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2020 Winner of the Southwest Book Awards2020 Spur Awards Finalist Contemporary

Nonfiction, Western Writers of America The Grand Canyon has been saved from dams three

times in the last century. Unthinkable as it may seem today, many people promoted damming

the Colorado River in the canyon during the early twentieth century as the most feasible

solution to the water and power needs of the Pacific Southwest. These efforts reached their

climax during the 1960s when the federal government tried to build two massive hydroelectric

dams in the Grand Canyon. Although not located within the Grand Canyon National Park or

Monument, they would have flooded lengthy, unprotected reaches of the canyon and along

thirteen miles of the park boundary.Saving Grand Canyon tells the remarkable true story of the

attempts to build dams in one of America’s most spectacular natural wonders. Based on twenty-

five years of research, this fascinating ride through history chronicles a hundred years of

Colorado River water development, demonstrates how the National Environmental Policy Act

came to be, and challenges the myth that the Sierra Club saved the Grand Canyon. It also

shows how the Sierra Club parlayed public perception as the canyon’s savior into the

leadership of the modern environmental movement after the National Environmental Policy Act

became law.The tale of the Sierra Club stopping the dams has become so entrenched—and so

embellished—that many historians, popular writers, and filmmakers have ignored the

documented historical record. This epic story puts the events from 1963–1968 into the broader

context of Colorado River water development and debunks fifty years of Colorado River and

Grand Canyon myths.

"Pearson’s determination to revise the public’s understanding of the controversy that

surrounded the Grand Canyon during the 1960s certainly offers a useful corrective to various

exaggerations and legends that have blossomed during the past half-century. He also offers

the reader a thoughtful explication of Stewart Udall’s political difficulties, seeking as he did to

accommodate the interests of Arizona’s development while pursuing an increasingly

passionate agenda of environmental advocacy as secretary of the interior. Above all, Pearson’s

detailed exploration of the crucial role of legislative affairs, incorporating as it does the

dynamics of party politics, of bureaucratic ambitions, and of regional development, reminds us

that we omit such careful study of institutions at our scholarly peril."—The Journal of Arizona

HistoryNature-loving readers will find value in his [Pearson's] insights both into a specific

conservation milestone and into the broader sweep of the environmentalist movement's history.

 � Publishers Weekly --This text refers to the hardcover edition.ReviewThis book is a very

important corrective to the literature on the history of the Grand Canyon and for twentieth-

century U.S. environmental history that for so long now has not told the complete story (and

truth) on exactly how dams were kept out of the greater Grand Canyon area. Along the way, he

[Pearson] tells a compelling story on so many levels of this controversy. -- Sterling Evans,

Louise Welsh Chair in Southern Plains and Borderlands History at the University of Oklahoma,

University of Oklahoma --This text refers to the hardcover edition.About the AuthorByron E.

Pearson is an Arizona native, author, and environmental historian of the American West. He is

a professor of history at West Texas A&M University and has published numerous articles and

scholarly reviews in venues such as Forest History Today,The Western Historical Quarterly,

and Pacific Historical Review. --This text refers to the hardcover edition.Excerpt. © Reprinted



by permission. All rights reserved.Excerpt Chapter 1: “Something to be Skinned”“I have come

here to see the Grand Canyon,” Teddy Roosevelt told his audience of former Rough Riders,

Arizona dignitaries, and ordinary citizens on May 6, 1903. Overcome by the “loneliness and

beauty” of the chasm, the president asked Arizonans to not give in to the temptations of

commercial and private development, and to leave the canyon alone. Be a good steward and

preserve it for the entire country he said, for it is a place of “unparalleled” grandeur, unique in

all the world.[i] Indeed it was, and still is today, despite the development of a massive tourist

infrastructure on the south rim that TR would have undoubtedly viewed with distaste. Ironically,

as he delivered the speech in which he told his audience not to “mar” the canyon with hotels,

houses, or development of any kind and to refrain from treating it as “something to be skinned,”

he did so while standing on the porch of a hotel close to the brink of the abyss. That irony

reflects the juxtaposition many people in the last half of the nineteenth and early twentieth

centuries felt about the natural world. Although the Anglo-Americans who first wrote about it

evaluated the canyon as to whether they could wring a profit from it, their words occasionally

express the kind of awe that one typically finds in the writings of seventeenth-century

enlightenment figures who struggled to find the language to describe the feelings of awe—and

terror—such landscapes evoked.Thus we have the scribblings of Lieutenant Joseph Christmas

Ives who in 1857 wrote that the Colorado River would “remain forever undisturbed” along its

“lonely and majestic way.” Geologist John Wesley Powell reflected in 1875 that the canyon was

so “awful, sublime, and glorious” that words and “graphic arts” combined could not capture it.

Railroad builder Robert Brewster Stanton occasionally paused from his 1890 survey to lift his

eyes upward and write of the “flaming scarlet sandstone cliffs” above the inner gorge. Indeed,

as TR spoke about preservation, the nation struggled to reconcile conflicting ideas about

protecting nature and developing it in the name of progress. Although TR’s speech is best

remembered for his admonition to protect Grand Canyon, he also extolled the virtues of

western irrigation.[ii] And to place twentieth-century struggles over building dams in Grand

Canyon into their proper historical context, it is with efforts to reclaim the West that we must

begin.[i]Roosevelt, “Speech at Grand Canyon, May 6, 1903,” printed in Coconino Sun, May 9,

1903. The title for this chapter is taken from the speech. [ii]Joseph C. Ives, Report Upon the

Colorado River of the West (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1861), 110; John

Wesley Powell, Canyons of the Colorado (New York: Cosimo Publications, 2008; reprinted from

1895), 328; Robert Brewster Stanton, Field Notes of a Survey for the Proposed Denver,

Colorado Cañon and Pacific Railroad from Green River, Utah, down the Green and Colorado

Rivers to the Gulf of California; Incl. Expense Accounts, etc., vol. 3, May 10, 1889–April 30,

1890 (transcript), 108, 40, https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/510d47e2-c81b-a3d9-e040-

e00a18064a99/book?parent=12b78680-c5bf-012f-c9a2-58d385a7bc34#page/21/mode/2up.

accessed July 20, 2018. --This text refers to the hardcover edition.Read more
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Preface: Centennial ReflectionsIn the summer of 1997, while I was still in graduate school, I sat

in David Brower’s office at his home in Berkeley, California. Brower graciously let me interview

him while I was examining the Sierra Club collections at the Bancroft Library. He patiently

answered my questions about the Sierra Club’s fight to save Grand Canyon for more than two

hours. Afterwards, we discussed the future of the environmental movement.Well into his

eighties, and in frail health, he still fought battles from behind the same desk from where he led

dozens of environmental crusades. Two things were uppermost on his mind: dam removal and

growth—both economic and of population. “Zero-sum games,” he called them. Shifting to dams

for a moment, he reminisced about a series of debates he and his erstwhile nemesis Floyd

Dominy had held recently in front of raucous audiences over the removal of Glen Canyon Dam.

He then spoke of Hetch Hetchy. “We’re gonna get that one back,” he said, his voice filled with



hope.1Although Hetch Hetchy remains a reservoir, had Brower lived to celebrate the centennial

of Grand Canyon National Park in 2019, he would have witnessed events unthinkable even to

an unbridled optimist such as himself. Since the new millennium, more than one thousand

dams have been removed from America’s rivers. Fisheries have rebounded through the

herculean efforts of ecologists, biologists, and nature’s own ability to heal. Dam removal is

accelerating, and it is being celebrated.Transparency is now part of the process federal and

state projects must go through before approval, thanks to the National Environmental Policy

Act (NEPA). I think even Brower would have been astounded to read the book Deadbeat Dams,

written by Dan Beard, former commissioner of the Bureau of Reclamation, in which he calls for

the abolishment of the bureau and the decommissioning of Glen Canyon Dam.2 Perhaps as

we celebrate the centennial of Grand Canyon National Park (2019), and the fiftieth anniversary

of the passage of the Central Arizona Project without dams in Grand Canyon (2018), there is

reason to hope. And yet . . .None of the recently decommissioned dams generated significant

amounts of hydroelectric power. They were obsolete and, therefore, could be taken out with no

impact upon energy production. Also, population and economic development, the forces that

drove Anglo Americans to reduce the West’s great rivers to a series of slack-water reservoirs,

continue to increase. We cannot remain on this path without someday paying the cost.

Because America lacks the foresight to realize that any solution is merely temporary so long as

it is wedded to growth, Americans will demand that their lifestyles be sustained—perhaps the

only time “sustainability” will be a national issue.China, inexorably, has risen as an economic

colossus, in both heavy-polluting industry and technology. To generate power for this economy,

hundreds of miles of scenic gorges have disappeared under reservoirs created by

hydroelectric dams that dwarf anything Dominy ever built. Little meaningful opposition to these

dams has arisen—there are no Chinese Browers to rally the troops, nor is the population of

China free to protest like its American counterpart. As long as America subscribes to the

growth model, we will have to compete with this rising economic superpower, or be left behind,

an unthinkable option in the present political climate.Water in the reservoirs behind Hoover and

Glen Canyon Dams has dropped dramatically since the dawn of the new millennium. Lake

Mead now stands only three feet above the level established to trigger an increasingly

draconian series of emergency water conservation measures in the lower Colorado Basin,

which, if implemented, have the potential to set off a western water war that will make the bitter

conflicts of the twentieth century pale in comparison. As drought grips the West, and the US

government continues to kowtow to the western agribusiness lobby by subsidizing water-

intensive crops such as corn for ethanol and cotton in an area that averages four to six inches

of rain a year, the need for more water and power will continue to grow.That water will have to

come from somewhere—the Pacific Northwest perhaps—and moving all of that water will

require massive amounts of power from all available sources, developed or not. Lying in the

middle of it all is almost two thousand feet of undeveloped hydroelectric potential in Grand

Canyon, currently locked away in Grand Canyon National Park. At some point, somebody will

make a try for it and Grand Canyon will be threatened once again.The centennial of Grand

Canyon National Park on February 26, 2019 came and went without much public fanfare. Most

people who visit the canyon do not know that the government once seriously considered

building dams there. Even those who do believe that that possibility is unthinkable today.

However, there are still threats, grave threats looming over this most iconic of natural wonders

just as there were five decades ago.I do not believe the massive public outcry the Sierra Club

and other environmental organizations generated during the 1960s saved Grand Canyon.

Because I am a historian, I believe the Gordian Knot of events that resulted in the defeat of the



Grand Canyon dams cannot be explained by a simple heroic narrative. As a result, my work

has been criticized by people affiliated with environmental organizations, the Sierra Club in

particular. One went so far as to say that my first book was an “ill-timed cheap shot,” while

another described my conclusions as “lurid” and my reasoning “slipshod.”3 But other people,

including former Interior Secretary Stewart Udall and Dr. Stephen Jett, the cultural geographer

who testified against the dams before Congress and worked closely with the Navajo Nation

during this controversy, have affirmed for me the complexity of the events and the multiple

reasons that the dams were defeated.With the Grand Canyon National Park centennial year

upon us, it is a good time to publish another book to remind people of how terribly close we

came during the twentieth century to defacing the canyon with mountains of concrete and

burying the river that carved it beneath reservoirs. Although by all outward appearances the

environmental movement is richer and more popular than ever, there are signs of complacency.

None other than Kenneth Brower, David’s son, wrote recently that many environmental groups

are now “run by MBAs,” they are making deals “with the other side,” and they “have much less

fire in the belly.”4They are now part of the system. They have become complacent and perhaps

even haughty. In the current political climate this attitude risks the loss of everything

environmentalists have worked so hard to save for the last 150 years. Some of this smugness

is reflected in recent widely-distributed documentaries that depart from the historical record. In

a world where alternative facts are now a part of our vernacular, straying from what is

documented risks discrediting the movement as a whole.Although I do appreciate constructive

criticism, I must admit to one exception. A reviewer once wrote that I lacked passion. Even

though I always try to write from a detached perspective, nothing could be further from the

truth. I am not without feelings and opinions. I am a native son of Arizona, the Grand Canyon

State. I have backpacked hundreds of miles and spent dozens of nights in its namesake

canyon, climbed—and been terrified—on some of its exposed perpendicular faces, and ridden

the great river in a small boat. I am rooted deeply in its Redwall cliffs, Kaibab limestone walls,

and the black Vishnu schist of the inner gorge. I too feel anger at the shortsighted

environmental exploitation that has taken place on the Colorado Plateau. Although I currently

teach in Texas, Arizona will always be home. Grand Canyon is still my place, and I love to tell

its stories.So let us celebrate the hundredth birthday of Grand Canyon National Park. But as

we congratulate ourselves, let us be mindful that political, ideological, and environmental forces

are building that may soon cause tectonic shifts in how Americans view their parks. I fear for

the wild places America has set aside. I fear that in the not-so-distant future Americans will be

forced to choose between providing the water and power for an exploding population and an

artificial agricultural economy—and leaving two thousand vertical feet of hydroelectric potential

untapped in the desert Southwest. Unless people tear themselves away from their

cyberidentities and celebrity adulation and rise in wrathful protest, I am not optimistic about the

choices that will be made.In this centennial year, let us temper our celebration with a warning

to others who love Grand Canyon that they cannot delude themselves into thinking that the

battles to save it are over. I fear they have only begun.—Angel Fire, New Mexico, 2019

IntroductionGrand Canyon has been saved from dams three times since President Theodore

Roosevelt told the people of Arizona to “leave it as it is” in 1903.1 That people mostly left it as it

was, and the reasons why the canyon is free from dams today, are what this story is about. TR

placed the canyon under the protection of the US Forest Service when he created Grand

Canyon National Monument in 1908. However, those who assigned a higher value to profit than

scenic grandeur ignored him and continued to pursue ways to harness the great river that



carved it.People had spoken of building hydroelectric projects on the Colorado River in Grand

Canyon since the 1890s, but the first serious brush with a main-stream dam is a little-known

episode that occurred immediately after the loss of Hetch Hetchy. In 1915, Chief Forester

Henry Graves denied Arizona’s Ralph Cameron the opportunity to build a massive

hydroelectric dam at the bottom of Bright Angel Trail, in the heart of the modern-day Grand

Canyon National Park. Had Graves decided otherwise, it is highly likely this dam would have

been constructed as there was no unified environmental movement to oppose it or National

Environmental Policy Act that could have been used to stop it.The second near miss occurred

after World War II when Arizona Senator Carl Hayden attempted to obtain the approval of the

Central Arizona Project (CAP) in 1950 and 1951. His project included a dam 673 feet in height

that would have backed water through the national monument and along the park boundary for

thirteen miles. This proposal actually made it through the Senate . . . twice. California, Arizona’s

longtime antagonist, saved Grand Canyon by blocking Hayden’s bills in the House of

Representatives and threw the issue of dividing the water of the lower Colorado River Basin

into the US Supreme Court where it remained for more than a decade.The canyon was saved

from dams a third time by a complicated series of events that involved an ambitious regional

water proposal, numerous backroom political deals, and a massive public outcry led by

environmental groups during the 1960s. All three of these episodes could have resulted in the

desecration of America’s most iconic natural wonder, and they serve as benchmarks that

measure the state of American environmentalism at the time they occurred.Although the last

serious attempt to build dams in Grand Canyon was made more than fifty years ago, few

people have written about it from a detached perspective. Historians, popular writers, bloggers,

and producers of environmental documentaries have almost universally contended that the

environmentalists, the Sierra Club in particular, are responsible for “saving” Grand Canyon.

Most environmental historians who have written about the controversy have focused primarily

upon the Sierra Club’s successful mobilization of public opinion, which resulted in one of the

most massive expressions of outrage in American history.These historians argue that the

tremendous outcry the Sierra Club generated translated into changes in policy, and that Interior

Secretary Udall, who initially supported the dams, changed his mind as a result of this public

reaction. The story that Udall and Congress capitulated to this pressure and eventually

manipulated the political process to pass a Central Arizona Project bill without dams has been

told and retold so often by so many people that through repetition alone it has gained such

legitimacy that environmental historians and laypeople alike have scarcely questioned it.2But

policy is not made when people put bumper stickers on their cars that say, “Save Grand

Canyon.” This was particularly true in the mid-1960s when a national environmental policy that

granted the public access to the process did not exist. Nor is it made when tens or even

hundreds of thousands of angry letters arrive in congressional mailboxes. Laws are crafted in

isolation, and at no time was this more the case than in the first six decades of the twentieth

century, when the committee system lacked transparency and governmental agencies such as

the Bureau of Reclamation ran amok. It was only after the National Environmental Policy Act

became law in 1970 that environmental organizations and the American people became part of

policymaking, and agencies seeking to build massive projects were finally required to evaluate

alternatives and disclose the environmental consequences of their proposals.Thus the fight to

save Grand Canyon during the 1960s occurred on two levels: in the court of public opinion and

within the political process. The most widely-believed version of these events does not give

enough weight to the intricate and complex nature of the political aspects of the controversy.

Although a romantic, feel-good account, it overstates the impact the Sierra Club, other



environmental organizations, and public opinion had upon lawmaking in the late 1960s. With

the passage of time, this widely published interpretation has become so embellished, and the

Sierra Club’s role in the controversy given so much emphasis, that recent environmental

documentaries have taken such liberties with the historical record that some of them could

aptly be described as historical fiction.This book offers a more balanced account that remains

true to documented events. It considers how the fight to save Grand Canyon played out in the

context of shifting political agendas, technological advancements, and social unrest during the

decade when the modern environmental movement arose. The controversy was so

complicated and the committee process so byzantine, it is easy to lose sight of the human

aspect of the story. People, both for and against the dams, are at the center of this narrative.

Indeed, I have been privileged to meet, through my own interviews and interviews others have

conducted, an amazingly eclectic cast of characters, such as: Arizona’s shrewd representatives

Morris Udall and John Rhodes; powerful Arizona Senator Carl Hayden; Wayne Aspinall of

Colorado, the “prickly” House Interior Committee chairman; Washington’s unyielding Senator

Henry Jackson; Bureau of Reclamation Commissioner Floyd Dominy, the self-proclaimed

“Messiah”3 of western water development; California’s brilliant legal strategist, Northcutt “Mike”

Ely; David Brower, the Sierra Club’s executive director and maybe the most important

environmentalist since John Muir; the eminently quotable Martin Litton, who at times

resembled an Old Testament prophet; Stewart Udall, the pragmatic interior secretary and

former Arizona congressman; Bill Van Ness, the primary author of the National Environmental

Policy Act; and thousands of ordinary citizens who were moved to write letters of protest, all of

whom influenced the outcome of this struggle to save America’s most famous natural wonder.I

will argue throughout this book that despite the preservationists’ national publicity campaign, a

bill containing the Grand Canyon dams would never have been passed after August 1966

because: (1) Senator Jackson, chair of the Senate Interior Committee, guaranteed that he

would block any bill containing these dams because they would have been used to generate

power sold to fund a diversion of water from the Columbia River; and (2) California water

strategist Ely seized this opportunity to kill them in the House Rules Committee so California

could continue using water that the Supreme Court had awarded to Arizona in 1963. Although

inertia carried the process forward another two years and environmentalists gave passionate

testimony in defense of the canyon before congressional committees in 1967, the dams had

been dealt their death blow the previous fall. Stewart Udall did not remove the dams from the

bill in 1967 because he felt pressured, as is so often claimed; he did so because he needed to

gain Jackson’s support to steer a CAP bill through Congress before he and Senator Hayden

left office after the 1968 election.But environmental groups did play an important role in the

fight to save Grand Canyon, and none was as important as the Sierra Club. At the beginning of

the controversy, the Sierra Club was but one of several environmental organizations that were

attempting to change the nation’s environmental consciousness. Groups such as the

Wilderness Society, National Parks Association, Izaak Walton League, and others joined the

Sierra Club during the successful battle to defeat dams proposed for Dinosaur National

Monument in the 1950s. Thus several groups had attained enough public recognition to lead

the cause of pres-ervationism into the next decade. My analysis explains why the Sierra Club,

instead of one of these other groups, emerged from the 1960s as the leading environmental

organization in the world.In a nutshell, the Sierra Club was willing to risk everything to keep

dams out of Grand Canyon and the other groups were not. Influential club leaders who were

also attorneys decided to defy court rulings and federal laws designed to prohibit lobbying by

nonprofit organizations. Because it was the only group willing to challenge this governmental



intrusion upon fundamental constitutional principles, the Sierra Club stood apart from all other

organizations in terms of the lengths it was willing to go to defend the environment.

Consequently, in 1963 when the greatest and most recent fight to save Grand Canyon from

dams began, other organizations looked to the club for guidance, and it solidified its position of

leadership as the controversy unfolded by making appeals to the American people through the

mass media. When the IRS revoked the Sierra Club’s tax-deductible status in June 1966 after

David Brower placed ads condemning the proposed damming of Grand Canyon in national

newspapers, it triggered a tsunami of sympathy from people concerned with civil liberties

issues and created a broad constituency from which the club’s leadership drew strength to

push its environmental agenda after the controversy ended.Most of the dams planned for

Grand Canyon were part of various incarnations of the Central Arizona Project. However, this

book is not a comprehensive discussion of the CAP. Rather, it examines dam proposals within

the context of environmental policymaking, grassroots activism, and shifting public perceptions

of land use in the twentieth century. Neither is it about conflicts over American Indian

resources, even though American Indians play a pivotal role in this story. State and private

schemes only enter the narrative when they interfered with federal projects. It is also a story

that involves interesting people, but it is not biographical save when a brief sketch is needed to

illuminate a person’s ideas and actions. Finally, although the bitter water feud between Arizona

and California plays a prominent role, this conflict within the conflict only enters the story when

it interfered with the passage of regional schemes or became an obstacle that people who

favored a regional project tried to overcome.This book incorporates some of the articles I have

published since 1994 and parts of my first book, Still the Wild River Runs: Congress, the Sierra

Club, and the Fight to Save Grand Canyon (2002); however, this new study is not a simple

rehashing or a second edition of anything I have written before. It is the first time I have had the

opportunity to publish a work about the numerous issues related to various attempts to build

dams in Grand Canyon in the entire context of the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries,

rather than bits and pieces of the story that took place over the span of a few years. It is a

chance for me to add eighteen years of research to what I wrote more than a decade ago, to

reinterpret this evidence, and to assess and expand my previous conclusions. It also offers me

the opportunity to situate the origin point of the National Environmental Policy Act within these

events, a reinterpretation of the genesis of this landmark piece of legislation. The story is even

more nuanced, complicated, frustrating, and outright fun to research than even I realized.A

clarification of some of the terms used in the text is appropriate here. In this discussion,

“conservation,” “preservation,” and “environmentalism” are used interchangeably because their

meanings have changed over the last century. For example, “conservation” organizations of the

1950s would describe themselves as environmentalists today. Advocates of early twentieth-

century Progressive Conservation, or “wise use,” also referred to themselves as

“conservationists.” Because the term “conservation(ist)” has held dual meanings for much of

the twentieth century, I have used appropriate modifiers throughout this narrative to clarify the

meaning of these words in context. Likewise, the meanings American society has associated

with the term “wilderness” have also evolved since the British colonized the Virginia tidewater

region in 1607. I have used this word to refer to places environmentalists believed were

important to protect for scenic and psychological reasons, rather than to describe idealized

pristine landscapes and roadless areas untouched by human development. Surprisingly,

although the Wilderness Act of 1964 was one of the most important pieces of environmental

legislation ever passed, relatively few connections existed between it and the fight to save

Grand Canyon even though many people and environmental organizations supported



both.Also, dams of varying heights have been proposed over the years. For purposes of this

discussion, a “low” dam at the Bridge Canyon Damsite refers to a dam topped out at 570 feet

above the river (or lower), while a “high” dam would have measured at least 673 feet tall. A low

dam would have backed water through Grand Canyon National Monument. The reservoir

created by a high dam would have invaded the monument and also increased the depth of the

river along thirteen miles of the national park boundary. No federal legislation included dams in

between these two heights. The most frequent height proposed for Marble Canyon Dam

located upstream of the park was 310 feet above the Colorado River. Both dams would have

been of a “thin arch concrete design.”4This is an epic story, incredibly broad in scope. The

struggles to keep dams out of Grand Canyon cannot be separated from other battles to save

other canyons within the Colorado River watershed, particularly those that occurred over Glen

Canyon and the canyons of the Green River in Dinosaur National Monument. Additionally,

much of this chronicle is driven by the evolution of ideas, political and social transformations,

and legal interpretations, all of which changed over time. From the beginning of the twentieth

century, ideas and conflict over irrigation, reclamation, and preservation framed the parameters

of the struggles that followed.This book is written as events unfolded chronologically. Chapter

one begins with late nineteenth-century evaluations of Grand Canyon and includes Arizona

boosterism; the beginnings of western reclamation; the Hetch Hetchy dispute and how it

framed battles to protect national parks for the rest of the century; how the US Forest Service

saved Grand Canyon from a dam in 1915; the creation of Grand Canyon National Park in 1919;

the importance, and consequences, of the Colorado River Compact of 1922; plus the Arizona-

California water fight through World War II. Chapter two starts with National Park Service

Director Newton Drury, who fought tenaciously against bureau proposals for Grand Canyon

and other national parks, often without much help from conservation organizations. The Sierra

Club’s painful struggle to reinvent itself into an activist organization and the first attempt by

Arizona politicians to obtain congressional passage of a massive hydroelectric dam in Grand

Canyon as part of the Central Arizona Project are also discussed here.Chapter three picks up

with the Dinosaur controversy, the emergence of a vocal conservation movement, and the key

political and environmentalist leaders who played important roles during the 1960s. Arizona’s

and California’s “go it alone” attempts that affected subsequent events and the Rainbow Bridge

National Monument fiasco are also covered. Chapter four focuses upon Stewart Udall’s

introduction of the Pacific Southwest Water Plan and how it gained the tentative blessing of

California and Wayne Aspinall. Carl Hayden’s renewed efforts to pass a bare-bones project in

the wake of Arizona’s victory in the Supreme Court in 1963 and the initiation of the

environmentalists’ opposition campaign are also discussed. Chapter five covers the rift

between Hayden and Stewart Udall, the problems of presidential politics during the 1964

election year, Udall’s agonizing decision to pursue a high Bridge Canyon Dam despite knowing

it would incur opposition, the first serious mention of a Columbia River diversion since the

1940s and its ramifications, and the preservationists’ attempts to publicize the growing threat to

Grand Canyon.Chapter six lays out the social and political context of the 1960s, particularly the

public’s concerns with threats to civil liberties, free speech, and civil rights, as well as the 1965

House hearings in the Subcommittee on Irrigation and Reclamation, and the preservationists’

decision to target the national media when they realized that their legal and technical

arguments were not powerful enough to change reclamation policy. Washington Senator Henry

Jackson’s upending of the bureau’s well-established congressional approval process—the

point of origin of NEPA—is also explained. Chapter seven shows how the environmentalists

gained media coverage and the steps the pro-dam interests took to counter it, including the



mobilization of the American Indians in the region. The unfolding drama in the House

Subcommittee on Irrigation and Reclamation through June 1966 concludes this

chapter.Chapter eight analyzes the results of the Sierra Club’s national media campaign,

including the public reaction to its full-page ads in national newspapers and the IRS revocation

of its tax-deductible status, as well as the complex political intrigue that caused the regional

plan to unravel in the House Rules Committee when on the brink of success. Interior Secretary

Udall’s decision to change course and pursue a bill without dams in Grand Canyon, a strategy

that led to the passage of CAP legislation in 1968, is also treated in this chapter, as are the

hardball political maneuvers Carl Hayden used to gain the backing of a reluctant Wayne

Aspinall in the House.Chapter nine concludes the book with how historical interpretations,

popular accounts, websites, and film have created and perpetuated the “noble myth” of how the

Sierra Club saved Grand Canyon and how these interpretations, based upon “unintentional

overstatements” by people closely associated with these events, have shaped public

perceptions. The consequences for the Navajo people of a half century of using coal-fired

power plants to generate electricity for the CAP are also discussed through the present. The

chapter ends with how Henry Jackson’s defense of the Columbia River evolved into the

National Environmental Policy Act and how, after Congress passed this historic environmental

legislation, the Sierra Club capitalized on the heroic myth of its having saved Grand Canyon to

become the most influential environmental organization in the world.One can argue that the

mere preservation of natural curiosities such as Grand Canyon had become outdated by the

close of the 1960s, and hence, that the fight to save Grand Canyon was merely the last major

campaign of the twentieth-century conservation movement. However, it also represents an

important transition, as environmental organizations such as the Sierra Club, having gained a

large national audience during the Grand Canyon debate, began to change from being

advocates of mere preservation to fighting for public health, environmental justice, and,

eventually, sustainability. Perhaps this is the most important legacy of the fight to save Grand

Canyon, for in leading the last great crusade of John Muir’s style of preservation, the Sierra

Club gained a reputation for environmental activism that enabled it to catch up to the portion of

the American public that had left preservation behind, embraced the new environmentalism,

and was waiting for an organization to step up and lead them to victory in future environmental

crusades.

1“Something to be Skinned”“I have come here to see the Grand Canyon,” Teddy Roosevelt told

his audience of former Rough Riders, Arizona dignitaries, and ordinary citizens on May 6,

1903. Overcome by the “loneliness and beauty” of the chasm, the president asked Arizonans to

not give in to the temptations of commercial and private development, and to leave the canyon

alone. Be a good steward and preserve it for the entire country, he said, for it is a place of

“unparalleled” grandeur, unique in all the world.1Indeed it was, and still is today, despite the

development of a massive tourist infrastructure on the south rim that TR would have

undoubtedly viewed with distaste. Ironically, as he delivered the speech in which he told his

audience not to “mar” the canyon with hotels, houses, or development of any kind and to

refrain from treating it as “something to be skinned,” he did so while standing on the porch of a

hotel close to the brink of the abyss. That irony reflects the juxtaposition many people in the

last half of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries felt about the natural world. Although

the Anglo Americans who first wrote about the canyon evaluated whether they could wring a

profit from it, their words occasionally express the kind of awe that one typically finds in the

writings of seventeenth-century enlightenment figures who struggled to find the language to



describe the feelings of wonder—and terror—such landscapes evoked.Thus we have the

scribblings of Lieutenant Joseph Christmas Ives, who in 1857 wrote that the Colorado River

would remain “forever undisturbed” along its “lonely and majestic way.” Geologist John Wesley

Powell reflected in 1875 that the canyon was so “awful, sublime, and glorious” that words and

“graphic arts” combined could not capture it. Railroad builder Robert Brewster Stanton

occasionally paused from his 1890 survey to lift his eyes upward and write of the “flaming

scarlet sandstone cliffs” above the inner gorge. Indeed, as TR spoke about preservation, the

nation struggled to reconcile conflicting ideas about protecting nature and developing it in the

name of progress. TR’s speech is best remembered for his admonition to protect Grand

Canyon, but in the same talk he also extolled the virtues of western irrigation.2 To place

twentieth-century struggles over building dams in Grand Canyon into their proper historical

context, it is with efforts to reclaim the West that we must begin.Aridity, ShmaridityPowell, a

veteran of the American Civil War who lost his right arm at the battle of Shiloh, embarked upon

his epic voyage down the Colorado in the spring of 1869. Despite reports of his party’s demise,

the expedition successfully navigated the river through Grand Canyon, and he made a second

passage through the upper canyon to Kanab Creek in 1871. The fame that resulted propelled

Powell into a tumultuous bureaucratic career that culminated in his becoming the second

director of the US Geological Survey (USGS). Powell, an innovative and outspoken thinker, did

not hesitate to air his views about how western settlement policies should take the region’s

aridity into consideration, much to the chagrin of his superiors and western land

speculators.During the 1870s, the wave of western migration reached beyond the ninety-eighth

meridian. Lured by the promise of cheap land and spurred on by the mantra of “rain follows the

plow,” hordes of hopeful farmers poured into the virtually uncharted Southwest, an area so dry

that it made the “Great American Desert” of the plains look like a verdant paradise. Fearing a

disaster of biblical proportions, Powell published his landmark study, Report on the Lands of

the Arid Region of the United States, in 1878 and tried to implement it as national policy upon

becoming the director of the USGS in 1881.3Powell advocated replacing the existing

Homestead Acts and other laws designed to privatize land developed in the humid East with

settlement policies designed for the West’s arid environment. Specifically, Powell proposed a

system of grazing and irrigation districts with irrigation farms of no more than eighty acres and

pasturage farms of four sections. Powell’s most revolutionary idea was to replace the rapidly

emerging western water law doctrine of prior appropriation—which allows claimants to divert

water great distances away from rivers and streams—with statutes tying water rights to land

within a specific watershed. Water usage and regulation policy would be determined locally

rather than at the state or federal levels. However, Powell also believed that the federal

government must assess the water resources of the West and he initiated a comprehensive

irrigation survey he hoped would guide western settlement.Powell did not advocate for

centralized federal water development, but the very idea that the federal government should

catalog and guide western settlement and water usage at all elicited bleats of protest from

western politicians, cattle interests, real estate speculators, and government bureaucracies.

The intensity of the opposition drove Powell from his position in the USGS in 1894, and he

spent the rest of his life vigorously opposing uncontrolled western expansion until his death in

1902. Powell’s survey, though incomplete, identified 147 potential reservoir sites located

throughout the American West. Not one of these was in the Grand Canyon of the

Colorado.4With Powell out of the picture, individuals, promoters, and corporations tried to

construct irrigation works to bring water to potentially rich western farmland. However, most

sites where water could easily be diverted onto prospective farmland were settled by the late



1880s, while millions of acres of fertile soil lay uncultivated because farmers and small

irrigation districts lacked the resources to construct large-scale water projects. As a result,

several western states including California and Colorado attempted to construct irrigation

works but most of these efforts ended in failure as well.The lower Colorado River flows through

one of the driest regions in the already arid American West. Although the soil is fertile, an

annual mean rainfall of 2.4 inches prevented the development of a viable agricultural industry

on either side of the Arizona-California border. Charles Rockwood, a Midwestern visionary,

sought to irrigate these potentially rich farmlands with water from the Colorado by building a

canal from the river to California’s Imperial Valley. This project, the first attempt to divert water

from the main stream of the Colorado on a large scale, resulted in one of the most spectacular

failures of private irrigation in the history of western reclamation.Rockwood and his partner

George Chaffey constructed a canal that delivered water to California’s Imperial Valley in 1901.

They soon discovered why the river had been nicknamed “Big Red,” for the canal quickly filled

with silt. Undaunted, they dug another with the same result. Still determined to bring the

Imperial Valley into cultivation, they constructed a temporary channel so they could clear the

first canal during the spring rainy season of 1905. A major flood surged down the Colorado

River, destroyed the headgate to the canal, and the rampaging waters flowed unimpeded into

the Salton Sink, a natural depression within the valley that, when full of water, geologists called

the Salton Sea. The river widened the fissure in its west bank to a half mile and washed away a

vast amount of topsoil in addition to Rockwood’s investment. The Southern Pacific Railroad

took ownership of Rockwell’s venture and finally, after two years of nonstop effort, sealed the

breach in 1907 and returned the impetuous river to its former bed.5Even as this private

reclamation boondoggle was moving toward its epic failure, boosters and local politicians from

California and Arizona already recognized that they needed federal assistance to construct a

great dam to control the Colorado’s flood peaks and provide a constant flow for downstream

agriculture. Rockwood’s debacle made it painfully clear that construction of projects of the

scale necessary to stabilize the Colorado’s flow and to channel the water was beyond the

capability of individuals, corporations, or even states. Ironically, in the same year Powell died

Congress passed the Newlands Reclamation Act of 1902, which created the US Reclamation

Service and charged the new bureau with the task of opening vast areas of the West to

agriculture through the construction of massive federally constructed water projects.6As the

new agency began to prioritize its potential projects, Arthur Powell Davis, Powell’s nephew, a

Progressive Republican and a strong supporter of federal water development, began to argue

for federal development of the entire Colorado River Basin, including Grand Canyon.7 Although

Davis lobbied that his Colorado River scheme should receive the highest priority, the

Reclamation Service kicked off its first comprehensive river basin development on a much

smaller scale. Citing the need to provide water for agriculture in the Phoenix area, the service

initiated the construction of several dams on the Salt River in central Arizona. The largest,

Theodore Roosevelt Dam, was a majestic stone structure built by an astonishingly diverse

labor force. It was assembled from hand-hewn blocks of native red granite and stood 280 feet

tall when completed in 1911. The project also included a small hydroelectric generator that

produced the first Reclamation Service electricity.8 Thus from the very beginning, twentieth-

century federal reclamation included both water storage and the production of hydroelectric

power.After it completed the Salt River Project, the Reclamation Service engaged in extensive

water development throughout the West. Officials within the service began to view the sale of

electricity as a potential source of revenue for future projects, an idea that eventually became a

mainstay of reclamation policy. Although its primary focus remained the construction of



irrigation works, the Reclamation Service expanded its hydroelectric capacity at Roosevelt

Dam and built eighteen power plants across the West by 1923.9 However, given the

technological challenges of developing the water resources and hydroelectric potential of the

Colorado River, Davis’s dream of a large federally constructed dam in the canyon country of

northern Arizona would not reach fruition until Congress approved the Boulder Dam project in

1928.10Undaunted by the failures of private irrigation schemes and the obvious geological and

technical obstacles, a few water developers believed Grand Canyon was an ideal place to build

hydroelectric and water storage projects. They concocted some fantastic schemes and tried to

implement them through the first two decades of the twentieth century. Engineer Robert

Brewster Stanton led the second and third expeditions down the Colorado River through the

entire length of Grand Canyon in 1889–1890 to assess the possibility of building a railroad

through the canyon. Despite the remoteness and the difficulty of access, Stanton, in perhaps

the first written reference to the hydroelectric potential of the Colorado River, wrote that the

entire railroad line could be powered by “electricity generated by the power of the river tumbling

down beside its tracks.”11In 1893 the Salt Lake City Tribune stated that the “supply of water in

the Colorado is an unfailing one and sooner or later it will be the source of all great irrigation

enterprises in Arizona.” The Tribune advocated the construction of a steel-framed dam on the

Colorado River in Grand Canyon at the same time that Utah was attempting to wrest all the

land north of the Colorado River from Arizona Territory. Utah’s attempted land grab failed, but

this proposal is noteworthy because it was also conceived as a hydroelectric project rather

than a dam for water storage alone.12On the Arizona side of the river, boosters made

extraordinary claims about the Colorado’s potential, one going so far as to claim that its

capacity to generate electricity was far greater than that of Niagara Falls. Despite this rhetoric,

most early proposals focused upon the construction of small-scale projects on tributary

streams within the canyon. A veterinarian, A. J. Chandler, attempted to obtain European capital

to finance the construction of a power plant on Kanab Creek. A booster in every sense of the

word, he argued that one plant built upon this relatively small stream could provide electricity

for Prescott, Phoenix, and other Arizona communities. Although he ultimately failed to obtain

the capital needed to begin construction, it would not be the last time Kanab Creek would be

considered ideal for power generation.In a rare triumph of private water development, David

Babbitt of Flagstaff, Arizona, formed the Grand Canyon Electric Power Company in 1902 and

constructed a modest generating plant on Bright Angel Creek, a tributary of the Colorado.

Unlike many western water ventures, Babbitt’s actually succeeded. His small hydroelectric

plant supplied electricity to residences and hotels on the canyon’s south rim until 1965.13Still

others sought to avoid the difficult task of dam construction and built waterwheels designed to

generate power from the Colorado River’s main stem, but none of these schemes worked.

Water developers were eventually forced to admit that the river’s seasonal fluctuations were so

extreme that a waterwheel would be rendered incapable of generating power during periods of

low flow, while torrential spring floods would, in all likelihood, destroy it.14 As in other parts of

the West, it seemed as though efforts to develop the full hydroelectric power potential of the

Colorado River could only succeed with federal backing. In 1910 it appeared that the Colorado

River and Grand Canyon would prove Ives’s bleak assessment correct by posing

insurmountable obstacles to water development.Hetch Hetchy and the Near Miss of

1915Several events occurred before 1920 that brought construction of a dam on the Colorado

River in Grand Canyon within the realm of possibility. The debates surrounding these proposals

eerily foreshadowed the bitter dam fight of the 1960s.15 In 1910 Ralph Cameron, the last

congressional delegate from the territory of Arizona and a future US senator, held most of



Arizona’s political power. Cameron, a figure of some notoriety, had a reputation for advancing

his varied interests through legal and extralegal means. He came to Grand Canyon in 1884; by

1900 he had staked more than thirty-five mineral claims in the canyon, built a hotel, and was

charging tourists a dollar apiece to ride mules down the Bright Angel Trail he had

constructed.16Claiming that he “would make more money out of the Grand Canyon than any

other man,” Cameron moved forward with his plans for development even after President

Roosevelt created Grand Canyon National Monument in 1908. Using the mechanism of

patenting mining claims to tie up the best locations on and near the Colorado River for dams

and power plants, by 1907 he had sold options for $175,000 to Warner, Tucker & Company, a

Boston firm that intended to build a 230-foot-tall hydroelectric dam to supply power to northern

Arizona’s mines. The deal fell through when Cameron could not prove he held legal title to the

land he was trying to sell. By the time Arizona become a state in 1912, the intrepid Cameron,

unfazed by this temporary setback, had sold mineral rights to mining consortiums in

Philadelphia and New York and promised to provide power for these and other mining interests

by building his own massive hydroelectric dam near the bottom of Bright Angel Trail—in the

heart of the new Grand Canyon National Monument.17As Cameron framed his dam proposal

for Grand Canyon, the struggle over the construction of a dam in Yosemite’s Hetch Hetchy

Valley reached its climax in 1913. John Muir and the Sierra Club had fought to preserve the

scenic grandeur of Hetch Hetchy Valley while Gifford Pinchot, the father of Progressive Era

resource management in the United States and the head of the new US Forest Service,

contended that the valley should be used as a reservoir site even though it was located in

Yosemite National Park. Pinchot preached the gospel of conservation and urged immediate

development of the West’s water resources. Pinchot and Muir, good friends at one point, parted

over the issue of preservation versus conservation. After 1905, this break became more and

more acute as preservationists and conservationists fought over Hetch Hetchy, the first

important environmental battle of the twentieth century.18Although the Sierra Club had battled

wilderness exploiters since its creation in 1892 and successfully defended Yosemite and other

national parks from various intrusions, its membership lacked political sophistication.

Additionally, the process by which large federal projects were approved at the turn of the

twentieth century did not require environmental assessments and public input as they do today.

This lack of transparency allowed politicians allied with the city of San Francisco and its utility

companies to quietly sponsor and pass a bill in 1901 that authorized the secretary of the

interior to grant rights of way for water projects through the three national parks located in

California. The Sierra Club, inexperienced in political subterfuge, did not become aware of this

act until 1905. Thus when it joined the battle for Hetch Hetchy Valley, which many people

viewed as a mirror image of Yosemite Valley itself, the groundwork for the defeat of the

preservationists’ opposition to a dam there had been already been laid.19Even worse, a

division emerged within the club between members who supported water development and

those favoring preservation, a division that ran so deep that the club’s board of directors asked

the members to vote on the issue. Preservation out-polled conservation 3.6 to 1, and so Muir

and the club continued to lobby vocally against the Hetch Hetchy dam. Muir even managed to

convince a conflicted Roosevelt to qualify his initial support for the project despite the latter’s

advocacy of Progressive Conservation and close personal friendship with Pinchot.20But

Pinchot and the city of San Francisco gained the upper hand after the disastrous San

Francisco earthquake and fire of 1906. Despite a national letter-writing campaign, the

distribution of anti-dam pamphlets, and impassioned arguments from preservationists, the

Hetch Hetchy bill passed both houses of Congress with substantial majorities in the fall of



1913. After twelve years of continuous struggle, politically outgunned and swamped by the

rising tide of Progressive Conservation, Muir lost the greatest conservation battle of his life. On

December 19, 1913, President Woodrow Wilson signed the Raker Act into law, granting San

Francisco all water rights in the valley and the authority to build a dam.21 According to Sierra

Club lore, an embittered Muir died the following year of a broken heart caused by the loss of

his beloved Hetch Hetchy, now condemned to become, in Muir’s own words, “an open

mountain sepulcher.”22The Hetch Hetchy debate gave rise to two opposing political agendas

that had immediate effects upon Cameron’s Grand Canyon project and continued to influence

the development of water resources and the preservation of sublime landscapes for much of

the twentieth century and beyond. First, by approving the construction of a dam in Yosemite

National Park, Congress established the precedent that it would give resource development a

higher priority over the preservation of nature even within the national parks that had originally

been created to protect areas of natural splendor from development. However, in approving the

destruction of Hetch Hetchy, Congress also gave the Sierra Club and other preservationists a

lost cause that they would use effectively to generate support for the creation of the National

Park Service in 1916 and to claim the moral high ground in future battles to preserve natural

wonders.Muir’s rhetoric couched the Hetch Hetchy dispute in biblical terms. He described the

valley as an “Eden,” a “glorious mountain temple,” and a “cathedral,” that still bore the imprint of

“the hand of the creator.” Muir castigated the developers as “despoilers” akin to “Satan,” and the

progeny of the moneychangers whom Jesus drove from “Jerusalem’s Temple,” because they

sought to “make everything dollarable.” Muir would not live to see it, but his words would

resonate throughout the twentieth century. His language framed the arguments raised by future

environmental advocates such as David Brower, who wrote full-page newspaper

advertisements and published oversized exhibit format books containing magnificent

photographs and lovely poetic descriptions of what would soon be lost to development. Muir

wrote a position of moral ascendency into being for the Sierra Club that it used as a foundation

to persuade legions of Americans to join its fights to keep Dinosaur National Monument and

Grand Canyon free of dams a half century later.23Cameron and Arizona power interests kept a

wary eye on these two congressional impulses and the possible ramifications for their own

plans to develop the hydroelectric and reclamation potential of Grand Canyon. Despite

increasing sentiment to protect the national parks in the wake of Hetch Hetchy, supporters of

water projects appeared to have the upper hand, a position that the House of Representatives

strengthened when it began to debate the Ferris Water-Power bill in April of 1914—a

predecessor to the Federal Power Act of 1920—to promote federal water and power

development. This legislation would have granted the secretary of the interior the discretionary

right to lease power sites on all public lands managed by the Interior Department except for

national parks and monuments. But a relative newcomer to Arizona politics, Representative

Carl Hayden, began his six decades of reclamation advocacy by inserting an amendment into

the bill allowing water development in Grand Canyon and Mount Olympus National

Monuments. Hayden argued, “The use of the water power in the Mount Olympus and Grand

Canyon Monuments would not interfere with our enjoyment of any of the beauties of nature.

That was the case in the Hetch Hetchy bill which we debated at great length in this house not

long ago. This is a parallel one.”24Meanwhile, Cameron obtained financial backing from a New

York firm and on November 14, 1914, made an informal application to the US Forest Service,

the parent agency of Grand Canyon National Monument, to build a hydroelectric project just

downstream from the terminus of Bright Angel Trail. Another developer, W. I. Johnson, hired

Frank Baum, chief hydrological engineer for Pacific Gas and Electric Company and one of the



most important proponents of the Hetch Hetchy dam, to submit a similar application and to

design a power project for Havasu Creek in Cataract Canyon, which lay just inside the western

boundary of the national monument.25 Although Havasu Creek is only a tributary of the

Colorado River, Cataract Canyon contains some of the most spectacular scenery in the Grand

Canyon system, including the dramatic Havasupai and Mooney Falls, two of the most

photographed places in the American West.Thus less than a year after approving the Hetch

Hetchy dam, Congress had taken additional steps that favored water development over the

preservation of scenic resources even in the national parks and monuments. Furthermore,

Franklin Lane, the former San Francisco city attorney who spearheaded his city’s successful

fight to build the dam in Hetch Hetchy Valley, had just been named secretary of the interior by

President Wilson. Two proposals to construct dams in Grand Canyon National Monument,

including one on the main stem of the Colorado River, now sat on the desk of the head of the

Forest Service, the agency founded by Gifford Pinchot that was perhaps the most vigorous

governmental advocate of Progressive Era resource conservation. The construction of a dam

in the heart of Grand Canyon National Monument and the inundation of some of its most

spectacular scenic features and archeological sites now seemed inevitable.26Fortunately for

preservationists, Pinchot was no longer the chief forester of the United States. By 1914 he had

been replaced by his close friend Henry S. Graves. Graves was appointed to succeed him

largely on the basis of the expectation that he would continue to carry out Pinchot’s utilitarian

policies but without Pinchot’s political grandstanding. Indeed, since becoming chief in 1910,

Graves had continued Pinchot’s efforts to stop Congress from establishing a separate national

parks bureau, declaring that the Forest Service should administer the national parks “because

of the need to salvage the dead and down timber.”27 Preservationists and national park

enthusiasts viewed Graves and his agency with mistrust and skepticism, especially after Hetch

Hetchy. Initially Graves did nothing to dissuade these suspicions. At the same time he was

weighing the construction of the two dams in Grand Canyon National Monument, he was also

fighting efforts to transfer Forest Service land to the monument to control public access in case

the latter should be incorporated into a new national park.Graves, who had favored the Hetch

Hetchy dam, moved cautiously; by the summer of 1914, it became apparent that the new chief

forester was not going to approve the Cameron and Baum proposals without carefully

considering all the ramifications of Hetch Hetchy. As historians Roderick Nash and Stephen

Fox have argued, perhaps the most remarkable thing about the Hetch Hetchy debate is that it

occurred at all, and that the construction of a dam at this location would not have been

controversial had it been proposed fifty years previously.28 The fierce congressional debates

and the public outcry against the damming of Hetch Hetchy that culminated in 1913 gave

Graves pause and forced him to balance the agenda of water development with that of the

emerging preservation movement in the case of the Grand Canyon a year later.As a result,

Graves now found himself in a difficult dilemma because he knew that both houses of

Congress were considering water-power legislation as well as bills to establish an agency to

oversee the national parks. In addition, he was also aware of a growing sentiment within

Congress to strengthen the protection given to Grand Canyon by incorporating the national

monument into a new national park with or without an agency to oversee it. Knowing that their

window of opportunity could potentially close, Cameron and Baum pressed Graves to approve

their projects quickly before Congress enacted protective measures that would, in all likelihood,

nullify their applications.They also persuaded powerful politicians and influential citizens,

including Representative Hayden, Arizona Senator Henry Ashurst, and Interior Secretary Lane,

to pressure Graves to grant his approval. Lane contended that Graves should allow the permits



because he anticipated that Grand Canyon would come under Interior’s jurisdiction when it

became a national park, thus making it eligible for power development because he believed it

was highly likely Congress would eventually pass some form of the Ferris Bill that included

Hayden’s hydroelectric power amendment exception.Graves refused to yield to this pressure

and he denied the Cameron and Baum applications in January 1915 after weighing all of these

factors. He wrote Lane, telling him he agreed that Grand Canyon National Monument would

probably be transferred to the “Bureau of National Parks,” which would become part of the

Interior Department once the Senate approved impending legislation to that effect. But Graves

also argued that because the House and Senate were far from agreement on federal water-

power legislation, Lane’s claim that Grand Canyon’s hydroelectric potential should be

developed immediately in anticipation of this legislation was without merit.29Despite Graves’s

careful assessment of the status of both the water-power and national parks bills, since both

were still pending before Congress, neither was applicable to the Cameron/Baum applications.

Legally, federal policy governing water development in national parks and monuments had just

been established in the Hetch Hetchy case and Graves could have easily justified approving

the proposals based upon that recent precedent.Instead, Graves based his decision upon the

fact that the House had passed the national park service bill with a clause stating that no

development could take place in a national park. Summing up he stated: “The bill [Cameron’s

Grand Canyon dam application] as it stands would, therefore, allow rights to be secured while

action is being taken to create the park that would not be permitted if the creation of the park

were an accomplished fact.”30 Graves weighed the existing year-old precedent of Hetch

Hetchy against potential congressional protection of national parks and, despite tremendous

pressure, he based his decision upon the possibility that the latter would soon become

law.Graves’s letter to Secretary Lane demonstrates that he grasped the future implications of

whatever decision he might make and the intensity of the opposing forces focusing their

energies upon potential park lands. What is even more remarkable is that, unlike Hetch Hetchy,

preservationists did not protest the Cameron and Baum Grand Canyon dam proposals; in fact,

it is highly probable that they did not even know of them. So Graves’s decision must be read in

this light—that it was made with virtually no pressure from environmental organizations such

as the Sierra Club. His reasoning is particularly noteworthy when one considers that the

precedent of Hetch Hetchy was barely one year old.Although many environmental historians

have portrayed the early twentieth century Forest Service as strictly a utilitarian agency, Chief

Henry Graves assigned greater weight to the aesthetic values of Grand Canyon and its

potential as a national park. He did so despite immense pressure from politicians, government

bureaus, and pro-development interest groups, and despite the policy formed as a result of the

Hetch Hetchy controversy that favored utilitarian and economic development within the

boundaries of national parks and monuments—a policy he had strongly supported in the case

of Yosemite National Park.31The depth of Graves’s convictions was shared by his subordinates

within the Forest Service for the remainder of his term. Graves’s chief engineer, Lyle A. Whitsit,

echoed Graves’s sentiments. After concluding that the power plant designed by Baum was

feasible, he argued: “The writer believes that the scenic beauty of the canyon, the falls, and the

rapids possess greater value and is [sic] one of the important features of Grand Canyon

National Monument. . . . Should this hydro-electric development be made, all the scenic beauty

of the falls and rapids that makes the trip to this country worthwhile would be destroyed.

Therefore, the writer believes that the Service is perfectly justified in refusing an application for

water power [sic] permit for these resources and would so recommend.”32Even while Graves

was absent from the Forest Service because of his military service during World War I and



while on medical leave in 1919, the agency continued to rebuff inquiries from other parties

interested in constructing hydroelectric projects in Grand Canyon. Faced with these forcefully

stated positions, Baum notified his employer that it would be “useless to carry the matter

further,” while Cameron’s claims remained in limbo until 1920 when the US Supreme Court

invalidated them.33Federal Water Development and the Law of the RiverAlthough

preservationists lost a magnificent scenic wonder in Hetch Hetchy, they gained a national

constituency and a federal agency, the National Park Service, by the end of 1916. Because of

the careful reasoning of Chief Forester Graves, the Colorado River in Grand Canyon remained

free of hydroelectric projects when Carl Hayden began to push for the establishment of Grand

Canyon National Park. However, after the National Park Service was created in 1916, it was

not given jurisdiction over Grand Canyon National Monument; the monument remained under

the management of the Forest Service.34 Three years after the creation of the park service,

Hayden and Ashurst sponsored bills to convert Grand Canyon National Monument into a

national park.
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Aim, “This is the difinitive legislative history on the subject.. There are many history "buffs" and

wilderness or environmental enthusiasts out there writing what is labeled history. Unlike those

pieces of popular literature, Dr. Pearson's book is a brilliant work of scholarship. Substantiated

by years of research and presented in a logical and objective manner by a well seasoned

educator, this book is a must for anyone who wants to learn about American Environmental

History in the twentieth century. The breadth and depth of this examination measures up to the

subject matter.”

DWF, “A Great Study: Great History, Great Book. Challenging any conventional wisdom is most

often a good thing. Byron Pearson challenges the conventional wisdom regarding the contest

and outcome of the Grand Canyon dam proposals of the 1960s. Pearson exposes the Sierra

Club’s fallacy of causation, a myth cultivated over several decades. This myth gives the Sierra

Club the primary - though not exclusive - credit for the successful outcome of the Grand

Canyon dam controversy. The foundations of the myth germinated in the original John Muir and

Yosemite era of the Sierra Club, then sprouted during the subsequent years when, as historian

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eaoo/OPMw/QDbBN/Saving-Grand-Canyon-Dams-Deals-and-a-Noble-Myth


of the conservation movement Stephen Fox put it, “People who had never heard of the

Wilderness Society or the Izaak Walton League knew about the Sierra Club.” The myth then

exploded in the 1960s after the Grand Canyon dam controversy wound down.Pearson

demonstrates that a pragmatic response to the final political calculus of the dam proposals by

federal officials - and not the energetic maneuverings of the Sierra Club - was the most

significant factor in the proposals’ failure.Pearson’s conclusions challenging the myth even

while affirming the substance of the Sierra Club’s efforts at Grand Canyon has met with some

criticism and Pearson has taken a little heat for his reordering of the cause-and-effect line-up of

the major players. But he amply demonstrates the importance of the Sierra Club to the death of

the damming proposal.The failure of the Grand Canyon dam proposals marked the end of the

great system-of-systems approach to western water management. The once grand designs for

California, Central Arizona, and Washington State manifested as partial fulfillments, resulting

only in regional and not basin-wide development conclusions. The lesson of the aftermath of

the dam controversy also demonstrated that the American design for mitigating political risk

through the inefficiencies and competitions of federalist and representative governance echoed

in the nation’s water development philosophy and methodology. For example, Yosemite Valley

was saved if Hetch Hetchy was turned into a reservoir and, similarly, Grand Canyon was saved

if Glen Canyon was partially filled with water.”

The book by Regula Schwab-Jaggi has a rating of 5 out of 3.7. 4 people have provided

feedback.
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