
OZYMANDIAS 

I met a traveller from an antique land 
Who said: Two vast and trunkless legs of stone 
Stand in the desert . . . Near them, on the sand, 
Half sunk, a shattered visage lies, whose frown, 
And wrinkled Hp, and sneer of cold.command, 
Tell that its sculptor well those passions read 
W.hich yet survive, stamped on these lifeless things, 

' 

The hand that mocked them, and the heart that fed: 
And on the pedestal these words appear: 
"My name is Ozymandias, king of kings: 
Look on my works, ye Mighty, and despair!" 
Nothing beside remains. Round the decay 
Of that colossal wreck, boundless and bare 
The lone and level sands stretch far away. 
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C H A P T E R  T H R E E  

First Causes 

w hen archaeologists from some other planet sift through the 
bleached bones of our civilization, they may well conclude 
that our temples were dams. Imponderably massive, con- 

structed with exquisite care, our dams will outlast anything else we 
have built-skyscrapers, cathedrals, bridges, even nuclear power 
plants. When forests push through the rotting streets of New York and 
the Empire State Building is a crumbling hulk, Hoover Dam will sit 
astride the Colorado River much as it does today-intact, formidable, 
serene. 

The permanence of our dams will merely impress the archaeolo- 
gists; their numbers will leave them in awe. In this century, something 
like a quarter of a million have been built in the United States alone. 
If you ignore the earthen plugs thrown across freshets and small creeks 
to water stock or rpise bass, then fihy thousand or so remain. These, 
in the lexicon of the civil engineer, are "major works." Even most of 
the major works are less than awesome, dammiig rivers like the She- 
paug, the Verdigris, Pilarcitos Creek, Mossman's Brook, and the North 
Fork of the Jump. Forget about them, and you are left with a couple 
of thousand really big dams, the thought of whose construction stag- 
gers the imagination. They hold back rivers our ancestors thought 
could never be tamed-the Columbia, the Tennessee, the Sacramento, 
the Snake, the Savannah, the Red, the Colorado. They are sixty stories 
high or four miles long; they contain enough concrete to pave an 
interstate highway From end to end. 

These are the dams that will make the archaeologists blink-and 
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wonder. Did we overreach ourselves trying to build them? Did our 
civilization fall apart when they silted up? Why did we feel compelled 
to build so many? Why five dozen on the Missouri and its major tri- 
butaries? Why twenty-five on the Tennessee? Why fourteen on the 
Stanislaus River's short run from the Sierra Nevada to the sea? 

We know surprisingly little about vanished civilizations whose 
majesty and whose ultimate demise were closely linked to liberties 
they took with water. Unlike ourselves, future archaeologists will have 
the benefit of written records, of time capsules and so forth. But such 
things are as-apt to confuse as to enlighten. What, for example, will 

, 

archaeologists make of Congressional debates over Tellico Dam, where 
the vast majority ridiculed the dam, excoriated it, flagellated it-and 
then allowed it to be built? What will they thinkof Congressmen voting 
for water projects like Central Arizona and Tennessee-Tombigbee- 
projects costing three or four billion dollars in an age of astronomical 
deficits-when Congress's own fact-Knding committees asserted or im- 
plied that they made little sense? 

Such debates and documents may shed light on reasons-rational 
or otherwise-but they will be of little help in explaining the psycho- 
logical imperative that drove us to build dam after dam after dam. If 
there is a Braudel or a Gibbon in the future, however, he may deduce 
that the historical foundations of dams as monumental as Grand Cou- 
lee, of projects as nonsensical as Tennessee-Tombigbee, are sunk in 
the 1880s, a decade which brought, in quick succession, a terrible 
blizzard, a terrible' drought, and a terrible flood. 

The great white winter of 1886 came first. The jet stream drove north- 
ward, grazed the Arctic Circle, then dipped sharply southward, a par- 
abolic curve rushing frigid air into the plains. Through December of 
1886, the temperature in South Dakota barely struggled above zero. 
A brief thaw intervened in January, followed by a succession of mon- 
strous Arctic storms. Week after week, the temperature fell to bottom- 
less depths; in the Dakotas, the windchill factor approached a hundred 
below. Trapped for weeks, even for months, in a warp of frozen treeless 
prairie, thousands of pioneers literally lost their minds. As the iast of 
the chairs were being chopped and burned, settlers contemplated a 
desperate hike to the nearest town, unable to decide whether it was 
crazier to stay or to leave. No one knows how many lost their lives, 
but when the spring thaw finally came, whole families were discovered 
clutching their last potatoes or each other, ice encrusted on their star- 
ing, vacant eyes. 

But the settlers' suffering was merciful compared to that of their 
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cows. On the woodless plains, barns were rare. Cattle were turned out 
into blizzards to survive by their wits, which they don't have, and 
which wouldn't have done them much good anyway. They were found 
piled by the hundreds at the corners of fenced quarter sections, all 
facing southeast; even when a storm abated, the survivors were too 
traumatized to turn around, and they died a night or two later under 
a listless winter's moon. It was a winter not just of horrendous cold 
but of gigantic snows, horizontal broadsides that reduced visibility to 
zero and stung thelcattle like showers of needles. Twenty-foot drifts 
filled the valleys arid swales, covering whatever frozen grass was left 
to eat. At night families would lie awake listening to their cows' dread- 
ful bawls, afraid to go out and have the wind steal their last resources 
of warmth. Anyway, there was nothing they could do. 

The toll was never officially recorded. Most estimates put the loss 
of cattle at around 35 percent, but in some regions it may have been 
nearer 75 percent. In sheer numbers, enough cows died to feed the 
nation for a couple of years. Much of the plains' cattle industry was 
in financial ruin. The bankrupt cattle barons dismissed thousands of 
hired hands, who were forced to find new careers. When the snows of 
1886 melted, Robert Leroy Parker, a young drover, cattle rustler, and 
part-time bank robber with a reputation, had more recruits on his 
hands than he knew what to do with. He organized them into a gang 
known as the Wild Bunch and called himself Butch Cassidy. The Wild 
Bunch and the scores of outlaw bands like them worked the banks, 
the railroads, and the Pinkerton agents into a murderous froth. To 
others, however, they were a moral weight on the mind. Many of the 
outlaws had been "good boys," former ranch hands and farmers, oc- 
cupations that everyone hoped would domesticate the West and cure 
it of its cyclical agonies of boom and bust. But weather was the ulti- 
mate arbiter in the American West. Unless there was some way to 
control it, or a t  least minimize its effects, a good third of'the nation 
might remain uninhabitable forever. 

As if to confirm such a prophecy, the decade following the great 
white winter was a decade when the western half of the continent 
decided to dry up. Like most droughts, this one came gradually, build- 
ing up force,>nibbling away at the settlers' fortunes as inexorably as 
their cattle nibbled away the dying grass. The sun, to which the settlers 
had so recently offered prayerful thanks, turned into a despotic orb; 
as Hamlin Garland'wrote, "The sky began to scare us with its light." 
In July of 1888;at Bennett, Colorado, the temperature rose to 118, a 
record that has never since been equaled in the state. It was the same 
throughout the West, as an immense high-pressure zone - - sat immobile 

I j J ~ + , ) , ) , , d , , , ~ , ~ , ~ , ) ;  
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across the plains. Orographic clouds promising rain formed over the 
Rockies, were boiled off in midair, and disappeared. The atmosphere, 
it seemed, had been permanently sucked dry. 

By 1890, the third year of the drought, it was obvious that the 
theory that rain follows the plow was a preposterous fraud. The people 
of the plains states, still shell-shocked by the great white winter, began 
to turn back east. The populations of Kansas and Nebraska declined 
by between one-quarter and one-half. Tens of thousands went to the 
wetter Oklahoma territory, which the federal government usurped 
from the five Indian tribes to whom it had been promised in perpetuity ' 

and offered to anyone who got there first. Meanwhile, the windmills 
of the farmers who remained north were pumping up sand instead of 

* water, and the huge dark clouds on the horizon were not rain but dust. 
The great cattle freeze of the white winter had been, in retrospect, a 
blessing in disguise. Had several million more cows been around to 
graze the dying prairie grasses to their roots, the Dust Bowl of the 
1930s could have arrived half a century early. 

When statistics were collected a few years later, only 400,000 home- 
steading families had managed to persevere on the plains, of more 
than a million who tried. The Homestead Acts had been a relative 
success in the East; west of the hundredth meridian, however, they 
were for the most part a failure, even a catastrophic failure. Much of 
the blame rested on flaws in the acts themselves, and on the imper- 
fections of human nature, but a lot of it was the fault of the weather. 
How could you settle a region where you nearly froze to death one 
year and expired from heat and lack of water during the next eight or 
nine? 

The drought that struck the West in the late 1880s did not occlude 
the entire continent. In the spring of 1889, the jet stream that had 
bypassed the West was feeding a thoroughfare of ocean moisture into 
the eastern states. In the mountains of Pennsylvania, it rained more 
or less continuously for weeks. The Allegheny and Susquehanna rivers 
became swollen surges of molten mud. Above Johnstown, Pennsyl- 
vania, on the South Fork of the Conemaugh River, a tributary of the 
Allegheny, sat a big earthfill dam built thirty-seven years earlier by 
the Pennsylvania Canal Company; it was, for a while, the largest dam 
in the world. Pounded by the rains, infiltrated by the waters of the 
rising reservoir, the dam was quietly turning into Cream of Wheat. 
On May 31, with a sudden flatulent shudder, it dissolved. Sixteen 
billion gallons of water dropped like a bomb on the town below. Before 
anyone had time to flee, Johnstown was swallowed by a thirty-foot 
wave. When the reservoir was ha l ly  in the Allegheny River, sending 

-) I , ,  1 ,  I : .  ., , , -1 / ,  1 - - , 



C A D I L L A C  D E S E R T  108 

it far over its banks, the town had disappeared. Four hundred corpses 
were never positively identified. The number of dead was eventually 
put at twenty-two hundred-twice as many casualties as in the burn- 
ing of the General Slocum on the East River in 1904; many more than 
in the San Francisco earthquake and fire; nine times as many as in 
the Chicago fire. only single disaster in American history that took 
more lives was thek hurricane that struck Galveston, Texas, eleven years 
later. The Johnstown flood was significant if only for this sheer loss 
of life; but it was also an indictment of privately built dams. 

The rapid rise of the federal irrigation movement in the early 1890s 
was due in part to this succession of overawing catastrophes. But it 
had just as much to do with the fact that by the late 1880s, private 
irrigation efforts had come to an inglorious end. The good sites were 
simply gone. Most of the pioneers who had settled successfully across 
the hundredth meridian had gone to Washinglon and California and 
Oregon, where there was rain, or had chosen homesteads along streams 
whose water they could easily divert. Such opportunities, however, 
were quick to disappear. Groundwater wasn't much help either. A 
windmill could lift enough drinking water for a family and few cattle; 
but it would require thirty or forty windmills, and reliable wind, to 
lift enough water to irrigate a quarter section of land-a disheartening 
prospect to a farmer with no money in a region with no wood. 

Even if their land abutted a stream with some surplus water rights, 
.few farmers had the confidence, cooperative spirit, and money to build 
a dam and lead the stored water to their lands through a long canal. 
It was one thing to throw a ten-foot-high earthen plug across a freshet 
in order to create a two-acre stock pond-though even that taxed the 
resources of most farmers in the West, who had invested all their 
savings simply to get there from Kentucky or Maine. ,Itlwas quite 
another thing to build a dam on a stream large enough to supply a 
year-round flow, and to dig a canal-by horse and by hand-that was 
long enough, and deep enough, and wide enough, to irrigate hundreds 
or thousands of acres of land. The work involved was simply stupe- 
fying; clearing a field, by comparison, seemed like the simplest, most 
effortless job. 

The farmers' predicament, on the other hand, was an opportunity 
for the legions of financial swashbucklers who had gone west in pursuit 
of quick wealth. In the 1870s and 1 8 8 0 ~ ~  hundreds of irrigation com- 
panies, formed with eastern capital, set themselves to the task of re- 
claiming the arid lands. Almost none survived beyond ten years. At 
the eighth National Irrigation Congress in 1898, a Colorado legislator 
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likened the American West to a graveyard, littered with the "crushed 
and mangled skeletons of defunct [irrigation] corporations . . . [which] 
suddenly disappeared at the end of brief careers, leaving only a-few 
defaulted obligations to indicate the route by which they departed." 

There was, indeed, a kind of cruel irony in the collapse of the 
irrigation companies. Most of them operated in the emphatically arid 
regions-the Central Valley of California, Nevada, Arizona, south- 
eastern Colorado, New Mexico-where agriculture without irrigation 
is daunting or hopeless, but otherwise the climate is well suited for 
growing crops. The drought, on the other hand, struck hardest in the 
region just east of the hundredth meridian, where, in most years, a 
nonirrigating farmer had been able to make a go of it. Kansas was 
emptied by the drought and the white winter, Nevada by irrigation 
companies gone defunct. In the early 1 8 9 0 ~ ~  the exodus from Nevada, 
as a percentage of those who hung on, was unlike anything in the 
country's history. Even California, in the midst of a big population 
boom, saw the growth of its agricultural population come to a standstill 
in 1895. 

! California, the perennial trend-setting state, was the first to .at- 
: tempt to rescue its hapless farmers, but the resu1t;the Wright Act, was 

another in thelong series of doomed efforts to apply eastern solutions 
i to western topography and climate. The act, which took its inspiration 
. '  from the township governments of New England, established self- * 
: governing mini-states, called irrigation districts, whose sole function 
k. ' was to deliver water onto barren land. Like the western homestead 

laws, it was a good idea that foundered in practice. The districts soon 
$ buckled under their responsibilities-issuing bonds that wouldn't sell, 

building reservoirs that wouldn't fill, allocating water unfairly, dis- k tributing it unevenly, then throwing up their hands when anarchy 
prevailed. Elwood C. Mead, then the state engineer of Wyoming and 

I.. probably the country's leading authority on irrigation, called the 
Wright Act "a disgrace to any self-governing people." George Maxwell, 

! a Californian and founder of the National Irrigation Association, said 
I "the extkvagance or stupidity or incompetence of local [irrigation] 
b. directors" had left little beyond a legacy of "waste and disaster." 
i Though the Wright Act was in most ways a failure, Colorado, thinking 

it had learned something from California's mistakes, adopted its own 
I c version, which added a modest subsidy for private irrigation devel- 
j opers in order to improve their odds of success. By 1,894, under Col- 

orado's new program, five substantial storage reservoirs had been 
:: built. Three were so poorly designed and situated that they stored no 

water at all; the fourth. was declared unsafe and was never even filled; 
i: 
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and the fifth was so Ear h m  the land it was supposed to irrigate that 
most of the meager quantity of water it could deliver disappeared into 
the ground before it got there. 

In that same year-1894-Senator Joseph Carey of Wyoming, 
thinking he had learned something from California's and Colorado's 
mistakes, introduced a bill that offered another approach: the federal 
government would cede up to a million acks of land to any state that 
promised to irrigate it. But, by some elusive reasoning, the states were 
forbidden to use land as the collateral they would need to raise the 
money to build the irrigation works-and land, at the time, was the 
only thing of value most of them had. Sixteen years later, using a 
generous estimate, the Carey Act had caused 288,553 acres to come 
under irrigation throughout the entire seventeen-state West-about 
as much developed farmland as there was in a couple of counties in 
Illinois. 

As the private and state-fostered experiments with irrigation lay 
in shambles, many of the western reclamation advocates heaped blame 
on the East and "Washington" for not doing more to help, just as their 
descendants, four generations later, would vilify Jimmy Carter, an 
easterner and southerner, for not "understanding" their "needs" when 
he tried to eliminate some water projects that would have subsidized 
a few hundred of them to the tune of hundreds of thousands of dollars 
apiece. In each case, the West was displaying its peculiarly stubborn 
brand of hypocrisy and blindness. Midwestern members of Congress 
were understandably uneager to subsidize competition for their own 
farmer constituteats, but they had little to do with making reclamation 
fail; the West was up to the task itself. Its faith in private enterprise 
was nearly as absolute as its earlier faith that settlement would make 
the climate wetter. John Wesley Powell, a midwesterner, knew that 
all the private initiative in the world would never mc$e it bloom. 
Theodore Roosevelt, an easterner, had returned from the West con- 
vinced that there were "vast areas of public land which can be made 
available for . . . settlement," but only, he added, "by building reser- 
voirs and main-line canals imp~actical for private entexprise," But the 
West wasn't listening. For the first time in their history, Americans 
had come up against a problem they could not begin to master with 
traditional American solutions-private capital, individual initiative, 
hard work-and yet the region confronting the problem happened to 
believe most fervently in such solutions. Through the 1890s, western 
Senators and Congressmen resisted all suggestions that reclamation 
was a task for government alone-not even for the states, which had 
failed a s  b d l y  as the private comvanies, but for the national govern- 

I ) , )  l I l i ; - ) , , ) ;  
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ment. To believe such a Ling was to imply that their constituents did 
not measure up to the myth that enshrouded them-that of the in- 
domitable individualist. When they finally saw the light, however, 
their attitude miraculausly changed-though the myth didn't-and 
the American West quietly became the first and most durable example 
of the modern welfare state. 

The passage of the Reclamation Act of 1902 was such a sharp left turn 
in the course of American politics that historians still gather and argue 
over why it was passed. To some, it was America's first flirtation with 
socialism, an outgrowth of the Populist and Progressive movements 
of the time. To others, it was a disguised reactionary measure, an effort 
to relieve the mobbed and riotous conditions of the eastern industrial 
cities-an act to save heartless capitalism from itself. To some, its 
roots were in Manifest Destiny, whose incantations still held people 
in their sway; to others, it was a military ploy to protect and populate 
America's western flank against the ascendant Orient. 

What seems beyond question is that the Reclamation Act, or some 
variation of it, was, by the end of the nineteenth century, inevitable. 

. To resist a federal reclamation program was to block all further mi- 
gration to the West and to ensure disaster for those who were already 
there-or for those who were on their way. Even as the victims of the 
great white winter and the drought of the 1880s and 1890s were evac- 
uating the arid regions, the trains departing Chicago and St. Louis for 
points west were full. The pull of the West reached deep into the 
squalid slums of the eastern cities; it reached back to the ravined, 
rock-strewn farms of New England and down into the boggy, overwet 
farmlands of the Deep South. No matter what the government did, 
short of erecting a wall at the hundredth meridian, the settlement of 
the West was going to continue. The only way to prevent more cycles 
of disaster was to build a civilization based on irrigated farming. Fifty 
years of effort by countless numbers of people had resulted in 3,631,000 
acres under irrigation by 1889. There were counties in California that 
contained more acreage than that, and the figure included much of 
the easily irrigable land. Not only that, but at least half the land had 
been irrigated by Mormons. Each additional acre, therefore, would be 
won at greatei pain. Everything had been tried-cheap land, free land, 
private initiative, local initiative, state subsidy-and everything, with 
a few notable exceptions, had failed. One alternative'rernained. 

There seemed to be only one politician in the arid West who fath- 
omed his region's predicament well enough to end it. He had emigrated 
to San Francisco froin the East, made a fortune through a busy law 

> , l , ) ' , . l ; ) ,  
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practice and the inheritance of his father-in-law's silver mine, moved 
to Nevada, and in 1888 launched the Truckee Irrigation Project. It was 
one of the most ambitious reclamation efforts of its day, and it failed- 
not because it was poorly conceived or executed (hydrologically and 
economically, it was a good project) but because squabbles among its 
beneficiaries and the pettiness of the Nevada legislature ruined its 
hopes. In the process Francis Griffith Newlands lost half a million 
dollars and whatever faith he had in the ability of private enterprise 
to mount a successful reclamation program. "Nevada," he said bitterly 
as his project went bust in 1891, "is a dying state." 

Newlands, who succeeded at everything else he tried, gave up on 
irrigation, ran for Congress, and won. For the remainder of the decade, 
he kept out of the reclamation battles, if only to give everyone else's 
solutions an opportunity to fail. All the while, however, he was waiting 
for his moment. It came on September 14, 1901, when a bullet fired 
by an anarchist ended the life of President William McKinley. 

Theodore Roosevelt, the man who succeeded McKinley as Presi- 
dent, was, like Francis Newlands, a student and admirer of John Wes- 
ley Powell. Infatuated with the West, he had traveled extensively there 
and been struck by the prescience and accuracy of Powell's observa- 
tions. Roosevelt was first of all a politician, and had no interest in 
sharing Powell's ignominious fate; nonetheless, he knew that Powell's 
solutions were the only ones that would work, and he wanted a federal 
reclamation effo~t badly. A military thinker, he was concerned about 
Japan, bristling with expansionism and dirt-poor in resources, and 
knew that America was vulnerable on its underpopulated western 
flank. A bug for efficiency, he felt that the waste of money and effort 
on doomed irrigation ventures was a scandal. Roosevelt was also a 
conservationist, in the utilitarian sense, and the failure to conserve- 
that is, use-the water in western rivers irritated him. ','The western 
half of the United States would sustain a population greater than that 
of our whole country today if the waters that now run to waste were 
saved and used for irrigation," he said in a speech in December of 
1901. For all his enthusiasm, however, Roosevelt knew that his biggest 
problem would be not the eastern states in Congress but the myth- 
bound western bloc, whose region he was trying to help. His second- 
greatest problem, ironically, would be his chief ally, Francis Newlands. 

As soon as Roosevelt was in the White House, Newlands introduced 
a bill creating a federal program along the lines suggested by Powell. 
But the liitterness he felt over his huge financial loss was so strong 
that he described his bill in language almost calculated to infuriate 
his western colleagues, who were clinging to the myth that the hostile 
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natural forces of the West could be overcome by individual initiative. 
In a long speech on the floor of Congress, Newlands said outright that 
the legislation he was introducing would "nationalize the works of 
irrigationu-which was like saying today that one intended to na- 
tionalize the automobile industry. Then he launched into a long ha- 
rangue,about the failures of state reclamation programs, blaming them 
on "the ignorance, the improvidence, and the dishonesty of local leg- 
islatures"-even though many of his listeners had recently graduated 
from such legislatures themselves. He even suggested that Congress 
should have no oversight powers, implying that he distrusted that body 
as much as he did the thieves, opportunists, and incompetents whom 
he saw controlling the state legislatures. 

Newlands' bill, as expected, ran into immediate opposition. When 
it came up for a vote in March, it was soundly defeated. Western 
members then began to support a rival bill, proposed by Senator Fran- 
cis E. Warren of Wyoming, that contained none of the features New- 
lands wanted. By February of 1902, Warren's bill was finally passed 
by the Senate and seemed destined to become law. At that point, 
however, fate and Theodore Roosevelt intervened. Mrs. Warren be- 
came gravely ill, necessitating the Senator's return to Wyoming. In 
Warren's absence, Roosevelt leaned on Newlands to tone down his 
language, and before long the Congressman was describing his de- 
feated measure, which he had already reintroduced, as a "conserva- 
tive" and "safe" bill. Roosevelt still wouldn't risk supporting it, but 
he came up with a brilliant ploy. Announcing his "sympathy with the 
spirit" of Warren's bill, he said he would support it with "a few minor 
changes." The person whom he wanted to make the changes and lead 

i the bill through Congress. was Wyoming's young Congressman-at- 
large, Frank Mondell, the future Republican leader of the House. Mon- 

f dell had a weakness for flattery and a less than athletic mind, and 
Roosevelt was a master at exploiting both. Before long, he had per- 
suaded Mondell to incorporate as "minor changes" in Warren's bill 

; almost all of Newlands' language. Roosevelt then softened up his east- 
5 , ern opposition with some implied threats that their river and harbor 
) projects might be in jeopardy if they did not go along-a strategy that 

has seen long useful service. By the time Warren returned from Wy- 
oming, Newlands' bill, disguised as his own, had cleared both houses. 

! On June 17, 1902, the Reclamation Act became law. 

: The newly created Reclamation Service exerted a magnetic pull 
on the best engineering graduates in the country. The prospect of 
reclaiming a desert seemed infinitely more satisfying than designing 
a steel mill in Gary, Indiana, or a power dam in Massachusetts, and 


































