
Sacramento rivers.   Then, too, in 1909, 
Theodore Roosevelt left office, and 
Congress began to reign in the Interior 
Department and Reclamation Bureau.  

Within a few years, Congress exercised 
full control over the bureau’s budget.  The 
bureau had built 30 projects—one or more 
in every state and territory of the West—but 
those projects covered only a few million 
acres—a small fraction of the 100,000,000 
acres the optimistic proponents of federal 
reclamation had predicted the nation 
would save from the desert in 1902.  For 
all the power of the family farm ethos, few 
farmers on the government projects had 
the capital to get started and fewer still 
could make a decent living.  Wave after 
wave of settlers fled the projects.  By the 
1920s the Bureau of Reclamation came 
under withering fire both in Congress and 
on the projects themselves.  The future of 
its projects, and of the bureau itself, was 
very much in doubt.           ❑
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Construction at the Bureau of Reclamation’s Glen Canyon Dam on 
the Colorado River, 1963.  Courtesy U.S. Department of the Interior. 
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One hundred ninety-three pound nut and 
bolt, one of 16 used to assemble the shaft 
of a 75,000 KW generator at the Bureau of 
Reclamation’s Grand Coulee Dam, 1942.  
Courtesy U.S. Department of the Interior.  

The irrigation of arid lands was, at its 
inception in 1902, the boldest, most 
ambitious public works program ever 

launched by the federal government.  It 
promised to place as many as 20,000,000 
people on family farms no larger than 160 
acres covering 100,000,000 acres of the 
arid public domain—a land mass roughly 
the size of California. But the Reclamation 
Act of 1902 contained many inconsistent 
provisions.  It provided that the money 
to build dams and canals would come 
from the sale of public lands.  In theory, 
farmers would repay their pro-rata cost of 
constructing dams and canals.  And since 
this project was not paid for from general 
revenue, the duty of allocating the money, 
and deciding which projects would be 
constructed, fell exclusively to the Secretary 

of Interior and bureaucrats 
in the new Reclamation 
Service—later Reclamation 
Bureau—created within the 
Department of the Interior.  

Initially, the states were 
expected to defer to the will 
of Washington.  Indeed, 
at first the Reclamation 
Bureau demanded that the 
states “cold storage” vast 
quantities of water for the 
nation’s future use and 
reform their water laws to 
meet the expectations of 
the Reclamation Bureau’s 
legal staff.  Most states 
refused, especially after 
they saw that President 
Theodore Roosevelt was 
bent on building the 
irrigation projects as rapidly 
as possible regardless 
of whether the states 
helped or not so that the 

Republican Party could take full credit 
before he left office.  Roosevelt hoped that 
when Arizona, New Mexico, and Oklahoma 
became states, they would send Republican 
delegations to Congress.

This nationalist phase of water 
development lasted less than 20 years, 
and some would say less than 10 years.  In 
1907, the United States Supreme Court, 
in a dispute over the Arkansas River, 
ruled that the federal government had 
no special water rights of its own, even 
in interstate streams.  The states, not the 
federal government, had supreme control 
over water rights. This decision prevented 
the Bureau from launching the ambitious, 
comprehensive multiple-purpose projects 
it had considered for the Colorado and 
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Commemorating a 
century of flight
 
On December 17, 1903, at Kill Devil 
Hills, North Carolina, Wilbur and 
Orville Wright made four sustained 
machine-powered human-piloted 
flights.  A century later more that 35,000 
visitors are expected in Kill Devil Hills 
for commemorative parades and air 
shows.  The U.S. Centennial of Flight 
Commission has posted a nationwide 
calendar of more than 200 conferences, 
rededications, air shows, and theatrical 
tributes.  PWHS also plans to contribute 
a history of municipal airports.  Written 
by historian Janet Bednarek of 
Dayton, Ohio, the Wrights’ own 
hometown, the research is slated for 
spring publication in Essays in Public 
Works History.           ❑

News and Notes
 
Conferences

The importance of engineering to 
U.S.-German relations will be topic of 
the annual meeting of the Historical 
Commission of the Association of 
German Engineers (Verein Deutscher 
Ingenieure, VDI), Düsseldorf, 26-27 
February 2004.  Contact Prof. Walter 
Kaiser at kaiser@histech-rwth-aachen.de. 

The European Association of Urban 
Historians (EAUH) is calling for papers 
concerning the history of public utilities 
for its 7th annual conference, in Athens, 
Greece, October 27 to 30, 2004; see 
http://www.le.ac.uk/urbanhist/urbanconf/
resources.html

Websightings

Recall America’s two-lane 
motel-lined highways in 
an engineer’s tribute to 
the open road.  Explaining 
numbering systems and 
defining the nomenclature 
(IH means interstate 

highway in Texas; K-Routes is the term 
in Kansas), “US-Highways: From U.S. 
1 to U.S. 830” virtually returns to the 
day of deco neon and gas stations with 
service bays; see www.us-highways.com/. 

The Crown Prince, piloted by Orville Wright, over Germany’s Bornstedter Field, October 2, 1908.  
Courtesy of The Wilbur and Orville Wright Papers, Library of Congress.  

Pisani, Koslofsky win 
history awards
 
Historian Donald Pisani is 
the winner of the society’s 2003 
Abel Wolman Award for Water 
and American Government: The 
Reclamation Bureau, National Water 
Policy, and the West, 1902-1935 
(Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2002).   The annual award 
honors outstanding books on 
public works history.  This year’s 
Wolman committee was especially 
impressed by Pisani’s analysis of 
the relationship between water 
developments in the public and 
private spheres.  Reviewer Martin 
Ridge calls the book “a tour de force” 
that puts a human face on complex 
events. 

The 2003 Michael Robinson Award 
goes to University of Illinois 
historian Craig Koslofsky for 
“Court Culture and Street Lighting in 
Seventeenth-Century Europe” in July 
2002 issue of the Journal of Urban 
History.  Established in 2001, the 
Michael Robinson Award recognizes 
the best essay or article published on 
a public works history topic.            ❑

The Canadian History and Heritage site 
has 43 links to historical photos and 
tidbits on bridges, pavilions, tramways, 
grain elevators, and other public works; 
see http://collections.ic.gc.ca/civileng/eng/.

Publications

Four MIT professors see public works 
as solutions to daunting problems in 
W.W. Norton’s Inventing America, a two-
volume college-level U.S. history text. 
“It is so well done,“ claims a reviewer in 
The Boston Globe, “a few MIT students 
[may] go on reading history after they 
graduate.“  Imagine that. 
 

Europe’s busiest river 
freights grandiose 
expectations in The 
Rhine: An Eco-Biography, 
1815-2000, by historian 
Mark Cioc of UC 
Santa Cruz.  The book 
details the dark side of 
flood and navigation 

projects that opened new lands for 
cultivation but killed fish and aggravated 
erosion. On the Rhine, Cioc maintains, a 
history of quick-fix engineering solutions 
have touched off chain reactions laden 
with ecological peril.



• Deadline approaching - Ballots 
to elect a new slate of PWHS officers 
were distributed with the latest 
volume in the Essays in Public Works 
History series.  Be sure to return your 
ballot by December 29, 2003.

• “Water for the Anasazi: How 
the Ancients of Mesa Verde 
Engineered Public Works” (Essays 
in Public Works History, volume 
22) was unveiled at the Library of 

Congress on 
October 20 at 
a noontime 
lecture and 
book signing 
by author Ken 
Wright.  Rocky 
Mountain News, 
The Associate 
Press, the 
American Water 

Works Association, and others have 
praised the book nationwide.  Ken 
and photographer Ruth Wright 
also presented a breathtaking slide 
lecture on Peru’s Machu Picchu at the 
August 25th PWHS awards luncheon 
in San Diego.   
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From the President
Jerry M. Fay, P.E.

After serving 
on the 
Public Works 
Historical 
Society for 
the past 
several years, 
I am honored 
to have the 
opportunity 
to serve as 

President.  As a practitioner in the 
field of public works and one who 
appreciates the historian’s contribution 
to our profession, I am especially 
excited to work more closely with 
historians who have a respect for and 
excellent knowledge of public works.  

Over the next year one of the main 
challenges of the PWHS will be to 
increase our membership and through 
that effort help create a stronger 
understanding in the public works 
community of the significance of 
historical documentation of our 
accomplishments.  The mission of the 
Society is to enhance the planning and 
management of public works programs, 
and to promote public understanding 
and appreciation of the role of public 
works in the growth and development 
of civilization.

Over the course of the next year the 
PWHS Board of Trustees will endeavor 
to continue the excellent awards 
program and develop new publications 
that build on the foundation of those 
from years past.  Having been actively 
involved in the area of public works 
for over thirty-six years I have come 
to appreciate the value of having the 
ability to look back at the historical 
record of public works for guidance in 
creating the public works facilities that 
our society has come to expect.

• Have you been online yet? 
- You can post queries and receive 
news through infoNOW, an APWA 
networking service free to society 
members.  To post a message, 
go to the infoNOW website 
(infonow.apwa.net) and log in using 
your e-mail address.  Alternatively you 
may post a message by sending an e-
mail to: pwhs@infonow.apwa.net.

 You also will find some updates to 
historical information on the Society’s 
web pages.  Among other things, you 
can view a list of APWA Presidents 
and their pictures from 1937 to the 
present at www.apwa.net/About/SIG/
PWHS/history.asp. 

• “First Class” presentations 
from PWHS at APWA Congress 
- Hapless and ironic attempts to 
manage water in California enlivened 
a society-sponsored lecture at the 
APWA International Congress 
and Exposition in the San Diego 
Convention Center.  Historian 
William Kahrl—editor of The 
California Water Atlas, author of Water 
and Power, and formerly a top advisor 
to Governor Jerry Brown—pictured 
the federal-state water contest as 
definitely local controlled.  “The role 
of the federal vassal does not play well 
in the Golden State,” said Kahrl.
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Vitalizing Franklin
Fifteen miles and a hundred years 
from Nashville, where clashing 
armies killed more than 8,000 
Union and Confederate soldiers 
in 1864, a Tennessee town holds 
out against urban sprawl and the 
strip mall.  Franklin, Tennessee, 
population 26,000, has raised $52 

million in private and public monies to revitalize its historic 
downtown.   Historic preservation tax-credits and other 
incentives have seeded the rehabilitation of 250 structures since 
1984.  Government agencies such as the U.S. Department of 
the Interior and the U.S. Postal Service stepped forward with 

creative projects, 
joining the 
revitalization.  City 
and county officials 
have authorized 
$2.3 million for 
brick and wrought-
iron streetscapes. 
Downtown vacancy 
rates have dropped 
from 50% to 0% in 
nineteen years. 

Eco-buttons
One eco-button denounced the damming 
of the American River at Auburn.  Another 
promoted recycling.  A third reduced anger 
against California’s utility giant as “You & Me 
vs. PG&E.”   In all more than 1,600 eco-buttons 
have been gifted to the Smithsonian Museum 
of American History in care of PWHS past-
president Jeffrey Stine.  

The donor is Jerry Meral of Sacramento.   An 
environmental activist, he began designing 
and collecting buttons while working for the 
Environmental Defense Fund in 1971.  Thirty-
two years later the collection mostly recalls West 
Coast “no” campaigns: no nukes, no dams, no 
offshore oil drilling, no toxic ocean dumping or 
ditches through sensitive wetlands.  “Buttons 
provide a unique opportunity to research the 
trends of the conservation movement over the 
last 35 years,” says Stine, recently quoted in a 
Sacramento Bee feature about Meral’s collection.  
Sample buttons to the left include a button 
worn by thousands of activists in 1981 who 

blockaded gates and delayed the construction of Pacific Gas & 
Electric’s Diablo Canyon Nuclear Power Plant and also a Santa 
Barbara button promoting toxics collection day.
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