
NOTE TO USERS: 

THE PROCESS OF CREATING THIS PDF ALTERED THE ORIGINAL PAGINATION OF 

THE INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT. CONSEQUENTLY, THE PAGE NUMBERS LISTED IN 

THE TABLE OF CONTENTS AND INDEX GIVE AN APPROXIMATE INDICATION OF 

WHERE THE INFORMATION CAN BE FOUND BUT ARE NOT STRICTLY ACCURATE. 



WATER FOR LOS ANGELES 

Robert Lee 

Interviewed by Andrew D. Basiago 

Completed under the auspices 
of the 

Oral History Program 
University of California 

Los Angeles 

Copyright © 1987 
The Regents of the University of California 



COPYRIGHT LAW 

The copyright law of the United States (Title 17, United States Code) 
governs the making of photocopies or other reproductions of copyrighted 
material. Under certain conditions specified in the law, libraries and 
archives are authorized to furnish a photocopy or other reproduction. One 
of these specified conditions is that the photocopy or reproduction is not to 
be used for any purpose other than private study, scholarship, or re-
search. If a user makes a request for, or later uses, a photocopy or 
reproduction for purposes in excess of "fair use, " that user may be liable 
for copyright infringement. This institution reserves the right to refuse to 
accept a copying order if, in its judgement, fulfillment of the order would 
involve violation of copyright law. 

RESTRICTIONS ON THIS INTERVIEW 

None. 

LITERARY RIGHTS AND QUOTATION 

This manuscript is hereby made available for research purposes only. All 
literary rights in the manuscript, including the right to publication, are 
reserved to the University Library of the University of California, Los 
Angeles. No part of the manuscript may be quoted for publication without 
the written permission of the University Librarian of the University of 
California, Los Angeles. 

* * * * * * 

This interview was made possible by a grant from the Department of 
Water and Power, City of Los Angeles. 



CONTENTS 

Biographical Summary vi 

Interview History viii 

TAPE NUMBER: I, Side One (November 14, 1985) 1 

Lee's early years-Begins working for the Los Angeles City 
Department of Water and Power (DWP)--Charter amendment 
eliminates DWP's reliance on bonds-Politicians who began their 
career with the DWP--The Central Arizona Project-Lee works 
with Buchanan and Company and then with the Colorado River 
Association-Lee's most memorable professor, Dean Charles H. 
Rieber-Lee's work at the Los Angeles Times-Ward Ritchie-Lee 
works in DWP promoting electric ranges-Price of electricity 
versus gas-Remi Allen Nadeau. 

TAPE NUMBER: I, Side Two (November 14, 1985) 16 

William B. Mathews-Bond campaign for the Colorado River 
Aqueduct-DWP's campaign against the Central Arizona 
Project-The United States Supreme Court rules against the 
DWP-Effect of the Central Arizona Project on Southern California's 

= water supply-Metropolitan Water District of Southern 
California's policy of giving priority to agriculture-Preventing 
water shortages in Southern California-Water which is not being 
used in the West-The second Los Angeles Aqueduct-Reasons 
Los Angeles has not had a massive power blackout-The 

National Electric Reliability Council. 

TAPE NUMBER: II, Side One (November 14, 1985) 30 

Low-key, factual approach of the DWP's promotional material-
Process of condensing technical reports-Jack Smith and Art 
Ryon-William Randolph Hearst questions the accuracy of an 
article on the Central Arizona Project-Samuel B. Nelson proposes 

the Snake River Project-Jack Smith and "artificial 
water'-lmportance of having contacts with journalists. 

iv 



TAPE NUMBER: II, Side Two (November 27, 1985) 47 

Evidence refuting Chinatown's story of the building of the first 
Los Angeles Aqueduct-Opposition to the DWP-Enlisting voter 
support of the Colorado River Aqueduct and Hoover Dam-
Metropolitan Water District's campaign against the Central 
Arizona Project-Working with Samuel W. Yorty, Clair Engle, and 
Norris Poulson in the Colorado River Association-The Colorado 
River Association's contact with the National Conference of 
State Taxpayers Executives. 

TAPE NUMBER: III, Side One (November 27, 1985) 62 

DWP personnel campaign for the department-Samuel B. 
Morris-William S. Peterson-Samuel B. Nelson-Requirement 
that the general manager of the DWP be a registered engineer-
Edgar L. Kanouse-Activities and qualifications of general 
managers-Sam Nelson's Snake River Project chosen over the 
United States Interior Department's Pacific Southwest Water 
Plan-Civic leaders' decreased involvement in the DWP-San 
Diego's difficulty in obtaining water-Public's lack of understanding 

of the Mono Lake issue. 

TAPE NUMBER: III, Side Two (November 27, 1985) 77 

William Mulholland-DWP's plans for nuclear power plants-
Engineers who communicated their ideas well-The mayor and 
city council's support of the DWP-John R. Haynes-Writing the 
news release on the Snake River Project-Writing the news 
release announcing the settlement of the Baldwin Hills Dam 
damage suit. 

Index 86 

v 



BIOGRAPHICAL SUMMARY 

PERSONAL HISTORY: 

Born: February 25, 1905, in Stoughton, Wisconsin; moved to Los Angeles in 
1914. 

Education: public schools in Los Angeles; University of California, Los 
Angeles. 

Residence: Newport Beach, California. 

CAREER HISTORY: 

Editor, Intake, Los Angeles City Department of Water and Power, 1930-44. 

Account executive, Buchanan and Company, 1944-47. 

Public relations executive, Colorado River Association, 1947-54. 

Assistant to the general manager, Los Angeles City Department of Water and 
Power, 1954-70. 

General manager, Colorado River Association, 1963-69. 

PROFESSIONAL COMMITMENTS AND MEMBERSHIPS: 

Cofounder and first president, Southern California Industrial Editors Association 
(now International Association of Business Communicators), 1942. 

Life member, International Association of Business Communicators, 
1942-present. 

Technical advisor, Colorado River Board, 1947-present. 

Public relations advisor, California Water Resources Association, 
1955-present. 

Director and editor of newsletter, Los Angeles Water and Power Associates, 

vi 



Inc., 1972-present. 

Public relations consultant, National Electric Reliability Council, 
1974-77. 

Consultant on the history of external publications, Los 
Angeles City Department of Water and Power, 1983-present. 

OTHER MEMBERSHIPS: 

Chancellor's Circle and life member, Alumni Association, University of California, 
Los Angeles. 

Smithsonian Associates. 

National Trust for Historic Preservation. 

Phi Gamma Delta. 

vii 



INTERVIEW HISTORY 

INTERVIEWER: 

Andrew D. Basiago, Interviewer, UCLA Oral History Progam. B. A., History, 
UCLA. 

TIME AND SETTING OF INTERVIEW: 

Place: Lee's home in Newport Beach, California. 

Dates: November 14, 27, 1985. 

Time of day, length of sessions, and total number of hours recorded: Both 
sessions began at nine in the morning and lasted three hours. A total of six 
hours of conversation was recorded. 

Persons present during interview: Lee and Basiago. 

CONDUCT OF INTERVIEW: 

This interview is one in a series with retired long-time employees of the 
Department of Water and Power, City of Los Angeles, and individuals in the 

Office of the City Attorney for Water and Power. Duane L. Georgeson, Assistant 
General Manager-Water, Department of Water and Power, selected 

individuals to be interviewed after consulting with key members of his staff. 

In preparing for the interview, Basiago consulted sources in the DWP's municipal 
reference department and in the Water Resources Center Archives at 

UCLA. He looked at in-house material, including DWP memoranda and the 
employee magazine Intake. In addition, he also read several academic 
histories and reviewed Los Angeles Times articles dating from 1913 to the 
present. 

The interview begins with a discussion of Lee's early life and then moves on to 
a discussion of various topics related to his career with the DWP. Among the 
major topics covered are the Central Arizona Project, Samuel B. Nelson's 
proposed Snake River Project, general managers of the DWP, and Lee's own 
work writing promotional material and press releases for the DWP. 

viii 



EDITING: 

George Hodak, editorial assistant, edited the interview. He checked the 
verbatim transcript of the interview against the original tape recordings, edited 
for punctuation, paragraphing, and spelling, and verified proper names. 
Words and phrases inserted by the editor have been bracketed. 

In October 1986 the edited transcript was sent to Lee, who reviewed 
and approved it. He made some corrections and additions and 
returned the manuscript in November of the same year. 

Teresa Barnett, editor, prepared the table of contents, biographical summary, 
and index. 

SUPPORTING DOCUMENTS: 

The original tape recordings of the interview are in the university archives and 
are available under the regulations governing the use of permanent noncurrent 

records of the university. Records relating to the interview are located in 
the office of the UCLA Oral History Program. 

ix 



TAPE NUMBER: I, SIDE ONE 

NOVEMBER 14, 1985 

LEE: My name is Bob Lee-Robert Lee, but generally called Bob Lee. I was 

born in Stoughton, Wisconsin, a very small town of about ten thousand population 

at that time, I was told. When I visited there about four years ago for the 

first time the population was still ten thousand. My parents moved to Los 

Angeles about 1914. I went to the public schools here. 

BASIAGO: Why did you move to Los Angeles? In search of a different kind of 

work? 

LEE: Primarily for my father's health. He had asthma. The cold weather in 

Wisconsin was not conducive to feeling well, and it was beneficial to him to live 

here. And at that time, of course, Los Angeles was still a relatively small city, 

less than a million, and you could literally see Catalina [Island] on a clear day in 

those days. It was before smog, and it was a very pleasant place to live. We 

had the old yellow streetcars, which really crisscrossed the city and made 

access to almost anyplace very readily available. That was before buses. And 

there were the big red cars, of course, which ran to Newport Beach-where I am 

sitting now-and to San Bernardino and Santa Monica and all over. We'd had a 

very good transportation system. For example, when I was going to UCLA 

[University of California, Los Angeles], I could go there on the yellow streetcar 

for five cents and do my studying on the way, which came in very convenient. 

And very few of the students had their own cars. Most of them went- This was 

on Vermont Avenue, before UCLA moved out to Westwood. And that was just 

kind of the nature of Los Angeles at that time. And I went t o - I didn't graduate 

from UCLA. I was only there for two years and I took a leave of absence, which 

I believe is still valid. And I could go back, presumably without any difficult 
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entrance requirements. 

In any event, I worked for a while at the Los Angeles Times. Then I heard 

about a job opening at the [Los Angeles City] Department of Water and Power. 

I had been interested in water as a subject, even beginning in high school, 

when I wrote a term paper on it. I had gone down to the department and interviewed 

what was then called the publicity director, Don [J. ] Kinsey. And then I 

got married and I never went back to UCLA; but I did, from that time on, stay 

with the Department of Water and Power. I was always connected with public 

information, just using a general term. I helped promote the first use of electric 

ranges in Los Angeles. I also participated in very many city elections, which 

were necessary at that time in order for the Department of Water and Power to 

issue bonds. They required a vote of the citizens. It wasn't until the middle 

1930s that the city charter was changed to permit the department to issue 

revenue bonds without a vote of the people. And since the department was 

expanding with the population growth of the city, almost every year there was a 

bond issue on the ballot (until the charter change) in order to finance the 

construction to take care of the city's growth. The campaigns were financed by 

contributions from employees. For example, I think at that time I might have 

been making $130 a month and I would contribute $5, which isn't much today, 

but which at that time was sizable. And all of the employees, I think, were 

willing and able to make small contributions. Campaigns at that time didn't 

require the large sums of money that now are prevalent for almost any ballot 

issue. 

BASIAGO: How was this charity or local contribution process sold to the 

employees? Did they think that their jobs depended on it or was it a--? 

LEE: I don't believe there was that feeling. Some might have thought that. I 

never did and I don't think most of them did, because there was a general 
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feeling, I believe, of wanting to help the department. You had a feeling that you 

were part of something that was good for the city and necessary for the city. 

And, of course, it did help your job. I mean, as the city grew and as the department 

grew, there were more and more job opportunities-that's obvious. But 

there was no pressure, in that sense of the word, to do it, and the employees 

gave their own time. They would go out on weekends, evenings, and knock on 

doors and ask people to vote for a particular bond issue, whether it was a water 

issue or a power issue. Later, I believe it was around 1935 or thereabouts, the 

charter was changed so that it was no longer necessary to continually go to the 

public with those bond issues. There were, however, occasionally charter 

changes which in some cases were helpful to the department and in other 

cases would have inhibited it in its work in one way or another, and again the 

employees would actively participate in, for or against, a particular charter 

amendment. 

BASIAGO: Was this a matter of also urging as many people as they knew to 

vote a certain way? Family members and friends would kind of spread the 

word? 

LEE: Very definitely, yes. 

BASIAGO: Do you remember what kind of impact it had numerically? 

LEE: Well, I would- I can answer you as far as the bond issues are concerned. 

I believe it is a fact that a bond issue was never turned down or defeated. In 

other words, the public realized that it was necessary to finance the operations. 

And that was the only way it could be done. Well, the only alternative was to 

raise rates for water and electricity substantially. But the bond issue was a 

logical way to do it. I think in general, also, on the charter amendments the 

department was supported in its position, whether it was for or against a 

particular proposed charter change. 
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One little personal point that might be of current interest even is that among 

those of us who went out in the field and campaigned for and against these 

matters was Gilbert [W. ] Lindsay, who is now, and has been for many years, the 

[Los Angeles] City Council representative in the Ninth [City Council District], 

what he calls "The Great Ninth District, " which is the heart of downtown Los 

Angeles. It is a very important-- Well, it's the center, the business center. But 

at that t ime-and this would have been in the late twenties and the early 

thirties-Gilbert Lindsay was just a clerk in the department, just beginning. And 

he was one of the active people that would go out and in the community where 

he lived and where the- They didn't call them black voters then; they were 

called "colored citizens. " And he was very effective. Then from that, possibly 

because of his campaign activities, he then became [Los Angeles County] 

Supervisor [Kenneth] Hahn's staff member. And that got him into what you 

might call the political arena. From then he was elected councilman and has 

been for many, many years. 

BASIAGO: Do you remember what his position was at the department? 

LEE: At that time, I believe he was a clerk. 

BASIAGO: That was one of my question areas. What is the connection 

between the department's power and various figures that we've seen become 

politically powerful in the city? Were there other people? For instance, didn't 

Sam [Samuel W. ] Yorty's career begin with the department? Do you 

remember? 

LEE: Yes, I believe he worked in the right-of-way department. That would go 

out and get rights-of-way to extend a pole line or a water line. Yes, he was an 

employee at that level. 

BASIAGO: Do you remember anybody else's career starting with the 

department? 
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LEE: I'm just trying to think. Those are two well-known names that you just 

mentioned. 

BASIAGO: What about Supervisor Hahn? 

LEE: He never worked with the department to my knowledge. In fact, I'm sure 

he did not. I don't think there were very many, if any, others. I'm not saying 

there weren't, but I do not recall them. And of course, as you know, Yorty later 

became a congressman and--but related to perhaps his water background-he 

was very effective on the [United States] House [of Representatives] committee, 

Interior [and Insular Affairs] Committee. He helped Los Angeles and the department 

and all of the water entities in Southern California in delaying for many 

years the Central Arizona Project. Which later became a fact and which will be 

formally dedicated today or tomorrow, I believe, in ceremonies over in Phoenix. 

I was invited, but obviously I'm not there. And I was one of those who for many 

years-with the Colorado River Association, and later when I went back to the 

department-tried to prevent that project from being built. Because we knew it 

was going to-as it will-take over half of the Metropolitan Water District [of 

Southern California's share of Colorado River water. And also because it is 

being built with almost a billion dollar tax subsidy from all of the taxpayers of the 

United States. For example, taxpayers right here in Los Angeles and Southern 

California are helping to pay for the project that will deplete their own water 

supply very substantially as the Central Arizona Project distributes more and 

more water, beginning today or tomorrow. 

BASIAGO: Do you find the fact that it will be built by a federal subsidy some 

what offensive, in the sense that the L. A. projects were all rather self-

sustaining? 

LEE: Very definitely. I believe, personally-not only because I was working on 

it, but as a personal opinion—) believe that it is not necessary or desirable for 
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the taxpayers of the whole United States to pay for a project, a water project in 

Arizona or California, or for that matter in any state. Because it should be paid 

by those who use it. The two aqueducts that Los Angeles built to the Owens 

River [first and second Los Angeles aqueducts] had absolutely no federal 

subsidy. They're paid for by the water users in Los Angeles. The Metropolitan 

Water District Colorado River Aqueduct had no federal subsidy and is being 

paid for by all of the water users in Southern California, including Los Angeles 

as one of those. So those of us who actively worked against it had two motivations: 

one, we didn't want to lose our share of water that we had been using 

and which we thought we had a right to under federal contracts, and secondly, 

we felt that it was just philosophically wrong to have a federal subsidy for a 

project like that. 

But in connection with mentioning Yorty, who later, of course, became 

mayor- On that same committee that helped so greatly in delaying the Central 

Arizona Project was Norrie [Norris] Poulson, who later became mayor. He was 

mayor before Yorty, and then Yorty beat him. So it was interesting that two Los 

Angeles men were very powerful, very instrumental in connection with the delay 

of the Central Arizona Project. And another Californian, Clair Engle from 

Northern California, Red Bluff, was a third member. We had a very good 

California team working in Congress who helped. And it did help. It delayed it 

for about, oh, about twenty years. Otherwise, the project would have been built, 

would have been finished fifteen or twenty years ago, and we would have been 

in a real bind here in Southern California in 1977 or '78 when there was a 

statewide drought. And the Metropolitan Water District was still able to take its 

full share of Colorado River water, which saved us down here from a very 

severe handicap. 

BASIAGO: Let's go into this committee a little bit more deeply. How was it 
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formed and how did you get involved with it? 

LEE: Well, okay. The first proposal for the Central Arizona Project was 

advanced by Arizona members of Congress about 1944 or '45. And it was recognized 

by the Metropolitan Water District and the Department of Water and 

Power and other water users here that it would take water that we believed we 

were entitled to and which we needed and would need. So a citizens committee 

tee was organized called the Colorado River Association, and its directors were 

prominent business people and public officials all over Southern California. It 

wasn't a Los Angeles group, it wasn't any other one area. It extended to San 

Diego, and prominent business people in San Diego were with it. Preston 

Hotchkis was the first president of it. He's a San Marino citizen and later 

became - or perhaps at that time was - a director on the Metropolitan Water 

District from San Marino. But in any event, that association was formed to carry 

on a public information campaign to protect our share of water. And Don 

Kinsey, whose title was- He was actually the PR man for the Metropolitan 

Water District, but his title was assistant to the general manager. He was 

appointed general manager of the Colorado River Association. And the six 

agencies that have rights to Colorado River water, the Metropolitan Water 

District, Los Angeles Department of Water and Power, the San Diego County 

Water Authority, the Imperial Irrigation District, the Palo Verde Irrigation District, 

and the Coachella Valley Water Authority—that's six agencies that have 

contracts for Colorado River water-contributed to a fund that was necessary in 

order to carry on the campaign. Because it was a national campaign (it had to 

be a national campaign), it had to be aimed at Congress. 

At that time I had left the department. I went to work for an advertising 

agency that was handling the Water and Power account, Buchanan and Company, 

which was headed on the Pacific Coast by a UCLA graduate and regent 
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of the university, Fred Moyer Jordan. When he was editor of the campus 

paper-which was then called the Daily Californian, now it's the Daily Bruin--

I was news editor under him. Here I wind up working for him in the advertising 

agency. Well, in any event, after a few years with the agency, Don Kinsey 

talked to me--he had known me-and said they were going to put on another 

public relations man. So I went to work for the Colorado River Association. 

And we did carry on this national campaign, and we did delay it. And finally it 

got into the [United States] Supreme Court [Arizona v. California, 373 U. S. 546 

(1962), Decree entered: 376 U. S. 340 (1963)]. And ultimately the-- There was 

a special master appointed by the Supreme Court [who] ruled against us. From 

that time on, the Central Arizona Project began to get-- We no longer opposed it 

once we had clearly lost our right to the share that we had been using and 

thought we had a firm guarantee of. But that is how that activity was sponsored 

and financed. 

Then, as I said earlier, I left the association and went back to the Department 

of Water and Power in 1954 as assistant to the general manager in 

charge of media relations and other special assignments for the general 

manager, representing him at certain types of water meetings. And then Don 

Kinsey died, and I was appointed general manager of the association, in addition 

to my duties with the department. Incidentally, that title, or job, of general 

manager of Colorado River Association is not a paid job. Don Kinsey worked 

for Metropolitan Water District, gave as much time as he could or needed to to 

that association activity, and I did the same thing. I was not paid for that. And 

later Alan Williams of the Metropolitan-- When I was going to retire, he was 

appointed general manager. So the general manager has never been paid to 

do that job. 

BASIAGO: Was there a time that you weren't gainfully employed? Were you 
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just volunteering your services in the late forties? 

LEE: No, I was employed. But I was still as interested in water as I was, as I 

said initially, way back at the time I wrote a term paper in high school. 

BASIAGO: The reason I said that is because you left Buchanan and Company, 

the ad agency, in 1947 and then began working for the department in 1954. 

LEE: Yeah, but 1947 is when I went to work for the Colorado River Association. 

Doesn't it say that there? 

BASIAGO: It does. I just-

LEE: And then in 1954 I went back to the department. 

BASIAGO: Oh, I see. So that was employment. That wasn't-

LEE: From 1947 to 1954 I was employed by the Colorado River Association. 

BASIAGO: Yeah, I see. 

LEE: We had a man working for us in Washington. 

BASIAGO: What was his name? 

LEE: His name was John Terrell. He was a former newspaperman. And there 

were, oh, there was a small staff here in Los Angeles in addition to myself. I 

can't give you their names now, but there were five or six people working here. 

BASIAGO: We're kind of jumping ahead. Let's go back. Were there any 

professors at UCLA who stimulated your interest in water issues? 

LEE: No. No. But Dean [Charles H. ] Rieber, I thought, was one of the greatest 

instructors or professors that I've ever known. And that was in logic. 

BASIAGO: For which they named Rieber Hall, one of the dormitories. 

LEE: That's right. He was just a wonderful- Well, the way that you expect, or 

hope, that a professor or teacher would be. Very high level. I think I really 

benefited more in my thinking process using logic to clarify an issue than from 

any other person that I have known. But that had nothing to do with water. 

BASIAGO: What were some of the things in formal logic that you learned from 
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him that have been of great benefit? Do you remember something about his 

method? 

LEE: Weil, no. But I always remembered one, you might call it-- I don't know 

how to describe it. Well, anyway, I'll say what-- He would say that a man's 

reach should always exceed his grasp. In other words, keep trying and have a 

high objective, even if you don't attain it. What's that? It's not a moral. 

BASIAGO: An aphorism. 

LEE: Yeah, but-

BASIAGO: A philosophy? 

LEE: Yeah, so you know, set your goals high. If you don't make it, okay, but it 

should always be more than you can easily do. I guess that maybe that's 

another way you can describe it. Don't take the easy way out. Look for the 

hard goal. Keep hammering away at it. 

BASIAGO: What about your brief period there at the L. A. Times? Do you 

remember any of the reporters or figures there? 

LEE: Oh, no. God, I was just what they call a copyboy. You know, you're just 

beginning. "Hey you, come here, " that sort of thing. And I also worked, when I 

was still in high school, in the composing room over summer vacations. The 

composing room is where they set the type and get everything ready. They 

don't do it that way anymore, they have too much automation now. I recall one 

summer vacation, Norman Chandler and one of his brothers, whose name I 

don't recall, they were both at Stanford [University] at the time. And they were 

down working, "learning the business, " you know-ho-ho-ho-working in the 

composing room. The same kind of work that I was doing. So that was my first 

contact with the Chandler family. 

BASIAGO: Did you work right beside them on the linotype machines? 

LEE: Well, no. Again, to be a linotype operator you had to be skilled and you 
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had to have worked there a few--I did odd jobs and chores around. I would put 

lead in the linotype machines, which they used then. They don't do that 

anymore now. That was the old horse-and-buggy days. And they worked with 

what they called stereotypes, big mats that were made before the paper was 

printed. It was blue-collar work, so to speak. But that's the way they- Harry 

[Harrison] Chandler was, I guess, getting them started in the newspaper business, 

which had nothing to do with reporting or editing or anything like that. 

BASIAGO: When you were in the printshop there, about what year was that? 

LEE: That was about 1920, '21 maybe. 

BASIAGO: So you were fifteen or sixteen, still in high school. 

LEE: Yeah, yeah. It would be illegal now for me to do that. I used to go down 

on Friday, after school on Friday, and report about three o'clock and work until 

eleven. And a sixteen-year-old kid on the streets, I'm sure it's illegal now, or at 

least you'd be questioned about it. But anyway, it was a way to earn money. I 

always liked the newspaper; I liked the printing part of it too. I was interested in 

typography. There was an article in the Times two days ago about Ward 

Ritchie, who is a very famous quality printer-well, he's retired now - in Los 

Angeles, and he designed these very special books. I'm sure there's some- In 

fact he went to Occidental [College] at the same time as your librarian. 

BASIAGO: Lawrence Clark Powell. 

LEE: Yeah, Larry Powell. And the article was about him. Well, I knew Ward 

Ritchie, because he was a fraternity brother, although I went to UCLA and he 

went to Oxy. Phi Gamma Delta. 

BASIAGO: I think he was a friend of Carey McWilliams as well, wasn't he? 

LEE: I think so, yes. 

BASIAGO: The journalist. 

LEE: Yeah. 
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BASIAGO: Did you know Carey McWilliams? 

LEE: No. No. 

BASIAGO: What got you your job in 1930 with the department as a 

newswriter? Was it your editing experience at the--? 

LEE: Well, I'd heard that there was an opening and it had to be civil service. I 

took the exam and that's how I got started there. And that was in the-- Well, 

actually I started not in the publicity division-which it was then called, now 

public affairs-but I got into the sales promotion, you might say, part of it. And 

as I think I mentioned earlier, helping advertise the first campaign for people to 

use electric ranges instead of gas ranges. 

BASIAGO: What year was that? 

LEE: Oh, it would have been right at that time. 

BASIAGO: Nineteen thirty or so? 

LEE: Yeah. 

BASIAGO: How did you sell them on electric ranges? 

LEE: Clean. 

BASIAGO: Clean? 

LEE: And economical. Yeah, the cleanliness was the main point, because a 

gas range or oven unit gives off a by-product which requires cleaning kitchens. 

And electric is smokeless, clean, and so on. 

BASIAGO: Did you develop any slogans or jingles that you could remember? 

LEE: I can't. At the moment I can't. When I left the department I went to work 

for Buchanan and Company, as I indicated. They had the Water and Power 

account, and I handled that. What they called account executive, a name they 

still use in agencies for the man who has the contact with the client, and I did a 

lot of that. I've got proofs out in the garage, but I don't know that that's important 

now. But that was the same general theme, that it was the better, the 
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modern way to go, and desirable and economical. 

BASIAGO: Was it truly more cost-effective? 

LEE: I wouldn't say it was more cost-effective, but there was a general misapprehension 

that it was expensive, and what we were saying was that it was not 

expensive. 

BASIAGO: So it was definitely cleaner at the user end of it. 

LEE: No argument about that. That's still true. This is electric here. I didn't 

buy the house because of that, but they were just built that way when I bought 

BASIAGO: But I guess what makes it more expensive is the transmission. You 

have to produce the electricity. 

LEE: And of course that cost has gone up. You know, the price of oil. Look at 

how the price of oil went up when the Arab nations realized they had a good 

thing. So the cost of electricity has gone up generally, everywhere except good 

old Hoover Dam. Water still runs downhill. It goes through the generators and 

it doesn't cost anything, except for the maintenance to operate. But the water's 

going down anyway to come to the Metropolitan Water District or Imperial 

Irrigation District, and now to Arizona, and it goes through these generators. 

That's the advantage of hydroelectricity. There's no cost increase except for 

maintenance. The people that run it, they could get - You know, it costs a little 

more every year. 

BASIAGO: Did you have any involvement later in the electric house of Ronald 

Reagan's, who was pitching for GE [General Electric Company]? Did you do 

any consulting on that campaign? 

LEE: Not on promotion. Not on sales promotion. After I retired from the 

department in 1970-l 'd been out for a couple of years-l was retained as a 

consultant by the National Electric Reliability Council, which was formed by all of 
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the utilities in the United States and some in Canada after the big New York 

blackout, you know, that lasted for sixteen, eighteen hours. But that was for 

reliability, to prevent major blackouts such as the one that hit New York where it 

just went down one right after the other, a domino effect. 

BASIAGO: Some early literary figures in Los Angeles, Ward Ritchie and 

Lawrence Clark Powell. Did you know Remi [Allen] Nadeau? 

LEE: Yes, I did. And my first contact with him was, oh, probably around 1946 

or '[4]7 when I was with the Colorado River Association and he was doing 

research for his book titled The Water Seekers, which is a very, very good 

report on the water situation in Southern California. He asked me if I could help 

him get information that he wanted, particularly about the Colorado River 

controversy and the Owens Valley controversy and situation with the Department 

of Water and Power. So I gave him the facts that I knew, and I put him in 

contact with knowledgeable people at the Department of Water and Power who 

could fill him in on that subject. As part of his research, he went up into the 

Owens Valley and talked with the people up there also. And of course, from me 

and some others, Don Kinsey, he got the facts that he wanted about the 

[Central] Arizona Project and its impact on Southern California. And when his 

book was published, he gave me a copy with a very friendly inscription in it. He 

was, as I said, I think, just a youngish man out of Stanford and did a first-hand 

research job instead of relying on other books or articles that had been printed. 

He wanted his own information and he got it, and the outcome, I thought, was 

very objective, which is all a book like that should be. Not prejudicial. 

BASIAGO: He was the son of a famous figure in water history. His father, 

Remi Nadeau, had some kind of livery service that later became involved in the 

water scene 

LEE: Yes. I think that was his grandfather who had a horse and wagon service 
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that would haul supplies across the desert. I believe it was his father-but in 

any event either father or grandfather-that built the first hotel in Los Angeles, 

and it was called the Nadeau House. It would be just across the street now 

from where the city hall is. His family had a long background with the development 

and growth of Los Angeles and Southern California. 

BASIAGO: So how did he posture himself politically? Was he a young 

progressive, in the sense that his book was unbiased? He obviously had some 

lineage and power in L. A. 

LEE: There was never any indication of his political or philosophical viewpoint 

in my contacts with him. And we had quite a few and they were all on a very -

They got to be on a personal and friendly basis. We'd have lunch and talk shop 

and then other things. But whatever his politics or philosophy might have been, 

it never came out in our conversations. 

BASIAGO: I was just wondering- In the sense that he was a child of some of 

the patriarchs, so to speak, perhaps he might have been cutting across what 

was expected of him as a young man having gone to Stanford. 

LEE: I don't know how that might have influenced him. Anyway, it was not 

apparent. 

BASIAGO: He was just taking a very factual approach. 
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TAPE NUMBER: I, SIDE TWO 

NOVEMBER 14, 1985 

BASIAGO: Another figure that I'm curious about and that I haven't asked any of 

the other gentlemen about is William B. Mathews, the attorney for the department. 

Do you have any recollections of him? 

LEE: Yes, I do. He was a very, very high-grade lawyer. I'm making the point 

there that merely because he was working for a public agency didn't mean that 

he wasn't the very, I'd say, the epitome of lawyers. I had read, for example, 

some of his briefs, and they were in very understandable, simple language that 

anyone could understand, whereas frequently lawyers' briefs are very involved 

and technical and not so easy to understand. But that was his approach. He 

was well respected in the Los Angeles community by the business people and 

civic leaders. He helped formulate the Metropolitan Water District. Then when 

the district was set up and approved by the voters of the—originally thirteen and 

then later eleven cities, and then now it's thirty or forty cities-he became the 

chief attorney for the Metropolitan Water District. He was very instrumental, of 

course, in all of the negotiations and the legal work that the department was 

involved in leading up to the authorization of the Hoover Dam project and, as I 

mentioned, the Metropolitan Water District. I did not know him personally, but I 

had seen him and I knew of him through his work. He was really an outstanding 

ing attorney in the history of water or of community life in Southern California, 

without any question. 

BASIAGO: And you mentioned he wrote his briefs in very simple format. He 

was a very well connected or respected attorney. 

LEE: In fact, because the discussions of forming a Metropolitan Water District 

were under way in the late twenties, and I think it was 1931 that the 
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Metropolitan Water District was authorized-- Yeah, it was in 1931. No, that was 

their first bond issue, I beg your pardon. I believe that it was formed in 1928 by 

the state legislature. But that was the first bond issue. There is something 

about that that I would like to discuss with you too. 

BASIAGO: We talked about the [Colorado River] Aqueduct bond campaign of 

the early thirties. 

LEE: That's this one. 

BASIAGO: Yeah. William [P. ] Whitsett believed that you were instrumental at 

that time in its success. What was your involvement there? 

LEE: Okay. The Metropolitan Water District had been formed by a vote of Los 

Angeles and ten other Southern California cities in 1928. And in 1931, the first 

bond issue to provide funds for the Metropolitan Water District to build the 

Colorado River Aqueduct was voted, and the campaign was headed up by Don 

Kinsey, who I've mentioned before as head of the Colorado River Association. 

He asked the department to loan to the Metropolitan Water District, for the 

campaign, about a dozen people from the department who had been involved 

in the campaigns that I mentioned earlier for bond issues by the department 

and charter amendment things. And I was one of those twelve or so who were 

loaned for about a six-month period for the campaign to get public support for 

the $220 million bond issue that was approved. Now, the remarkable thing 

about that was the fact that in 1931 we were in the worst depression in the 

history of our country. It would have been more logical to expect that people 

generally would be afraid to burden themselves with a debt obligation, because 

those were general obligation bonds. But they were voted, and that put the 

Metropolitan Water District in business. Without the bond issue they could not 

have started work on the aqueduct, and it would have been delayed indefinitely 

until more favorable general economic conditions. So it was the campaign 
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background of some of us in the department that was utilized by the 

Metropolitan Water District. Because they were new, they didn't have many 

people on their staff yet. They had engineers planning the aqueduct, but they 

needed this bond issue in order to really get going, start the dirt flying and start 

laying the pipes and so on. 

BASIAGO: What was the problem in central Arizona? Why did they require 

federal funding, where it was possible in Los Angeles every time a water project 

was needed to encourage the citizens to fund? 

LEE: Well, I suppose they just thought if they could get a federal handout, go 

for it. And if they couldn't-- In other words, if their economy couldn't sustain and 

support it with their own funds, then my personal belief, and others over here 

(and others all over the country, for that matter, for many years) felt that it 

shouldn't be built. But they won. They got the federal subsidy, ultimately. 

BASIAGO: What would the alternative have been? The Phoenix-Tucson axis 

would have shrunk appreciably. People would have migrated. 

LEE: Well, that's one aspect. But most of the water that was to be used for or 

by the Central Arizona Project was for agriculture, to grow crops. And they 

simply would have had to reduce their agricultural activity and divert it or use 

more of it for urban development. There's basically large underground water 

supplies there, but they were overusing it to grow crops which were surplus. A 

lot of it was cotton, and the country didn't need more cotton. But the farmers, of 

course, were making money. One of the points we raised in our campaign 

against the project was a booklet called "The Nation's Most Fantastic Project. " 

And then we gave reasons not to support that, including the fact that [reading] 

"At a time when economy in government is receiving nationwide attention, the 

Central Arizona Project calls for an expenditure of $738 million to benefit a few 

thousand landowners in a small area of one state. Furthermore, believe it or 
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not, the landowners and speculators who would benefit from this project do not 

intend to pay back one cent of its cost. " 

BASIAGO: So you saw it as just a handout for agribusiness. 

LEE: Yeah. Essentially that's what it was. 

BASIAGO: Are those the people that now run Phoenix and Tucson, the people 

who profited from that? 

LEE: Well, I would assume that most of them are still there, yes. And now of 

course they will be in a better position than ever, with this new water supply, to 

continue their level of agriculture. I don't think they can expand it, because the 

urban areas have developed quite a bit from the time that this campaign was 

under way, from which I just quoted one section. 

BASIAGO: What are some of the other sections? This is a 1931 publication? 

LEE: No, no, no. This would have been 1945, '46, when there were bills in 

Congress. This was 1949 that this particular thing was printed. And what we 

did was to show how much each state in the country would have to pay in 

taxes. 

BASIAGO: The second thing was to show what the burden would be state by 

state. 

LEE: That's right. I'm just looking for another quote in here. Another point that 

registered pretty well with a lot of people was the statement that this project 

would not open public land for entry and development, which was the original 

purpose of the [Federal] Reclamation Bureau: to encourage individuals to 

come West and to establish farms. And obviously at that time-talking about 

1902, 1905, the very beginning-they had to have subsidies and it was intended 

for small farmers. These are large, as we pointed out. More than half of the 

money for the irrigation part of this would go to 420 landowners who would get 

benefits averaging $550, 000 each. Then we said, [reading] "It is the big 
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Arizona land speculator who would benefit enormously without cost to himself 

and at the expense of the nation's taxpayers. " Those were factual statements, 

and they registered, as I said, for a very long time, until the Supreme Court 

ruled against California in favor of Arizona. Then that Colorado River water was 

available, but that still did not justify using federal tax money to subsidize it. 

BASIAGO: Do you think the Supreme Court blew it there? What happened? 

Why wasn't the case made with the court if it was made with the people? 

LEE: Well, as you're well aware, in many, many areas-not just water--the 

courts take different views than a majority of the people or than the majority of 

the Congress does or than the majority of the state legislature. That's not 

unusual for a court to rule one way. 

BASIAGO: What was their logic? What court was it? Was this the Warren 

court? 

LEE: Well, the Supreme Court itself did not hear the-- They appointed a special 

master, a man named [Simon H. ] Rifkind, a New York lawyer, i believe. In 

other words, he in effect was the court and made the ruling, which the court, 

having appointed him, accepted. 

BASIAGO: What's his first name? 

LEE: Simon. And his last name Rifkind. 

BASIAGO: He was special prosecutor? 

LEE: Special master they called him. He wasn't a prosecutor; he was just 

hearing the pros and cons of the matter. And then he gave his recommendation 

that Arizona was entitled to most of what they were claiming, and was 

indifferent to the fact that it was going to take away water from millions of 

people in Southern California, which it will. 

BASIAGO: You mentioned the three cons, which were the fact that it would 

benefit few individuals, a few thousand-
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LEE: Four hundred and twenty. 

BASIAGO: Four hundred and twenty large landowners. And that it would be a 

burden shared by people throughout the country. And what was the third 

rationale that you mentioned? 

LEE: It would not open up new lands, which was the original intent in the early 

1900s of the Reclamation Act [of 1902], 

BASIAGO: Right, right. Those were the cons. What were some of the pros 

that persuaded Simon Rifkind to settle for Arizona? 

LEE: I believe it had nothing to do with these facts that I have just given. In 

other words, the court was indifferent to that-as they are frequently to matters 

of how it's going to impact on somebody. But it was on his interpretation of the 

original contracts for the division of water among the seven states that share 

Colorado River water: Colorado, Utah, Wyoming, Nevada, Arizona, California 

[and New Mexico]. There was a documented agreement, and his interpretation 

was that under that we were limited to 4, 400, 000 acre-feet instead of the 

5, 200, 000 acre-feet that we thought we were entitled to. It was a matter of 

interpretation of the original water compact among the various states. So in 

other words, we lost. That's all. 

BASIAGO: We'll be losing, is it 500, 000 acre-feet or 5, 000, 000 acre-feet? 

LEE: No. We will be losing about 550, 000 acre-feet, which is a little more than 

a half of the amount the Metropolitan Water District thought it had title to. So 

that is going to be, not today or tomorrow, but when the project is dedicated. 

They will grow into it over a period of a few years. They'll have to have more 

distribution systems, you know, and begin using it. But it might be four-I 'm 

quoting the Metropolitan Water District now might be four or five years before 

they are able to take this full quota that they have been allocated by the 

Supreme Court and which has to come out of California's share. And I shouldn't 
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say California, because it only comes out of the Metropolitan Water District's 

share. Imperial isn't affected, Coachella isn't affected, and Palo Verde isn't 

affected. They're still protected in their original contract amounts. 

BASIAGO: So who would be impacted the most? San Diego? Irvine? 

LEE: Yes. Assuming that there is no additional water from the [California] 

State [Water] Project to MWD-and they have lost over half of their present 

entitlement--the most serious impact would be on San Diego County, which is 

using more than its share or entitlement of whatever water's available, and 

Orange County. So that's where it would hurt the most. But it could affect Los 

Angeles and other cities, other areas. 

BASIAGO: What are some of the things that were set into motion by the 

Department of Water and Power, or by MWD, when they lost the federal rights to 

the Colorado River water? 

LEE: Well, it intensified the need to beef up the amount of water that the state 

water project, state [California] Aqueduct, can deliver from Northern California, 

the San Joaquin/Sacramento Delta region. The state project at the present 

time cannot meet all of the commitments it has made by contract with the 

Metropolitan Water District and with some agricultural users in the San Joaquin 

Valley. And that was the reason why two years ago there was a ballot measure 

to build what was called the Peripheral Canal, which would have made more 

water available for diversion south. That was defeated by the voters, or it didn't 

pass. And then a year ago, Governor [George] Deukmejian had a, [what was] 

called a water package, which would have included the ability of the state to 

divert more water and did certain other things of benefit in the northern and 

central part of California. And the legislature refused to approve that. So that 

leaves the state project with a deficit unless some way is found of increasing 

the water amount that can be diverted. And in that event, the Metropolitan 
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Water District, which has a contract with the state for--I don't recall the amount, 

but anyway, an amount that would almost or about offset the loss to Arizona; 

the state would not be able to divert that much to MWD. And then if they were 

cut back by over half of their Colorado River supply, that's when the pinch 

would come, in general, all over Southern California, except the agricultural 

areas. 

BASIAGO: Because of what? Agriculture was put first? 

LEE: Agriculture. Imperial, Palo Verde, and Coachella have prior rights over 

MWD and the cities that it serves. 

BASIAGO: Whereas under DWP, citizens' personal water use comes first. 

LEE: That's right. And that is generally the recognized water practice: that 

urban uses have the highest priority and agriculture is second or lower. But 

under the agreements and compacts that were made way back in the twenties 

before the Hoover Dam was authorized, the agricultural areas were given 

priority. And MWD agreed to it or accepted it. 

BASIAGO: Was that another case of agribusiness getting its lobbying done 

successfully? 

LEE: Well, partly. Sure, because the farms in those areas are large. They're 

not a little farmer with a hen coop. But I think primarily because they had built 

up a priority through having used that water for many years before MWD 

started. 

BASIAGO: What were some of the other reasons why MWD went along with 

that arrangement, considering the fact that people are usually put before crops? 

LEE: Well, I can't factually answer that, except that I would guess that it was 

because they thought, first of all, that there would always be enough water in 

the Colorado River for them and the others and that it was academic. But at 

that time there was no Central Arizona Project being advanced. And that is 
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what has been causing the pinch. 

BASIAGO: With the Southwest being the, predicted to be, the largest growth 

area for maybe the next fifty to a hundred years, according to John Naisbitt in 

Megatrends, cities like Tucson, Phoenix, San Antonio, San Diego, and 

Denver-the whole Sun Belt-are really going to boom. Do you foresee any 

water wars between various factions? For instance, now Northern California is 

angry at us and their lobbyists blocked the Peripheral Canal. The central 

Arizona cities have got their water, and now very booming areas here in Los 

Angeles might be jeopardized, such as the Newport Beach area or San Diego. 

What do you foresee? Would desalination now become affordable? 

LEE: Well, if you were on the desert and hadn't had any water for a few days, 

you would pay any price for it. And desalination is a very expensive method of 

getting usable water. There is no likelihood unless some completely new 

method of desalination should be devised, but that's not likely. And they talk 

about reclaiming sewage water, for example, which now goes out in the ocean. 

But there is still a health hazard involved. It is not possible yet, by any known 

method, to get completely safe water from sewage. It can be used fo r - Like on 

the freeways they're using it now in some areas for plants and shrubbery and 

so on. But, other than that, it is not now foreseeable. Desalination is very 

expensive. 

The fact remains that every year a tremendous amount of water is going 

down the Sacramento River and out through San Francisco Bay and into the 

ocean. And I'll just take a figure off the top of my head. Less than 5 percent of 

the water that now goes into the ocean-doing nobody any good-would more 

than offset the loss to Arizona and would provide more water for growth in 

Southern California without in any way hurting Northern California. But as long 

as this built-in regional antipathy persists, and as long as the people and their 
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legislators are able to block such a thing as a peripheral canal to divert some of 

the water that's otherwise wasted, that, I would say, is temporarily delayed. I 

can't see how in a matter of a few years' education, the interests in the north 

could not be persuaded that they will not be hurt in any way, [that] they will not 

lose any water that they need to use, and that a means can be, or approval can 

be, secured to divert more of the water south. It just isn't reasonable to let it 

waste out into the Pacific Ocean. With the people down here-- And it isn't only 

the people. More than half of all the state's economy is down here. I mean 

industry; I'm talking about business, and that helps the north. The taxes that 

are going to the state government, most come from here. So I think they can 

be persuaded if they can set aside this old regional San Francisco against Los 

Angeles rivalry. That's what it dates back to. And San Francisco has not grown 

like Los Angeles has. So it's going to be a long, hard struggle, and I think it can 

be done. I think it can be done just as well as we were able to develop and get 

public support for the Owens River Aqueduct and for the Colorado River 

Aqueduct. 

BASIAGO: Coping with growth in Los Angeles has become a problem. For 

instance, there's almost approaching gridlock on freeways during rush hour in 

the morning or afternoon. Is it possible that as its water supply reaches a 

steady state that L. A. will be forced to essentially mature as a city and not grow 

anymore, but perfect what it has in terms of industry? Is more water and more 

growth for L. A. necessarily a good thing? 

LEE: Well, as I told you at the beginning of this interview, I was brought here in 

1914, and Los Angeles was a wonderful city to live in in 1914 and on through, 

actually until about just before World War II. In other words, when the defense 

industries started to build up here in 1941, or whatever, 1940, '41 - And then 

we got smog and a lot of other things. So as far as I'm concerned, if the growth 
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had stopped then, it would have been desirable, but obviously you can't stop 

growth. And even if the worst situation develops of no increase in the water 

supply, and in fact a decrease-and I cannot accept that as inevitable, but just 

for discussion-what would happen would be that the type of lifestyle that we 

have known here would end. In other words, there would be no more lawns. 

People wouldn't be permitted to have lawns. You'd have just dirt or concrete or 

brick. That would be one use that would be cut. And there would be a form of 

rationing by large industries, in other words a more efficient use of water, which 

is, in some cases, attainable. In fact, the Department of Water and Power 

recently gave some awards to large users who had cut back their use of water 

from a year or two years ago. That's part of the department's conservation 

program, which reflects concern about not wasting water and having more 

water available for useful purposes. MWD has the same kind of conservation 

campaign. I think that is what would really happen, because people are going 

to continue to come here. They like it here, and I think they will. But my per-

sonal opinion is that we need not go to that extreme, but need to try to educate 

the northern people to accept a situation that would not hurt them in any way 

and would not cost them anything. The costs would be borne by Metropolitan 

and L. A. water, all the water users down here-the state wouldn't pay for it. In 

fact, the MWD has signed contracts to buy the water. But it isn't going to -

under present conditions, the full amount they've contracted for would not be 

available in years of low rainfall. 

BASIAGO: It seems that central Arizona has its stake in the water pretty well 

protected now. Will there ever potentially be any challenge from the Denver 

front-range region there in Colorado? 

LEE: I doubt that. Those laws or agreements affecting the division among the 

states go way back to the middle 1920s, and there have been a lot of other acts 
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of Congress and court rulings since then. It's what's called the Law of the 

River. And I think it would be, well, I'd say it would be almost impossible to 

make any basic change in those. And those upper states are not using their 

share. That's why at times there is a surplus still running down the river. And 

when that condition prevails-as it did the last couple of years, when they had 

those floods in spite of the big dams-in those years MWD would have its 

original full share. So they're protected with that use, but you can't count on 

that as a reliable supply. 

BASIAGO: I was thinking of the fact that, higher up, Denver and the front range 

are growing, and in good years San Diego has even sold water to northern 

Mexico. Correct? 

LEE: San Diego has done what? 

BASIAGO: Hasn't some of the MWD even gone farther south than San Diego? 

LEE: Well, during these last couple of years of very, very heavy runoff of the 

Colorado River, neither Metropolitan nor any of these other agencies have been 

able-have needed or have been able - to divert it. So there's been surplus 

water going down the Colorado River past a part of Mexico and into the Gulf of 

California. In other words, the reservoirs are as full as they can be, so any 

excess water that isn't used by Metropolitan or any other agency just goes 

down and Mexico gets part of that, and then it's just like the situation in the 

Sacramento River. There are years of very heavy runoff in which not all of the 

water can be diverted. The [Colorado River] Aqueduct is limited in how much 

water it can divert, and the reservoirs are limited in size. 

BASIAGO: Did you have any involvement in promoting the second Los 

Angeles Aqueduct? 

LEE: Well, I wrote the first news release on it. I was involved in that sense of 

the word. But, no, I - There was no campaign, in other words, that would have 
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involved me. It was just the fact that the department engineers, like [Robert V. ] 

Phillips and [Samuel B. ] Nelson, realized that in normal or wet years there was 

more water that could be diverted if a second aqueduct were built, and that's 

why it was built with department funds. But there was no campaign on that. 

The studies showed that it would be practicable and economic, so it was built. I 

just say I wrote the first news release on it. 

BASIAGO: Earlier you mentioned the New York City blackout. Why has L. A. 

really not suffered the same problems, massive power blackouts, that have 

plagued eastern cities? 

LEE: Well, basically because- This gets into a very technical thing, and I can 

only describe it the way I have written about it, but basically there's a difference 

in the interconnections between utilities out here in the West. Because this is 

bigger than just L. A. They're all interconnected from here to Canada, and 

power lines over to Arizona, Nevada and so on. And the same way with all the 

other utilities, PG&E [Pacific Gas and Electric Company], [Southern California] 

Edison [Company], and on up north all the way to Bonneville. Los Angeles and 

other cities get power from the Columbia River and even now some from 

Canada. But the method of interconnection is not as, well, let's say, subject to 

complete disruption as was the case in New York, which started with a failure in 

a power plant, a small power plant in Canada. But the connections were coming 

down through the New England states to New York, and one after another, 

just like the domino theory, they kept conking out. And then when they did— 

The situation was so bad that it took, as I recall, for some of them it was over 

eighteen hours. The whole of New York was blacked out. Now the utilities out 

here do not have that same-or even then (we have to go back to when it 

happened)-do not have that same domino effect. What happens when there is 

a failure of interconnected systems, let's say a large one, it tends to affect 
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others all up and down the line. But out here there are more possibilities of 

separating, of cutting off and getting away from the source that's causing the 

trouble. Of course these things happen like that, [snaps fingers] you know, the 

speed of electricity. There are others in other parts of the United States, not 

just the one that happened in New York and up there. 

So all of the utilities, the whole United States and part of Canada-because 

we are interconnected with Canada-realized that there needed to be some 

better arrangement to separate when the trouble occurred in one location or 

another, and formed what was called the National Electric Reliability Council. I 

think I have a - This is what it is, "Bulk Power Systems in North America. " Well, 

this is, anyway, the organization. And they met in New York, and I went back 

there to assist in publicizing the program. At that time I had retired, but I had 

been retained as a consultant for the West Coast. Key utilities nationwide 

organized a technical study group, you might say, to look into the whole 

interconnected systems and find ways and means of increasing the reliability, which 

they have done. 

So that's the best answer I can give to you, that there's no longer the- I 

won't say the possibility, anything's possible, but it's far less likely to ever 

happen again, because of changes and improvements that have been made in 

not having one incident affect a whole lot of areas. So that's the best answer to 

that. It can happen in a limited way. In other words, sometimes something 

could happen on the PG&E system that could affect Edison or Water and 

Power, but it wouldn't- It would be brief in all probability, and it might never 

happen either. Sometimes you get just a dimming of the lights momentarily. 
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TAPE NUMBER: II, SIDE ONE 

NOVEMBER 14, 1985 

BASIAGO: What was the general approach to public relations that you applied, 

or were encouraged to apply? It seems that a lot of the documents are very 

factual. Was the goal essentially to educate the public in a very straightforward 

way? 

LEE: What kind of publications are you referring to? 

BASIAGO: General informational bulletins that the department [Los Angeles 

City Department of Water and Power] put out. It seemed that there was very 

little actual promotion or advertising in them. They were almost instructive. 

Was that the general philosophy? Who influenced that school of public 

relations? 

LEE: Well, all right. What I would describe what you're talking about is "low-

key. " Would that be another way of saying it? 

BASIAGO: Yeah, a very low-key, factual approach. What were some of the 

promotional or propaganda techniques, if you will, that you actually were applying? 

In other words, why was there this--? Well, for instance, one trend is a real 

desire to make an informational case with the public. In other words, clarify 

complex issues with easily understood information. Why was that approach 

taken rather than a kind of boosterism or a motivational approach? 

LEE: Well, I think there are a number of reasons for that. But one would be 

that-- I'm speaking now in broad, general public relations terms, which of course 

determines how I or anyone else who is actually on the firing line doing these 

things or writing these things would approach it. First of all, I think that if you 

overstate your case, you run the risk of, first of all, being wrong, undue 

emphasis, and the risk of being attacked if you're not factual-which is proper. I 
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mean, you can't argue with that. So I want to save myself. Now, my own 

approach has been, first of all, to be factual. And I will say that in all the news 

releases that I've put out over god knows how many years, I've never been 

obliged to send out a correction. I think it's awfully important to be right. And 

so in doing that, you can't become too promotional, but of course you state your 

situation or your statement in the best possible way. I mean the most favorable 

way. There's nothing wrong with that. Newspapers and magazines, even in a 

news story, it depends on how they write it. They may present, in effect, both 

sides, but if one gets more than the other or if it is obviously slanted one way or 

the other, it's not news-it should be an editorial. And the same thing is true, I 

believe, in writing reports or pamphlets or bill stuffers-the kind of thing I think 

you are talking about-or news releases or in writing speeches. I've written a lot 

of speeches for general managers, board members, and so on. You have to be 

careful that you don't aggressively overstate your case. And again, you can 

emphasize the things that you wish, but you still have to stick within very tight 

boundaries. Now I'm just speaking for myself, and I don't know- I'm on the 

mailing list for all the department publications, and it's my viewpoint that they 

are doing that now. Going way back to Don [J. ] Kinsey, who was the PR man 

for the department way back in the twenties. That was his method of operation, 

MO, as they say. And I think that's the only way I can answer your question. 

BASIAGO: The distinction I saw was that this is a $2. 4 billion a year institution, 

or organization, involved in some very political issues. One of the things I was 

amazed by was the degree to which there really wasn't much propagandizing in 

the promotional brochures, but a very low-key, factual approach. And I was 

wondering who, or what leader, might have influenced that? 

LEE: Maybe it was a pattern that was set, as I said, way back in the twenties, 

and it's been effective. The department's standing, I believe, in the 
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community-- And there have been, I think, some surveys, not like a field survey 

or that, but there have been some ways of trying to measure the public attitude 

or feeling about the department, and I think generally it has been good. 

Nobody's perfect. You can't serve three million people without once in a while 

inadvertently stepping on somebody's toes. 

BASIAGO: Was there ever an incident or any conflict between yourself and the 

general manager? Or any city councilman or mayor favorable to the department 

ment coming to you and saying, "Well, listen, Bob, we better hype this up a little 

bit more. We're not going to make our case with the public"? 

LEE: No. Again, in my own contacts and in handling the news media and in 

writing various statements that have been made, I've never had any, oh, let's 

say, difference of opinion with the gentlemen. Usually I would originate it 

myself. In other words, I know what we're talking about and what's going to 

happen. I write the statement and then I show it to the general manager or the 

president of the board or whoever I'm quoting-sometimes it might be the head 

of the power system or the water system-and I state it the way I think it should 

be stated. And obviously it has to be correct and factual. Sometimes I have to 

go through a technical engineering report. It might be sixty or eighty or a 

hundred pages, and I have to get out a one- or two-page double-spaced news 

release condensing the highlights and the important issues. Usually in an 

engineering report it comes at the conclusion, at the very end, when engineers 

write it. I won't say that I've never had a suggestion from one of those people 

occasionally, but I've done what I thought was the correct way to state the 

issue, whatever it was, and then it's up t o -

I have one amusing, not an incident, but a contact with Ben [P. ] Griffith, who 

was the- When I was working for the Colorado River Association, he was the 

president of it, just a citizen committee, you know. And he had a big contracting 
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firm, the Griffith Company. They built half the freeways and highways in Southern 

California. 

BASIAGO: What was his connection to Griffith Griffith? 

LEE: That's the one who gave the-

BASIAGO: Griffith Park. 

LEE: No, that's a different family. 

BASIAGO: What about D. W. Griffith, the filmmaker? 

LEE: No. This was Ben Griffith. And I would write news releases quoting him 

when he was president of the Colorado River Association. And then later he 

was appointed, I think by Norrie [Norris] Poulson, as president of the Board of 

Water and Power Commissioners. Well, then when I went back to the department, 

why I was still doing the same kind of thing for him. But this was amusing 

that- I would write a news release or a statement of some kind, and I would 

either call him on the phone and read it to him or I'd go to his office and show it 

to him and have him read it. And it was always gratifying for anybody in my 

position to try to guess what the person would go for. He would read it, and 

invariably he'd say, "Bob, my grammar is improving every day. " Never changed 

a word. But that was the ideal way to work, or to work for someone. In other 

words, to anticipate and guess correctly what they should say and what they'd 

agreed to say. 

BASIAGO: You had all these years of experience working with engineers and 

trying to simplify their thoughts and facts for the lay reader. What is your advice 

to technical writers in an age in which we find many computer manuals which 

are written by engineers and are fairly unreadable? What would your advice be 

to the nonscientific technical writer? 

LEE: All right. I would say get to the point in the first paragraph or two, what 

ever your conclusion is, instead of waiting until you get to the end of a long 
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document. Because some people aren't going to read a long, complicated 

statement. Write as short a sentence as possible, so they are readily understandable. 

Try to avoid esoteric technical terms known only to the industry, and 

if for some reason that kind of a description or word has to be used, then 

interpret it or explain it in, I'll say, plain English. 

BASIAGO: That's one thing I note in the technically written manuals, let's say 

for computer peripherals, whether they be modems, software, whatever, is they 

immediately launch into technical jargon without defining it in plain English. 

LEE: That's right. My own writing technique is that I'm not writing great literature 

or poetry. I am writing for the purpose of having a particular subject readily 

understood by the reader. That means writing for the lowest level almost, you 

might say. For newspaper writers and television commentators, and so on, who 

are reaching an audience- Even if they are of average intelligence, they're not 

experts in some of these involved technical situations. And I just always 

followed that, and I believe that it's worked. Because you're not insulting the 

intelligence of the more intellectual people; they can understand it anyway. But 

otherwise you're losing the lower or even the medium levels if you're too 

involved. I figure people like myself are not getting paid for writing great literature. 

It's all right for a newspaper columnist or an author, naturally. And I like 

good writing, I can understand it. But with me it's a job that has to be done in 

the most direct, understandable, simplest way. 

I might say, on one occasion I recall when a man named Max Socha was 

head of the department water system, a job that [Robert V. ] Phillips later had 

and [Samuel B. ] Nelson and so on. And he had given me a technical report that 

his staff had prepared-l can't recall now the subject, but it doesn't matter-and 

he wanted me to get out a news release on it. So I took the report, and obviously 

I had to scan it and find out - Then I wrote my news release, which was 
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again maybe a page and a half double-spaced, maybe four hundred, five 

hundred words. And Max read it while I was there. I wanted to be sure that I 

had pulled out the hard facts of this report. And he read it and looked at me 

and said, "Bob, I don't see how you can take a report, seventy pages, and in a 

page and a half tell what it's all about. " Which, again, I consider a compliment. 

But that's the way it should be done. It's easy to write, easier, I mean, for a 

writer to write on and on, but it's difficult to boil the essence of a complicated 

technical subject. 

BASIAGO: Were you a heavy, or are you a heavy rewriter? Were you rewriting 

a lot of your material? I mean, working in the-

LEE: You mean when I personally do it? You mean do I work it over, my own 

copy? 

BASIAGO: Yeah. Do you really churn your manuscripts, many, many drafts? 

LEE: I am my own severest critic. I may write an article, let's say a news 

release, and then I will look it over and, yes, I may make changes in it again 

before I submit the final draft. But I do my own editing, because sometimes I 

can see where I could make an improvement or clarify what might be 

misunderstood. Let me interject there that I have heard that Jack [Clifford] 

Smith, for example-you know the popular columnist-writes his columns almost 

without any- In other words, his original writing is about the way it goes in, 

which is a - There are a lot of reporters, I guess, who have that facility, but 

some don't either. 

BASIAGO: You mentioned Remi Nadeau and Jack Smith. Let's talk about 

Jack Smith for a while. When did you first meet him? 

LEE: I met him when I was with the department publicity office in making 

contacts with the press. This would have been around 1940 when he was with 

the Los Angeles Daily News, which folded some years ago. I know it was 
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around 1940, because later he went into the marines. He was in the service in 

World War II. So I've known Jack for at least forty years you might say. A very 

fine person and a very fine writer, very interesting, entertaining writer. 

BASIAGO: Do you think he ranks among L. A. 's finest historians? Who are 

some of the city historians that you most admire that you met or became aware 

LEE: Well, you say historians? 

BASIAGO: Well, I don't mean that in the formal sense of being trained in 

history but-

LEE: You mean reporters. 

BASIAGO: There are a few reporters who seem to know a heck of a lot about 

Los Angeles. 

LEE: Yeah, that's right, and Jack is certainly one of the best. Matt Weinstock, 

who was a UCLA [University of California, Los Angeles] graduate. I met him 

when I was going to UCLA, and for many years his column was as popular as 

Jack Smith's is today in the [Los Angeles] Times. He had been with the Daily 

News, too, at the time I mentioned when I first met Jack Smith. And he was 

managing editor, but he changed just to writing a column because he liked that 

better. And he wrote one of the-- It was about L. A., you know, and not political 

and not prejudiced. He was very, very popular and my very good friend. And 

then there was Art Ryon, who wrote a column for the Times which was very well 

received in general. He'd write about restaurants and things like that. He came 

down here once with his wife and little kid. And I took them to dinner here at 

one of the restaurants and he wrote a little column about it because he liked the 

restaurant, the Arches over here on Pacific Coast Highway. It's one of the 

oldest restaurants on the whole Pacific Coast Highway, from Los Angeles to 

San Diego. 
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BASIAGO: Did you ever know any other famous L. A. writers? 

LEE: Famous? Those were the best. After all, those were the best, those 

were the top columnists. And they were, each in his time, including Jack Smith 

now- The best read and best liked, I think, would be a fair term. Art Ryon 

never had quite as much- Well, he didn't write a column that long. But he was, 

again, very popular. Then there were editorial writers whose names usually 

didn't appear, but who were very interested in water, let's say, in addition to 

every other subject that appeared on the editorial pages. I think those are the 

names that occur to me of the people I've known well and long. 

BASIAGO: Have you written any other forms of literature yourself? 

LEE: No, I've never gotten into the great novel, "the great American novel. " 

No, I've never gone in for that. I just tell it like it is, as they say. By the way 

though, speaking of writers and editorials, one that I should mention- And I just 

touched on it in connection with the Colorado River Association, the national 

campaign against the [Central] Arizona Project. You saw one of the, or the two 

cartoons there in my office. The Hearst newspapers- Now there's only the Los 

Angeles Herald Examiner, but at one time there was a separate [Los Angeles] 

Herald and a separate [Los Angeles] Examiner here, both Hearst papers, and 

others in San Francisco, New York, Chicago. I'm talking back in the 1940s. 

And they were very influential. William Randolph Hearst was a Californian, as 

you may know, and proud of it. So when it became an issue of protecting 

California's water against Arizona, he instructed his editors and newspapers to 

support us. So it was a tremendous help. And my contact, to give the facts and 

information on which editorials would be written-such as the one you saw there 

and then the cartoon drawn-was the editorial writer for the Examiner. (It was 

then the Examiner that was the lead Hearst paper here; the Herald was the 

second newspaper of the Hearst chain. ) And Jose Rodriguez was a beautiful 
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writer. He played the piano and he'd been an orchestra leader in Canada, 

strange background, but he was a very good pianist. The only reason I mention 

that is sometimes I'd watch him write an editorial and he played the keys like he 

would play the piano, fluid and very interesting typing, manual typing style. 

There were no electrics then. But on one editorial, he wrote-l showed you-

"the fantastic project, the nation's most--" He'd picked that up from material that 

we'd given him. That cartoonist, by the way, Karl Hubenthal, now lives in 

Orange County. And I have lunch with him and some other newspaper people 

once a month. We have this Dutch treat club that I mentioned. But what I 

wanted to get at is an interesting thing. It's first of all this full-page editorial. 

You don't see them like that anymore. 

BASIAGO: That's a full page-

LEE: This would run in every Hearst newspaper across the country. And since 

we were trying to get support from all of the states that were going to get hurt or 

have to help pay for this project, it was important in Boston, New York, Philadelphia, 

and wherever the Hearst newspapers were. And there were a lot of them 

then. On one of the editorials- I don't know if it's this one. And these would 

run, oh, every so often. On one of them, the governor of Arizona called William 

Randolph Hearst personally up at San Simeon and said that the article was 

wrong, the facts were not correct. Well, William Hearst called the publisher of 

the Los Angeles Examiner and said he had heard from the governor of Arizona 

challenging the accuracy and wanted the publisher here to check with Jose 

(who wrote the article) on the facts. So Jose calls me and tells me about this, 

and he wants me to document the statements that I have given to him, which is 

understandable. Here's this Hearst, this great newspaper publisher, who is 

personally interested on account of the governor. So I had to dig back into my 

sources, which were government publications, [Federal] Reclamation Bureau 
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and so on. I had a stack of government publications about that big, and I took 

them down to Jose and I showed him statement by statement and page by 

page where these were. And then Jose was satisfied with the accuracy, and he 

told his publisher of the L. A. Examiner. He in turn called Hearst, and Hearst 

called back the governor of Arizona and said, "Everything we said is correct. " 

BASIAGO: You mean it was true that 99 percent of the cost of the project 

would be borne by forty-seven states? 

LEE: Sure. I don't know which statements the governor took exception to, 

because there were a number of these that had appeared in the Hearst papers. 

And it might have been this one or some other one. But, in any event, the 

Hearst papers just continued carrying our statements and so on across the 

country. Why it pays to be accurate. Because otherwise I would have lost my 

credibility completely, and they might have- Oh, I think they would have continued 

the support, but they might have cooled off and played down the intensity 

of their campaign. 

BASIAGO: Was the title "The Fantastic Project"? 

LEE: Well, we called it "the nation's most fantastic project. " They didn't. 

Arizona didn't. *[l have been talking about the Hearst newspapers because of 

the importance of their circulation, not only in California but especially in New 

York, Boston, Chicago and other cities and states where we wanted all the 

congressional support possible. But I also want to give credit to the excellent 

cooperation we had from the L. A. Times. Kirby Ramsdell was the editorial-

pages editor then. He was a forceful writer and he, or others on his staff, would 

frequently write editorials backing us. I recall one occasion when I had mentioned 

the difference between the Hoover Dam project-which was paid for by 

*Mr. Lee added the following bracketed section during his review of the transcript. 
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the sale of power generated there, with no cost to the nation's taxpayers--and 

the heavy taxpayers' cost for the Arizona scheme. He asked me to give him a 

memo on that, which I did, thinking he would write an editorial. Lo and behold, 

to my great surprise, a few days later he ran my memo, complete, on what they 

call the op-ed page and gave me a byline for it. 

The Times political cartoonist then was Bruce Russell. He had won a 

Pulitzer Prize award for his clever cartoons. Some of them were aimed at the 

Arizona grab. One-I have the original inscribed to me by Bruce-showed an 

Arizona character reaching around to an outdoor faucet, and the cartoon was 

headed, "Using his hose on our faucet. " Bruce was on the UCLA Vermont 

[Avenue] campus when I was-class of 1926, I think. I was 1927. He was a 

fraternity brother of mine, Delta Rho Omega, a local that later joined national 

Phi Gamma Delta. I used to watch him drawing the next day's cartoon in his 

Times office, which was lined with framed photographs of nationally famous 

people he had shown in his cartoons. After Bruce's untimely death, Paul 

Conrad became the paper's political cartoonist. 

We also had a very good relationship with the Times Washington bureau 

chief, Warren Francis. He filed many informative articles about what was going 

on in Congress concerning the Arizona legislation. He helped us with arrangements 

we made to fly some of the top reporters in Washington out here to show 

them the Colorado River that all the shooting and shouting was about, and 

where we were using and needing the water from the river-places like Imperial 

Valley, Coachella, and of course Los Angeles and our metropolitan area. It was 

a profitable introduction tour for many of those reporters. Some of them had 

never been west of the Potomac. ] 

BASIAGO: What are some of the other documents that you've pulled out today 

that you think are particularly important? 
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LEE: Yeah, okay. One other thing that we d id -Le t me just get the title. 

BASIAGO: "Economic Interdependence of the Western States. " 

LEE: Yeah. That was done by Wilbur McCann, who was an independent 

economist in Los Angeles. 

BASIAGO: What were some of the salient points raised in this? 

LEE: The purpose of it was that we were considering going to the Columbia 

River or the Snake River and diverting water from there to the Colorado River to 

beef it up. Because we knew that we were going to have to have more water 

there eventually. Sam Nelson was one of the prime movers in that concept. 

And we were getting flak from those states up north-just as we're getting from 

Northern California-about diverting water. It occurred to me that if we could 

show that it would be to their interests for Southern California-which was their 

best customer-to continue our economic growth with more water, without 

hurting them, why, we should do it. And that was why this study was commissioned. 

You know, it would have to be from an independent, recognized 

economist, not just the Department of Water and Power or the Metropolitan 

Water District [of Southern California]. Then we took that up to a meeting in 

Portland and had it distributed to civic leaders and business people and so on. 

But then one of the senators up there was just opposed to the idea and got a 

congressional order prohibiting any study of any water diversions from there for 

a ten-year period-which expired, I think, a year or two ago and then was 

renewed. In other words, they didn't even want to look into it. They just wanted 

to keep the water up there. But it's one of the tools that you have to use. It's 

the same way in opposing the [Central] Arizona Project. We couldn't just rely 

on getting support across the country by saying, "Gee whiz, we need water in 

Southern California, you know, and don't let Arizona-" A lot of people would be 

sympathetic to a small state getting more water for more growth. But when they 
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found out they were going to have to pay for it, then the attitudes change. The 

same way with the thought behind this; it was to show that it would be to their 

advantage and show where their income-where a large part of their income-

originates, meaning down here. 

BASIAGO: It seems like in this graph here, you're selling Washington, Oregon, 

Montana, and Idaho on the idea, or the fact, that 7. 6 million tons of commodities 

are shipped by them to California, Nevada, Utah, Colorado, et cetera. And so I 

guess you're just trying to instruct them on the give-and-take. 

LEE: Yeah, that's right. And that they profit from us down here, and they could 

profit even more if we continue to grow. So, anyway, that was just one concept. 

But that relates to the idea of diverting water from the Snake River, and Sam 

Nelson, as I said, was the prime originator of this idea [Snake River Project]. 

BASIAGO: That was to supplement the lost central-Arizona water from the 

Colorado River. 

LEE: And the [United States] Interior Department had been, well, let's say, 

promoting a project [Pacific Southwest Water Plan] to divert water from North-

ern California to Arizona. It was a screwball plan, but anyway it was making 

headway until Sam Nelson came up with this idea of diverting water from the 

Snake River into the Colorado River-and at a cost of $800 million less than the 

Interior Department's proposal. This really shook them up, and the point is, with 

these facts, they abandoned that screwball plan. So the department people, 

again, have been instrumental, not only in proposing new projects-even though 

the Snake project, as I say, has been put on ice maybe indefinitely—but by 

showing how absurd the other proposal was, prevented it from being put into 

effect. And here was another case where Sam Nelson had had his engineers 

developing the facts and figures to arrive at this savings of $800 million from the 

federal proposal. He called our chief attorney, Gilmore Tillman, and me, on 
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Friday I think it was, and showed us the engineering report that had been 

prepared and asked us what we thought about it. Well, both Gilmore and 

myself said, "Can this be true? It's too good to be true. " And Sam said, "Yes, " 

and then he gave us his references, with something like with Hearst and so on, 

out of government reports on the proposal. So he said he was going to go up to 

Sacramento the next week and present it at a hearing on the federal proposal 

and wanted me to write a news release. Which I did over the weekend, again 

boiling down a lot of things. This ran longer than usual, but this was a big deal. 

This ran three and a half pages. And we ran off this news release and I went 

up with Sam at the hearing and he-- They were calling on him and other top 

water people to comment on this federal plan, and he got up and started to talk. 

Then when he did, I had the news releases under my arm and passed them out 

to the press who were there and to the other top officials, including the federal 

guy and Ralph Brody, who was head of the California Water Commission. And 

they asked for (Brody and the federal representative) an intermission so they 

could go in a huddle and evaluate this thing. They were shocked, but they 

realized the impact of it too, and they didn't-- At the end of the meeting they 

didn't act on it. They had intended to go through with this federal plan. 

BASIAGO: What were the main features of the federal plan? We're not talking 

about the Snake River connection down to the Colorado River, are we? 

LEE: No, this was Sam Nelson's alternative to the federal proposal which- I'll 

have to read this part of it. The federal government was going to export Northern 

California water to Arizona. Now, this was 1963, see, before the Arizona 

project had been approved. And the federal plan was going to include not 

using the Colorado River Aqueduct, which had already been built and was in 

operation. The secretary of the interior was [Stewart L. ] Udall. It said, [reading] 

"Under the plan advanced by Udall, the cost of delivering the same amount 
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of water that was involved would be 2. 2 billion. " The unit cost of the Snake 

River Project that Nelson had proposed was $32 an acre-foot, compared to $44 

under the Udall plan. And it was a lower pump lift than bringing the water from 

the Snake River into the Colorado River. Then more water in the Colorado 

River would generate more electricity, which of course was a gain. Talking 

about the possibility of drying up the MWD Colorado River Aqueduct, Nelson 

said, [reading] "Even if the people of California should be reimbursed for the 

money they've invested in this aqueduct, it would be a gross waste of resources 

to abandon a project that still has a useful life of fifty years or longer. The 

Colorado River Aqueduct has been designated one of the seven engineering 

wonders of the United States, and to needlessly abandon it is unthinkable. " 

Those are the words that I threw in. I wanted to make- I don't think that was in 

the report that he had, but I was trying to make a strong case in the news 

release. And it said, [reading] "The governors of the affected states" - the states 

affected by the Udall plan, California, Arizona, Nevada, Utah, and New 

Mexico - "have been asked to submit their comments before November 23, 

when the ninety-day review period will expire. " Well, this was November 1, see, 

so it was getting pretty close to the deadline. The point is it was dropped. And 

there again, the department did a big service to all of the water users actually, 

and again to the federal taxpayers, by getting away from that extra cost. 

BASIAGO: That was November 1, 1963. 

LEE: Yeah, November 1, 1963. And that was a - Well, Nelson was the head of 

the department, general manager of the department. He and his people 

dreamed up that concept, which was very good. 

BASIAGO: What are you looking at there? 

LEE: What did you want to see? 

BASIAGO: This. 
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LEE: Oh, that was just a publicity gimmick that I dreamed up. I drove that Ford, 

that's me standing there. 

BASIAGO: There's a picture here of a Ford. 

LEE: I drove that down onto the floor of the Hoover [Dam] power plant just to 

compare the size of a Hoover generator with a Ford engine. I think the generators 

were rated at a 115, 000 horsepower and a Ford was about 40 or 50. I got 

it out in a little news release. It was just a way of trying to illustrate to the public 

the size of those generators. And, of course, there are fifteen of them in the 

power plant. Anyway, I enjoyed driving the car down there, [laughter] 

BASIAGO: So this is a picture of fifteen large hydraulic turbines at the base of 

the Hoover Dam. You drove a car there. 

LEE: Yeah. 

BASIAGO: It's a very interesting picture. 

LEE: Then there was another- I don't know if you want these personal things 

or not. But Jack Smith at one time-well, this was 1965—in one of his columns 

had said that the reflection pool around the Department of Water and Power 

building across from the Music Center [of Los Angeles County] was filled with 

artificial water. And he got a number of letters from his readers saying that 

"Jack, there ain't no such thing as artificial water. Water's water. " So he 

printed those letters. 

BASIAGO: These are the pools around the DWP? 

LEE: Yeah. There's a big pool around there. And I didn't write a letter. I didn't 

do anything like that. But I bought a Boy Scout canteen and I had a little message 

labeled on it, and I took it down to Jack personally. It said, [reading] 

"Genuine water, specially blended for Jack Smith. Mixes well with scotch or 

bourbon. Also ideal for making ice cubes. This special blend, specially 

selected for its optimum moisture content, consists of water from the Los Angeles 
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River, the Colorado River, the Owens River and the Feather River. " It said, 

[reading] "Presented by Bob Lee as proof that the Department of Water and 

Power does not deal in artificial water. " It was just a gag. Instead of criticizing 

him, just having a little fun with them. But I used to do a lot of that on a personal 

sonal basis with these newspaper guys that I knew. 

BASIAGO: Was this a matter of cultivating friendships? 

LEE: Yeah. Yeah. So that you can-- You don't always have to be there, only 

when you have a handout or some specific thing that you want printed. It's just 

that personal contacts are- First of all, they were interesting. And they're 

valuable. When you do want something, at least you get an attentive ear, you 

know, or reception. That's all you can expect. Then your handout, your 

material, has to stand on its own feet. If it's worth news, or considered news, 

then it will be printed. If not, it won't. 

BASIAGO: Which came first with your friendship with Jack Smith? Were you 

friends before you worked-? 

LEE: No. As I said, I first met him when he was with the Daily News because I 

used to go into the Daily News all the time with news releases. And I knew Matt 

Weinstock, who was then with the News, and I knew Lee Payne, who was a 

managing editor and who was a UCLA friend of mine, fraternity brother. So 

those contacts frequently went far beyond the campus. You know, you didn't 

think, "Who's going to be the editor? Who's going to be a columnist? Who's 

going to be a PR guy?" You just know and like and get acquainted with certain 

people; and then those contacts and friendships continue the rest of your life, 

actually. 
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TAPE NUMBER: II, SIDE TWO 

NOVEMBER 27, 1985 

BASIAGO: In your collection of your eighty-year bibliography of the department 

external publications, you've found some evidence that kind of destroys the 

argument that movies like Chinatown make about the fact that the Owens 

Valley Aqueduct [first Los Angeles Aqueduct] was built just to profit land 

speculators in the San Fernando Valley. What have you found out? 

LEE: Well, going back to the first annual report that was issued by the then 

department, which was only the water system: it was clear that Los Angeles 

was already confronted with a problem of having enough water-which at that 

time was only from the Los Angeles River-in order to meet the rapid growth of 

the city and in order to continue to supply the citizens during dry years, which 

are a matter of record. And in the report--and that again is in this 1902 annual 

report--the statement is made that Los Angeles, historically, has been subject to 

wide fluctuations in local rainfall. This condition was reflected in the following 

statement: [reading] "The impending shortage of the water supply last summer 

was a subject of the deepest concern. This problem was, however, most 

fortunately solved by the perfectly equitable and rational method of supplying 

meters. " And that was the beginning of what later became a complete metering 

of all water supplied in Los Angeles by the department-and which has helped 

to reduce or control the per capita use of water. 

BASIAGO: So how many years are we talking about? The aqueduct was built 

in 1913? 

LEE: Well, it was started in 1908 and was completed in 1913. That's the 

aqueduct from the Owens River. 

BASIAGO: So the first years of the century were drought years? 
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LEE: Yes. And realizing that there wasn't sufficient water from the Los Angeles 

River to meet the growth of the city and cope with dry years, William 

Mulholland-who had been transferred from the private water company that 

owned the city water system up until 1902, and became the superintendent and 

chief engineer when the city bought it-was asked to make a report on the 

available water supply from other sources to supplement the Los Angeles River. 

He got information on the San Gabriel River watershed, rainfall records showing 

variations from 5. 28 inches in 1876 to 38. 23 inches in 1883, with an average 

of about 16 inches. And he checked into other matters that would involve 

the water supply. In the second annual report, which was November 1903, 

Superintendent Mulholland said, [reading] "The growth of the city of Los Angeles 

in the fiscal year just closed has in all probability no parallel in the history 

of any city of its size in the United States. " He also noted that [reading] "The 

Los Angeles River for the past two years has been at the lowest ebb known in 

twenty-five years and is about 30 percent below normal. " And he said it was 

plain that they had to conserve the use of water as much as possible. In the 

fourth annual report, November 1905, was the first specific mention of the 

possibility of an Owens River aqueduct. The report said, [reading] "It should be 

remembered that in the three preceding reports of this board it was implied, if 

not expressly intimated, that the city would soon outgrow her entire available 

water supply. And in the annual report of this board for the year ending November 

1904, the announcement was made-in reference to the Los Angeles River, 

upon which we depend almost exclusively for water-that the time has come, 

however, when we shall have to supplement this flow from some other source. " 

Now, my comment on that is that it's obvious that long before the Owens 

River project had been authorized, and long before the insinuations were made 

that it was only going to be built in order to permit development of barren land in 
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the San Fernando Valley by large landowners, that there was an actual necessity 

to go somewhere and attempt to get additional water. And that is why 

those allegations - and that's all they are-are not based on the facts, as shown 

by these annual reports that were issued on the rainfall, or lack of rainfall, and 

the growth of the city. 

BASIAGO: There was resistance at the time of the construction of the 

aqueduct. Do you think that Mulholland had to prove his case and worsen the 

severity of certain summer droughts? For instance, there have always been 

claims that before the aqueduct was begun and during its construction, in order 

to finance it, he had to divert available water into sewers to underline a severity. 

LEE: Well, from the statements that I've just read, it is obvious that they were 

not-they, meaning the people, the commissioners, who really set the policy for 

the municipal water system-were not trying to dream up or develop some false 

need, such as was mentioned in that movie Chinatown and in books that have 

been written. What they were concerned with was where can we get the water 

that we need without going through any promotional activity to do it? Those 

were just the facts of life. 

BASIAGO: Did you mention that besides those annual reports, you found some 

evidence in weather records? Is that listed elsewhere? 

LEE: Well, those statements that I just read gave some of the records. 

BASIAGO: Have you ever seen other records, weather records? 

LEE: Oh, I have seen them. I don't have them in my possession, but it is a fact 

that the natural rainfall in the Southern California area has had great fluctuations, 

as was stated in there, the highs and the lows. And they have continued 

as recently as just a few years ago. And they still will and presumably always 

BASIAGO: Why do you think that the negative allegations have had such 
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prominence historically? 

LEE: I would say that there are people who are, first of all, opposed to development 

and who always suspect something other than what is the open and 

verifiable fact. And in other words, from a writer's standpoint it makes more 

copy. It's more sensational to allege that a few large landowners promoted 

that, rather than to state the fact-as Remi [Allen] Nadeau has in his book and 

as some others have who've done what I would call objective historical 

research-that the whole concept was necessary in order to keep the city 

supplied with water and because people were coming there as they have been 

ever since. And it is a fact also that if Los Angeles had remained dependent 

solely on the Los Angeles River supply-and assuming some storage to offset 

the dry years-the city could not have supported a population of more than five 

hundred thousand. Now, that has been an estimate that has been given by 

responsible sources, and it can be readily verified, because there is not much 

water and not much runoff in the Los Angeles basin. 

BASIAGO: In all the years that you were working in public relations for the 

department, was there ever an individual who was your opposite in the progressive 

community, that always criticized the department? Was there a thorn in 

the side of the department? Anyone particularly colorful? 

LEE: You mean on the standpoint of water development? 

BASIAGO: Yeah. There have been a series of historical critics mentioned in 

the literature, such as Andrae Nordskog and, of course, Carey McWilliams. I'm 

wondering if you had any contact, when you were working from 1930 on as a 

newswriter and a public relations man, with someone whose charges you 

always had to counter with the department's position? 

LEE: I had no personal contacts or conflicts with individuals. Of course, I was 

in a position where, when charges of that type were made, I would refute them 
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with facts. But it wasn't a one-on-one kind of arrangement. I never met Carey 

McWilliams, for example. I did meet Remi Nadeau, and I did assist him in 

getting to sources of information which he contacted in his research for his 

book. But the other charges-- A lot of those others that you mentioned, the 

attacks or the critics of the department- In addition to the Owens River 

Aqueduct dynamiting and those sort, which were also facts, a lot of them also 

related to the Department of Water and Power's activity in arriving at complete 

electric service to Los Angeles. And there were opponents to that. In other 

words, opponents of municipal ownership, period-of any kind. But in every 

election that was held, starting from the very beginning- The very first one, in 

1905, to authorize, or to provide money for the department to start the surveys 

on, the Owens River Aqueduct. And later on to finance it, and later on to buy 

the electric properties of the Southern California Edison Company and then the 

Los Angeles Gas and Electric Company. All of those bond issues received very 

wide support-sometimes five to one, sometimes ten to one-of the citizens. So 

obviously the public thought the department was doing a good job and was the 

proper agency to do those things. 

BASIAGO: The department has always had a lot of friends in the Los Angeles 

City Council and the mayor's office. For instance, Gilbert Lindsay and Sam 

[Samuel W. ] Yorty had worked for the department and later went very far in city 

politics. I'm just wondering, was there anybody who consistently played devil's 

advocate regarding department policy or who became as much an adversary or 

critic of the department as certain people would be friends of the department? 

LEE: I cannot name anyone. Obviously there was always some opposition to 

the department's plans, but it wasn't so much an organization headed up by 

somebody as just a general fact that there are minorities-maybe even against 

motherhood, I don't know. I think the important point is, as I just mentioned, 
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that in all of its important major programs the department did receive broad 

support from the citizens of Los Angeles. And that's the real payoff, I think. 

BASIAGO: Let's talk about the Colorado River [Aqueduct] project. You 

mentioned that you think it hasn't received enough attention, that the history of the 

Owens Valley Aqueduct had captured prominence historically, while the department's 

involvement in bringing water from the Colorado River has been underplayed. 

What are some of the important things you learned? 

LEE: Well, the idea of building a large dam on the Colorado River, first for flood 

control, then for power development, and then for water supply, was being 

discussed by the U. S. Reclamation Bureau around as early as 1920. And at 

that time, or in 1921, the department issued a publication, a booklet, supporting 

the general concept of developing the water and power resources of the 

Colorado River. There was no specific project, but only the idea of having a 

dam that would serve those functions. And the engineers of the department at 

that time were already studying the economics and the physical construction of 

a power line from a dam that was being talked about. Their studies proved that 

a multipurpose high dam would do the things that were needed and that the 

sale of power could finance the cost of the project without any cost to the 

nation's taxpayers. 

And then in 1923, William Mulholland made the first surveys of the possibility 

of an aqueduct to bring Colorado River water to the Los Angeles area. Now, 

here he had just ten years ago completed what was then the greatest aqueduct 

in the country-from the Owens River-which was intended to meet the city's 

water needs for an indefinite period into the future, and as it turned out, for at 

least forty years. And he was a remarkable man, of remarkable vision 

obviously, to have done those things. So here, just ten years after he'd finished 

this other big one, he's looking into the idea of a Colorado River aqueduct. And 
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again, the department published a booklet for public information explaining the 

importance of getting congressional action to authorize the Colorado River dam 

project because it would be a federal project. And Mulholland sent out his 

engineers, who made surveys of thousands of square miles between the 

Colorado River and Los Angeles. They determined that it was feasible to build 

such an aqueduct, and the power engineers reported that it was feasible to 

build the power lines to bring the hydroelectric energy to the city. And in 1924 

(now, remember this is still only a talked-about project; I'm talking about the 

Hoover Dam) a proposition was on the ballot in Los Angeles, and the people 

voted five to one to authorize the department to enter into contracts to buy the 

power for a dam that wasn't even built. It hadn't even been authorized. But 

again, that illustrates the point that you raised earlier, that even if there were-

And the one, the five-to-one "aginners, " the one might have merely not known 

enough about it to be interested or might have felt the department ought to stay 

closer to home. But, in any event, the citizens voted that, and they also voted 

to join with other Southern California cities in getting congressional approval of 

the legislation to build the dam and power plant. 

So it's clear that long before the project had even been authorized, the 

department was helping to see that it was developed. And that is a point that I 

think is not widely known. And particularly it isn't known that it was the Department 

ment of Water and Power that made the first surveys of bringing the Colorado 

River supply here. Which later was built by the Metropolitan Water District, 

which wasn't even in existence until 1928, when it was authorized to be established 

by the state legislature. And meantime, the department engineers had 

been conducting these surveys and making a lot of detailed reports, and all of 

that information which they had compiled was turned over to the Metropolitan 

Water District after it was formed. That gave them a good running head start on 
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continuing with the detailed surveys and studies that had to be made to do it. 

And that is what I think is not widely known. People who know much-not 

much, but some-about water are fairly knowledgeable or aware of the department 

and the Owens River aqueducts (there are two of them now). But not 

many know about that early Metropolitan or pre-Metropolitan Water District 

development. 

It's of interest also that in 1931, when Metropolitan had enough information 

to go to the voters for approval of a bond issue to build the Colorado River 

Aqueduct, that the people who were conducting the campaign that had to be 

put on to get voter support borrowed about twelve or fourteen people from the 

Department of Water and Power who had been involved in the department's 

campaigns for bond issues. And I happened to be one of those. We were 

loaned to the Metropolitan Water District for a period of about six months, as I 

recall, to assist them in the public information campaign that they had to put on 

to get public support. And you must remember that there was a depression on 

at that time, and the concept of asking the people to, in effect, go in debt by 

$220 million to build this aqueduct was a very brave move on their part. But it 

was voted- My recollection is something like five to one. Now, that involved 

more than just the city of Los Angeles. By that time there were, I believe, 

eleven cities, Pasadena, Burbank, Glendale, Santa Ana, a number of others in 

Southern California, who would be served by the Colorado River supply. 

Because they too were faced with a limitation on their local sources of supply. 

So again the department people, I'll put it that way, not only helped to get the 

whole project started-Hoover Dam, I mean, and the Colorado River and 

Hoover power, which was very important, to Los Angeles primarily, but which 

had to be available to pump the water over here. And I think this should be 

better known than it now is. 
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BASIAGO: You mentioned you were loaned to the project to publicize, even in 

the depths of the Depression. How did you sell the idea of a $220 million 

project to people who were suffering? 

LEE: Well, basically on the need. Because again-regardless of Chinatown or 

any of these-all of these cities weren't alleged to be dumping water in order to 

get approval. It was primarily on the point of need and future growth. All these 

communities were growing. Even in the Depression, people were coming out 

here, you know, from other areas of the country. The main theme was "Need 

for continued supply and future growth. " But the point is that it was approved, 

and then we were released. Those of us who had been loaned to it went back 

to the Department of Water and Power. 

BASIAGO: I'm curious about the period, about a decade later, when the 

Arizona representatives made their claim for the water from the Colorado River. 

Last time you mentioned that the three objections that Los Angeles raised were 

the fact that it would benefit a coterie of 420 big landowners-

LEE: Primarily benefit. 

BASIAGO: Primarily benefit. That it was being conducted at the expense of 

taxpayers everywhere in the country, but would only benefit the people of 

central Arizona, and the fact that the federal money wasn't earmarked for 

projects that wouldn't bring people into a new area. Is that correct? That was 

the third reason? Kind of a homestead-

LEE: No, I think the third reason- But we didn't emphasize that in a nationwide 

campaign because we didn't feel that people in New York or Chicago would feel 

sorry, necessarily. But the other reason, the third one, was the fact that it would 

take away water that we-and particularly the Metropolitan Water District-

thought we had a right to. 

BASIAGO: Yeah, the federal contract, I know that was another reason. I've 
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been wondering why L. A. didn't-- The first reason, above all, would be the fact 

they had had such a part in organizing the project from the beginning. I was 

wondering, were they forced into--? For instance, in the editorials in the Hearst 

newspapers that you showed me, the fact of the 420 landowners was the most 

prominent complaint that Los Angeles was raising. Didn't anybody just kind of 

stand up and say, "We helped organize that project. We should have primary 

rights to its benefits. " 

LEE: No, I don't think that point was used. We might have mentioned 

occasionally-just as another reason to throw cold water on the Arizona 

project-that Southern California, which was leading the fight against the 

Arizona project, that all of our projects and the Owens River Aqueduct, the 

Metropolitan Colorado River Aqueduct, the [California] State Water Project 

(which was beginning to be advanced then, around 1960) were all being built 

without any federal subsidy, without taxpayers across the country paying for it. 

All of our major water supply projects were and are being paid for by the people 

in California who use those projects. So that would have been another reason. 

In other words, if Arizona could pay for its own projects and if it had a legal right 

to the water-which we contested in the [United States] Supreme Court, but 

which we lost ultimately-that would have been different. We wouldn't have had 

any chance of getting support, as we did, through the Hearst newspapers and 

other contacts in other states. We wouldn't have had a ground to stand on 

except to say, "Gee whiz, we're sorry we're going to lose our water. " Well, 

many people would say, "Well, that's your tough luck. " But we did have a very 

powerful factual argument: namely, why should taxpayers in New York and 

Louisiana and all over the country pay for a project to get water to Arizona 

which would be for the largest benefit of these 420 landowners. They were 

agricultural landowners, by the way. It wasn't just vacant land. And there was 
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no question that their water supply-which was primarily underground and some 

rain runoff, but they don't get much rain either-wasn't adequate to do everything. 

But some of the water they were using on those large lands, agricultural 

lands, was to grow, for example, cotton, which is a surplus crop. And in turn the 

taxpayers of the country have to subsidize cotton. So there were many arguments 

that were effective that were used against it. But we didn't have that-

And that kept Congress from approving it. The Arizona representatives repeatedly 

introduced a bill to authorize it, and we repeatedly were able to stymie it 

[Arizonav. California, 373 U. S. 546, Decree entered: 376 U. S. 340] until the 

Supreme Court ruled against us. And then that showed that they had a legal 

right to the water that they were claiming. So we no longer had that argument. 

But we are being hurt. Just last week the Central Arizona Project was 

formally dedicated in Phoenix with big ceremonies. (And I was invited to it, by 

the way. ) But that is the beginning of the serious loss to the Metropolitan Water 

District and the people of Southern California. Because it's estimated that 

within ten years Arizona will be using its full legal entitlement and Metropolitan 

will be losing more than half of the the water that it thought it had a legal right 

to--and which it has been using whenever the need was present. And at the 

present time there is no known source of replacement to offset that loss. 

BASIAGO: I'm wondering about the early political efforts to halt or to delay the 

Central Arizona Project that now, apparently, has become a reality. One is, 

why did the Supreme Court appoint a special master? You mentioned Simon 

[H. ] Rifkind, who entered the dispute. Isn't that a rather unusual move? 

LEE: Well, it's not a common move, but in a case like this where it was so 

involved and so long, the Supreme Court apparently did not want to tie itself up 

from other cases. So, having confidence in Rifkind, they appointed him as 

special master. It's not unheard of. And then they either accept or reject his 
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finding. I mean, that obviously would be the conclusion. But they accepted it. 

BASIAGO: I was wondering if that was a cop-out on their part when that 

occurred. 

LEE: I wouldn't-- I think it was that they knew it would be so involved and so 

prolonged-which it was-a long trial, if you want to call it that. They just took 

the approach of appointing a special master. 

BASIAGO: The other thing I'm wondering about is this citizens committee 

[Colorado River Association] that was formed. The three principal players 

assisting the committee in Congress were Sam [Samuel W. ] Yorty, Clair Engle, 

and Norris Poulson. Did you work directly with these men? 

LEE: Yes. Frequently and very satisfactorily, very harmoniously. 

BASIAGO: What are some of your recollections of first meeting each 

individual? Any anecdotes that you recall about working with them, how they 

worked? 

LEE: Yeah, I recall one anecdote. It's only a side issue, but we d id - And I 

don't mean just I alone, because first of all we had a representative in 

Washington [D. C. ]. You're speaking now of the Colorado River Association, 

which was the citizens committee or organization of prominent business and 

civic leaders in Southern California. And I was one of the- We had a very small 

staff actually. There was only Don Kinsey, who was the top PR man for the 

Metropolitan Water District. He headed up the association without salary, but 

because of the Metropolitan's interest, they loaned him. He had been the one 

who was in charge of the campaign for that first $220 million bond issue, when I 

first knew him. And myself and then a man in Washington, D. C., who had been 

a newspaperman and who was known around the capital. And except for 

clerical help, secretaries and so on, there were really only three- Later there 

was one other. But four of us, you might say that were PR types and who did 
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this, conducted the national campaign. 

Among other things that we did, we would arrange tours for members of 

Congress that we were lobbying and bring them out to show them the Colorado 

River and to show them Los Angeles, Arizona, and so on. And on one of 

those-this is just an amusing anecdote-we were staying overnight in Reno, 

Nevada. We had a dinner for them at a hotel in the city. And of course there's 

gambling prevalent then as now. I was walking out after dinner with Sam Yorty, 

and we walked by a roulette table. And Sam was just talking to me, and there 

was nobody else there except the croupier. Sam said, "If I was a hunch bettor, 

I'd bet on 36, because today is my wife's thirty-sixth birthday. " The croupier 

overheard him and he said, "Well, why don't you do that?" So Sam put a dollar 

on 36. Thirty-six hit and he collected $36. That's just an incidental thing but -

Clair Engle was from Northern California, but he was one hundred percent 

with us on this. Not like now. Many Northern California legislators and others 

are against any development that helps us, such as the Peripheral Canal. And 

one time he was out here with his wife, and we were staying with him down at 

Laguna-after he had transacted the business that he was here for—just for a 

couple days' vacation. And he would get one of these inflatable rafts and go 

out in the surf and lie on his back smoking a cigar, [laughter] But the interesting 

thing, though, on many occasions when I was back there, and others- Yorty 

a Democrat, Engle a Democrat, and Poulson a Republican were all on the 

[United States] House [of Representatives] committee that handled Reclamation 

Bureau matters [Interior and Insular Affairs Committee], such as the Central 

Arizona Project. They were a wonderful team, and, of course, they in turn 

lobbied the other committee members. And the project just never got out of 

committee until after the Supreme Court ruling, when we no longer could in 

good faith continue to oppose it. 
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BASIAGO: Was Yorty a congressman at this point already, or did this lead into 

his political career? 

LEE: Yorty was a congressman. And then Poulson came back to L. A. He ran 

for mayor and was elected. And then, I think after two terms, Yorty ran for 

mayor and beat Poulson, his old congressional colleague. That was interesting. 

But we had contact, a very good contact, with the national taxpayers 

organization [National Conference of State Taxpayers Executives. ] This was 

arranged for us through the fine cooperation of N. Bradford Trenham, who was 

the general manager of the California Taxpayers Association. Again, on the 

strength of our information about the tax burden that would go out all over the 

country. And because they believed our story and they were concerned for 

their respective taxpayers from- This group had members from every state that 

had a taxpayers organization, like California taxpayers here. And they were so 

solid with us that after I became acquainted with them personally and went to 

their meetings, when action was scheduled to come up in committee on the 

Arizona project bill, I could call the head of that group on the phone and tell 

them to look up that bill that was going to be acted upon this week or next 

week. And these taxpayers organizations would send wires immediately to 

their congressional representatives and- Again, of course, they had already 

contacted them, but just reminding them that this big tax burden for the Arizona 

bill was coming up and, you know, vote no. And that was a great support that 

we had. 

BASIAGO: Who were some of the individuals at the national taxpayers association 

that you worked with? 

LEE: One was a man named Steve Stahl from Oklahoma [the Oklahoma Public 

Expenditures Council], of all places. But he was, at least for a time, the president 

of the National Conference of State Taxpayers Executives. And then there 
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was a man in New York, Walter O. Howe, executive vice-president of Citizens 

Public Expenditures Survey. And of course New York at that time had the 

largest congressional delegation, more than California. Now we have the 

largest delegation. 

BASIAGO: I just wondered if there were any prominent people who came out 

of there, somebody we might have heard of already. 

LEE: I don't recall that. You may have heard of Ray Moley, who was a columnist 

for Newsweek whose column appeared and was syndicated in many 

newspapers. 

BASIAGO: Raymond Moley, yeah, I've seen his -

LEE: Ray Moley, very well known. Maybe it was Raymond, I don't know, but 

anyway, I got to know him quite well. He became sold on our tax thing. And he 

wrote many columns in Newsweek that appeared also in newspapers, blasting 

the project for the tax reasons and partly for the crops being grown, which in 

turn had to be subsidized by taxpayers' money. He was a very important ally. 

I'm not talking about my or any other of our group's personal influence; it was 

just the fact that we really had the ammunition. But like everything, you've got 

to get your story out to the right people. And we did have it or we couldn't have 

influenced those people, you know. 
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TAPE NUMBER: III, SIDE ONE 

NOVEMBER 27, 1985 

BASIAGO: Last time you mentioned that bright, college-educated clerks in the 

department [Los Angeles City Department of Water and Power] would be sent 

out in the community to canvass for various issues. And I'm wondering, this 

was on company time, wasn't it? 

LEE: Yes. 

BASIAGO: Was there any question that this might be a conflict of interest, in 

that these were civil servants doing some campaigning for the department's 

benefit? 

LEE: I was never aware of that, and I'm sure I would have known if there had 

been. But you must remember that they were not putting in all of their time just 

talking about upcoming elections for bond issues or for charter amendment 

changes. They were also giving information about the department to the people 

of Los Angeles-who owned the department-and that would be a good part of 

their work schedule. When there was no imminent election matter involved, 

they still carried on a personal public information function about the department 

and its work and its programs. So it wasn't- It was never conceived by any 

critics to be strictly a political activity. It was public information about the 

upcoming bond issue. People were entitled to know what was involved or what 

the charter change might be. 

BASIAGO: What would one of these canvassers typically do when they went to 

someone's house? How would they conduct themselves? 

LEE: Well, they would introduce themselves as a service agent from the 

Department of Water and Power and ask if there was anything that they could do 

about the electric service. How was it? Or the water service? And they had a 

62 



supply of fuses with them. They'd ask the homeowner if all of the fuses were 

operating, because an overloaded fuse would not function. So it was a service 

program, and as part of that service they would give information about an 

upcoming election issue, not anything about any personal candidates or that 

sort of thing, but strictly related to the department's operations. 

BASIAGO: It was kind of as a coincidence while they were there that they 

would-

LEE: Well, yeah. They didn't make any bones about it. They would say, "Are 

you aware of the bond issue that's going to be on the ballot in November? 

We'd be glad to give you any information as to why we need it and why we 

hope that you'll vote for it. " 

BASIAGO: Was that a feature of every visit when there was a bond issue 

coming up, or only when they were asked? What were their instructions? 

LEE: Well, that I do not know because I did not participate in that activity. My 

work at that time with the department was on the writing part of it, writing news 

releases or writing pamphlets and reports of that kind. I just knew what those 

service agents were doing of course. 

BASIAGO: I was wondering if they had been instructed to always bring up the 

next-- "By the way, ma'am-" 

LEE: Well again, not having been one, I can't say, but I know they did talk 

about it. Or they'd ask the homeowner if there was any information they could 

give them. And they would make appearances at scheduled meetings of civic 

organizations, churches, or any group that wanted to know about a ballot 

measure that related to the department. 

BASIAGO: So that they'd go out and-

LEE: It was legitimate. People certainly couldn't rely only on what they might 

have read in the newspapers. There wasn't any TV in those days. There was 
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radio, but-

BASIAGO: I was wondering, in the history of the department that you witnessed 

in terms of writing news releases, what were some of the more pivotal 

charter amendments affecting the department? Any that stand out? 

LEE: Well, one that was of fundamental importance was the charter amendment 

that enabled or authorized the department to issue revenue bonds. And 

that would have been around 1936 or '[3]7. I don't have it exactly in front of me. 

But up until that time, every bond issue that was needed for water development 

or power development had to be approved by the voters, because they were 

general-obligation bonds, even though the department paid all of the costs. In 

other words, it wasn't a burden on the taxpayers, but the taxpayers-the city, the 

citizens-had to approve it. And because the department was growing and the 

city was growing, those bond issues were fairly frequent. Maybe not every 

year, but maybe every two years. Sometimes it would be every year. And then 

when the charter was changed to permit the issuance of revenue bonds-which 

are pledged solely, of course, by the income of the department-that eliminated 

going back to the voters time after time for bond approvals. That was one very 

important one. Other than that, again, I can't recall. In some cases they might 

have been technical changes that were needed. But I do not at this time, 

without doing a little research, recollect. But they did appear and changes were 

made. And generally the department's program was approved. The department 

did have a good acceptance by the people. 

BASIAGO: Let's talk about the four general managers that you had the pleasure 

of assisting. What were some of the pluses and minuses of the management 

ment styles of each individual? In other words, let's look at management. 

LEE: I had been away from the department for ten years, most of which time I 

was working for the Colorado River Association. And when I returned in 1954, 

64 



it was at the invitation of Samuel B. Morris, who was general manager at that 

time, and Ben [P. ] Griffith, who was then the president of the Board of Water 

and Power Commissioners. My working title was assistant to the general 

manager. My responsibility was primarily to handle all of the department's 

media relations with the press, television, radio, and so on, and also to represent 

the general manager at certain types of water or power meetings outside 

the department. 

Mr. Morris was, or had been, a professor of engineering at Stanford University 

and was quite well known nationally, particularly in water matters. He was 

a very, I'd say, almost a professorial type, if there is such a distinction. Meaning 

that he was always very proper in his contacts with people and very effective. 

He was acknowledged and accepted in the local Los Angeles business community, 

and nationally he was known. On occasion I would go with him to New 

York or Washington. He was a member of the Cosmos Club, which is a very 

distinguished organization of engineering professors, and he was a terrific 

worker. By that I mean hours meant nothing to him. For example, sometimes 

after the regular five o'clock closing time he would call me in to discuss some 

matter with me. At that time I parked my car in a public parking lot across the 

street from Second [Street] and Broadway, where the offices were, and I'd look 

at my watch at a quarter to six and I'd say, "Mr. Morris, I'll have to go and move 

my car before they close the lot. " He'd say, "Oh, is it a quarter to six? Oh, well, 

go on home, Bob. " But he was that type. At home he would dictate a report, or 

something he was working on, and bring it in in the morning and give it to his 

secretary to be transcribed. An amazing person. I was sometimes a little 

embarrassed. Because we would be flying across country to New York, 

Washington, or wherever, and I would buy a New Yorker magazine and start to 

read it. He would bring out his briefcase and his slide rule and be working all 
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the way across the country, five or six hours, and here I was reading a New 

Yorker magazine. But there wasn't anything that I had to do anyway. He was 

that type. One of the hardest working general managers that I think that I have 

known. And that goes back even when I knew-well, I didn't know him in that 

sense of the word, except that I was writing for him--William Mulholland, for 

example, and E. [Ezra] F. Scattergood, who was head of the power system. 

And they were different types. But I was not-- You asked me about the four I 

was associated with as assistant. 

BASIAGO: Who was the next one? 

LEE: The next one after Mr. Morris retired-well, he was retained as a consultant 

ant until he died actually-was William S. Peterson. And he was the typical 

engineering type. A good, a very high-class engineer. He was one of the key 

engineers who worked with the development of the Hoover/Boulder Dam power 

lines way back in the thirties. 

BASIAGO: What was his management style like? 

LEE: Well, he was-

BASIAGO: Not simple? 

LEE: He was not, for example, as well known outside in the business community 

as Mr. Morris was, nor perhaps in his electrical engineering profession. But 

he was a very high-grade engineer, without any question. So he could run, or 

direct, the activities of the people who were under him. And of course he was 

also the general manager of the water system at that time. But he was just a 

different personality, very agreeable. And I recall at one time, soon after he 

became general manager, we were riding up to Bakersfield to a water meeting. 

He was unhappy about the length of time people were taking for coffee breaks, 

[laughter] And with his engineering mind-he was just sounding this idea off on 

me-he said, "I wonder if I couldn't put in some kind of a little sticker or tag that 
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people would have to put in the time machine when they go in for coffee, and 

then check out. " Coffee breaks were supposed to be fifteen minutes. Well, 

Pete--as we all called him-was a methodical man. He thought fifteen minutes 

was scheduled; he just observed or knew that some people were taking twenty 

or twenty-five minutes for a coffee break. I said, "Pete, I don't think that would 

work. " But again, he was that way. He would be thinking methodically of how 

to run an organization like that. And he had a very good engineering-type, 

sound operation. But not so much of an outside-contact person. 

BASIAGO: Who was the next? 

LEE: Next was Samuel B. Nelson. I believe that he may be one of the people 

that you're going to interview for the oral history. He could tell you more about 

his own operation. But he had been a water engineer. So he was more like Mr. 

Morris in the sense that he had many outside contacts for the department, 

representing the department. And he had some innovative ideas, such as-- I 

think I mentioned this to you in a previous session, that he had developed the 

idea of a Snake River Project, which he could tell you more about when you do 

talk to him. But anyway, it was a very startling and a very important concept 

that he developed, that means of getting more water into the Colorado River 

and protecting the Colorado River Aqueduct of the Metropolitan Water District 

[of Southern California] from being in effect abandoned, as some federal people 

were considering. 

BASIAGO: What was Sam Nelson's management style like? 

LEE: He was very decisive. He'd call people in. He knew what he wanted and 

he'd tell them, and, as any good manager has to do, depend on the people who 

are going to carry it out for him. That was his style. He was a more outgoing 

type, too. I mean, in outside contacts, which are also important for an organization 

like the Department of Water and Power. And that goes way back to 
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Mulholland, who was again a very outgoing type, well known in the business 

community and did his job in a different-- They were ail different, but they were 

all effective too. 

BASIAGO: They seem similar in the sense that they were all methodical or 

engineering-minded. 

LEE: Yeah, yeah. For one thing, the city charter requires that the general 

manager of the department be a registered engineer. In other words, the most 

brilliant businessman, let's say Lee lacocca, couldn't be. Unless he is an 

engineer, I don't know. 

BASIAGO: I don't believe he is. 

LEE: No. 

BASIAGO: Walt Disney. 

LEE: Or a lawyer. You know a lawyer sometimes can head up an organization 

effectively. Like Howard Allen at the [Southern California] Edison Company, 

he's a lawyer. But it has to be, I think the language is, a registered engineer. 

So that's why they have all been that type. The only way that could be changed 

would be a charter change, if there was any reason to change it. 

BASIAGO: Is that registered as a professional engineer in the state, PE ranking 

in the state? 

LEE: Yeah. 

BASIAGO: So actually, Lee lacocca couldn't serve. 

LEE: No. But I was just using that as an example. He is a brilliant 

businessman, but in making automobiles. Now whether he could run a water 

and power system, I don't know. But anyway, that was it. 

BASIAGO: Who was the fourth? 

LEE: The fourth one was Edgar L. Kanouse. He was a power engineer and, 

again, more like Peterson, a very brilliant, very high-level electrical engineer. 
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And he was one of the group who worked with Pete during the thirties when this 

research work was being done on the Hoover [Dam] power lines, which were at 

that time the highest voltage in the United States. In other words, again it was 

an example of the department's initiative, in that they were doing something that 

no other electric utility had done, public or private, in the high voltage that they 

were going to operate this system. 

BASIAGO: Were these proteges of E. F. Scattergood? 

LEE: Yes, they were. Because he was head of the power system, like 

Mulholland was with the water system, from the time it was started, which was 

about 1910, as I recall-made possible by harnessing the drop of the Owens 

River Aqueduct [first Los Angeles Aqueduct] water on the way to the city. And 

he started the municipal power system in Los Angeles. But he was not as well 

known publicly as Mr. Mulholland was. But, yes, they all worked under Scatter-

good's masterminding, you might say. He too was a very outstanding electrical 

engineer. But the group that Peterson was in-and Kanouse and a few others 

that were doing that very early research work-was really working under the 

direction of a man named M. O. Bolser. 

BASIAGO: That was on the transmission project from the Colorado River? 

LEE: Yeah. Because they were doing something that had never been done. 

They worked with General Electric [Company] people for some of the equipment 

that would have to be installed and General Cable Corporation for the 

special type of cable conductors that were going to be used in it and did some 

research work up at Stanford [University] at the Harris J. Ryan Laboratory. But 

Kanouse, getting back to Kanouse again, he was one of that very- An engineer 

who had that same technical skill and method of working. 

BASIAGO: Do engineers like this make better corporate leaders because of 

their methodical way of viewing things? 
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LEE: I'm hesitant to make a judgement of that kind. The ones they've had 

have all been qualified technically. Now, you get to the managerial part, you 

bring in other elements. I wouldn't know how to make a comparison with 

Edison Company, for example. Some of their top people have been engineers, 

and, as I mentioned, Howard Allen is a lawyer. So I don't know how you could 

do that. 

BASIAGO: The reason I mention that is that there's this issue in political science 

whether technocrats should be our leaders. It seems like you have a very 

high opinion of these four engineers who you've worked with. 

LEE: Well, they've done a good job for the department and for the people of 

Los Angeles. I think that's the real test. 

BASIAGO: I was wondering about the federal government's plans to take water 

from Northern California and direct that to central Arizona in 1963 [the Pacific 

Southwest Water Plan]. Where did they come up with that? 

LEE: I'd say it was a bureaucratic concept. That's the only way I can tell you. 

And obviously it was wrong. Sam Nelson's proposal for the Snake River Project 

made it appear more absurd than it was even before he had promoted that. 

BASIAGO: I know Sam Nelson was saying that you shouldn't not utilize a dam 

that has fifty more years of effective use in it, at least, and that it's much closer 

and could transport the water more cheaply. For instance, he said that the 

Snake River water would cost, I guess, $32 per acre-foot? 

LEE: Well, I gave you the figures at one time. 

BASIAGO: And then the Northern California water would cost $12 more per 

acre-foot, $44 per acre-foot. What arguments did Stewart [L. ] Udall's [United 

States] Interior Department muster to try to defend this cockamamy plan? 

LEE: They didn't. 

BASIAGO: They didn't? 
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LEE: I was up at the meeting where Sam Nelson presented this, at a meeting 

on the whole subject of water transfers. I had written the news releases and I 

had them under my arm until he was given the opportunity to appear on the 

program. And when he did give it, the federal people and the state water 

people were so surprised that they called for a temporary halt and they went 

over in a huddle on the side. I wasn't in on the huddle, but in effect, I suppose, 

to ask, "Is this possible?" 

BASIAGO: Now, this is when Sam presented the Snake River proposal? 

LEE: Yeah, when Sam presented it at a hearing in Sacramento. 

BASIAGO: It was big news to them? 

LEE: It was a bombshell! And then as soon as he did it, I passed out the news 

releases. Everybody was first of all startled and surprised, and then they 

recognized the merit of it and the demerit of what Udall was proposing. So I 

can only say it was a bureaucratic screwball idea. Anyway, it sunk. 

BASIAGO: Did the Udall plan have--? Would that make a claim to some of the 

[Sacramento] Delta water that is still disputed? 

LEE: Well, yes, because it was going to divert water from Northern California 

over to Arizona. 

BASIAGO: So if they had had their way, Northern California and central 

Arizona would be at odds about all that Sacramento River water. Right? 

LEE: Yeah. Then there would still probably have to have been a Peripheral 

Canal type of thing. It was weird, that's all. 

BASIAGO: And were they actually thinking of effectively scrapping the use of 

the Hoover Dam? 

LEE: Well, not of Hoover Dam, but of the Colorado River Aqueduct. It's 

inconceivable, except here were presumably- Well, not presumably. They were 

intelligent people, but how they came up with that is a mystery. 
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BASIAGO: I was wondering, in the early history of the department we see a lot 

of civic involvement by business leaders and also businessmen involved in the 

department. For instance, William B. Mathews was a leading attorney who was 

also an attorney for the department. Have we kind of gotten away from that 

trend? In other words, in just generally looking at the L. A. scene, do you see 

less civic and political involvement from businessmen? 

LEE: I would say there has been, and this goes back even up to the time that I 

retired, and I presume it's still in effect. There has been less high-level involvement 

by high-level business or civic people. I think the reason is that in the 

early days of the department they were, in effect, just getting started, and they 

needed strong, active civic leaders. (The department always had to have public 

support of the voters. ) And many of the leaders—I'll just use that term-in the 

city recognized the importance and the need and the service that the department 

was prepared to do, and encouraged them and helped them. But as they 

got stronger and bigger- And you know the electric system, for example, is the 

largest municipal system in the whole country. The water system itself is very 

large, serving the second largest city in the country; it's not quite as big as New 

York's water system, but it's big. The department became, what I would say, 

more established and was able to finance its operations through the issuance of 

revenue bonds without any need of public support. And it was doing a good job 

of continuing to build its facilities to meet the growth. The high-rises in downtown 

Los Angeles- You haven't heard of any project being delayed because 

there weren't water lines or because there weren't power lines available. So 

since the department has been meeting all of its obligations for good service, 

and at reasonable rates, I think that the awareness of-again we'll call them 

business and civic leaders-of having to help the department has been minimized. 

I'm not saying that if some big important new project came up that the 
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business community wouldn't provide active support again. I'm sure it would, 

because they're completely reliant on the department to meet these terrific 

expansions. Now that's just my comment about that. 

BASIAGO: I just noticed a trend where really— 

LEE: In other words, the times have changed. Initially the department had to 

have all of those business people. 

BASIAGO: If you were called in as a consultant on the problems MWD is going 

to have supplying San Diego, what public relations themes would you put forth 

to effectively encourage the people of San Diego to save water? 

LEE: You say if I were, because I am not. But I obviously have some awareness 

ness of that situation. San Diego is in the most vulnerable or precarious situation 

for water supply of any of the member cities of the Metropolitan Water 

District because it's, I believe, the second largest city in California now. It has 

almost no local water supply, very, very little. And it is more dependent upon 

the Metropolitan Water District, I think, than any other member of the district, 

city or utility. And under the existing priority system or entitlement system of the 

MWD-and it's set up by the legislature-entitlements to the various members 

are based on their proportionate tax contributions to the whole costs of the 

Metropolitan Water District. Los Angeles, having been and still being the 

largest city, has put in more money than any other entity, obviously. So it has 

the highest entitlement percentage of water available. So as long as there is 

plenty of water available, there's no problem. San Diego has been using for 

several years far more than its entitlement. I'm talking again about its tax, legal 

entitlement. In other words, they're using a lot of Los Angeles's entitlement, 

because Los Angeles hasn't needed to use more than 5 percent of its total 

supply from the MWD. It gets most of its water still from the Owens Valley, 

Mono Basin, and from the wells in the San Fernando Valley. So in the event of 
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a shortage, which with the start of the Central Arizona Project is not a theoretical 

thing but a probable situation-- And if San Diego and all of the entities that 

use Colorado River water or MWD water were cut back, San Diego would be 

the most vulnerable and would be hurt the most. Orange County is next. 

Orange County uses more than its tax-paid entitlement. 

So San Diego has a major problem, and they have attempted- Well, one 

thing they have considered was buying water from a private developer in 

Colorado, the Galloway Group, which doesn't have any water to sell. It proposes 

to build a dam and then store water that is now a tributary of the 

Colorado River and sell it to San Diego. Which is a farfetched scheme in my 

opinion, because, first of all, Galloway doesn't have any entitlement of the 

water: the dam isn't built, and it would take years to build a large storage dam. 

(It wouldn't be as big as Hoover, but it would be big. ) Secondly, Galloway 

doesn't have the right to have that water go down into the Colorado River 

mainstream and be earmarked for San Diego. That involves all of the states in 

the compact called the Law of the River, and they would all have to okay it. The 

state of California itself, through the MWD, hasn't approved this arrangement. 

And Arizona would be, could be affected by it, and Nevada. So it's an impossible 

situation, an unrealizable situation in my opinion. 

BASIAGO: What's this? I've never heard-

LEE: And the only solution for San Diego, that's what you asked about, is to 

help in every way it can to-first of all and most important of all-get a program 

approved to divert more water from the Sacramento River Delta region through 

the existing state [California] Aqueduct. And secondly, to assist if they can-and 

that is apparently temporarily stalemated anyway-the MWD program to do 

some conservation work in Imperial Valley and use the water that would be 

saved there. But MWD is only talking about 100, 000 acre-feet a year, and 
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they're losing over 600, 000 acre-feet a year to Arizona. So that wouldn't meet 

the shortage-the sometime future shortage. So San Diego's "go-it-alone plan, " 

the Colorado River purchase, I think is, well, it can't happen, I think. 

The solution for-not only San Diego, but Los Angeles and MWD and 

everybody--is to get some state program approved. [Governor George] Deuk-

mejian had a so-called water package last year, which the legislature refused to 

approve, that would have helped. Ayala, Senator Reuben Ayala, from, I think, 

Riverside County down here, he had a bill which would have made more water 

available from the north. And politically it's pretty well tied up. By politically I 

mean it's become a partisan issue, because Willie [L. ] Brown [Jr. ] and the 

Democrats (they control the legislature) refused to go along with the Deuk-

mejian package for political reasons. Because they thought it would help him, 

you know, if his plan were adopted. Now Mayor [Thomas] Bradley has come 

out with a plan recently which has been criticized even by the water people, 

because it is made up of features that are already in effect. In other words, 

there was nothing new in his plan, but it was given pretty good publicity. And it 

sounded like a new program, which it was not. So it has been attacked as 

being a political ploy, and there's a very unfortunate political and regional 

[dispute]. People in the north don't want to do anything that would help the 

south, even if it doesn't hurt them. Millions of acre-feet of water going out from 

the Sacramento River into the Pacific Ocean, unused. And that is a long way 

around to saying that San Diego is just a part of the whole picture. Instead of 

trying to go it alone, their best bet, I think, is to give all of their muscle to 

supporting the MWD program, which is for all its member agencies in six counties. 

End of lecture, [laughter] 

BASIAGO: Looking over the department's public relations efforts, is there any 

one area that it's always had difficulty in informing the public about? 
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LEE: Well, in a very broad sense I think that the, let's say, the citizens of Los 

Angeles do not now and did not-- Perhaps going way back in the late twenties 

when there was the dynamiting of the [first Los Angeles] Aqueduct, you know, 

the reaction of some of the people up in the Owens Valley. I don't think the 

people of Los Angeles generally knew all of the facts such as we touched on 

earlier, the Watterson brothers [Mark Q. and Wilfred W. Watterson] and that sort 

of thing. There was some sympathy, I think, for the people up there. And I 

don't think it was ever completely understood down here. I don't think that the 

more recent problem about the Mono Basin diversions is really understood by 

the people who are going to be adversely impacted if the courts should either 

cut off or cut down substantially the diversion of that amount of water. Because 

that in turn would force the department to buy more MWD water. And that in 

turn begins to put more pressure on San Diego, Orange County, and the others, 

because it would have to come out of their shares, possibly. If there are wet 

years, that wouldn't be a problem, but if there were dry years- And I don't think 

that the people in Los Angeles- Partly because everybody likes to look at a 

lake, everybody likes- Not everybody likes to fish, but a lot of people do. Or 

they like to travel around the country. And they don't realize that they could be 

adversely affected. Not only by losing that amount of water, which serves five 

hundred thousand people in Los Angeles, but which also would cut down the 

development of that very, very low-cost hydroelectric power that otherwise 

would be generated by the power plants along the aqueduct that the department 

owns. Those are things that I think many people do not, even yet, properly 

understand. I had—if you want to deviate for just a moment-l had a couple 

of little things about Mulholland that I thought would be of interest which I 

haven't seen or heard recorded. Well, I must have heard them somewhere. 

Well, I know I did, because I worked there. 
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TAPE NUMBER: III, SIDE TWO 

NOVEMBER 27, 1985 

LEE: When Mulholland was making his first exploratory surveys of the possibility 

of bringing Colorado River water here, and he was talking to a group of civic 

leaders, someone in the audience asked, "Well, isn't that water kind of muddy 

and hard?" He said, "Yes, but it's wet water. " Very simple, direct thing, you 

know. "It's wet water"--water, period-instead of going into a long debate about 

it. Because he knew that if a dam were built, a lot of that muddy sediment 

would settle, which it does settle behind the dam. And he was just that earthy, 

practical type. And then also, when he first went over there to check on the 

water, he wanted to realize how hard it was, because it is hard water. Even 

now it's still hard water, even with the sediment removed. So instead of having 

a lot of elaborate laboratory equipment, all he used was a bar of soap, because 

he could tell by how much it lathered how hard it was. I mean in general terms 

how hard it was. That was his way of doing things-practical, effective. 

BASIAGO: So harder water there's more mineral content? 

LEE: Well, yeah, minerals. 

BASIAGO: So it's easier to lather, right? 

LEE: No. Harder. That comes from the runoff all the way down the Colorado 

River and its tributaries. And, for example, the [California] State Water Project 

from the [Sacramento] Delta is naturally much softer than the Colorado River. 

The Owens River water is one of the softest and best supplies available. 

BASIAGO: Which removes soap more effectively? Which is easier to shower 

with? 

LEE: Well, the softer the water the less soap you have to use and the more it 

lathers. But that was just the way he was, and also-and this may not be so 
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widely known--when he first thought of the idea of building an aqueduct from 

the [Colorado] River, he and some of his key assistants, Harvey [A. ] Van Norman 

and some others, rented a big rowboat down near Las Vegas called the 

Las Vegas Wash and got into it and floated downstream. He was looking 

primarily for a possible location where the aqueduct should begin to divert the 

water to Southern California, and they spent a couple of days just going down 

the river and looking around. When he came back he indicated-and sent his 

survey crews to do more detailed studies--a location which is very close to the 

location that was finally selected by the MWD as the point. In other words, just 

by his visual observation. I admire genius. I don't care what field it is, engineering 

or art or writing or whatever. He really was a genius. They just went 

down in a rowboat and he decided, "Well, that ought to be a good location to do 

it. " And then detailed survey studies finally said that was the best location. 

That was my deviation, pardon me. That was from some notes I made that are 

not, I think, widely known. 

BASIAGO: Having worked with all these brilliant engineering minds who led the 

department, I was wondering if there were ever any pet schemes, or things 

besides the Snake River Project, that were considered but then abandoned and 

that haven't been that widely publicized. 

LEE: Well, that was-

BASIAGO: That wasn't a wild scheme, but it was an innovation. Were there 

any other innovations? 

LEE: Well, for example-this isn't quite the same category as the Snake River 

matter-but the department was going to go into nuclear power generation, I'll 

say the early 1960s, at a site that they had an option on in Corral Canyon, 

which is in the Malibu area. And they had started geological studies and made 

excavations, and finally had to give it up because of a possibility of some 
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earthquake damage there. Then in collaboration with the Edison Company and 

MWD they were going to build a combination nuclear power generating plant 

and a water desalination plant off of Huntington Beach. And that was abandoned, 

that plan was abandoned, largely because of inflation in the cost of 

nuclear production. And the Edison Company decided that it could not, or 

would not, go ahead with it. So then the department dropped out, and of course 

MWD had to drop out. Now those were not abandoned by outside pressures 

but just by technical facts. And then the department-- Well, then Edison, of 

course, built the San Onofre nuclear plant down there south of San Clemente. 

And the department looked into the possibility of building a nuclear plant in Kern 

County, generally near Bakersfield, but that was abandoned because a vote of 

the people in the area decided they didn't want it there. So the department has 

not been able to get into the nuclear power business on its own. However it 

does have a part ownership with the Salt River Project in a nuclear plant [Palo 

Verde nuclear power plant]. And, because of the smog controls and regulations, 

it has had to go to Nevada and Utah to develop coal-fired plants for power 

supply. Those are the only, let's say, things that didn't jell or didn't develop that 

I recall. 

BASIAGO: Did you have the pleasure of working with anybody in civic or state 

government, an elected official, who you thought was particularly well informed 

about water issues? 

LEE: Well, you mean in addition to the Water and Power people? 

BASIAGO: In addition to the Water and Power people. 

LEE: Or apart from. Yes, Bill [William] Gianelli, who was the [California] 

Department of Water Resources director several years ago, and who later was 

appointed by [Ronald] Reagan to the U. S. Army Corps of Engineers, was a very 

knowledgeable, pleasant person to work with. When I say to work with, from 
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my standpoint as a writer, as a nontechnical person, I have to depend on 

reliable sources of information for the news release or newsletter or speech or 

whatever I'm going to write. This is not a criticism of anyone, but it is a fact that 

engineers are not the most vocal types. I mean, they know their business and 

they can make conversation with their peers, but when they try to explain it to a 

writer like myself, sometimes it's pretty difficult. They get so involved that they 

don't speak newspaper English, I would say. But Bill Gianelli did. And Mr. 

Morris-- Well, anyway, without getting outside the department- There was one 

man I mentioned, M. O. Bolser, who headed up the core of the top guys on that 

high-powered Boulder [Hoover Dam] transmission study. He was himself 

obviously a very- But he could speak my kind of English, and he could tell me 

some of the things that were going on in a way that I could understand them, 

and in turn I could write so that John Doe citizen could understand what was 

involved. Dave [David] Kennedy was the assistant general manager at the 

Metropolitan Water District and is now the head of the state water resources 

like Gianelli was. He also is a, well, let's say, a more fluid conversational type 

than-he's an engineer-than some of the others. Those names just occur to 

me quickly. 

BASIAGO: In Los Angeles's past, several decades back, a lot of DWP veteran 

supporters, so to speak, have become involved in city politics: Norris Poulson, 

Sam [Samuel W. ] Yorty, and Gilbert Lindsay. Today's city councilmen, do they 

have any connection to the department to that extent? 

LEE: I truly don't know. You know, I'm not that close to it. I don't know. 

Obviously there must be some that are more identified with the department's 

activities than others, but I couldn't begin to~ 

BASIAGO: I'm wondering, as certain rate battles arise in the future, whether 

the department's going to get as much help in the city council. 
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LEE: Well, I can only put it this way, just by general knowledge. I read the 

papers and I get the newsclips from the department. Politically it's smart for 

any councilman or senator to make noise and appear to be the people's 

defender on the [California] Public Utilities Commission, or whatever. But when 

it comes down to counting noses, the department, to my general knowledge, 

has usually gotten about what it asked for. Once in a while they might have to 

back off 1 percent on a 6 percent increase or something, but the council 

generally-again, this is just my observation, not my firsthand knowledge-has 

gone along. But they stand up and they sound good to their constituents, you 

know, and they ask, "Now do we need this? Do we need that?" Then finally 

they'll vote for it, because they know that it is probably a necessary increase. 

The department isn't like a private utility which wants to make all the money it 

can for its stockholders. In Los Angeles the stockholders are the people, so 

they have no incentive to raise rates except as necessary to do the job of 

serving the people. 

BASIAGO: Can a city councilman or a mayor stand up to the department? 

LEE: Oh, they do occasionally. Again, I'm going on what I read. Sure, they do. 

They criticize one action or another and ask questions. 

BASIAGO: Who do you think is more powerful, the general manager of the 

department or the mayor? 

LEE: Oh, hell, the mayor is. The mayor can veto any action of the council, and 

the general manager can't force anything down their throats. In other words, 

they're part of city government. They may have to talk hard to get what they-

meaning the department-what they think they should have, and need. But I 

think generally what they propose is recognized as being necessary and 

desirable. In my newsletter-which I'm writing and am going to finish up this 

afternoon-l just wrote a little item about the department transferring, I can't 
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recall it now, but $76 million or something to the city treasury (which is 5 percent 

of the department's revenues each year). That, of course, is a bonus that 

the citizens get. It comes out of the rates they pay, but 5 percent of it goes back 

to the city. So without accusing city councilmen of having a conflict of interest, 

it's obvious that every time they approve an increase in water and power rates, 

the department's going to take in more money and the 5 percent is going to 

increase. So they have, let's say, a selfish interest in seeing as much money as 

possible come over to the city treasury and help the city budget to that extent. 

But they do--I can understand. They're going to run for office and they want to 

show their constituents that they did everything they could to hold the line on 

your water and electric bill. 

BASIAGO: I kind of asked this before, but there's never really been a big public 

figure who has kind of been a watchdog of the department? 

LEE: You're talking about a citizen? 

BASIAGO: Yes. 

LEE: Oh, well, there have been many over a period of years. One of the most 

influential ones was a water and power commissioner-but that isn't an 

employee. That was Dr. John R. [Randolph] Haynes of the Haynes Foundation. 

You may be familiar with the Haynes Foundation. They make large grants to 

PBS, Town Hall, and to other civic or cultural groups. And that is from Dr. 

Haynes's estate. He was very wealthy. He was an M. D. doctor, not of 

philosophy. And he was for many years-I'd say offhand sixteen or eighteen 

years-a member of the Board of Water and Power Commissioners, reappointed 

by different mayors and president of it for several terms. After all, he 

was a citizen. You know the board members are citizens, appointed. You 

could be or I could be or whoever they want. He was very well known in the 

whole city of Los Angeles business and civic community. And he built up a lot 

82 



of money, not through the department, but through his practice and, I suppose, 

investments. I don't know the source of his income. But anyway, he had a lot 

of money, because he left it in this foundation, which is still doling out funds. 

Every so often you'll see something on PBS, a Haynes Foundation grant, and 

so on. But he was a citizen who was well known. That's what you're talking 

about. Somebody who was prominent in the community. And he was one of 

the outstanding ones. 

BASIAGO: He was a more or less independent watchdog. 

LEE: Completely independent, but he happened to be appointed as a commissioner 

too, so of course he was then to that degree- The commissioners set 

the policy. The general manager has to follow it or quit, or he gets fired. It's 

always been true of citizen boards, at least in Water and Power it is, and I think 

it's true of the harbor commission or the airport [commission] or any other 

commission, animal regulation or whatnot. 

BASIAGO: What do you think, if you can recall this long period of writing 

publicity for the department, what was your favorite or most effective news 

release? Any that stand out? 

LEE: Well, one was that Snake River [Project], because of the- Well, it 

changed the- God, hundreds of millions of dollars in water supply. That was 

the most effective one I think. 

BASIAGO: That was the bombshell that you dropped. 

LEE: It was, it was. And when Sam Nelson called me and the chief attorney in 

to sound us out on it before it was to be announced and wanted me to write the 

news release- The attorney, Gilmore Tillman, and myself looked at it. We put 

Sam Nelson really through a third- Well, like an investigative reporter would, 

you know. It was so, so startling that we wanted to be (Gilmore and myself) 

sure that- In fact I said, "Well, where did you get these?" (He had certain 
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statements of costs, comparative costs. ) And I said, "Where did you get 

these?" And he said, "Well, out of [Federal] Reclamation Bureau official 

reports. " I said, "Well, that's fine. " After all, in all of my time, any time I issued a 

news release, my credibility was at stake too. Because they went out with my 

name on them as the source. And I wanted to be, I had to be sure that what I 

was putting in writing was factual and could be documented and supported. So 

that probably had the most impact of any. And it was a lot of personal satisfaction 

to see how it was received. Because I had to boil mine down. I had a 

three-page, double-spaced news release, out of a thick report that Sam Nelson's 

engineers had prepared for him on that subject. 

Another one that could have been a very difficult one, but which was well 

received, was when the Baldwin Hills Dam went out. And that was serious; five 

people died and a lot of damage. The department was being sued. And the 

department had insurance, I think like $12 million or $13 million dollars carried 

by a group of insurance companies. It might have been ten or a dozen that, 

you know, shared the thing, including Lloyds of London and some of the biggest 

companies in the country. So the department was going to make an arrangement 

with the insurance companies that they would pay their share. The 

deductible, I think, was something like $500, 000 that the department had to 

pay. Ten, twelve, thirteen million was going to be paid by these insurers. So a 

meeting was arranged by City Attorney Roger Arnebergh and Gilmore 

Tillman-the man that I mentioned who was the department's chief attorney-

with the attorneys from these big insurance companies. And Gilmore asked me 

to write a news release for their approval, to go out when and if it was worked 

out. The department had pretty well made an understanding with these companies, 

but how it was to be stated was a problem. So that meant that twelve 

Wall Street attorneys were going t o - And attorneys can be pretty tough on the 
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fine print or the newsprint. So it was an eight o'clock morning meeting. I gave 

my idea of what the news release should be to Roger Arnebergh, the city 

attorney. He read it paragraph by paragraph to these distinguished lawyers, 

and they approved it without changing a word. And that was the announcement 

of the settlement of the damage suit. That was a very difficult thing to handle. 

And to get approval, god, it's hard to get the approval of even three people for 

some things, you know. 
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