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On July 28, 1841, in 
Dijon, France, Henry 
Philibert Gaspard 
Darcy of Dijon aston-
ished Europe with a 
public fountain that 
arched water through 
17 jets into a 40-foot 
dome. It was the 
centerpiece of a revo-

lutionary gravity-driven municipal 
water system. Darcy’s 1856 treatise on 
the public fountains was equally mon-
umental. Two centuries later the Darcy 
treatise is available for the first time in 
English translation as The Public Foun-
tains of the City of Dijon. 

An underground cast-iron aqueduct 
fed Darcy’s ingenious system. By 1842 
it supplied 142 street hydrants through 
15 miles of pressurized mains. Because 
it was enclosed and gravity driven, the 
entire system required no pumps or fil-
ters. Only the City of Rome surpassed 
the quality and quantity of Dijon’s 
water supply.

Beyond Dijon the French engineer is 
best remembered for computing the 
movement of water through sand 
in an equation called Darcy’s Law. 

Darcy derived the equation from 1833 
experiments conducted in Dijon and 
described in an appendix on water fil-
tration. Elsewhere the Darcy treatise 
considered wells, springs, sewers, pipe-
making, reservoir construction, and 
fountain design.

The idea for the 
translation began 
with geologist Bob 
Kent of Costa Mesa, 
California. Having 
used Darcy’s Law to 
measure pressure 
in deep subsurface 
aquifers, Kent traced the origin of the 
equation to Les Fontaines Publiques 
de la Ville Dijon, then available only 
in French. Kent invited Geomatrix 
Consultants, an earth sciences consult-
ing firm in Austin, Texas, to sponsor 
the republication. Translator Patri-
cia Bobeck of Geomatrix won the S. 
Edmund Berger Prize for her work 
on the massive project. University of 
Texas Professor Jack Sharp, Jr., wrote 
the foreword. Wonderfully illustrated 
with Darcy’s original plates, the 640-
page cloth-bound book is available 
from Kendall/Hunt Publishing Com-
pany (ISBN: 0-7575-0540-6).  

A classic rediscovered… 

Henry Darcy and the Public Fountains of Dijon

Henry Darcy, 
1803–1858.

“Structure Built on Top of the Porte Guillaume 
Reservoir” from Henry Darcy, The Public 
Fountains of the City of Dijon, Patricia Bobeck, 
trans. (Dubuque, IA: Kendall/Hunt Publishing, 
2004), plate 9. 

Making America
Cornell and the University of Michi-
gan provide fully digital access to 267 
book and nearly 955 journal volumes 
through the Making of America proj-
ect. With funding from the Andrew 
W. Mellon Foundation, the project 
includes over 1.5 million images, 
representing approximately 5,000 vol-
umes of primary source materials. For 
historians of nineteenth century public 
works, the collection holds the1846–
1869 run of Scientific American, once 
the semi-official chronicle of the U.S. 
Patent Service. Another treasure for 

public construction 
is Manufacturer and 
Builder. Published 
monthly from 1869 to 
1894, the New York-
based journal featured 
lithographs and a sub-
ject index. Visit the 
archive at http://cdl.
library.cornell.edu/
moa/.  

A “traction engine” from Manufacturer and Builder, 1970.
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On October 15, 2004, Paul F. Barrett 
of Chicago lost his battle with pros-
tate cancer. An urban historian who 
chaired the humanities department at 
Illinois Institute of Technology, Profes-
sor Barrett served as the 20th president 
of PWHS from 1994 to 1995. 

Born in Kansas City, Mo., Barrett 
received bachelor’s and master’s 
degrees from Loyola University 
Chicago and taught high school 
throughout the city while complet-
ing his doctorate in history at the 
University of Illinois at Chicago. His 
dissertation on early 20th century Chi-
cago mass transit was the groundwork 
for The Automobile and Urban Transit: 
Policy Formation in Chicago, 1900–1930 
(Philadelphia: Temple University 
Press, 1983). He also wrote about air-
ports, streets, and city buildings in The 
Journal of Urban History and other pro-
fessional journals. 

“Paul was highly principled in mat-
ters that historians care about deeply,” 
wrote Professor Mark Rose of Florida 
Atlantic University in an H-NET obitu-
ary. Rose and Barrett coauthored an 
article and forthcoming book on 20th 
century transportation policy. “Paul,” 
Rose continued, “wrote in simple, 

moving passages that conveyed the 
grief, anger, and passions of the city’s 
ordinary residents as well as its lead-
ing business and political figures. In 
a period, moreover, during which 
social and cultural history were in the 
ascendance, Paul remained focused on 
development of a narrative and analy-
sis that fore-grounded ideas, interests, 
local residents, and diverse political 
actors. Paul was an original thinker, a 
committed scholar, and a delightful 
force for what he characterized as old-
fashioned scholarship.”

Colleagues also remember Barrett as 
a pragmatic Chicagoan who shunned 
the pretensions of academe and drove 
a cab to stay close to his roots. “He 
came from a grass-roots, blue-collar 
background,” according to his step-
son, Jonathan Powell. “He was an 
old shoe—no airs, no fussiness,” said 
May Carroll, a family friend. Chicago 
historian and former graduate school 
classmate Arnold Hirsch recalled 
an earnest man who was “exceed-
ingly and unfailingly generous–with 
his time, research, or anything 
else.” Hirsch added that Barrett was 
“the gold standard when it came to 
common sense.”  

An original thinker, a committed scholar

Paul Barrett, 1944–2004

In the seventh century B.C., in the 
sanctuary of Zeus in the olive-rich 
valley of the Elis River that sheltered 
Olympia, Greece, a great earthen 
floodwall once protected temples and 
religious art. About 1,000 years later 
the wall may have collapsed, accord-
ing to a preliminary report by the 
Denver-based Wright Paleohydrologi-
cal Institute. Researchers hypothesize 
that a muddy flood swept the valley 
in the fourth century A.D. Flood sedi-
ments may have preserved Olympia’s 
wondrous cache of bronze and marble 
statues and figurines. “So far,” says Ken 
Wright, the institute’s founder, “we 
have not been able to prove the [flood] 

hypothesis, but somehow the great art 
works were saved from destruction and 
ancient looting. We do know that 15 
to 25 feet of flood sediment covered 
Olympia.” 

The Wright Institute also reports 
National Historic Engineering Land-
mark status for the 1,300 year-old 
waterworks at Mesa Verde. In 2003 
Essays in Public Works History pub-
lished the landmark research in Water 
for the Anasazi: How the Ancients of 
Mesa Verde Engineered Public Works.  

Hermes of Praxiteles stands among flood-
preserved artifacts in the archaeological 
museum of Olympia.

Engineering Failure Preserves Ancient Art

“Long before the majority of  
Chicagoans could afford to own 
automobiles, misguided city policy 
had stifled the growth of public tran-
sit and made private transportation 
the rational, practical alternative for 
those who could afford it. The pres-
ent-day visitor can see all around him 
the monuments to Chicago’s pre-
Depression efforts on behalf of the 
automobile. These progressive and 
innovative street improvements—the 
products of collaboration among 
businessmen, reformers, engineers, 
and often-corrupt politicians—are 
still useful, though overloaded. One 
may search the city in vain for a 
single mass transit improvement con-
structed as a result of the city policy 
of [automobile] regulation.”

—From Paul Barrett, The Automobile 
and Urban Transit, p. 210. 

Downtown traffic, about 1920.
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An ambitious book about city building 
has won the prestigious Abel Wolman 
Award. Building Gotham: Civic Culture 
and Public Policy in New York City, 1898–
1938 (John Hopkins, 2002) examines 
the policy and management innova-
tions that allowed engineers and other 
experts to cope with 
the challenges of 
collective living on 
a metropolitan scale. 
Author Keith Revell 
of Florida Interna-
tional University 
traveled to Atlanta to 
accept the award at 
the society’s annual 
luncheon. 

Building Gotham considers the public 
works response to overcrowding and 
growth in the world’s second largest 
city. Engineers, Revell explains, applied 
new technologies to build railroad 
tunnels under the Hudson River and 
construct aqueducts to quench the 
thirst of a city on the verge of water 
famine. Sanitarians attempted to 
clean up a harbor choked by millions 
of gallons of raw sewage. Economists 
experimented with new approaches 
to financing urban infrastructure. 

Architects and planners wrestled with 
the problems of skyscraper regulation 
and regional growth. These issues of 
city-building and institutional change 
involved more than the familiar push 
and pull of interest groups or battles 
between bosses, reformers, immigrants, 
and natives. Revell details the ways 
that technical values—distinctive civic 
culture of exper-
tise—helped 
reshape ideas 
of community, 
generate new 
centers of public 
authority, and 
change the 
physical land-
scape of New 
York City.

Building Gotham 
is “history 
at its best,” 
writes Robin 
L. Einhorn of 
U.C. Berkeley. 
“Revell’s realism, balance, and sanity 
offer an antidote to recent scholarly 
nihilism about public action without 
romanticizing the roles of corpora-
tions, experts, or elected officials.”

Established in 1987 by the PWHS, the 
Abel Wolman Award annually recog-
nizes the best new book on a public 
works history topic. Last year’s winner 
was Jameson W. Doig’s Empire on the 
Hudson: Entrepreneurial Vision and 
Political Power at the Port of New York 
Authority. 

For more information on the Abel 
Wolman Award and other PWHS pro-
grams, check the PWHS website at 
www.apwa.net/About/SIG/PWHS. 

Building Gotham Wins Wolman Award

In 1975, Robert 
Bugher, Suel-
len Hoy and 
Mike Robinson 
founded our soci-
ety on the belief 
that professional 
historians could 
make an impor-

tant contribution by documenting and 
analyzing the lessons learned in the 
field. Scholars such as Marty Melosi, 
Joel Tarr, Jeffrey Stine and Todd Shal-
lat were among the early contributors 
to the work of the society. As a result 
of their efforts, public works is today 

widely recognized by professional his-
torians as a legitimate and important 
field of historical scholarship. The 
PWHS deserves much of the credit for 
this success.

While it is no longer necessary to con-
vince historians of the significance of 
public works, our society’s importance as 
the link between departments of public 
works and departments of history is a 
vital as ever. PWHS must remain the 
practitioner’s gateway to the best his-
torical information. The Internet and 
our publications can help. So can the 
enduring friendships we have forged 
at society functions over the last 30 
years. Practitioners such as Jim Martin, 
Herb Goetsch, Bob Esterbrooks, Myron 
Calkins, Ray Burgess, Jim Attebery and 

Roger Krempel, along with such other 
APWA luminaries as Abel Wolman, Ed 
Cleary, Roy Morse and Ellis Armstrong, 
had great influence on the generation 
of scholars who made public works a 
respectable focus of historical investiga-
tion. Our challenge now is to inform 
the next generation. We can begin by 
helping the APWA chapters connect 
with professional historians in their area. 
Historians of public works would benefit 
greatly by participating and attending 
chapter meetings.

Having a recognized and respected  
historical program makes APWA 
unique among professional associa-
tions. We should make sure that APWA 
members can benefit from having 
access to the PWHS. 

2003–2004 PWHS Jerry Fay presents the Abel Wolman Award to author 
Keith Revell.

President’s Report
Howard Rosen, Ph.D.
University of Wisconsin-Madison
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Stadiums, racetracks, bowling 
alleys, swimming pools, gym-

nasiums, boathouses, and dance 
pavilions are among the historic 
sites to be considered in a National 
Park Service conference entitled 
“Preserve and Play.” Scheduled for 

May 5–7, 2005, 
at the InterCon-
tinental Chicago 
Hotel, the confer-
ence will discuss 
ways to docu-
ment recreation 
structures and 
provide for their 
preservation. The 
conference hotel 
exemplifies the 
historical impor-
tance of recreation. 
Constructed as 
the Medinah 
Athletic Club in 
1929, the build-
ing features exotic 

meeting rooms (recently restored), 
and its original junior Olympic sized 
swimming pool. “Recreation helps 
define the American way of life,” 
say conference organizers. Visit the 
conference web site at http://www.
preserveandplay.org. 

APWA’s Wisconsin chapter has 
published an anniversary cal-

endar to celebrate it 50th year. 
Dedicated to “the unsung heroes” of 
public works, the calendar includes 
a summary of chapter activities. 
Historical photographs feature the 
common but essential work of street 
sweeping, street resurfacing, sewer 
construction, and snow removal. 
The chapter has also published a 32-
page commemorative yearbook with 
past presidents and Wisconsin’s top 
ten public works.

The APWA Arizona Chapter has 
published an illustrated history in 

celebration of the chapter’s 50th anni-
versary. Mark Pry, Ph.D., worked with 
the chapter history committee to pub-
lish the 44-page booklet. More than 
a dozen chapter members donated 
papers, photos, and time. 

Established on October 1, 1954, the 
chapter emerged from an era of grand 
construction projects such as the inter-
state highway system and the massive 
Glen Canyon Dam. In fifty years the 
membership has grown from 26 to 
751. The annual budget has jumped 
from $100 to $175,000. “What has 
not changed,” writes Pry, “[is] the 
fundamental purpose of the Arizona 
Chapter: bringing together public 
works officials to share ideas, find solu-
tions to their common problems, and 
celebrate their successes.” The APWA 
in Arizona can 
be purchased for 
$25 from Terry 
Ramos,  
c/o APWA, AZ 
Chapter,  
P.O. Box 10337, 
Phoenix,  
Arizona 85064.

Denver’s White 
City amusement 
park, about 1908. 
(Denver Public 
Library).

Help Wanted
The Historic American Buildings 
Survey/Historic American Engineer-
ing Record (HAER)/Historic American 
Landscapes Survey, a division of the 
National Park Service (NPS), seeks 
applications for summer employment 
documenting historic sites and struc-
tures of architectural, landscape and 
technological significance throughout 
the country. Duties involve onsite field 
work and preparation of measured 
and interpretive drawings and written 
historical reports for the HABS/HAER 
Collection at the Prints and Pho-
tographs Division of the Library of 
Congress. Projects last twelve weeks, 
beginning in May/June. Salaries range 
from $5,400 to approximately $9,200 
for the summer. Contact Summer Pro-
gram Administrator Robyn Brooks 
at the HABS/HAER/HALS Division, 
National Park Service, 1849 C Street 
NW, 2270 Washington, DC 20240.

News items

City of Madison employees inspect street 
signs, 1954, on a page from the the 50th 
anniversary calendar of the Wisconsin 
chapter of APWA.

The NPS features an article titled 
“Spanning America,” in their 

Winter 2004 Common Ground pub-
lication which describes the HAER 
initiative showcasing the beloved 
timber covered bridges. The HAER 
plans to document and photograph 
60 bridges over the next three years. 
“Historians estimate that at the peak 
of their popularity, there were some 
14,000 covered bridges in the United 
States.” Today there remains about 
800 covered bridges scattered around 
the country, mostly in Pennsylva-
nia, Vermont, Ohio and Indiana. 
For more information regarding the 
article, contact Christopher Mar-
ston, NPS at 202-354-2162 or e-mail: 

ChristopherMarston@nps.gov.

In support of the HAER efforts, the 
Smithsonian Covered Bridge Exhibi-
tion (developed by the HAER with the 
Smithsonian Traveling Exhibition Ser-
vice) starts its road trip (Spanning the 
American Landscape) in March 2006. 
For information regarding venues, 
contact Shannon Perry, Smithson-
ian Traveling Exhibition Service, 
1100 Jefferson Drive, SW, Suite 3146, 
Washington DC 20013-3168 or call 
202.633.3140 or e-mail: perrys@si.
edu. Check the link at: http://www.
sites.si.edu/exhibitions/exhibit_main.
asp?id=122. 
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Everyday Public Works

Designer Hall Smyth provided a light-
hearted perspective on a historical 
exhibition in his luncheon address 
to the PWHS at the Atlanta Congress. 
Smith and historian Gregory Driecer 
developed the award-winning “Me, 
Myself, and Infrastructure” to com-
memorate the 150th anniversary of 
the American Society of Civil Engi-
neers. The traveling exhibit uses 
everyday places—a coffeeshop, a living 
room, a bus stop—to highlight the 
unappreciated importance of munici-
pal public works. Smyth regards urban 
and suburban infrastructure as the 
major cultural and technological 

achievement of the last 150 years. His 
exhibit exposes the web of engineering 
behind everything public and private. 
Society’s relationship to that engineer-
ing is a chicken-and-egg conundrum: 
the demands of city living drive 
public works engineering; the public 
works, in turn, profoundly change 
the way urbanites live their lives. In 
2000, Smyth and Driecer cofounded 
the Long Island-based Chicken & Egg 
Public Projects, Inc., to enhance the 
public’s appreciation of technologi-
cal issues through innovative design. 
Smyth and Driecer have made “civil 
engineering seem sexy,” reported The 
Washington Post.  

Hall Smyth, designer and co-founder of 
Chicken & Egg Public Projects, Inc.

Two PWHS/APWA 
Leaders Receive ASCE’s 
Highest Honor 
The American Society of Civil Engi-
neers (ASCE) recently named 13 
exemplary civil engineers as Honor-
ary Members. The members were 
chosen for their contributions to the 
field of civil engineering through 
education, research and professional 
activities. The Newsletter is proud to 
report that two of the new honorary 
members are active PWHS supporters. 

Former PWHS President Emory L. 
Kemp, P.E., was selected as an Hon-
orary Member of the ASCE. Kemp, 
Professor Emeritus at West Virginia 
University in Morgantown, West 
Virginia, was Public Works Histori-
cal Society President in 1990–91. In 
1990, he authored the PWHS Essay 
#17 Stemming the Tide: Design and 
Operation of the Bonnet Carre Spillway.

ASCE honored Kemp for “his inter-
national leadership in the history of 
civil engineering, industrial archae-
ology and historic preservation, and 
for his extensive service in these 
fields with the American Society of 
Civil Engineers, the American Con-
crete Institute, and the Institute for 
Civil Engineers and the Institution of 
Structural Engineers in Britain.”

Former PWHS and APWA President 
Jim Martin, P.E., was also selected as 

an Honorary Member. Martin, former 
Public Works Director for the City 
of Fresno, California, APWA Presi-
dent in 1983-84, and Public Works 
Historical Society President in 1991-
92, joins such past national PWHS 
presidents as Herb Goetsch and Jim 
McCarty as recipients of ASCE Hon-
orary Membership.

“I am deeply appreciative of being 
named an Honorary Member of 
ASCE,” Martin said from his home in 
Fresno. “I believe the many opportu-
nities for professional service that I 
enjoyed through APWA were a major 
factor in receiving this award. I trust 
these two fine organizations will 
continue to maintain a strong rela-
tionship.”

According to ASCE’s Honorary 
Membership Citation, Martin’s pro-
fessional record “exemplifies his 
expert diversified technical and 
management engineering skills and 
experience that expressly qualifies 
him as an outstanding manager in 
the public works field.” 

PWHS and APWA salute Emory Kemp 
and Jim Martin on this noteworthy 
achievement and lifelong commit-
ment to advancing public works. 

The Public Works Historical Society 
(PWHS) is currently soliciting nomi-
nations for its 2005 Awards Program. 
The PWHS annually sponsors the Abel 
Wolman Award and the Michael Rob-
inson Award recognizing the single best 
book and article (respectively) published 
in the field of public works history.

The PWHS would like to invite individ-
uals, publishers and authors to submit 
a nomination for any publication or 
article that meets the criteria. Details 
regarding the professional award, as 
well as a nomination form can be found 
on our website (http://www.apwa.net/
About/Awards/2005Awards/)  

Soliciting Award 
Nominations

Chapter Historian Tip #1:

The How-To Guide for Chapter 

Historians can be downloaded 

from the PWHS web pages 

at www.apwa.net/About/SIG/

PWHS/.



An Entity of the American Public Works Association6

Damming the Snake 
100 Years of Public Works Engineering on Idaho’s Snake River Plain 

The year 2005 marks a century of the federal attempt to harness the Nile 
at the foot of the Rockies that drains the Snake River Plain. 

The Snake River begins at 9,200 ft. in 
the icy highlands of the Continental 
Divide. Flowing west from Jackson 
Hole in the Grand Tetons, it descends 
through a gauntlet of dams into the 
Idaho desert where the river is sev-
ered in half. At Milner in south central 
Idaho, a small child can walk through 
the streambed. In dry years the only 
water that escapes to the channel is the 
seepage through cracks in the dam.

Idahoans are of two minds about what 
is thought of as the severed Nile of the 
northwestern desert. “It makes me feel 
good,” says Vince Alberdi, an Idaho irri-
gator. Standing near Milner Dam where 
most of what remains of the Snake 
moves toward a green belt of farm-
land in the desert surrounding Twin 
Falls, Alberdi takes pride in the empty 
streambed: “We’ve been able to cap-
ture the river. We not only provide the 
livelihood for several thousand people 
but we provide the much needed food 
for our population as well.” Others 
call the nation’s tenth-longest river a 
doomed ecosystem. Maimed by dams 
and poisoned by phosphates, the Snake, 
conservationists say, is relentlessly over-
worked. “We set out to tame the rivers,” 
wrote Marc Reisner in Cadillac Desert 
(1986).  

“We set out to 
make the future of 
the American West 
secure; what we 
really did was make 
ourselves rich and 
our descendants  
insecure.”

Dreams beyond 
fiscal resources 
characterized the 
early years of Snake 
River irrigation. An 
import from Utah 
in the 1860s, the 
practice was about 
forty years old 
before engineers 
attempted the first 

significant dams. By 1895, Mormon 
farmers were tapping the South Fork of 
the Snake with church-sponsored proj-
ects near Rexburg. Elsewhere, however, 
the early projects were private ventures 
with builders who misread the com-
plexity of desert construction. Such was 
the case with Boise’s New 
York Canal, a financial fiasco. 
Launched in 1882, the plan 
to irrigate 500,000 acres was 
scaled back to 38,000 acres 
before the twice-bankrupted 
canal—rescued at last by the 
U.S. Reclamation Service—
opened in 1906. The lesson 
of the New York Canal was 
that big reclamation required 
public assistance. The Desert 
Land Act of 1877, the Carey 
Act of 1894, the Reclamation 
Act of 1902—all recognized 
that good engineering was 
seldom enough. Each step 
toward technological prog-
ress, Congress seemed to be 
saying, was closely dependent 
on corresponding advances in 
politics, financing, and law. 

The first great success of that 
interdependence was Milner 
Dam on the Middle Snake, 

a federal Carey Act project. Seeded by 
steel industry money, state supervi-
sion, and easy access to public land, 
the dam was an engineering sensa-
tion. On opening day in 1905, a crowd 
of two thousand turned out to watch 
the closing of wooden gates that vir-
tually shut off the river. Gold seekers 
scoured the empty streambed for nug-
gets. Fishermen scooped up the dying 
trout. Turning the river south through 
100 miles of main canal and nearly 
1,000 miles of lateral ditches, the proj-
ect watered about 360,000 acres, one of 
the largest irrigated tracts in the world. 
It was “a miracle of modern American 
life,” said Harper’s Weekly, “the greatest 
success of any irrigation project in the 
history of the country.” The desert, no 
longer “hopeless” and “discouraging,” 
had become “a comparative Paradise,… 
a picture of lush luxuriance and plenty.” 

Quickly the federal dam builders rushed 
in to plan even more spectacular proj-
ects. Minidoka Dam, completed a year 
after Milner, became the Reclamation 
Service’s first hydro facility, a symbol 
of the Progressive commitment to rural 
electrification. In 1914 the small high 
school at Rupert, Idaho, was the first in 
America with electric heat. Meanwhile, 
reclamation engineers were breaking 

Workers standing in tunnel at Milner Dam, 1905. Courtesy of the U.S. 
Department of the Interior Historic American Engineering Survey 

Detail of wood spillway gate at Milner Dam, 1905. Courtesy 
of the U.S. Department of the Interior Historic American 
Engineering Survey
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construction records with the storage 
reservoir and curved gravity design of 
Arrowrock Dam on the Boise River, a 
main tributary of the Snake. Completed 
in 1915, the 348-foot dam was the tall-
est in the world.

Two benefits of federal reclamation were 
the cheap hydropower and the rising 
water table that created ideal conditions 
for pump irrigation, a technology pio-
neered by Idaho irrigators. When Julion 
Clawson brought drilling equipment to 
the Minidoka area in 1946, neighbors 
assumed he was looking 
for oil. Soon Clawson’s 
electric wells were 
watering large tracts 
of beans, wheat, and 
potatoes. Pump irriga-
tion opened the upper 
basin to postwar home-
steading, and today the 
plain’s groundwater 
reclaims about 1.6 mil-
lion acres. 

Farming and food pro-
cessing still dominate 
the desert economy, 
producing about 75 
percent of the state’s 

agricultural returns, but the 
reliance on irrigation leaves 
Idaho vulnerable to economic 
recession and drought. Water, 
Idaho’s wealth, remains its 
perennial problem. Since 
1982, for example, a grow-
ing dispute between upstream 
irrigators and the giant 
Idaho Power Company has 
forced the state legislature to 
reconsider the “first-in-line, 
first-in-time” doctrine of prior 
appropriation, a bedrock of 
Idaho law. Meanwhile, the 
salmon runs are dangerously 
close to extinction and Indi-
ans have filed lawsuits over 
treaty fishing rights. Oppo-
sition to dams has fueled 
conservation—a concern for 
the other uses of water: fish 
habitats, raft runs, boating 
facilities, scenic vistas and 
wildlife preserves. Elsewhere 
the scrimmage for water has 
spilled over to neighboring 

states. Since 1964, when Californians 
began thirsting for a Snake River pipe-
line, Idahoans have fiercely campaigned 
to keep the water at home.

The relative purity of the Snake River 
snowmelt may spare Idaho dire effects 
of the toxic or briny water that plague 
desert farming in other parts of the 
globe. But irrigated agriculture has 
problems nevertheless. As ditch water 
returns to the rivers, carrying topsoil, 
a non-renewable resource washes into 
the canyons. Much of it ends up in 

reservoirs as silt. “Erosion from irriga-
tion is a serious threat,” says David 
Carter, the senior scientist at the U.S. 
Agricultural Research Service in Kim-
berly, Idaho. Flying over the rich Snake 
River farm belt from Burly to Twin 
Falls, Carter points to the grey tracts of 
subsoil where some of North America’s 
most fertile dirt has been flushed from 
the field. And it’s not just an agricul-
tural problem. Logging, mining, road 
building, housing construction, even 
camping and boating all bleed the land 
into the rivers, spoiling trout habitat 
and clogging the water supply.

In 2005, a century after the engineers 
first severed the Snake at Milner, the 
desert is many landscapes: a fertile cres-
cent for agribusiness, a wasteland for 
toxic dumping and nuclear storage, a 
bird sanctuary, a tourist attraction, a 
future Dust Bowl, a future Phoenix or 
San Jose. Technology has had a hand 
in shaping those expectations, but its 
impact on nature and civilization is 
easy to overstate. To argue that “Milner 
Dam…brought life to the land,” as a 
Twin Falls newspaper put it, is to dis-
miss the pre-dammed desert as lifeless, 
buying into simplistic thinking about 
technology as the root cause of change. 
To argue, conversely, that dams are 
the doom of the desert is to scapegoat 
technology and depreciate the harmful 
effects of many non-technical factors—
our water-dependent lifestyle, our urban 
grass-growing fetish, our antiquated 
land-use laws. 

Finally the debate over dams must 
consider all that remains of the desert 
despite technology’s awesome effects. 
In Idaho there are still open stretches 
of rangeland. Desert rivers still thunder 
through foam-white cascades. And on 
the eastern edge of the plain, where the 
Snake moves west from the Yellowstone 
Country, a hiker can still scale cracks 
in the lava where the land once oozed 
with basalt. Shade your eyes against the 
glare of the sun and take in the blank 
expanse of the mysterious landscape. 
Squinting toward Idaho Falls you can 
almost picture the plain as the Sho-
shone once saw it—pine and cotton 
wood streams cutting through amber 
grasses, a sea of shimmering prairie 
swept by ecological change. 

All female survey crew at the U.S. Reclamation Services Minidoka 
Project, 1918. Courtesy of the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation. 

Inside the power plant at the Minidoka Project, 1914. 
Courtesy of the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation. 



APWA’s Delaware Valley chapter 
(metro Pennsylvania counties and 
Philadelphia) has begun planning for 
their 75th anniversary in 2007. The 
Delaware Valley Chapter is APWA’s first 
chapter, established in 1932. For addi-
tional information contact Ken Eyre 
at 1.800.336.3460 ext. 245 or e-mail: 
keyre@greeley-hansen.com. 

Upcoming chapter anniversaries in the 
first half of 2005

January
Chicago Metro (1933)
New Orleans (1933)
Central California (1959)
Nevada (1965)
West Virginia (1967)
Delaware State (1993)

February
Delaware Valley (1932)
Utah (1952)
Wisconsin (1954)
Colorado (1962)

Monterey Bay (1962)
Nebraska (1965)
New Mexico (1965)
Rocky Mountain (1968)

March
Florida (1960)
Kansas City Metro (1965)

April
Alabama (1947)
Western Pennsylvania (1958)
Oklahoma (1964)
Oregon (1964)
Atlantic Provinces (1975)
Alberta (1978)

May
Ohio (1952)
Virginia-DC-Maryland (1956)
South Carolina (1963)
Sacramento (1965)
Central Coast (1968)

June
North Carolina (1955)
Arkansas (1966)

Chapter AnniversariesJoin PWHS Members  
in Minneapolis for 
Congress 2005

APWA’s 2005 
International 
Public Works 
Congress and 
Expo is sched-
uled to take 
place Septem-
ber 11–14 in 
Minneapolis, 
Minnesota. 

The 2005 PWHS session will feature 
John Affinson, author of The River 
We Have Wrought, who will discuss 
how locks and dams have changed 
commerce on the Mississippi River. 
Scheduled for Sunday afternoon, Sep-
tember 11, this program is sure to be 
interesting and informative. 

Monday will feature the Chapter Histo-
rian’s meeting, the PWHS luncheon and 
the Board of Trustee’s meeting. Plan to 
join us at any of these events! 
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