a new com
bination of circumstances emerged to cast doubt on Mulholland·'s 

dream of a wa ter-secure Los Angeles. 
The availability of Colorado River wa ter beginning in the 1940s 

none theless had a profound psychological effect on city leaders and 
planners. It obliterated any sense of restra int about Los Angeles's 
capacity to absorb ever more peop le and industries . For surround
ing ' communities, the abundant new supply, including the vast 

quantity of wate r unneeded by Los Angeles and available to them, 
encouraged growt h otherwise not possible. The im pact could be 
seen throughout the sout hern California coastal plain where the 

wa ter and electricity arrived just in time to meet-and encour
age-the demands of the Second World War and postwar boom . 

Los Angeles's pop ulation almos t doubl ed to nearly 3 million be
tween 1940 and 1970, while that of the four coastal counties of Los 
Angeles, Ventura, Orange , and San Diego increased two and a half 

times to more than 10 million dur ing the same period . The growth 
in numbers accompan ied an equally impress ive expansion in man -
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Beverly (later Sunset) Boulevard at Sepulveda Canyon (upper left), Los 
Angeles, 1933. (Courtesy of UCLA Department of Geography Air Photo 
Archives) 

ufacturing (aircraft production, shipbuilding, hou sing constructi on), 
service industries (banking, gasoline stations, grocery stores, restau 
rants, and, especially after World War II, tourism) , and research and 
development centers (Rand Corporation in Santa Monica, the Jct 

Propulsion Laboratory in Pasadena)-all further stimul ated by ,10 

infusion of federal dollars, some $35 billion for California alono 
during the war years, 10 percent of the nationa l to tal and neaily 

60 percent of all federa l expenditures in the West. In addition, by 
the late 1980s the people of urban southern California, through w11 

ter and pow er charges, had contributed approx imately 76 perct'nt 
of the $351 million cost, including interest, of constructing and op 
erating Hoover Dam, with the Metro politan Water District of 
Southern California alone providing $96.4 million. Made heady oy 
the phenom enal transfo rmation, the Metropo litan Water Distrit t 
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The same location in 1969, with Sepulveda Canyon almost filled by 
Interstate Highway 405. The earlier nearly barren fti/{sides to the right 
are covered with houses surrounded by trees and other foliage. (Courtesy 
of UCLA Department of Geography Air Photo Archives) 

as early as 1952 officially proclaimed there was no limit to wha t it 
could accomplish . In the so-called Laguna Declaration it promise d 

all the water required "to meet expanding and increasing needs in 

the years ahead." 32 

The larger significance of California's Colorado River interlude 
was not lost on even casual observers . A state that contributed 

hardly a dro p to the river had, with th e help of the federal govern
ment , gained contro l of an eno rmous volume of water. Moreover, 
unlike Los Angeles's Owens Valley venture (especially as reflected 

in the roles of Joseph B. Lippincott and Fred Eaton), there was noth 
ing sinister or conspiratorial about the process , for it had been fough t 
out in the light of courtrooms, legislative halls, and public elections . 
It had resulted in restrictions on California as well as victories, 
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The intersection of San Vincente and Fairfax in Los Angeles, 19' ' 
(Courtesy of UCLA Department of Geography Air Photo Arc/11v1·\) 

though on balance th e victories were striking and helped ai11111r 

ifornia both preemine nce in economic hegemony over thr A 
can West and a formidable position in the nationa l and wmld 
omy. So, too, did another massive hydraulic venture in tht· ( 
Valley. 

The Central Valley Project 

C 
ALIFORNIAN S FROM the days of the gold 111~h 

dreame d of transfo rming the Central Valley In 
agricultural paradise. The hyd raulic miners hnd 
lenged that vision with the ir environmentally 11 

tive hoses that washed away entire mountains ides, but cwn 
their more abusive practi ces were outlawed, geologist!l ,11ul 
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I It,• same intersection in 1966. (Courtesy of UCLA Department of 
I ,~Ofl,raphy Air Photo Archives) 

, "'perts had concluded that sustained productivity in the valley 

vntild require major manipu lation of the state's waterscape. To 
tli,•m this judgment seemed reaffirmed by the lessons learned by 
I JOO from the collapse of the cattle and wheat dry-farming ven-

1111\'R, as well as from the generally poo r show ing of mos t mutua l 

w,1lcr companies and irrigation districts. 
l he Centra l Valley appe ared to be a geograph ical paradox. A phe

h• 111H.mally rich and broad alluvial plain, some 450 miles long and 
•II tu 70 miles wide, it was watered by streams draining the Sierra 
t~, v,1da on the east and the coastal ranges on the west . As specula
ho~, developers , farmers, and wou ld-be farmers saw it, however, 
ti \lure had shor t-changed the area. Precipitat ion was light and came 

1111111tly after the growing season had ende d. 
/\I Ro troubling was the runoff from rivers wh ich ordinarily ar-

1v1 din great floods and in uneven quantities in the valley's north-

111 and southern portions . The northern section, the Sacramento 
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Whitsett Pumping Plant, two miles above Parker Dam 011 l.,1A·r I l 
and the starting point of the Metropolitan Water District's C,,/111,1 l 
Aqueduct. (Courtesy of U.S. Bureau of Reclamation) 

Valley, contain ed a third of the land while genera ting tw11 It 
the water. At flood stage the swollen Sacramento Rivc1 1111d I 
utaries wreaked great havoc at Marysvi lle, Sacrament o, 111 

downstream communit ies, farms, and ranches. In the M111th 

tion, the San Joaquin Valley held most of th e land 111,d , , •Ill 
a sma ller volume of water, but that runoff could still 1,111 

property damage in the flood season. During the re~, 111 tl 
there was enough water to irrigate only a limited a11101111t 

along both the San Joaquin and Sacramento rivers bd111ri t 
streams met and then meandered through the dclt,1 111 
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Plllptying into San Francisco Bay. In unusually dry years, the delta 
ould be adversely affected, since saltv;rater from the bay moved 

11p11tream against the diminished curren t, crippling farming and 
ll11catening the new industria l and municipa l ventures along the 
l,,wer delta. 

11rogressive Era Promise and Disappointment 

' [ he flood threat in the Centra l Valley as well as othe r obstacles 

tl11oughout California to the creation of irrigated family farms and 
,., meet ing growing munic ipal needs seemed at first less formidable 
11 n result of the reforms initiated following th e election in 1910 of 
I togressive Republican Governor Hiram Johnson. Under Johnson' s 

I, .,dcrship, the legislatu re in 1911 ordered the gather ing of data on 
wide range of resources, including "water, the use of water , [and] 

w,1lcr powe r, .. . for the purpose of ... reforming the laws of this 
t He•." Three years later, in a referendum election, the public ap

p111vcd a new code asserting state sovereignty over water , giving 
11111oicipal water uses priority over agriculture and mining, and es

l~hltshing a state water comm ission and charging it w ith eliminat
lllH litigation over wa ter rights . As a first step in reducing the court 
Ii II tics, the comm ission required all appropriators to secure a state 

I'' 1mit for a specific quantity of water. 33 Earlier, individuals could 
I, 1 IIR little as post a claim on a river for any volume that struck their 

I 111 y, file a copy with a local recorder, and then try to resolve dis
p111rs with other claimants in court if not w ith weapons . 

Johnson and his Progressive followers also sought to promote ir-

1ly,,Hion and curb monopolists by breathing new life into the irriga-
111111 district concept. In charact eristic fashion, they significantly 
111, 11•nsed state supervision by making it virtually impossible for 
It ll dcts to be created or to issue bonds w ithout state certification 

In their economic soundness and promise of success .34 

'il Ill anothe r dramatic examp le of the Progressive emphasis on 
, 111 talized planning and conservation was renewed efforts at flood 

, 11111 ol along the Sacramento River. Major engineeri ng structures 
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The l\!Ietropolitan Water District's Colorado River Aqued11cl ,,,,1 I 
242 miles from Lake Havasu to its terminal point a'. L~kl! ~\ l,11l1 
near Riverside. (Courtesy of Metropolitan \Vater D1strtct of S11111l1 

California) 

began appear ing in the late 1890s, but the most significant devel
llpments occurre d after 1911 w hen the legislature created a state 

11.cclamation Board and vested it w ith author ity over all protective 
works in the valley. The Board then joined with the U.S. Army 
Corps of Engineers to implement a valley-wide plan-the Sacra
mento Flood Control Project- tha t laid out a carefully designed 
11ctwork of levees and bypasses to prevent floodwaters from mov-

11,g across the valley floor and creating havoc. Agricultural develop
ment boomed as the new levee sys tem was pushed into place, but 
1•xperts st ill sought the security that only a comprehe nsive plan 

, 11lling for large dams and mass ive reservo irs could provide.35 

even those fortunate eno ugh to obtain reasonab ly well
p1otected land and an assured water supply faced formidable ob-

t "cles. Such lands commanded premiu m prices that steadi ly 
lm·reased as the ir availability declined and demand went up in re
~ponse to population growth. Costs of produc tion also climbed as 
,, 1cflection of equipment purchases and land preparation- level

lllH, ditching , planting. For those who settled in areas, especially in 
1 lw San Joaquin Valley, whe re the only wate r in significant volume 
WnH undergro und, an added expense was the gasoline- or electric-
11 y-powered pump that became availab le by the late nineteen th 
, 1 ,,tury. This innovation proved a boon to agriculture, but its long

,, 1m blessings were mixed. From less than a million irrigated acres 
111 1900, such lands in the Central Valley expanded to about three 

ll111cs that area during the nex t four decades , though the adva nces 
l'lflcluced unwante d side effects.36 The cost of pumping increased 

the water table fell and farms faced the possib ility of exhausting 
lh1• underground aquifers. In some areas, the higher costs forced 

ti 11 nbandonment of fields, while in others the declining water table 
li,,d led by the 1920s to the death of native flora and great numbe rs 
,I 1mcient oak trees. Th e U.S. Reclamation Service hardly made a 
ltllt-rcnce when it first entered the valley. As Dona ld Pisani has 

luiwn, its projects we re few, sma ll-scale, and hampered by inade-
11mtc resources, oppos ition from large landowners fearful of the 
trit ) acre limitat ion, and confrontations with the Army Corps of 
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Engineers whose primary int erest was maintaining the navigabilit 
of the Sacramento River, not providing for irrigation. 37 

By the 1920s the dismal record of the Reclamation Service in 
the Central Valley and in California and the West genera lly had pro 
duced tens of thousands of bitterly disappointed farmers and 
would-be farmers . The Reclamation Act, viewed by many as tho 
most promising Progressive Era reform for combatting monopoly 
and promot ing the family farm, had failed on both coun ts. Nor had 
the Progressive reforms on the state level fared much better. Hirnm 
Johnson's water commiss ion, touted as the means for eliminating 

litigation over water rights, had been unab le to do so because of 
cour t challenges, inadequate funding, and insufficient power to en 
force its decisions. More promising at first were the improvement• 

to the irrigation distr ict and the changes that fol1owed. Greater stntCI 

control over district organiza tion and financing, together with in 
creased demands for specialty crops (intensified by boom ing agn 
cultural prices during World War I), improvements to the refrigcrn 

tor car, and revenues from distr ict hydroelectr icity sales thatreduet·d 
farming costs , led to rapid growth in new districts and irrigatrd 
acreage. The number of districts statewide increased from a hand 

ful in 1913 to nearly ninety by the late 1920s, whi le the land 
wa tered by these agencies mush roomed more than eightfold to 
1.6 million acres by 1930, increasing the state's total irrigated ai t'A 

to 4.5 million acres, the highest in the nat ion. "It seemed to nw, 
noted Frank Adams, head of the California Division of Irrigation 
"everyone wanted to form an irrigation district then." 38 The m1111 

ber of farms also increased (from about 73,000 in 1900 to more th 1111 

150,000 by 1935), while the average farm size dropped appreciably 
from just under 400 to slightly more than 200 acres during the sa 111<1 

period . 

Yet such figures, impressive as they were, did not mean signih 
cant advances for the family farm or setbacks for monopoly. Whllr 
the number of farms increased, the percentag e of land in larw r 
holdings not only remained high but rose dramatically. In 1920, for 
example, 60 percent of the land was in farms of a thousand acres , ,r 
more, and within fifteen years, the percentage had increased to 70, 
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Not only was more land being held by fewer owne rs, those own

ers were increasingly dictating water policy at the local level. Th is 
followed the revitalization of a practice first introduced in the late
nineteenth-century swamp land district: property -weighted voti ng. 
When deciding important issues, those district members with more 

land had more votes. In 1921 this princip le reemerged in a new kind 
of organization, the water storage district, a novel response to those 
large landowne rs desiring to construct and contro l local reservo irs. 
Unlike the one-man , one-vote requirement of the irrigation district, 

the water sto rage distr ict allocated votes on the basis of the value 
of an owner ' s holdings-in this instance, one vote for each $100 of 

assessed valuation. Within a year the Kern County Land Company 
and two other conglomerates had petitioned to create such districts 

in the San Joaquin Valley. The Kern County company, as an ex
ample, unsurprising ly brought off an election creating a 250,000-

acre distr ict in which it held almos t half the votes. 40 

Most large landowners were not inter ested, however, in spend

ing their own money for reservo irs of any app reciable size so long 
as there remained the possibility that the state and federal govern
men ts would do it for them. The power of that belief resulted in 
only nine water storage dist ricts being created in the next half cen

tury. The concept of proper ty-weighted voting, however , was an
other matter altogether. It readily appealed to the increasing num 

bers of big growers, resulting in the creat ion of a host of new water 
districts serving a variety of purposes. Many of them were estab
lished by special acts of the legislature, and all of them incorporated 
some form of property-we ighte d voting for important measures. 
At the same time, agriculture continued to concentrate in ever fewer 
hands . The numbe r of farms over a thousand acres increased their 

combined property from 17.6 million acres in 1920 to nearly 25 mi l
lion acres in 1945. That trend as well as the number of special dis
tricts accelerated even more dramatica lly in the decades that fol
lowed.41 Thus did the family farm and local democracy fade from 

the California countrysid e. 
The agricultural dep ression follow ing World War I, the cycle of 

floods and droughts , the mounting costs of operation, and the de-

241 

I 



dining water table took their toll, especially on the smaller farmers, 
who with increasing frequency lost their lands and fell into ten 
antry or migrated to the rapidly growing cities wit h their myriad 
job opportunities. The larger farms and great landow ners who had 
subdivided few, if any, of their holdings found it easier to survive 

and profit-by taking advantage of econom ies of scale and the avail 
ability of an inexpensive, mobile labor force to harvest the ir crop:,. 
They relied primarily on the Chinese in the late nineteenth century 

and then , after federal legislation forbade their immigration, the Jap 
anese until the Gentlemen's Agreement of 1907 -190 8 and the Im 
migration Act of 1924 barred their entry. In the 1920s they turn ed to 

Asian Indians, Filipinos, Mexicans , and Mexican Americans, with 
the latter two groups supplying 70 to 80 percent of the agricultural 

workforce by 1930.42 

Farming advanced in California during the early decades of tlw 
twentieth century, but there was always a tenuous qualit y about it, 
especially for those in the Central Valley and including even the largt· 
landowners. The big growers, as well as those with less acreage and 
those who only dreamed of securing a farm, sought the security of 

a comprehensive water program - a program that captured flood 
waters otherwis e going to waste at sea (later genera tion s would 
question this concept of "waste") and that only government could" 
afford to under take. Some at first worried that help from govern 

ment, whether based in Sacramento or ·washington, would restri( t 
their freedom of action, but they worr ied less about this in the fac1• 
of the mounting seriousness of the problems they confronted . 

Toward a State Plan 

The search for a comprehe nsive water plan for the Central V;il 
ley went back at least to 1856 when the California surveyor gencr,11 

called for a "system of reclamation ... for the whole State whcrr 
required ."43 Thereafter, othe rs echoed that theme and both the st/llr 
and federal governments launched investigations, with the massivr 

studies of state engineer William Hammond Hall graphically d1· 
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tailing th e problems. No one advanced a substantive proposal until 
1919 when increased populatio n and heightened difficulties in the 

valley and delta prompted Rober t B. Ma rshall to publicize a dra
matic plan. A highly respected former member of the U.S. Geolog
ical Survey, he had spent years surveying the topography of Cali
fornia. He drew on that knowledge to design a bo ld project tha t 

promised something for every major part of the state. His "Marsha ll 
Plan" called for a large dam on the upper Sacramento River and two 
aqueducts for varying distances on either side of the Centra l Valley 
to reclaim vast sections of the Sacramento and especially San 

Joaquin valleys from their current wa terless or low-water condi
tions, to provide water to San Francisco Bay cities, to improve the 
navigability of the Sacramen to River, and to prevent saltwater in

trusion into the delta. For southern California, the project would di
vert the Kern River to Los Angeles and the south coast by way of a 
tunne l throug h the Tehachapi Mountains. Some 12 million acres 

would be reclaimed in the Centra l Valley as well as in neighbo ring 
Santa Clara, Livermor e, and Concord valleys, while Los Angeles 
would receive four times the volume of water then arriving through 
the Owens aqueduct. Revenue for the vast scheme would come 

from the sale of water and electricity gene,rated at state power 
plants erected along the system. 44 

Despi te its promise of something for nea rly everyone, Marshall's 

pla~ failed to gain approva l either in the legislature (where in 1921 
it passed the senate but failed in the assembly) or in three modified 
versions tha t went on the ballot as init iatives and were rejected by 
voters in 1922, 1924, and 1926. Nor did Marshall , who harbored 

ambitions for a state senate seat, help matters by flip-flopping on 
his own plan, opposing the 1922 initiative, favoring an identical ini
tiat ive two years later, and then returning to the opposit ion in 1926. 
To a great extent , Marshall's plan became a victim of its huge price 
tag (estima ted by Marshall himself to be as much as $800 million) 
and of nationwide agricultural surpluses in the 1920s tha t mad e any 

increase in farmland seem senseless. The depressed crop prices also 
aroused opposit ion among the more successful irrigation districts, 
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which feared a decline in their land values if more acreage beca 
available. The most intran sigent critics were private power fir 
angry over the provision for state power plants which they d 
nounced as "sovietization. 11 While strong support for the idea cam 
from Progressive Republicans (including significant financial con 
tributions from such Progressive stalwarts as Rudolph Spreckel 
William Kent, and John R. Hayne s), the influence of Progresslv111 
waned on some issues in the mid-1920s and then after 1930 as they 
came to constitute a minority among the increasingly more con 
servativ e Republicans who domi nated the legislature. Even with th 

aid of moderate Repub lican governor William Stephens , they found 
it exceedingly difficult to counter the vigoro us oppos it ion from 
Pacific Gas and Electric and South ern California Edison as w ell n 
those criticizing Marshall's plan on other grounds .45 

Also joining the naysayers were professiona l engineering group 
w hich believed tha t Marshall had failed to collect ad equa te data on 
storage sites. Another concern was the north 's fear that it mil{ht 

someday need the water sent south. Los Angeles 's pummeling nf 
the Owens Valley and retaliatory dynam ite attacks on the aquedul t 

during the 1920s had raised a specter that no north erner wanted re 
peated on a statewide scale . To many , th e most serious drawbat k 
was riparian law. The holde rs of riparian rights along Central V,i'I 

ley streams, it was feared, could delay, if not prevent altogethe r, th 
large-scale wa ter transfer envisaged in the plan. 

D uring the next decade, several developments combined to 

overcome the major obstacles to a compre hens ive water plan. 1 hct 
mo st troublesome involved riparian law . California courts, it w ill 

be recalled, had broadened the doct rine to permit riparians (thot1t' 
who owned prope rty adjacent to a river) to engage in irrigation 1111 

long as they recognized that all riparians on the same stream pc,11 

sessed a similar right. As a practica l matter, this mean t that ripari 
ans had reciprocal righ ts and an obligation to use water reasonably 
wi th respect to one anothe r. The problem was tha t riparians insis tt•tl 

they had no obligation to be reasonable - that is, avoid was teful 
practices - in their dealings with appropriators on the same stream 
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(Appropr iators , it will be remembere d, ordinarily lived some dis
tance from the rivers w hose waters they used unde r the law of ap

propriation. ) In 1926 t he state supreme court in Herminghaus v. 
Southern California Edison agreed wi th them. Riparians, announced 
the court, could not be deprived of their rights to a river's flow, in
cluding floodwa ter, even if they used the water was tefully. The de

cision effectively preven ted appropriators from building dams on 
rivers claimed by riparians and trapp ing the floodwa ters absolute ly 
necessary for new development at some distance from the streams , 

or for recharg ing distant and declining unde rground aquifers. 46 

The ruling shocked the public into h owls of protest which cul

minated in 1928 with a popularly voted initiative amen ding the 
state constit ution and proh ibiting any "w aste or unreasonable use" 

of wa ter. The '' rocking chair" theory of riparian righ ts was gone; ri
parian owners could no longe r just sit by an adjo ining wate r course 
and, even though not using it, claim a right to its undiminished 
flow. To survive a challenge from an appropriato r, a riparian had to 

put water to "reasonable beneficial use." Debate would cont inue on 
the meaning of "reasonable" and "beneficial," but the amendmen t 
removed a significant hurdle to statewide wate r planning and es
tablished a principle that legal expe rts agree remains "the centra l 

theme of modem Californi a water rights law." 47 

Anticipa ting approva l of the amendment, the legislature dur ing 

the previous year authorized che state to establish water rights in 
its own name-to the floodwa ters that it intended to trap-and 
absolved the state of the requirement to diligently use the water in 
order to maintain it s rights. In this way, the state could acquire and 

hold on to rights until its projects were constructed. As for north
ern California's fear of a repetit ion of the Owens Valley inciden t on 
a statewide scale and its wish for assurance that it could someday 

get back wate~ sent south, the legislature responded in 1931 w ith 
the coun ty -of-origin law, a statute applying only to appr~priations 
for the state project and stipu lating that counties could retain water 
rising w ith in their boundar ies if needed at any time in the futu re. 48 

Not everyone - north or sou th -fe lt comfortab le w ith the law, and 



many que stioned its constitutionality, but it help ed win the sup• 
port of some who otherwise would hav e resisted a statewide plan. 

Two remaining major obstacles to a comprehe nsive program for 
the Central Valley were engineer ing data and cost. These difficul
ties were partly overcome in 1931 when State Engineer Edward 
Hyatt unveiled a plan that, while still impressive, was considerably 
scaled back in comparison to Marshall's propo sal. The Hyat t price 
tag was est imated at $500 to $600 million ($200 to $300 million less 
than Marshall's) and the engineering requirements were fewer and 
better detailed. During the decade following the legislature's rejec
tion of Marshall's plan in 1921, both the state and federal govern• 

ment s had collected and analyzed great quan tities of data on state 

water resources and needs. The proposal that Hyatt released in 
1931, christe ned the "State Water Plan" (not to be confus ed with the 
State Water Project launched nearly three decades later), required 

Californians to shoulder the bulk of the cost, but there would also 
be contribut ions from Washington for thos e aspects which involved 

federal responsibility: flood cont rol and navigation improvement. 4
'' 

Stripped to it s essentials, the Hyatt proposal , like Marshall's, 

called for: (1) a major reservoir on the Sacramento River (at the 
present-day site of Shasta Dam) to store floodwaters; (2) regulated 

releases to improve navigability along the lower Sacramento and to 
prevent saltwater intrusion in the delta, while also providing addl 
tion al fresh water for the growing cities, indust ries, and farms along 
the southe rn delta; (3) an interconnected canal and reservoir system 
for taking the Sacramento River wate r, which had been stored be
hind Shasta Dam and slowly released, out of the delta and down 
into the much drier San Joaq uin Valley; and ( 4) an aque duct from 
the Colorado River to the southern California coastal plain. The en

tire undertaking , as in the Marshall Plan, was to be paid f?r by wa 

ter and power sales. 
Almost imm ediately, however, the proposa l was modified in one 

importa nt particular. Since southern Californians had already taken 

steps to secure Colorado River wa ter on their own and feared that 
involvement with the state wou ld unnecessarily delay and compli 
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cate their plans, they asked not to be included in any future under 

taking. With the absence of southern California, Hyatt's so-called 
State Water Plan autom atically became essentially a Central Valley 
project, transferr ing water from the northern Sacramento Valley to 
the San Joaquin Valley. 

American Political Culture and the Central Valley Project 

The release of Hyatt 's plan coincided with the most severe eco
nom ic catastrophe in American hist ory, the Great Dep ression of 

the 1930s. Th at crisis had profound consequences for American po
lit ical culture generally as well as wate r policy and projects both 
na tionally and throug hout the West. Measured by the numbe r of 

people thrown out of work, businesses destroyed, banks made in
solvent, farms and homes lost throug h foreclosure, tenants evicted 
from the land, city dwellers thrown onto the streets, and overall so
cial misery, the depression of the 1930s was unprecedented , far sur

passing the panic of the 1890s, unt il then the greatest financial de
bacle experienced by the coun try. On that earlier occasion, 
Democrat ic President Grover Cleveland 's failure to respond w ith 
effective countermeasures to the crisis or to address boldly other 

· social problems long building in the rapidly urbaniz ing and indus
trializing nation had led to strong popular rejection of him and his 
party. The repu_diation was so overwhelm ing that it shifted the 

country 's polit ical balance of powe r over to the Republicans until 
the 1930s, as voters rallied around that party's traditional commit
ment to strong and active government , cent ralized planning , and 

Progressive Era reforms. The party secured such a tight lock on the 
White House that it surrendered only to Democ rat Woodrow \1/il
son (also a reformer and believer in an activist central governmen t) 
during the next four decades .50 

The eruptio n of the Great Depression found a Republican as Pres
ident, Herbe rt Hoover , who was soon reaping the same public scorn 
for inact ion earlier heaped on Demo crat Cleveland . Hoover actu
ally did much more to combat the economic emergency facing him 
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than Cleveland had done years before, buc in the public's view he 
failed to do nearly enough. Voters summarily rejected him, as they 
had Cleveland, and in the election of 1932 placed their confidence 
in Franklin D. Roosevelt's promise of a New Deal for all Americans. 
Thou gh a Democrat, Roosevelt, like the Progressive Republicans of 

an earlier era, pledged to bring the full author ity of the national 
government to fight ing the depress ion. Once in office, he orches
trated the passage of a panop ly of laws and the creation of a mult i
tude of agencies aimed at providing relief, recovery, and reform. 

The staggering volume of activity made earlier Republican efforts 
seem minuscule by comp arison and prompted widespread public 
percept ion that Democrats had replaced Republicans as champions 

of centralize d planning and a strong, activist government . There was 
much truth in the popular percept ion, for profound readjustme nts 
had been taking place in Amer ican politi cal culture that were pro

ducing reverberat ions throughout the nat ion. 
To a great extent, the readjustments reflected changes in empha

sis rather than a comple te repudiatio n of earlier values. Whig/Re• 
publican ideology had alw ays been sensit ive to the needs of busi
ness , viewing che creation of a nationa l environme nt favorab le to 

investment and industrial development as a major responsibility of 
the cent ral governmen t. Thus, Republicans of the early twentie th 
century, like th eir nin eteenth -century predecessors, advocate d pro
tective tariffs and internal improvements like highways, canals, and 

wa ter projects as legitima te activities of governme nt . During the 
Progressive Era, though th eir record on suffrage and their policies 
towa rd ethnic minorities were badly flawed, they also had an es

pecially sensitive social conscience. It emerged forcefully in reforms 
like those providing for wor kers' compensation, publicly owned hy
droelectric plan ts to assure fair rates and serve as a check on the so
called power trust, and pur e food legislation, just as thei r moral val
ues had earlier found expression in demands that blacks be &eed 

and given civil rights. 
Durin g the 1920s, however, as business flourished and as the na

tion's cities filled with hundreds of tho usands of immigrants from 

southern and eastern Europe, Republicans increasingly came to be
lieve that the promotion of business and restriction of immigration 
(Whigs/Republicans had always frowned on the cultural baggage 
of newcome rs) were the only really important funct ions of an ac
tivist governmen t, w ith business far and away the more impor tant 

of the two. In practice, such th inking led to the elimination or nonen
forcement of numerous regulations hampering business in its search 
for profits; repudiation of the earlier Progressive suppo rt for public 
power (as had already begun in the struggles for the Boulder Canyon 

and Cent ral Valley projects); and oppos ition to government at the 
national level assuming responsibility for social prob lems like un
employm ent and welfare. Relief for the unemploy ed and destitute , 

according to Republicans, even in times of severe economic dislo
cation, should be provided through voluntary efforts, charitable or
ganizations, state and local governments, and by the affected indi
viduals them selves who, it was believed, often merely had to work 

harder to retain and advance in their jobs. Thus, when it came to 
programs on behalf of the general public, Republicans, on the eve 
of the Great Dep ression , had begun taking over and espousing the 

old Democratic principle of laissez- faire-a principle that re
stricted Herbert Hoover's ability to move effectively against the 
economic catastrophe that greeted him .51 

T he Demo crats, meanwhi le, had been moving towa rd the ear

lier Whig/ Republican preference for a strong , activist government, 
but in the spirit of their traditional mood of distru st of powerful 
busine ss interests. Cautiously at first in the indust rialized states 

(New York, Illinois) from about 1910 on , and at the nationa l level 
during the administration of Wood row Wilson (1913- 1921), and 
then dramatically in respons e to the upheaval of the 1930s depres
sion, they abandoned their tradition al laissez-faire stance and trans

formed the federal government into a vigorous engine for large
scale, centralized planning and reform. They found a powerful 
const ituency in the genera l American public ha rd hit by the de
pression, and especially among the Jews, Italians, Russians, Poles, 

Greeks, Czechs, Slovaks, and other new immigrants suffering from 
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mass unemployment and who had also been alienated by the Re 
publicans' anti-immigration legislation of the 1920s. Followin& 
FDR1s election in 1932, the Democrats solidified the ir support 
among voters with a barrage of laws regulating busin ess; providin& 
workers with jobs, the right to bargain collectively, and minimum 

wages; and assuring relief and Social Security bene fits to the un 
employed, sick, and elderly.52 

The cataclysm of the Great Depression did not cause the Demo 

crats or Republicans to abandon altogether their tradi tional goal~, 
but , rather, to make a shift in tactics.53 Democrats remained firmly 
wedded to the Jeffersonian/Jac ksonian ideals of individual freedom 
and protection of civil liberties , but they now saw the safeguard ing 
of those freedoms in a strong, activist cent ral government that could 
assure citizens a decent standard of living. Similarly, Republicans 
continued to stress the old vVhig emphasis on government support 

for national economic development (through tar iffs, highways, wa 
ter projects, and the like) and friendliness toward business. Thus 
they now identified such support with greater laissez-fa ire and less 
government activity of any sort , especially when it came to the reg• 
ulation of business, the promotion of pub lic hydroelectric power 

ventures that competed with private business, and the support of 
social welfare programs. 

Still, whenever broad political shift s occur, there are those whose 
values and tactics cause them to harmonize uneasily, and frequently 
not at all, with the new majorities in their political parties. Some 
Democrats looked suspiciously on novel federal programs that they 
believed restricted individu al freedom, undermin ed traditional la• 
bor relationships, and encouraged minority bloc voting and clai,11 
warfare. They often hid behind the banne r of states' rights and 
sided with Republican opponents of some New Dea l programs. 

Similarly, many Republicans refused to abandon their Progressive 
ideals, which they now believed flowered in the New Deal policic11 
of FDR. 

This possibility for party labels to mask a range of politica l be• 
liefs became especially pronounced in California where a system 
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known as ucross-filing11 (enacted in 1913 during the Progressive Hi

ram Johnson administration) allowed a candidate to become the 
nominee of more than one political party for the same office. Can
didates who won the primar ies of both major political part ies could 
count on almost certain victory in the general elections. Such a sys
tem downplayed the importance of party labels wh ile enhan cing 

the value of name recognition, a considera tion that worked to the 
advantage of incumbents . Though Democrats established a three 

to-two voter registration edge over Republicans during the depres 
sion, Republicans, the longtime incumbents in most elective posi
tions, proved more adept at manipulating the cross-filing system 
and maintaining their control of the nominat ing process of both par

ties. They were aided immeasurably by a state press that was over
whelming ly Republican and by unofficial party associations (espe
cially the California Republican Assembly, founded in 1934) that 

united local groups behind specific candidates . 
With the exception of one four-year period (1939- 1943), Repub

licans cont inued to control the governorship, as they had since the 
1890s, and did so for three decades after the depression's onset. A 

Democratic landslide in 1958 finally led to the elimination of cross
filing the following year. Throughout the same period, Republicans 
outnumber ed Democrats in the state senate and fell beh ind in the 
assembly only for six years (1937-1 943). Such success tended to 

produce Republican officeholders who (while generally to the right 
of their Progressive predecessors) carefully avoided emphasizing 
their Republicanism before a largely Democratic electorate, who 
tended to be pragmat ic rath er than political ideologues 1 and whose 

positions on resource development and other issues frequently 
made party loyalty a matter of secondary importance. 54 

The realignment within American polit ical culture during the 
depression formed the new context in which water projects and 

policy generally were worked out during the next half century . It 
was a culture in which the two major parties could, despite their 

different positions, unite on the need for massive water projects 
and sometimes reach a com promise on such issues as public power, 
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acreage limitation, and ult imate own ership of the projects. Withl 
California, it was also a culcure shaped by the peculiarities of crosa 
filing (so long as that system remaine d in place) and by sharp re, 

gional differences over water policy that frequently cut across party 
lines and pitted the more humid north against the arid south. Signa 
of these changes had already emerged before the depression, hut 
with that economic catastrophe and during the decades that fol 
lowed, the new alignment of values and strategies moved forcefully 

to the forefront, nowhere more graph ically than in the struggle over 
the Central Valley Project. 

From State 10 Federal Project 

In 1933, two years after State Engineer Edward Hyatt had releai;cd 
his Central Valley plan and with California and the nation in tho 
depths of the dep ression, the state legislature endorsed the Central 

Valley Project (and $170 million in bonds for construction of initial 
units). Though the margin of victory in the senate was narrow (two 
votes more than the majority needed), the assembly overwhelm 
ingly approved the measure by a tally greater than five to one .5S 1 ho 
affirm ation reflected the project's relatively low estimated coHt, 

compelling engineering studies; a severe drought that had gripped 
California since 1929 and would continue unt il 1935; the need for 
hydroelectricity for the state's farms, cities, and manufacturers; tho 
promise of fresh water to combat saltwa ter intrusion and to mrct 
the urban, industrial, and agricultural needs in the delta area; and 
the assurance of jobs that the project wou ld create for the uncm 

ployed (20 percent of the state's popula tion was on relief), a con 
sideration that caused the earlier concern about a glutted agricul 
tura l market to pale by compariso n.56 

Nonethe less, approval had not come easily. Though voters nn 

tiona lly were evicting Republicans from office in wholesale num 

bers, the party in California, primarily through cross-filing and 
avoidance of extremes, would maintain control of the governor'• 

mansion and both houses of the legislature for most of the 193011, 

1940s, and 1950s. In 1933, the Republicans overwhelmingly out
number ed the Democrats in the legislature- nine to one in the sen
ate and mor e than two to one in the assem bly. With few exceptions 

the Republican majority, and some Democrats as well, resisted at
tempts (coming primarily from a handfu l of Progressive Republi
cans) to incorporate meaningful public power provisions into the 
Central Valley Project (CVP) Bill. Many objected to public power in 

principle, while others favored it, but not at the risk of getting the 
water project bogged down in a controversy with private power. 
Both groups did an about-face only when confronted with disturb 

ing news from Washington . Depressed economic conditions made 
it abundantly clear to all that only the federal government could af
ford to purchas e the construction bonds or otherw ise provide fund
ing for the CVP. When New Deal administrators learned that the 
California legislature planned to enact a bill without adequate pro

vision for public powe r, thei r message was clear: no public powe r, 
no federa l help. The result, in the wor ds of one state senator, was 
"a complete capitu lation to .. . public ownership." 57 

For the legislators, including the Republican majority, the shift 

came quickly because of their conviction that the project was far 
too impor tant for California agriculture and business recovery gen
erally to sacrifice on behalf of any single interest. Besides, so far as 
public pow er was concerned, the Republican Herbert Hoover ad

ministration had earlier (in 1930) made an important concession by 
allowing public agenc ies as well as private firms to sell electricity 
gene rated at Hoover Dam. In July 1933 Republican state legislators 
joined with Democrats to approve a CVP bill containing strong pub

lic power provisions by a vote of twenty-th ree to fifteen in the sen
ate and fifty-eight to eleven in the assembly. Thoug h a majority in 

both parties supported the legislation, a sizable portion of Republi
cans in the senate (about 40 percent of those vot ing) and a smaller 

numb er in the assembly (16 percent) registered dissent. The Dem
ocrats, as well, had some naysayers , but only one in the senate (out 
of a total of four who voted) and just three in the assembly (of the 

twenty who voted) , though their percentage of negative votes in 
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the assembly (15 percent ) was similar to that of the Republicans 

(16 percent) . Analyzed by region, the tally revealed that the 
strongest support came, not surprisingly, from Central Valley dele
gates in both houses of the legislature. A similarly strong endorse
ment came in the assembly from north ern represen tat ives (above 

the Tehachapis ) as well as those from the sout h, but in the senate 
the two regions only barely approved the project. 58 Thus, the mea
sure had bipartisan and no rth -south suppo rt, but among Republi

cans and in both regions there were a significant number of dis
senters. Still, a Centra l Valley Project Bill had finally been passed, 
and the legislature sent the measure to the governor who promptly 
signed it into law. 

The struggle renewed almost at once, this time statewide . 
Warned that private power plann ed to strike back with a referend um 
campaign, Republican Governor James Rolph sought to deflect the 
threat by announcing publicly his strong support for the Cent ral 

Valley Project: "If any special interests try to block this measure or 

delay it in any way, I am prepared to fight them to the last ditch of 
my executive authority." 59 He said nothing about the public power 

provisions in the new legislation , a reflection of his hope that , by 
not mentioning the matter, private power might back off. 

Rolph's strat egy failed. Under the vigorous leadership of PG&~:, 
opponents collected 85,000 signatures in less than two months and 

forced a referendum election. Southern Californians (excluded from 
the project as they had reques ted) also joined the opposition on thr 
grounds that they objected to being taxed to help the north. More 

over, no projects for the south meant no jobs for residents there 
Southern California's large orange-growing establishment, fearful 
that additional water wou ld accelerate citrus product ion in the val 
ley, slammed the proposal because of the competition it th reatened 

to encourage. Rolph and Republican advocates of the CVP contin 
ued to emphasize the state's need for the project , with most sayinK 
little or nothing about power. Yet those suppor ters in the Demo 
cratic party (as well as the Progressive Republicans comm itted to 

public power) underscored the law's hydroe lectricity provisions Ill 
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add ition to its other benefits, a stance taken as well by the Grange , 

the League of Municipalities, and organized labor. Proponents also 
stressed that the CVP was a "rescue project," designed not to bring 
new lands into production but to save acreage already developed 
and threatene d with dest ruction by drough t and the depletion of 
groundwater supplies .60 

In December 1933 voters susta ined the Central Valley Project, 
but the margin of victory was slim (33,600 votes out of more than 

900,000 cast), owing to Los Ange les Co unty's two-to-one opposi
tion. In the north, nearly 70 percent of the voters in the counties 
surround ing San Francisco Bay suppo rted the project , while all but 
one of the twenty-seven Central Valley counti es approved it. Not 

surpris ingly, the San Joaquin Valley registered overwhelm ing en
thusiasm, delivering a five-to-one endorsement . Madera, Kings, 
Kern, and Tulare counties each returned a favorable vote greater 
than fifteen to one, and in Tulare County, where the declining wa

ter table had become especially hazardous, it reached thirty-thr ee 
to one. 61 

The victory at the polls did not guarantee the Centra l Valley Proj
ect . Power and wate r revenues w ere supposed to pay for it, but first 

the bonds had to be sold to build the dams, canals , and powe r plants. 
Because of the worsening economy, California leaders did not even 

try to market the bonds but , as they had already antic ipated doing, 
hurried instead to Washington for help. They had all along expected 
federal aid for flood control and navigation improvement1 and had 
hope d that Washington would purchase the bonds or even provide 
interest-free loans or an outr ight grant for much of the construc

tion. Now they asked the federal governm ent to shoulder the ent ire 
burden. 

President Franklin D. Roosevelt , open to almos t any proposal 

that would create jobs and soften the depression ' s harshness , 
proved sympathetic. In 1935 he released emergency relief funds so 
tha t construction could begin, stipulating that the allocation was 

made "in accordance w ith the reclamation laws. " Two years later, 
after a brief scrap with the Army Corps of Engineers, wh ich sought 
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the Cent ral Valley undertaking for itself, he secured forma l con

gressional approval for the Reclamation Bureau to take over the 
project.62 Thus what had started as a state undertaking now be
came a federal project, delighting the Reclamation Bureau, which 
was still heady from its gains in the Boulder Canyon Act. The 

change was to have profound consequences not only for the Cen
tral Valley but also far beyond California ' s borders . 

A Project at Last 

The federal takeover assured realizat ion of the Centra l Valley 
Project, bu t its completion came slowly, piecemea l, and often with 

bitter clashes over policy that linger into the present. In its essen
tials, the project by the early 1950s consisted of several major dams 
to control floods, prevent saltw ater intrusion into th e delta, improve 

navigation on the lower Sacramento River, and provide irriga
tion water: Shasta and Keswick dams on the Sacramento and Fol
som Dam on the American River, all of which would capture flood 
waters and release them when needed into the Sacramento Valley's 

streams for irrigation; and New Melones Dam on the Stanislaus 
River and Friant Dam on the San Joaquin. (Folsom and New Me
Jones were later addit ions to the original CVP, built by the Army 

Corps ofEngineers in 1955 and 1978, respectively, and operated by 
the Reclamation Bureau.) In addition, it included four principal 
canal systems moving water in several directions for different pur
poses: the Tehama-Colusa Canal bringing water down into a sec

tion of the northern Sacramento Valley, on the west side; the Del ta 
Cross Channel and Contra Costa Canal to impede saltwater intru 
sion into the delta and provide water for the farms, cities, and indus
tries of the delta area; the Delta Cross Chann el and Delta -Mendo ta 

Canal for moving water into and through the San Joaquin Valley; and 
the Friant-Kern and Madera canals serving irrigation needs in the 
San Joaquin Valley with runoff collected at Friant Dam from the 

Sierra Nevada. When completed, the Centra l Valley Project con
sisted of 20 dams and reservoirs and 500 miles of canals for man-
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Shasta Dam and Lake Shasta on the Sacramento River near Reddinp., 
California, are the major northern components of the Central Valley 
Proiect. (Courtesy of U.S. Bureau of Reclamation) 

aging 9 million acre-feet of water supporting 2.5 million city 
dwellers

1 
3 million acres of farmlan d1 and a vast array of fish nnd 

other wildlife. In addit ion, it generated 5.6 billion kilowa tt hours of 
electricity annually at eleven power plants for some 2 million peoplr 
receiving $34 million in power sales to help pay for the project. 

Work on the Centra l Valley Project began in 1937 with the fi111t 

power available for sale in 1944. Delivery of water to the San Joaquin 

Valley took even longer 1 not arriving until 1951 thro ugh the Dch11 
Mendota Cana l, some fourteen years after the Reclamat ion Butcnu 

h ad begun constr uction and had expe nded nearly a half billion fril 
eral dollars, mo re than two and a half times the $170 million autho r 
ized by the state in 1933 and a gigantic infusion of federal mo1wy 

into the state econo my. In part , the delays and high costs we re du11 

Delta Cross Channel near \'(fa/nut Grove, California. Water is diverted 
from the Sacramento River through the Delta Cross Channel into Snod
grass Slough. It then flows through natural channels to the Tracy Pump
ing Plant where it is lifted into the Delta-Mendota Canal and sent south. 
(Courtesy of US. Bureau of Reclamation) 

to sho rtages of materia l and personn el following America's ent ry 
into World War II. Time -consuming and expensiv e struggles invok 

ing eminent domain to secure rights-of-way and wa ter rights also 
hindered progress as did inflation and chan ges to the state plan 
mandated by discoveries in the field.64 The delays were also due to 

bitter differences over two far-reaching policy issues : pub lic versus 
private pow er and the 160-acre limita tion provision. Both raised the 
quest ion as to who should ben efit from the cheap powe r and w a
ter that would be made available at taxpayers' expense. 



Friant Dam, a key link in the Central Valley Project, is northeast of 
Fresno, impounds the San Joaquin River (creating here lvfillerton Lakl!), 
and makes possible diversions into Friant-Kern Canal {at right) for 
deliverv as far south as the Bakers~eld area. (Courtesy of US . Bure1111 
of Reclamation) 

Roosevelt's decision in 1935 to make his emerge ncy allocation I< 
the CVP subject to reclamation statutes and Congress's subsequ<·nt 

action putting the Reclamation Bureau in charge of the project m_1 
tomati cally subjected the und ertak ing to reclamation law . That law 
mandated that project wate r could be used on only 160 acres. All 11 

rigated acreage in excess of the limit, according to a 1926 amend 
ment to the Reclamation Act, h ad to be sold within ten years at n 
price that reflected the value of the land prior to the arr ival of PWI 
ect wate r. These conditions mirrored the purposes of the origi11,1I 

1902 legislation: to reclaim arid land, promote the family farm, <1111I 

prevent speculators and large landowners from profiting at govc111 
ment expense. Landholders benefited from the government in two 

principal ways: they were not charged interest on the funds 111I 

vanced by Washington to build the water delivery syst ems, ,11111 

their operating costs were reduced by the revenue obtained f 1011) 

the sale of hydroel ectricity generated at gove rnment plants . 
The problem in the Centr al Valley was that all the land withi n th 
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Friant-Kern Canal about two miles below Friant Dam. (Courtesy of U.S. 
Bureau of Reclamation) 

project area had passed into private han ds long before the Recla
mation Bureau's arrival. Moreover, the bulk of it was in holdings far 

greater than 160 acres and much belonged to absentee own ers. This 
is not to say that most farmers held excess lands. Abou t a dozen 
years before project water arrived, a government study revealed 

that 89 percent of the owners in three representative San Joaquin 
Valley count ies held 160 acres or less. Most of the irrigable land (66 

percent of it), however, was in holdings that exceeded the limit . And 
the bulk of that excessive land was in only a few hands: fewer than 

6 percent of the owners held 53 percent of the excessive lands .65 

Anoth er provision of reclamation law tha t cam e in for sharp de-
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bate concerned hydroe lectricity. The law (a 1906 amendm ent t 

the original legislation) stipulated that power generated at Recla 
mation Bureau plants be used to construct and maintain the proj 
ects, with surplus electricity being leased at the lowest possible COi 

and "preference" given to "municipal purposes."66 Private power 
companies had all along vigorously opposed government distrihu 

tion of power as "socialistic and un-American ." When the Califor 
nia legislature had originally approved the CVP as a state project in 

1933, it had authorized only public power production with salca 
preference to public agenc ies, a decision reaffirmed by voters in tho 
referendum election on the issue later that year. Private powe r firm 
refused to admit defeat , howeve r, and now that the CVP was a fed 
era! undertaking, they waged a protracted struggle to undermllll 

the public power provisions of reclamat ion law. 

The Battle over Acreage Limitation 

For nearly a decade following Washington 's decision to put tho 
Reclamation Bureau in charge of the Central Valley Project, fodcrnl 
officials soft -pedaled the controvers ial aspec ts of reclamat ion law 
As with the Boulder Canyon Project, the Reclamation Bureau did 
not want to jeopard ize an opportunity to get beyond past failurr• 
and become identified with enterprises of national and intern11 

tional distinction . This problem did not exist everywhere. On thl! 

lands irrigated with wat er from Grand Coulee Dam in the state ol 
Washington, the Bureau could enforce rest rictions on landh oldinK 

wi thout arousing vested interests and jeopardizing an enorm ou• 
project. Grand Coulee, when completed in 1942, was a mile lOll!(, 
three time s larger than Hoover Dam, and would serve th e largest ir 
rigation developm ent ever underwritten by the federa l government 
Moreover, Congress had passed special legislation on that project In 

1937 limiting holdings to small parcels of 40 acres and thensixy cnn 
later allowed the size to increase, but only to a maxim um ol 

160 acres and only if the Secretary of the Int erior agreed that the ad 
ditional land was necessary to maintain a viable farm.67 

Hvdrat lir S(Jrietv Triumv a t 

The sharp contr ast with the many estate-size farms in Califor
nia stemmed primarily from the lack of irrigat ion in the Grand 

Coulee area pr ior to the project's completion and from the absence 
of groundwa ter as an alternative source and a way of skirting fed
eral acreage limitation. Furthermore, in California during the de
pression years, unlike at the as-yet uncompleted Grand Coulee, 

Reclamation Bureau officials were reluctant to do anyth ing tha t 
might jeopardize the econom ic recovery of the vast farmland al
ready developed. Th en, too, there was always the chance that the 

rival Army Corps of Engineers, not subject to reclamation law and 
already engaged in flood-con trol efforts in the Centra l Valley, might 
mo unt a takeove r bid. In 1943, however , Washington's policy of ig

noring reclama tion law in the Central Valley abruptly ended, un
nerving California' s growers and sending them hurrying for ways 
to protect themselves. 

Precipitating the tu rnaround was a decision reache d by Secretary 

of the Interior Harold Ickes, who for several years had contem
plated taking such action. He shared Roosevelt' s concern abo ut the 
depression's downtro dden and found specia l cause for alarm in the 
contrast between the miserable plight of migratory farmworkers 

and the success of agribusiness so vividly described in 1939 in John 
Steinbeck's Crapes of Wrath and Carey McWilliams's Factories in the 

Field. So long as the field-wo rkers had been primarily ethnic mi

norities, they had largely escaped the attentio n of even the most 
ardent New Dea l reformers. That neglect, together w ith pressure 
coming especially from western and southe rn growers to exempt 
farm labor from New Deal reforms , had deprived field hands of the 

improve d wage s and working conditions and the right to organize 
given to industrial wor kers in federal and state legislation. The 
cheap labor costs made possible by the employment of these un

fortunates had constitu ted a special subsidy provided growers by 
an America unaware of or uninterested in this agricultural under
class. By the 1930s nearly two-thirds of California' s farmers were 
relying on hire d wo rkers, bu t most employed only a handful of 
people to work several days. Those primarily benefit ing from serf-
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like workers were a minor ity: 10 percent of th e farmers, who by 
1935 were producing more th an half the crops with 75 pe rcent of 
the harvest workforce .68 

By the 1930s, however, the farm workforce had undergone a 
major transform ation, with the majority for the first time consist • 

ing of whites, many with their families, who had flooded into Cal• 
iforn ia from the Dust Bowl area. These were people with whom 
the major ity of wh ite Americans found it easier to identify, espe

cially when their sufferings were graphically described by Stein• 
beck, McWilliams, and other critics. While Steinbeck arou sed 

national public sympathy for them with his best-sell ing novel, 
Mc Williams documente d the brutal tactics of grower organizationK 
like the Associated Farmers and set forth a bold solution to the 
problem : transform the large agricultural estates into farms collcr 
tively owned by the people working them. Ickes and Roosevelt 

seemed unwilling to go that far, but they did believe reform w nH 

mandatory. Reclamation projects should "give first chance to the 
'Grapes of Wrath' families of the nation," asserted the President. lo 
which Ickes added: "It is the age-old bat tle over who is to cash Ill 

on the unearned increment in land values created by a publit 

investment. " 69 

Anticipating the uproar tha t a policy reversal wo uld create in thr 

Central Valley, the Reclamation Bureau dragged its heels on reform 
and further angered Ickes by supp orting congressiona l measun·N 

exempting two projects from the 160-acre limitation: the Colorado 
Big Thompson Project in Colorado in 1939 and the Truckee Projcl t 
in Nevada a year later. Preoccupied with oth er matters, Ickes chd 
not learn of the exem ptions and the approval given them by hi 
subordinates unt il Congress had acted (tho ugh Congress stipu latl•d 

that the exemptions were not precedents for other projects) . To cir 

cum vent the Bureau1 s conservative bureaucra cy, Ickes, his resolv 
strengthened by the cheap power of the Tennessee Valley Authot 
ity and the prospect of more public power from the huge Bonnr 
ville Dam nearing completion on the Columbia River, created l'I 

Water and Power Division in his office. When even that proved 1111 
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satisfactory, he named a new commissioner of reclamat ion sympa 
thetic to h is views . Then, in October 19431 Ickes, his new commis 

sioner, and President Roosevelt publicly announce d their intent ion 
to enforce reclamation law. That law ' s "provisions against water 
and land monopo ly and against speculation in improved lands ," de
clared Ickes, "not only protect the farmers tod ay, but will protect all 

of the returning soldiers as we ll as all of the farmers who move into 
the . . . oth er great land openings of the future." 70 

Growers reacted instantly and bitterly. The California Farm Bu
reau Federation , the Irrigation Districts Association of California, 

and other agribusiness interests pressed for investigations to deter
mine the feasibility of the state' s purchas ing the Centra l Valley Proj

ect (CVP), and thus evicting the federal government. Th e anger 
proved no respecter of party lines. In early 1944, a Tulare farme r 
serving as a Democrat in the House of Representa tives introd uced 
a rider to an appropriations bill exempt ing the Cen tral Valley Proj

ect from the acreage limita tion . The Interior Department, he an
nounce d, had to be stopped from "trying to socialize agriculture 
and force Communis m upon the people of the San Joaquin Valley." 
Besides, he caution ed, the department's policy could put land into 

the wrong hands: "Remember the Japanese and the trouble we had 
with them. "7 1 The rider passed in the Hou se but ran into stiff op
position in the Senate where Robert M. La Follette, Jr., of Wiscon

sin, a Progressive champion of the New Deal who had earlier held 
public hearings into corporate agriculture's violations of farmwor k
ers' rights, rallied enough support to kill the meas ure. 

In the same year, proponents of acreage limitation gained an

othe r victory by including the restrict ion in legislation authorizing 
the Army Corps of Engineers to build dams on rivers flowing into 
the eastern Cent ral Valley. Growers had lobbied hard for const ruc
tion by th e Corps because the acreage limita tion did not apply to 

that agency 's projects. Th e Corps had enough support in Cong ress 
to get the assignment, but nei ther it no r the growers could derail a 
stipulation in the law mak ing the projects-w hich eventually in
cluded Pine Flat Dam on the Kings River, Folsom on the American, 
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and New Melones on the Stanislaus-subject to reclamation law 
Subsequent legislation mandated that the irrigation wate rs of the 
comp leted projects be under the specific contro l of the Reclamation 
Bureau. As for maneuvers for state owners hip of CVP, Ickes dashed 
them-a t least for the time being -by quoting a purch ase price of 
$357 million. 72 

In the mean time, the resolve of acreage-limitation advocatcN 

stiffened in 1944 when th ey reviewe d the findings of Walter Gold 
schmidt, a young anthropo logist from the University of Californi11 

in the employ of the Bureau of Agricultural Economi cs. Goldschmidt 
had studied social patterns in tw o sharply different Central Vall(•y 

towns. Dinuba, surro unded by farms averaging abo ut sixty ac1cN, 
had residents w ith more evenly distributed incomes, a higher stan 

dard of living, a richer community life, more schools and parks , r\l 
cess to more local bus inesses, and fewer farm labo rers than Arvm, 
situated amo ng farms averaging some 500 acres in size. Dinuba hnd 
not only smaller farms but more of chem- nearly five and a h;1IF 

times more . All of which led Goldschmidt to conclude that the 11d1f 
ferences in the communities may properly be assigned confidently 
and overwhelmingly to the scale-of-farming factor." 73 

"Technical Compliance": A Bipartisan Legacy 

The growers' defeats in Congress and studies like Goldschmid t' II 

signaled a high point in the government's efforts to enforce acreaKC 

limitatio n that now began a turnaroun d. Even earlier, the related l" 
sue of wor king conditions of farm labore rs had ceased to be a mnt 

ter of public concern . World War II had siphoned white field hantl11 
into the military and urban defense industries, leaving agricultwnl 
wo rk, as before, to politica lly weak ethnic minorities (mainly of 
Mexican descent by this time) w ho remained underpaid, outside of 
politi cs, and unable to organize, now primar ily because of the gov 
ernment' s "bracero program." That program, which was initiatt·d 
in 1942 and wou ld last more than two decades , brought in workcr11 

from Mexico whose wages were set sufficiently low to undermmr 
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attempts of domestic laborers to improve their own incomes and 

condi tions. As earlier, a minority of large farme rs employed the 
vast majority of farmwork ers and th us reaped the largest bene fit, in 
increased profits, from this subs idy. A measure of the new climate 
of opinion was the Bureau of Agricultura l Econom ics's decision to 

withhold publication of Goldsch midt' s study. When after two years 
it finally appeared in print in 1946, it did so as an obscure U.S. Sen
ate committee publicat ion . The findings, however, were too explo
sive to remain overlooked , espec ially by an agribus iness that ha d 

anticipat ed Goldschmidt' s results and had begun attacking him as 
an unpatrio tic and "silly professo r" while he was still gathe ring data 
in the field.74 

Of more immediate importance in unde rcutting efforts at acreage 
limitat ion w as Roosevelt's death in 1945 and the resignation of 
Ickes and h is commissioner of reclamat ion not long after in 1946. 
There followed a reversal of policy in practice, if not in theory. The 

new comm issioner, Michael Straus, altho ugh sporting "a set of 
formid able eyeb rows that ought to have int imidated any valley 
growe r," ha d different priorities than his predecessor as we ll as 
sympathet ic supe riors who left h im alone. Straus was less intereste d 

in reform than in cont inuing the Bureau of Reclamation's growth 
into becoming one of the biggest and busiest bureaucracies in the na
tion . He succeeded, and in large par t because of the climate of sup

port provide d by the new Harry S. Truman adm inist ration. It shared 
the widespread fear in America at large of an inevitable post 
Second World War depression like tha t of the 1930s. Thus, the Tru
man adm inist ration believed th at economic expansion was , in the 

words of one of the Presiden t's key advisors, "the very essence of 
our developme n t as a nation." 75 

Indeed , so important did econo mic growth become in the think 
ing of the Truman adm inistra tion that it submerged the earlier New 

Deal emphas is on enforcing reclamation law and redistribut ing 
the excess lands into family holdings. Instead, as Clayton Koppes 

has noted, administration officials ha d become convinced that "the 
wartime partn ership betwee n government and business had proved 

267 

I I 
'I 
I 

I 

I 

I 



capitalism capable of an almost unlimited expansion that woul d 

obviate the need for redistributive policies."76 Veterans who might 
take up farming for the 6rst time or return to tha t life were seen a!! 
having innumer able and mo re att ractive job opportunities in the na 
tion's booming industries and cities . This change of circumstances, 
concluded the members of an Interio r Department semina r as early 

as 1945, called for recognizing the role of "farms opera ted as busi 
ness enterprises" as well as small-scale family units. 77 In other 

words, the tradit ional dream of government-fostered sma ll farm 
ing, to aid social health , was dying . There was strong resistance to 
revising reclamatio n law, but nonethe less a willingn ess to cons ider 
compromi ses and overwhelming enthusiasm for the Reclamation 

Bureau expanding its activit ies to keep pace with the dema nds of thr 
metropolitan areas for food and the irrigation needs of the farm~ 
supply ing them. Under Truman , what was good for the Burenu 
of Reclamation was seen as good for the nation. Cong ress becamr 
more generous to the Bureau than at any time before or since, award 

ing it sums never contem plated earlier, including a record approp11 

ation for a single year of $359 million in 1950. 
Such success rested on a Bureau policy of trying to accommo date 

all major inte rest groups . Reclamation Commissioner Straus work~ll 
ceaselessly to curry Congress's favor and to disarm potentia l criu, 
inside and outside of Washington. Dur ing his first yea r in office he 
ran into continued stiff opposition over the Bureau's st ill offic111l 
policy of enforcing th e acreage limitation requirement. Especially 
outspoken was Califo rnia's Democratic Senator SheridanDownl'y, 
a forme r left-winger (he had been Upton Sinclair's running m,,tr 
for lieuten ant governor of California in the End Poverty in Califor 
nia , or EPIC, campaign of 1934) who, at least on the question ol 
acreage limitation, had moved to the right with all the fervor of thr 
converted. In 1947 he intro duced a bill to exempt from the restm 
tion not only the Central Valley Project but also, in an obvious hid 
for wide r support, two projects outside California as well. 

Dow ney claimed he acted out of a desire to help both large and 
small farmers, but his tangled explanation s found support only 

·'· -··" 

from agribusiness and its allies. The Nationa l Grange (representi ng 
mostly small farmers ), organized labor, the Disabled Amer ican Vet
erans, Nationa l Catholic Rural Life Conference, and numerous other 
groups found him unconvincing if not incomprehen sible. In still an
othe r move in 1947 to influence public opinion, Downey published 
They Would Rule the Valley, the "they" being allegedly misguided 

Reclamation Bureau officials who were determined to "bring ruin 
to thousands of our California farme rs and return to the desert hun
dreds of thous ands of now rich and productive acres."78 

Straus wanted to appease , not confront, Downey and othe rs like 
him, the mo re so because they had pe rsuaded California officials to 
explore once more the possibility of buying the Central Valley Pro
ject from the federal government and thus eliminat ing the 160-acre 

limit. Taking a major project from the Bureau at a time when Straus 
wan ted to preside over unprecedented expansion, not shrinkage, 
was anathema to the new commiss ioner. The happy solution to the 
threat-for him at least- wa s "technical complianc e." 

Straus believed that he could not openly abandon the excess land 
law, because to do so would deprive the Bureau of needed votes of 
eastern ers in Congress who generally looked unfavorably on fed

eral supportforwestern reclamat ion projects. So long as reclamation 
could be viewed as "a set tlement and homesteading program"
and the 160-acre limitation was essent ial to such a view -the ir 
supp ort could be counted on . Straus' s policy, as revealed during the 

debate on Downey's bill to suspend the acreage limitation require
ment, was to defend the law while at the same tim e telling grow
ers how to get around it through "technical complia nce." Such com
pliance took several forms. If a corpora te farm was owne d by 
stockholde rs, each could obta in water for 160 acres. Another pos

sibility would be for a grower to deed land to his relatives and chil
dren. An owner could also deed land to employees and then lease 

it back. Perhaps the most imaginative device was the "accelerated 
payme nt" in which wealthy landowners could avoid disposing of 
excess lands by paying off all construction charges for their irriga

tion systems in a Jump sum before the ten years had passed, at 
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which point reclamation law mandate d that they must sell their ex• 
cess land. The theo ry was that once the federal government had 
been paid back, it could not force owners to dispose of excess 
lands-a theory that ignored the continuing enormous subsidies in 
the form of cheap taxpayer-provided water going to those land· 

owners. 79 Such loopholes did not seem unreaso nable to agribusi

ness leaders, since earlier the Reclamation Service had successfu lly 
done someth ing just as imaginative. In 1916 it ha d construed the 

law to allow a husband and wife water for 320 acres. 
Straus's willingness to go along with technical compliance had 

the desired effect: Downey's bill died in comm ittee and the Recla
mation Bureau secured enough support in Congress to expand its 
operatio ns to a grand scale, wh ich by the late 1960s included sup· 
plying wate r to 8.5 million acres of western farmland, gene rating 
over 33 billion kilowatt-hours of electricity, and providing 2 million 

acre-feet of water to munic ipalities . In addit ion , the Bureau achieved 
on paper virtually perfect compliance by Central Valley Project 
lands with the acreage limitation restriction. Witho ut legally chang• 

ing the law, the Bureau, as Clayton Koppes has observed, had ad
minist ratively changed it "to reinforce the most skewed land-tenure 

pattern in the nation." so 
The Bureau' s action had implicat ions for the ent ire West , since 

the techni cal compliance strategies devised for California were 
adopted by many water districts elsewhere. Persistence of large 
landholdings in the valley also received added streng th from the 
Bureau's nonenforce ment there (as in the Imperia l Valley) of the 

reclamat ion law's residency requiremen t as well as the proh ibition 
against selling land at a price inflated because of the availability of 
federal wa ter. Failure to enforce the latter provision not only en• 
abled sellers to reap great profits but also made it increasingly 

difficult for all but the wealthy to purchase farmla nd.
81 

The policies introduc ed by Straus continued into the Repub lican 
administration of Dwight Eisenhower, though w ith this difference: 
Repub licans (at first, anyway) chafed at the duplic ity, denounc ed 

the restrictions as thre ats to the free en terprise system , and com 

Tr .' L .... . . ,: .. c,,.,.;,,,," Tt'it1m,,,hnnt 

plained generally about the size and cost of government. In a stance 
reflective of their post -P rogressive Era/ New De al emphasis on lais
sez-faire, they criticized reclamation law ' s restraints as futile dis-

' 
criminatory, and federal inte rference in ma tters better left to state 
and local governments and private business. Washington's partici
pation in wa ter-resource development was n ecessary , acknowl
edged Eisenhower in his first message to Congress in 1953, but that 
participation had to be more cost-effective and within the frame

work of "a partnersh ip of the States and local communities, private 
citizens, and the Federal Government." 82 

As the new adm inistration tried to dete rmine the practical mean 
ing of "partne rship," to define the precise roles of the various play

ers, and to ident ify w here costs could be cut, it slowed construction 
on some projects and stopped work altogether on others. The result 
was a graphic illustration of how the Republicans' pre - New Deal 

emphas is on an efficient overall program had given way to local
ism, for each reclamation project was now subjected to an individ
ual, t ime-consuming analysis . The delays and reduced expenditures 
soon produced enormous resentment in the \""lest that spilled over 

into the congressional elections of 1954. Western Democrat ic vic
tories helped that par ty regain con trol of Congress , lost two years 
earlier in Eisenhow er's landslide captu re of the White House.s3 
Stung, the adm inistration immed iately saw the wisdom of forming 

a "partnersh ip" with Congress that brought water -resou rce devel
opment nearly back to the level of the Straus years. 

Similarly, the restrictions in reclamatio n law became the target 

of attacks calculated to produce political gains rather than actual 
changes in a law tha t, essentially ignored, was not otherwise 
worth the bother. Criticisms reflected the Cold War hysteria and 
McCarthyism of the 1950s. Wh en California Democ rat ic Congress

woman Helen Gahagan Doug las announced support of acreage 
limitat ion, Republicans cited her position as evidence of comm u
nist leanings . The Interior Department , like other agencies in the 
new administration, began the wholesale firing of "rabid New 
Dealers," "security risks," and those capable of being "intimidated 
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or blackmailed by communists." 84 Some seven thousand Interio 
personnel, including Straus, left its employment during a two-yea 
period, but the old Straus policy of techn ical compliance remained 
firmly in place. The Eisenhower administration, with technical 
compliance alive and well, had no reason to fight for changing a law 
that went unenforced, while Congress, under Democratic control 
after 1954, believed it had noth ing to gain and much to risk politl 
cally by changing a policy introduced during the Democratic Tru 
man administration. 

The Truman -Eisenhower consensus on resource policy persisted 
long into the future, perhaps nowhere more clearly than in tha 
person of Floyd Dominy. Eisenhower's last commiss ioner of recln 
mation, Dominy remained in office through the D emocratic John 
Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson adm inistrations. Indeed, though tho 
political balance of power would shift in the coming decades and 
reclamation law would undergo change, the policy of techni cal, 
rather than actual, complianc e w ith the law wou ld persist to th 

present. 

Public versus Private Power 

The dispute over hydroe lectricity generated by the Central Val 
ley Project was nearly as intense as the battle over acreage limita 
tion. The private firm of Pacific Gas and Electric, with a virtual mo 
nopoly over power dist ributio n in northern and central California, 
adop ted a strategy similar to the one it followed in the conflict ovrr 
Hetch Hetchy power and waged an aggressive campaign to prevent 
the Reclamation Bureau from competing with it. At first PG&I, 
concentrated on securing the right to distri bute all the power gen 
erated in public facilities, even that destined for the Bureau's own 

water -pumping plants . This was a struggle that the utility waged ln 
both Sacramento and Washington, D.C. In California it drew upon 
strong Republ ican and grower support in the late 1930s and early 
1940s to defeat bills that wou ld have enabled public agencies to 

build local government-owned facilities to receive power from 11 

federal distribut ion network. In Washington, PG&E lobbied with 
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uneven success against appropriations allowing the Reclamation 
Bureau to construct its distribut ion system, but the private utility 
received a major boost with the outbreak of World War II, which 
deprived the Bureau of mater ials and priorities for transmission 
lines. To meet the wartime demand for electricity, PG&E obtained 

short -term arrangemen ts to deliver power (at a profit) to its own 

customers and to public agencies. 85 

In thi s struggle, PG&E found a powe rful ally in big agriculture . 
Though the company and the growers had battled one another over 

initial approval of the Central Valley Project , with PG&E opposed 
because of the public power provisions, the growe rs now joined the 
utility in fighting the government's attemp t to market power. The 

reason, paradoxically, lay in the Reclamation Bureau' s low -cost 
power policy. On the one hand , the Bureau's intention to sell the 
electricity cheaply wou ld result in little revenue for reducing the 

cost of-and hence the farmers' payments for- their governme nt
constructed irrigation systems . PG&E, on the other hand, wo uld 
charge high er rates, thereby producing not only profits for the com
pany but also more revenue for reducing th e costs of th e farme rs' 

systems . The possibility of higher rates did not bother the large 
farmers, since their lands were mostly in the San Joaquin Valley, 
where there were currently no plans to transmi t project power. 
Most power sales were planned for the farm s, cities, and industries 
of the Sacramento Valley and along the delta . Thus, the fight over 

hydroe lectricity was not only a struggle between public and private 
power, but also among valley residents, with the large growers of 

the south speaking primar ily through the California Farm Bureau 
Federation, and the small landowners rallying aroun d the Grange, 
an organ ization espec ially strong in the north. Boastmg a member
ship of 25,000 "dirt farmers," the Grange declared itself at war wit h 

monopo ly in general and the "huge octopus-like power compani es 

in particula r."86 

The battle raged throughout the 1940s. Republican Governor 
Earl Warren (1943- 1953)- a man years earlier inspired by Califor

nia's great Progressive Repub lican governor , Hiram Johnson, who 
had preached using government to achieve social just ice-ang ered 
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the conservative members of his party by siding with the advoca 
of public power. Warren, perhaps the most popu lar governor 
California history, epitomized those Republicans who, in a iitl 

where Democratic voters outnumbered Republicans by three 
two , benefited from the state's cross-filing system by downplay! 

the ir party affiliation, taking advantage of name recogniti on (ht 
had earlier been sta te attorney general), and emphasizing progn11n 
of broad pub lic appea l- in the case of Warren, programs empha 
sizing expanded governme ntal services like those sought by New 
Deal Democrats. Warren was unusually successful at getting wha 
he wanted, but in the public power strugg le his intervention did 
little more than help to prolong the fight until 1948 when a severe 
power shor tage forced a congressional review of the issue and 1 

compromise settlement. 87 

The settlement benefi ted PG&E and agribusiness mor e than th 
Bureau and the public. Equally telling, it was an agreement in h,,r 
mony with the "technical compliance" men tality that had suffut1rd 
the Truman administration and the Demo crat-controlled CongrctlN 

The settlement took the form of the so-called wheeling agreemrnt 

of 1951. In this arrangement, the Bureau obtained powe r lines to op 
erate its pum ping stations and then transmitted the excess powrr 

to PG&E. The utility then "wheeled," or delivered, electricity ·11t 

Bureau-approve d rates to those public agencies that had contractr1l 

with the government for power-but with the important prov1111 
that the existing number of pub lic agencies, which at the tim e wn1 

small, could not be increased. The remaining power, amo unt ing to 

more than 80 percent of the electricity then being supplied by th 
Bureau, was sold by PG&E to its own customers. 88 These CIIN 

tame rs paid considerably more for electricity than what the publil 
powe r advocates had expected them to pay if the government h,1d 

provided it. 
Privately, Reclamat ion Bureau officials expressed disa ppoint 

ment, hoping that the agreement wou ld prove tempo rary (it would 
have to be renewed in 1961) and that the Bureau would eventually 
be able to provide direct service. Publicly, however, Commissiont 1 

Micha el Straus hinted at no reservat ions: "the w heeling cont ract11 
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are .. . accepted by both sides. It is accepted by us."89 Just as 
Straus's desire to accommoda te, rather than confron t, oppos ition 
had led him to adopt his "technical comp liance" policy for acreage 
limitation, so, too , did it encou rage his blessing of this arrange
ment. The Grange voiced regret at the cap placed on the number of 

public agencies tha t could receive "whee led" power, but agribusi
ness found nothing to criticize. Two years later, the Republican 

Eisenhower administ ration, after encouraging and then ignoring 
PG&E' s efforts to gain contro l of even the transmission lines to the 
Bureau's own pumping stations , left the arrangement in place, re
newing it in 1959, three years earlier than necessary. In 1967 the 
Democ ratic Lyndo n Johnson administration, in further evidence of 

bipartisan agreeme nt on the issue, renewed it once more, this time 

to the yea r 2005.90 

PG&E had succeeded in limiting sales to public agencies and 
profiting handsome ly. Since most of the purchasers of power lived 

in the state's urbanizing areas, Californ ia's city dwellers subsidized 
(and con tinu e to subsidize) PG&E while also heavily subsidizing ru
ral agribusiness with the revenues that reduce the costs (and hence 

the farme rs' payments) for the government-constructed irrigation 
systems . Two decades follow ing the 1951 wheeling agreement, the 
comptrolle r general of the United States estimated that electr icity 

users were contributing approx imately 20 percent of th e $1.5 bil
lion in subsidies going to Central Valley Project farm operators. 9 1 

By nearly all measures, Califor nia agribusin ess and its allies 
seemed by the late 1940s and early 1950s to have trans forme d the 

Central Valley Project into a vehicle of great corporate aggrand ize
ment. The subs idies obtaine d from power custo mers and taxpayers 
as well as the technical complia nce loopho les in reclamation law 
represented imp ressive achievements. Howeve r, the large growers 
we re, first of all, shrewd businessmen who recognized that their suc

cess depended on much that was ephemera l. The concept of tech
nical compliance rested simply on adminis trative manipu lation of 

the law, not on an act ual change in legislation. What had been ma
nipulated once could be manipulated again-and perhaps not in 
their favor. State purchase of the Centra l Valley Project, as a way 
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out of their dilemma , was again dismissed in 1954 as too costly in 
view of the Reclamation Bureau's latest price tag-twice the value 
of all the physical structures. 92 Even if the price had been right, c1 

sale would have been polit ically difficult given the Bureau's com 

mitrnent to expanding, not dismantling, its empire . Many agribusi 
ness leaders had already concluded that their best interests lay in 
broaden ing the ir base of support - in persua ding the people of Col 

ifornia to underw rite a wate r plan that would benefit the entire 
state while also serving corporate agricultu re in the Centra l Valley, 
They therefore eme rged as the stronges t force in a movement that 
eventually culminated in California ' s most gigant ic of hydraula 

undertakings: the State Water Project. 

The State Water Project 

A 
STATE PROJECT encompassing the Centra l Valley prom 
ised two immediate benefits to the large growers . First, 

those taking water from a state ente rprise wou ld not br 
subject to federal reclamation law. Second, a state proj 

ect, by serv ing as an alternat ive to federal water for many vallcy
farmers, wou ld cause the Reclamation Bureau to think twice befoit· 
invoking reclamation law against those now benefiting from thr 

technical compliance loopholes. Yet a successful campaign for n 
state venture required an argument with broad appea l to votcrn 

throughout California. This seemed ready-made in the state's C)( 

plosive growth during World War II and the immediate postwar pc 
riod when industrial capacity mus hroomed and pop ulation in 
creased at a phenomenal rate. Some 3,600,000 newcomers arrived 

in the 1940s and an even greater flood entered in the 1950s, averag 
ing a half million new Californians each year. 

Th e shock troops in the new struggle for wa ter were San Joaquin 

Valley landowners, espec ially those in Kings and Kem countit-11 
along the southwestern side and at the southern end . Besides wi sh 
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ing to escape the dreade d acreage restric tion, they sought water for 
an area as vast as it was dry . Among the largest property owners 
was the Kern County Land Company , a direct descendant of the gi

ant corpora tion created by James Ben Ali Haggin of Lux v. Haggin 
fame and still controlled by his heirs and those of a partner, lloyd 
Tevis. Neither he nor they had delivered on his promise to subdi
vide th e land into sma ll ho mesteads . Of the more than 400,000 

acres owned by the company in California ,, mos t was in Kern 
County, and the greate r portion of that, nea rly 224,000 acres, was 
along the valley's west side and could not be developed without a 

major infusion of new water, since it was outs ide the CVP area and 
because wells there yielded only brackish supplies incapab le of 
growing crops. This area, which stood to benefit directly from state 
wate r, contained some of the largest corporate landho ldings in the 

United States: Standard Oil with 89,810 acres (94 percen t of them 
irrigable); Kern County Land Company, 223,534 (99 percent irri
gable); Buena Vista Associates , 25,254 (100 percent); Belridge Oil, 
24,627 (100 percent); Tidewater Oil, 23,009 (99 percen t); General 

Petroleum, 16,619 (99 percent); Shell Oil, 15,353 (99 percent) ; Occi 
dental Land and Development Company, 14,462 (98 percent) ; E. M. 

and E. C. Still, 13,039 (98 percent ); Richfield Oil, 12,395 (98 percen t); 
Southern Pacific Company, 11,605 (100 percent); Southern Pacific 
Land Company, 15,060 (100 percent) ; Allison Honer Compa ny, 
10,240 (100 percent ); and Tejon Ranch (whose principal stock

holder was the Times Mirror Company, publisher of the Los Ange
les Times), 38,689 acres (96 percent irrigab le).93 

Vigorous sup port for the state project, as for the Centra l Valley 
Project earlier, also came from those who relied upon groundwa ter 

to irrigate many thousands of acres. By the late 1940s in the San 
Joaquin Valley, just prior to CVP wate r being introduced into the 
area, there were some 35,000 we lls mining 6 million acre-feet of 
groundwater annua lly, 60 percent of all the water pumped in the 

state. The arrival of the CVP supply in 1951, described by propo 
nent s of the project in the 1930s as being intended to "rescue" 
acreage already deve loped and threatened by wate r shortage, and 

277 



banker s, and industr ialists had gone in to action, transfo rming ever 

vas ter cracts of countryside into city. By the time the aque duct 

crossed the Tehacha pis in 1972, pushed by four mighty pump s, 

each capable of powe ring a battles hip , w ater in the sout hland w,1!1 

too expensiv e, even for tem porary use, for all but the most highly 

spec ialized crops. The great profits came from respond ing to puh 

lie demand and plant ing ho uses and sho pping centers on w h,1t 

had been the oak -studded hills and flatland s of th e we stern San fe r 
nando Valley, Conejo, Thousand Oaks , and Orange and San Diego 

counties. Event ually, the comb ination of jobs (even if reacha ble only 

by sit t ing for ho urs in an automo bile), desire for cheap ho using, and 

availability of water that made all the res t possible pushed the meg,1 

lopoli s into areas once cons idered w astelands - Antelop e Valley and 

the Mojave Desert-as we ll as the far inla nd sect ions of the coast,11 

counti es and adjacent Riverside and San Bernardin o count ies. 

Such growth prom pted planne rs to dream even grander schemes 

designed, as one former em ployee of the D epartment of Water Rl• 
sourc es noted even before th e sta te aque du ct was comp leted, to 

tra nsform Califor nia into "a syste m of wa ter chann els ... knit . 

so int ricate as to make eve ry rivulet give account of itself." 132 Thnt 

goa l had been brought drama tically close by the gargan tuan Boul 
der Canyon, Central Valley, and State Water projects- projects thnt · 

private inte rests and governm enta l bureauc racies (fede ral, state, rt · 

gional, local) had struggled to sha pe for reason s of th eir own and 

projects des ired by th e publi c, as reflected in ballot ret urn s and vott~ 

of elected represen tatives. Even those opposed to the und ertaking~ 

ordinar ily objected because of the manne r in which th e ben efit~ 

wou ld be distr ibuted, not because of philosophical opposit ion to 

the w ay in whi ch w ater was to be harnesse d and used. 

Yet, as state water plann ers designed bold new projects, tht·11 

world began to change rapidly. Comp et itors cha llenged Califo rm 

ans for wate r they tho ught was secu rely in the ir cont rol, and critics 

sought to undermine th e traditiona lly popular desire to put nat uu· 

in a strai tjacket . 
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decrees eliminated major water supplies and threatened others, 
while the public, reflecting national concern over environmental 
abuse and increasing skepticism about the old, unqu estioned belief 

in growth for its own sake, rejected new projects and forced urban, 
state, and federal strategists to emphasize bette r management of 
available sources - the increasingly central theme and thrust of wa 
ter policy in California from the mid-1960s onward. Those who 

traditionally looked upon cheap and abundant wate r as a birthright 
reacted with alarm but not resignation as th ey grappled w ith envi 
ronmental militants and devised strategies to slow, if not under 

mine altogether, threats to the old order. 

Arizona v. California 

T
HE FIRST major setback to California's water seekeJ/i 
came only three years after voters had approved tlw 

bonds launching the State Water Project. In 1963 the U.S. 
Supreme Cour t issued a monumental decision affectin~ 

the Colorado River, the source of more than half the water used in 
southern California . Instigator of the suit was Arizona, which , as · 

noted earlier, had been battling with California over the Colorado 
since the days of the Boulder Canyon legislation. Tha t fight had 

grown more intense as Arizona boomed du ring the war and post 
wa r years, att racting people, indust ry, and capita l (both federa l and 
private), with much of the new money financing urban and agri 

cultural expans ion in the state's heartland , embrac ing Phoenix and 
Tucson. Since the rivers of central Arizona were now fully <level 
oped, irrigators had turned increasingly to groundwater supplies , 
which they pumped with such intensity that by the late 1940s and 

early 1950s they were encountering problems even more severe than 
those of Californ ia's Central Valley- rapidly falling water tablcR 
wit h exhaustion of some aquifers, abandonment of once produc 

tive fields, and land subsidence .1 
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Arizonans in 1947 turned to Congress for help, asking for equity 
and a major project like that accorded California in the Boulder 

Canyon Act. They quickly coalesced around a so-called Central 
Arizona Project that would bring Colorado River wa ter through a 
241-mile-long aqueduct to replace shr inking groundwater supplies 
and breathe new life into the urban and rural econom ies. In the 

early 1950s Congress repeatedly refused on the grounds tha t Ari
zona's unresolved dispute w ith California left it unclear whether 
Arizona had rights to enough wate r to make the project feas ible.2 

Bitterly disappo inted and unwilling to cont inue futile negotia

tions w ith California , Arizonans in 1952 asked the U.S. Supreme 
Co urt to impose a settlement favorable to them. If the Cent ral Ari
zona Project were to become a reality, such a settlement would 
have to award Arizona about a million acre-feet (enoug h for nearly 

8 million people ) tha t California was then using. Raising the stakes 
further was a treaty that the United States had negotiated w ith Mex
ico in 1944 gua ranteeing that country 1.5 million acre-feet from the 

Colorado River. The treaty water was to come from surplus unal 
located by the Colorado River Compac t w ith any sho rtfall being 
suppl ied by the uppe r and lowe r basins . Among the California in

terests, in light of the treaty, mos t vulnerable to a Supreme Court 
decision favorable to Arizona would be the Metropolitan Water Dis
trict of Southern California whose water contracts had a lowe r pri
ori~y than the agricultural lands of the Imper ial, Coache lla, and Palo 
Verde valleys and the Yuma Project (Californ ia Division)- all of 

w hich drew from the Colorado River.3 

With stakes so high it is little wonde r that the trial in Arizona v. 

California became one of the longest, most expens ive, and most 
hotly contested in U.S. Supreme Court histo ry. After eleven years 
of testimony by some 340 witnesses and arguments by n early fifty 

lawyers (California alone had sixty people wor king full-t ime on the 
case behind the scenes), the court in 1963 delivered an opinion that 
took virtually everyone by surprise. It did n ot endorse the legal po 
sition of either stat e, but the practical result of its action was a 
tremendous victory for Arizona . The court grounded its decision 
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on the Boulde r Canyon Act of 1928. Congress in that legislation 

had given its prior approva l to a lowe r-basin compact that it hoped 
Arizona and California wou ld find acceptable. Congress's actiom;, 
according to those who introduced the amendment adding the 
proposed pact to the legislation, was "not [to] be construed he re 

after .. . as being the expression of the will or the demand . .. of the 
Congress," bu t, rather, a timesaving and conciliatory gesture on th<' 
part of that body. It would save California and Arizona from hav• 
ing to come back to Congress later since no compact between statc11 

could take effect without congressional approval. California and 
Arizona reiected the suggested pact, but th irty-five years later tht· 

Supreme Court in Arizona v. California startled everyone by hold in~ 

that Congress had indeed expressed its "will" and " demand" in 1928 
It was a decision, as close subsequent analysis has revealed, based 
on a faulty reading of the his tor ical record , and it took aback no t 

only the adversaries but also constitutiona l lawy ers who knew of 
no precedent for such a congressiona l allocation of wat er betw een 
states. This bothered the court not at all. It held that Congress in 
the Boulder Canyon legislation had created "its own comprehen 

sive scheme for ... apportionment," giving Arizona all the watt•r 
in its tributari es -differences over the tributaries had been at thr 
heart of the disput e between Arizona and California-plus 2.8 mil · 

lion acre-feet from the main stream of the Colorado. Since thi s al 
location was considered large enough to make practical a Centr,11 
Arizona Project, Congress authorized it five years later, in 1968:' 

Now it was California ' s turn to be bitterly disappointed as wa 

ter planners ponde red the impact of the decision on the state. Un 
der the ruling, California received 4.4 million acre-feet plus half of 
any surplus . Th is was the same form ula to which the state had lim 
ited itself back in the late 1920s in order to get congressional ap• 

proval of the Boulder Canyon legislation, but with this difference: 
state leaders had then believed there would be a substantial surplu11 
and they had also hoped they wou ld be victors in their struggle with 

Arizona. On the basis of these expectations, they had contra cted 
wi th the Secretary of the Interior for a to tal of 5,362,000 acre-fct•l 
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of Colorado River water and built expensive aquedu cts with suffi
cient capacity to carry that volume - which they were using by the 

1960s. They had gambled and lost. Later, and more accurate, stream
flow studies indicated that the re was considerably less water in the 
river than earlier believed. Those studies, when adjusted to reflect 
the obligat ion to Mexico and the court's award to Arizona, indi

cated little likelihoo d of any surplus. Thus, as Arizona began taking 
its share of water and as the uppe r states and Mexico used increas 
ingly more of wha t was already legally theirs, Californians would 

be forced to cut back their uses by 962,000 acre-feet . Of that amo unt, 
about 70 percent (662,000 acre-feet) wou ld have to be surrendered 
byMW D. 

This realization frightene d MWD board members in 1964 int o 

increasing their contracts with the California Department of Water 
Resources for state water by half a million acre-feet with the balance 
of the shortfa ll to be offset by Los Angeles impor ting more water 
from the Owens Valley and Mono Basin. Other southern Califor nia 

agencies sought to protect themse lves by increasing their deman ds 
for state water by an amoun t nearly similar to MWD 's. These in
creases resulted in an equiva lent volume of wate r not being avail
able to the San Joaquin Valley, thus shrinking the valley's share 

from the 2.25 million acre-feet envisaged in the 1950s to 1.35 mil
lion acre-feet.5 The impact on agriculture would not be felt imm e

di~tely since farme rs could sti ll use the water (and at heavily dis
counted rates) until it was needed by the south land, and that would 
occur gradually. Non ethe less, Departmen t of Water Resources offi
cials, by reallocating wate r rights in the wake of the Arizona v. Cal

ifornia decision, made it clear that in a con test between cities and 
farmers for state water , cities held the advantage. 

That reality prompted corpora te farmers to begin agitating for 
the building of water -devdopment projects anticipa ted for subse

quent phases of the State Water Project. They formed alliances with 
southern California munic ipalities worr ied that many of their con
tracts for state water would go unfulfilled as northern California 

grew, eventu ally causing residents there to invoke the count y-of-
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origin protection and keep more of the supply at home. As plans 
were readied for a new wate r-development offensive calling for large 

projects that wo uld furth er transform Califor nia's waterscap e, 
forceful new opponents to such strategies were also making them 

selves heard. 

The Environmental Mov ement 

C 
ALIFORNIA'S SETBACK in its designs upon the Col 
orado River coincided with an era of great social and 
political upheaval. The civil rights struggles of the 
1950s, 1960s, and early 1970s and the unpop ular Viet

nam War caused Americans to reexamine the discrepancies betwe en 
the ideals of their Declarat ion of Independence and Bill of Right:; 

and the realit ies of Jim Crowism, segregated housing and schools, 
and racial discrimin ation in all its nuances . Others had long de 
nounced such inequ ities, but now as th e nation awakened more 
fu lly to the social injustices being fought throu gh sit-ins, freedom 

rides, and voter-registrat ion drives and as th e carnage of a war that 
seemed unw innable touched increasingly more families , Ameri
cans demande d change, somet imes taking to the streets in the hun• 

dreds of thousands to emp hasize their resolve. 
The challenge to authori ty swept across the full spectrum of 

American life and included the questio ning of long-he ld value~ 
abou t the environme nt , natu re, and wi ldlife. Such challenges weH· 

nothing new . John Muir had waged a holy war in a futile att empt 
to preserve Hetch Hetchy, and Aldo Leopold not too many yeatH 
thereafter ha d insisted that "ethics . . . be extended to land"; th at the 
morality of an act ion be determined by whethe r "it tends to pre 

serve the integrity, stability, and beauty of the bio tic comm unity. 1111 

There we re othe rs of similar mind, but all were somewhat out of 
sync with popular opinion unt il the years follow ing World War 11. 

Concern for the environm ent intensihed durin g the postwar crn 
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as unprecedented nati onal prosper ity and modern convenien ces 
not only freed most Americans from worrying abou t obtaining ba
sic necessities but also provided them with leisure time to add ress 

larger social and environmental issues. As Samuel P. Hays has ob
served, "The search for environm ental quality was an integral part 
of [the postwa r] ... rising standard of living." 7 For many their 
search began, as such quests often do, at h ome as people sought to 

improve their immediat e surroundings by purchas ing a house in 
a more pleasant suburban or countryside setting . Attent ion then 

turne d to prese rving vacat ion area s and increasingly to other envi
ronmen tal issues beyond th e control of single individuals bu t of 
concern to all: the impact of modem indust rial society on unique 
natural wonders , on w ildlife, and on such fundamen tally important 

elements for life as clean air and water. No single person or issue 
was responsible for the mo dern environmen tal movement and 
studies indicate significant differences among the states, but Rachel 
Carson's Silent Spring, published in 1962, helped set off a popular 

outpouring of concern. Her boo k focuse d somewh at narrow ly on 
the danger of pesticides, especially DDT, to wildlife, but it had 
w ide appea l and, togeth er with the blowout of the oil platfo rm in 

the Santa Barbara Chann el in 1969 and Earth Day the following 
year, galvanize d popul ar attitudes that had been evolving throug h
out the 1960s and earlier.8 

. Quick to capitalize on the new concern were many political lead 

ers, especia lly those in the Democra tic party already predispose d 
by the wre nching experiences of the Great Depression and the Sec
ond World War to favor a strong, activist government wo rking for 

social we lfare. As th e party mos t attractive to blacks and other 
newly self-conscious ethnic min orities , its commi tment to reform 

had recently taken on renew ed vitality as had its instin ctive distrust 
of powerfu l corporate and indust rial interests• because of thei r po

tential for economic repression and now environme nta l destru c
tion . Democrats did not monopoli ze the environmental movement, 
and the ir commitment varied regionally (being especially strong on 

the Pacific Coast and in New England and the upper Midwest ). Still, 
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their presence was preemin ent, remainin g vigorous through the 
1970s and 1980s (analyses of congressional voting patte rns reveal 
the ir suppo rt for environme ntal reform as being nearly twic e that 

of Republicans), checking, if not eliminating, the attempts of the 
Republican Ronald Reagan administrat ion (1981- 1989) to use Rea
gan's executive authori ty to reverse earlier advances.9 This pat tern 

persisted into the 1990s. The se national strugg les reverberated 
within California, though ther e, as in earlier contest s, debates over 
water issues were more reflective of regional considerations and the 
individu al self-interes ts of the state's myria d water seekers and 

managers than they were of political ideologies . 
Congress first responded with a host of environm ental laws dur

ing the years roughly bracketing the Democ rat ic adm inistrat ions of 

John Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson (1961-1969) and extending into 
the early presidential yea rs of Richard Nixon (1969- 1974): Clean 
Air acts in 1963, 1967, 1970, and 1990 (California pointed the way 
in 1960 with the first statute requiring smog-control devices in au 

tomobile s); Clean Water acts in 1960, 1965, 1966, 1972, 1977, and 
1979; the National Environm ental Policy Act in 1969, which re
quired federal agencies to prepare an environmental impact state 

ment on any action likely to have a majo r effect on the environ • 
ment; the creation of the federal Environmen tal Protection Agency· 
in 1970; the Wilderness Act of 1964, which initially set aside 9 mil

lion acres as permanent w ildlands; Endangered Species acts in 
1966, 1969, and 1973; the Nationa l Wild and Scenic Rivers Act in 
1968; the National Trails Act of 1968; and many other examples of 
reform th rough statute and ult imately through the courts whenever 
legislation alone seemed inadequate. California echoed the nat ional 
concern with its own Clean Water Act in 1969 (the Porter-Colognc

Water Quality Control Act); Endangered Species Ace (1970 and 

1984); San Francisco Bay Cons ervat ion and Development Commili 
sion (1969); Environmenta l Quali ty Act (1970), which mandated 
state and local agencies to prepare an environmental imp act report 
when their activities might affect the environment; Wild and Scenic 

Rivers Act (1972); Coast al Act (1976); and similar meas ures that 

Hvdraulic Societv 011 the Defensive 

tended to elicit greate r support in the north than in the sou th and , 
to find it equa lly stron g among membe rs of both politi cal parties. 10 

Against this background California's water seekers played out 
their attempts to follow tradit ional policies. They had fair warning 
of the public's tougher attitude toward water projects, with a par
ticularly telling incident occurring in the 1950s when the Reclama
tion Bureau sought congressional approval to build a dam on the 

Green River at Echo Park nea r the Colorado-Uta h border . Originally 
endorsed by the Democrat ic Harry S. Truman admini stration and 

then blessed by Republican President Dwight Eisenhowe r, the proj
ect seemed a shoo-in because of such bipartisan support , but the 
idea also attracted critics, and in 1950 the Sierra Club, Izaak Walton 
League, Wilderness Society, and others joined forces to block the 

Bureau and its prodevelopme nt suppo rters. Since the resulting reser
voir would flood the unique and beautiful canyons of Dinosaur Na
tion al Monument, it precipitated the biggest fight over wilde rness 
preservation since Hetch Hetchy and was waged with particular fe
rocity for six years . Like that earlier struggle, it became a civil war 
in which both sides labeled themselves "conservationists " one 

' 
group arguing for conservation for use through dams and hydro-

electric power and the other campa igning for conse rvation through 
preservation of unique wildernes s areas. This time the preserva
tionists prevailed, successfully elimina ting Echo Park from the bill 

(enacted in April 1956), though their acquiescence in the same leg
islation to a dam on the Colorado River at Glen Canyon in north
ern Arizona was a concession they later came to regret_ 11 

Another dramatic preservationist victory occurred in the 1960s 

whe n the Reclamation Bureau again sought congressional approval 
for a major project, this one to build two dams as part of the Cen
tral Arizona Project (CAP). A major purpose of the dams was to 
gene rate the hydroelectr icity needed to pump wate r to the Phoen ix 
and Tucson areas. Since one of the dams would be located in Marble 

Canyon, just east of the main gorge of Grand Canyon , and the othe r 
in Bridge Canyon, immedia tely west of Grand Canyo n, environ
men talists once more reacted with a great out cry and vowed to kill 
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the legislation. After a lengthy battle that again captured natio nal 

attention, the dams were dropped in favor of a coal-fired hydroelec 

tric plant. Even California got something out of this struggle. Hav

ing lost to Arizona in th e Supreme Court, it now sought to turn that 

defeat into victory by using its greater influence in the Ho use of 

Representatives to derail the Central Arizona Project, a decision 

that made it an unwitting ally (temporarily ) of the preservationists . 

In exchange for dropping its oppos ition, California wrung a major 

concession in the bill from Arizon a: that state agreed never to 

dep rive California of 4.4 million acre-feet even if it mean t shut 

ting down the Central Arizon a Project. With such compromises all 

around, the CAP Bill passed Congress in 1968. Even then, appro • 

priat ions for actual construction came slowly and in dribs and drabs 

because of lingering concern about the environment and doubt s 

about the accuracy of river-flow est imates. More than two decades 

passed before the Central Arizona Project reached completion in 

1993 and only in 1997 did the state begin taking its full apportion 

ment of 2.8 million acre-feet . 12 

The preservationist victories were not unqualified triumph s. 

The dam at Glen Canyon inundated one of North Amer ica's most 

remarkable natural wonders, but this only caused the Sierra Club to 

issue a public mea culpa-most moving ly in Eliot Porter's beaut iful · 

The Place No One Knew (1963)-and to redouble its resolve against 

developers. An added embarrassment, and also a spur to greater vig 

ilance on the part of preservat ionists, was th e pollution subsc 

quently generated by the coal-fired plant that still fouls the air ovc1 

Grand Canyon, Bryce, Zion, and Cedar Breaks. Thes e mixed result~ 

notwithstanding, water developers everywhere recognized tlw 

public's growing uneasiness w ith business as usual. 
That message was driven home again to Californians a few yearn 

later when the U.S. Army Corps of Engine ers released plans to con 

struct a dam at Dos Rios on the Middle Fork of the wind ing and un 

predictab le Eel River. The opposition, intensifie d by Indian activists 

because the dam wou ld flood the Round Valley Reservation , at 

tracted such widespread support that then-Gov ernor Ronald Rea 
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gan, with a mixed record on th e environment but not yet the noto

riously insensit ive figure he wo uld become as President, helped kill 

the proposal in 1971. A year later, the desire to fur ther protect the 

Eel as well as other untamed rivers along the north coas t resulted in 

a state Wild and Scenic Rivers Act. Mode led on the fede ral legisla

tion of four years earlier, it prohibited diversions (except for meet

ing modest local needs) on sections of five rivers, inclu ding por tions 

or all of their tributaries: the Smith (the state ' s only major un

dammed river), American, Klamath , Trinity, and Eel (with the lat

ter's protected status targeted for reconsidera tion in 1984). Though 

not as stringent as the federal law that also pro tected watersheds 

(particularly through close management of logging in national 

forests), it nonethel ess removed from development rivers earlier 

earmarked for the State Water Project . In 1972 the National Water 

Commission also disappointed develope rs by urging less emphasis 

on large projects like those tradit ionally advocated by the Bureau of 

Reclamat ion and more at tention to efficient man agement of avail

able water supplies. 13 

The Peripheral Canal Fight: Round One 

T 
HE EVENT that mo re than any other rudely awakened 

California's water establis hment to its vulnerab ility was 

the battle over th e so-called Peripher al Cana l. At stake 

was a great deal more than a canal -i ndeed, the name 

masked a far more grandiose enterp rise that became a symbol of 

the clashing ideo logies that had emerged over traditional state wa

ter policy. The issue 's importance derived in part from its being th e 

first crystall ization of the long-ant icipated second phase of the 

State Water Project, a phase that the earlier enabling legislation had 

broadly defined as virtua lly anything tha t lawm akers wanted to 

add to the state project to hel p meet local needs or augment the 

supply reaching the delta. Many water leaders insisted that the in-
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