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INTRODUCTION 

Clayburn Combs Elder was born on June 13, 1895s i n Salt 
Lake City, Utah Territory, the son of Henry Benson and Alice 
(Fenton) Elder. He received his formal education in the Salt 
Lake City public schools, and in 1916 he earned a degree in 
Civil Engineering from the University of Utah. 

After receiving his degree, Elder became interested in 
hydraulics and began to work in that field. His first job was 
as hydrographer on the irrigation development project in Jerome, 
Idaho. In 1917 he enlisted in an engineer regiment of the U.S. 
Army and served in France and Germany. Upon his return to the 
United States, he became involved in highway surveying in 
Idaho and finally took a position as a hydrographer with the 
U.S. Bureau of Reclamation. Prom 1921 to 1927 he worked in 
every state of the Colorado River Basin on project engineering, 
planning and investigations, and also in the State of Idaho on 
irrigation operations and the American Falls Dam construction. 

In 1927 Elder accepted an offer from the Reclamation 
Bureau of the Government of Mexico to work on irrigation and 
water supply projects in Chihuahua, Sonora, and in the City 
of Mexico. Coming to Los Angeles in 1929^ he joined the 
technical staff of the Metropolitan Water District of Southern 
California and remained with the District until his retirement. 

He was actively involved in the District's development 
of the Colorado River Aqueduct. His contributions for this 
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project included the preparation of feasibility studies and 
reports, the promotion for the necessary financing of the 
aqueduct, and the supervision of its construction, operation 
and enlargement. As Chief Hydrographic Engineer, he was 
later concerned with the annexation and expansion problems 
of the District. 

On July 1, 1965} Mr. Elder retired from the District 
but continued in the role as consulting hydrographic engineer 
until the time of his death on November 12, 1 9 6 6 . 

The tape-recorded interviews represented in this manuscript 
were conducted under the auspices of the Water Resources 
Center at UCLA as one of a series dealing with the history 
of water development in California and the Southwest. Records 
relating to these interviews are located in the office of the 
Oral History Program. 



INTERVIEW HISTORY 

INTERVIEWER: Eric Petersen. Age 25. B.A., U.S. History. 
M.S., U.S. History, UCLA. 

TIME AND SETTING OF INTERVIEW 
Place: Office of Clayburn C. Elder, Metropolitan Water 
District, 1111 W. Sunset Boulevard, Los Angeles, California 
Date: April 21, 1966 to June 16, 1966. 
Time of day and length of sessions, and total number of 
recording hours: Each session lasted approximately from 
three to four hours, producing one hour of recorded tape. 
The interviews were conducted in the afternoon and took place 
at weekly intervals. This manuscript represents a total of 
seven hours of recording time. 
Persons present during interview: Elder and Petersen. 

CONDUCT OF INTERVIEW: The interviewee was encouraged to 
give a chronological account of his career and to comment 
more fully about the various projects on which he was involved. 
The tape recorder was turned off occasionally. 

EDITING: Editors: William James, Donald J. Schippers. 
In 1968, a verbatim transcription of the tapes was made. 
Punctuation was introduced and syntax emended slightly. 
The material is presented in the order in which it was 
originally recorded. 
Mr. Elder died shortly after the completion of the interviews; 
and, therefore, the final manuscript was prepared without 
the customary review by the interviewee. Donald J. Schippers, 
chief interviewer for the water resources series, carefully 
reviewed the edited manuscript, verifying as much of the factual 
material as possible from his knowledge of the subject. 
The index was compiled by Jack Vaughn. Bernard Galm, Editor-
Interviewer, prepared the supporting documents. 



TAPE NUMBER: ONE, SIDE ONE 
April 21, 1966 

ELDER: My name is Clayburn Combs Elder, presently located 
at 1111 Sunset Boulevard, Room 215E, Post Office Box 5^153, 
Los Angeles, California, 9005^, with the current title or 
part-time occupation of Consulting Engineer, Hydrographic, 

with the Metropolitan Water District of Southern California. 
I retired from full-time employment with the District on 
July 1, 1965. 

My principal involvement in local water development 
has been as a member of a technical staff or group which, 
over the last forty years, engaged in preliminary surveys 
and investigations of the Colorado River Aqueduct Route. I 
prepared feasibility studies and reports for the project, 
then helped promote it and secure financing for it, super-
vised its construction, operation, and enlargement, with 
numerous annexations to the Metropolitan Water District. 
During the last fifteen years, this cycle of water project 
development has begun to be repeated, firstly, in connection 
with the California Water Plan, the so-called Feather River 
Project from Northern California. 

I was born on June 13* 1895 in the then small town of 
Salt Lake City in the Territory of Utah, six months before 
its admission as a state of the Union. For identification, 
my parents were Henry Benson Elder and Alice J. Fenton, both 
being natives of the then small village of Great Salt Lake 
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City, Utah Territory. My grandparents were pioneer set-
tlers of Salt Lake City in the early 1850's, many years be-
fore the arrival of the first railroad. Three of them were 
natives of England, the paternal line being chiefly Scotch 
plus English and Irish. They reached the Colony of Massa-
chusetts by 1635 and Virginia soon after, then requiring 
eleven generations to trek westward state by state from 
one shore to the other. 

My education was at the local Salt Lake school with 
seven years at the elementary, four at the high school level 
and the final four at the College of Engineering, Univer-
sity of Utah, where I received a BS degree in Civil Engin-
eering in June, 1916 just a few days before my twenty-first 
birthday. I was offered alternate graduate scholarships 
at Columbia University, and including some teaching at the 
University of Utah. 

One essential difference was that I was quarreling 
with the dean of the school continuously because they had 
certain required subjects such as shop work that — interfer-
ed with my laboratory work. It happened that my father had 
been a builder and contractor, and I'd worked with him sum-
mer after summer and I had no intention of wasting my time 
on the campus by building little bookshelves, or something 
when I'd built houses and barns as a full-time barn trav-
eler. I'm not sure I ever resolved that problem. They didn't 
give in and I didn't give in so I just took more math courses 
or engineering courses, but I finally got my degree in spite 
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of them. But those were the days of quite strict requirements, 
at least for undergraduates. That came to mind because I 
was reminded of it only a few days ago -- I have a nephew 
doing the same thing, telling the dean to go jump in the lake, 
and I said, "More power to you. I did the same thing when 
I was your age. I didn't know any better either." 

I got my degree and then I was offered alternate gr-
aduate scholarships at Columbia University, including some 
teaching at the University of Utah. But after a summer of 
engineering work I had no interest in returning to school. 
That was fifty years ago. Higher degrees had little repute 
or value among working engineers. You pretty near have to 
have one now. My choice of the University must have been 
chiefly in the interest of economy as I lived and studied 
at home, but it was a fortunate selection for me as at that 
time it rated as one of only three schools in the country 
with adequate and approved hydraulic laboratories suitable 
for experimental research work. We claimed full rights of 
use of the large city water works reservoir and of the large 
high head pipeline running into it -- all adjacent to our 
campus laboratory building. Some of our early weir reading 
work won an American Society of Civil Engineers Gold Medal 
Award for our popular professor of Civil Engineering. 

I'm a member of the American Society of Civil Engineers, 
the American Water Works Association, American Meteorological 
Society, American 9eophysical Union, and Tau Beta Phi, the 



4 

honorary engineering society. 
PETERSEN: What made you first consider engineering as a 
career? 
ELDER: [Laughs] That's always been a puzzle to me, frankly. 
It just seemed to be like some people have a religious inclination and go into the ministry. It was just taken for 
granted. I can't put my finger on a relative—of course, as 
I said, my father was a constructor and that was a little 
engineering it, and yet I know I half broke his heart by refusing to go into the business of contracting and building 
with him. I liked the activity, the building part, you might 
say, the engineering part of it, but the tight buying and 
selling and having to deal with people, with the real estate 
subdivider and contractor, that was poison to me and I 
simply couldn't look him in the eye. I had to sort of sneak 
away the day after school ended. I had a job lined up and 
that was that. 

PETERSEN: Why did you pick hydraulic engineering? 
ELDER: Actually, I wrote my thesis on reinforced concrete 
design which was a new subject and practically unknown fifty 
years ago. But I had a close buddy that was doing work in 
hydraulics—it was a rather small senior class and by going 
into partnerships, I did his hydraulic work with him at 
the laboratory and he did some of the testing of concrete 
beams with me, and we both got our thesis out as sort of a 
joint venture that way. 
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The first job offer came as a hydrographer on an ir-
rigation project and I got my feet wet, and a little exper-
ience counts so heavily. It's easier to get a little better 
job by having had a summer of work. In any other line I would 
have been a rank newcomer, so one step just led to another 
that way. 
PETERSEN: What did you do in the first job? 
ELDER: Well, as I said, I got my feet wet measuring water 
with a quarter of a million acre irrigation project in 
Southern Idaho, Jerome, just across the Snake River from 
Twin Falls, Twin Falls being better known. The project had 
been built. It was public lands but it was built under 
state supervision, what we called the Carey Act, which is 
no longer used That meant that the state officials, the 
governor, and the local courts supervised it. So it was a 
special job, not a routine operation. But we had a five-
year program of six or seven hydrographers under a borrowed 
U.S. Geological Survey man. 
PETERSEN-: y°u remember his name? 
ELDER: Very well. He was like a god to me all the rest of 
his life, Lynn Crandall. He went back into the USBS as 
District Engineer for all of southern Idaho. Many times 
at public speeches I have eulogized him because single handed 
he had such character that they always said, "We don't want 

a water compact up here like those nuts down on the Colorado 
River have got, and they are in court all the time with it. 
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We just turn the job over to Lynn Crandall and anything he 
says, that's the answer and everybody takes his word for it." 

So I always looked at the couple of years of working 
with him as a post-graduate course in-how-to-do-it-right, 
because he was very strict—all these records had to stand 
up under cross-examination in court later if the governor 
didn't sign the papers, which he happened to do. He 
was advised that everything was on the up-and-up because of 
this one man's reputation. So it started me off in engin-
eering work ethically with the idea that figures are sort of 
sacred and have to add up right. I've always remembered 
that job with special pleasure. 

There was reasonable criticism of the whole area because 
promotors, perhaps originally with good intent, got in 

about 1904 or '05 and built these numerous projects. Then 
in 1907 there was a very severe financial crash that just 
cleaned them out. The farmers were left with obligations and 
shacks to live in and no income and no water for their crops. 
The whole of southern Idaho was in a state of depression 
that, looking back on it, must have been worse than 1929 
was for the cities. It was a rural depression and the 
promoters simply went broke and left. 

A decade later when I came on the job, a committee of 
bond holders on this particular job, people that had advanced 

several million dollars for its construction, in good 
faith (they were just bankers and businessmen), organized and 
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sent out their representative with another million dol-
lars to see if that would help get some of the 
early millions back. So we had the job, as a 
group, of proving to the officials that by spending another 
million dollars we made those canals big enough and the dit-
ches go far enough to serve the region. I went back ten years 
ago and it was the most prosperous green spot that I'd ever 
expect to see. When I was there it was anything but that. 
It was a dusty sagebrush, sheep range. I think [A M] 
Rawn might have had the same experience; at his time on the 
project it was terrible, but a few years passed and they 
got out of the financial depression—somebody with money 
finished the projects and everything was fine. 
PETERSEN: Where did you go from Idaho? 
ELDER: Well, I had two summers on that project and then the 
war was on. I wasn't needed for the winter so I enlisted in 
an Army Engineer regiment, a survey regiment. They promised 

me I could be in France In a week, and actually I was on 
board a transport in two days. They had pressure on them 
to get a survey regiment across and get started on work triangulation and map making for the artillery that was to 
follow. So I spent two years then in the Army in France and 
Germany, the Army of Occupation in Germany. 

When I came back in the fall of 1919 my friends, these 
same irrigation folks, said they wanted me back but not until 
midwinter, so they got me a job at twice the pay I'd been 

getting. I'd never heard of inflation until then, but that 
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war had the same elements that the present war has. So I 
worked for the State of Idaho on a federal aid highway pro-
ject. I was office engineer for that winter, which didn't 
help get my feet wet but it did keep me eating regularly, 
PETERSEN: What did this work entail? 
ELDER: It was a link on the transcontinental highway. Be-
lieve it or not, you couldn't drive from East to West with-
out getting bogged down in the mud and,other than the places 
in southern Idaho, everything else was impassable, mountains 
and so on; so we finally made a wonderful first-class gravel 
road for through traffic, a two-lane highway, or one-and-a 
half lanes I guess Is what they'd call it nowadays. But it 
took all the money they could raise locally and get out of 
the Federal Government just to get a little gravel on the 
worse mud holes. Tourism was just beginning. There was no 
real tourist industry at the time but everybody knew they 
were coming. 
PETERSEN: How were you concerned with the road? 
ELDER: Well, as office engineer, I would take the field 
engineer's notes and plot them and make map sheets, and these 
sheets finally bad to be sent to Washington to get the appro-
val of the federal bureaucrats before the few thousand 
dollars that the road cost would be forthcoming. There were 
a bunch of road men, none of them actual engineers, and I 
had to give that flavor to it to help them get the Washington 
approval. But when spring came things warmed up and the ice 

melted in the ditches and I was hooked. I was right back 
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measuring water again. 
PETERSEN: Where? 
ELDER: The same project for another summer. Then we finished 
the job and got the governor's approval. For the two years 
I'd been away they had made some progress. Then this last 
summer I was in charge of most of the work and we finished 
it up and were all ready to go to court, and the governor 
said to hell with it and he signed it and that was that. 

I measured water again with the Jerome, Idaho irrigation 
project. The man in charge that year, taking Lynn Crandall's 
place, was a close friend -- Nick Carter. He was later 

State Engineer of Idaho and is still prominent in engineering 
work in that state. With his recommendation, at the end of 
the planned work we had seven hydrographers and two of them 
married. We all voted to leave them on operation jobs and 
the rest of us got out and hustled new jobs. We wanted to 
anyway for a change, still being kids. 

So I went with the United States Bureau of Reclamation 
that was just starting to build a dam at American Falls, Idaho 
about fifty miles east of where I'd been working. I reported 
to them in February 1921, having worked from 1916 to '20 
in Jerome with two years out for good behavior In the Army. 
At American Falls I was working for a project engineer named 
Barry Dibble. Years later I found him in Redlands, California 
as a very prominent electrical power engineer. He only 
recently died. His assistant was Frank [Arthur] Banks who 
became a famous construction engineer -- his biggest work was 
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Grand Coulee Dam of which he was in total charge. Half a 
dozen similar major concrete dams in the West were built by 
Frank Banks. 

They had a peculiar job immediately. They'd had a 
project surveyor measuring the depth of the water in levels 
around the American Falls dam site and plotted the results 
and found that it indicated a serious leakage around the 

dam site that apparently made the whole project infeasible. 
My orders were to just check the work of the surveyors since 
I was, by that time, rated as an hydrographer. I had never 
done any well work or ground water much, but anyway I got the 
assignment and was lucky enough to overhear an old shepherder, 
at one of the holes I was checking, remark about the deeper 
aquifer that we were measuring. So I said, "There's two 
aquifers." (That's water-bearing strata). "Well, sure, you 
should know from the driller's record which one he drilled 
into." Anyway, that was the one lead I needed. I was able 
to separate the deep holes from the shallow ones, plot them 
separately and close off this apparent indicated bypass chan-
nel. My new bosses were exceedingly happy that the project 
was again feasible and went right ahead with a beautiful 
power dam that has long been operating in American Falls. 
PETERSEN: What was the difference between the shallow and 
deep aquifers? 

ELDER: As one approached the deep canyon at' the Snake River, 
the escape of the water from one aquifer to the other was 

quite different. A couple of miles from the river they 
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had the same static water level plotted uniformily together; 
but as we got close to the dam' site, the results plotted on 
the same sheet were very misleading and caused this mis-
conception of the ground water status. It was one of the 
easiest deputations I ever made as a ground water expert— 
taking the consulting advice of this old sheepherder. 
PETERSEN: And how did he know about it? 

ELDER: He'd been there—he probably worked as a laborer when 
they drilled the hole, and everybody in the country but these 
surveyors and the project man of the bureau knew about this 
situation. It was just "common knowledge," as the courts 
call it. I took judicial recognition of it like a judge 
does and profited by it. I made a cheap reputation that 
stuck with me the rest of my life as a water witch. I give 
myself this much credit—that I was willing to listen to the 
old guy with no preconceived notions that he didn't know 
anything. I knew he knew more than I did at that particular 
moment. So I did get on that job. 

The real job they'd hired me for was to make a three-
year hydrological study of the main reservoir for southern 
Idaho. It's Jackson Lake just south of Yellowstone Park, 
now a great recreation-tourist grounds but at that time chief-
ly known for a few trappers and plenty of bears. Anyway, I 
spent three summers at Jackson Hole measuring all the water 
Into the lake and all the water out of it . The project job 
I had was to settle the dispute between the old Mormon 
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settlers In eastern Idaho, Idaho Falls, and the new-
comers in southern Idaho who were getting their water through 
the auspices of the Federal Government, the Bureau of Reclamation. 

The point gets a little technical and before the 
Bureau of Reclamation built its dam at the outlet of Jackson Hole, 

there had really been storage held in Jackson Lake 
for these old settlers because the glaciers on the west side 
of the lake would melt with such a rush when hot weather came 
that the constricted outlets of the lake could not carry the 
whole flow, so the lake would rise as much as six or seven 
feet. Now what we call natural storage, without any dam, 
just with the choking of the water itself, would postpone 
the final flow of the snow melt until August or September 
when the crops needed it. But after the Federal Govern-
ment built the dam with the outlet, that was disregarded 
and the whole height of the dam was credited as storage for 
southern Idaho. So I evaluated these different factors, 
and proved the existence of bank storage because of the 
great glacial moraines of gravel around the shore of the 
lake that made the capacity considerably larger than the 
surveyors had called it nominally. We finally traded 
effective bank storage inflow to the lake for what they'd 
previously had as natural storage. There again the only 
credit I've ever claimed for it was I cheated about a dozen 
lawyers out of a million dollar lawsuit. We got a compromise 
with all the old farmers and that's a little hard to do be-
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cause they all know that they are right. And they had lawyers 
hired but we finally, after the fourth year of investigation, 

got the compromise deal through and there's never 
been a lawsuit on it, The terms of that compromise agreement 

have been adhered to for the last forty years. 
Toward the end of my third summer there, I got a 

phone call from the Denver office of the Bureau of Reclamation 

to report for duty there. That's the control office for the 
whole seventeen western states that have work 

done by the Bureau of Reclamation. Well, I was so saturated 
with wilderness work that I couldn't imagine leaving it. I 
meant to stay in Jackson Hole the rest of my life . I had 
made the first filing on a homestead and I had my cabin 
materials ready to build. I had two years' time from the 
Army enlistment to apply to my homesteading time, so I was 
set to be a hermit for the rest of my life. The point 
was [that] the offer or the orders to come to Denver had no 
indication at all of a raise, but I had a cabin furnished me 
at Jackson Hole and all my work bills paid and not much salary. 

I think it was $160 a month but I was the best paid 
engineer in the entire county there. So I told them to go 
jump in the lake, and they came back a day or two later and 
said I had to come but offered me a $20 raise. Well, I didn't 
want the raise. I would have been happier still at Jackson 
Hole but there was a curious circumstance. 

We were all working for a Secretary of the Interior 

called Albert [Bacon] Fall. Upon memory of those days, he 
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carried a little brown bag with $50,000 of oil money in it 
that sent him to jail a year or two later for allowing theft 
of oil from naval reserves and such things. Anyway, he was 
my top boss. 

To make the administration over the Department of the 
Interior easier he'd issued an order; it was still depression 
times as far as the rurals were concerned. He had this order 
for several years that no one could even apply for a raise, 
let alone get it. Then to make it a little stricter, he had 
the orders that any department head, or supervisor, or higher-
up, that o.k.'d and put a request for a raise through was 
equally subject to being fired. So for three years there hadn't 
been a breakthrough on that regulation. No employee, not 
even the humblest in the Bureau of Reclamation, had a raise. 
So I knew all that back-ground and when the word came through 
that my bosses had stuck their necks out and gotten this $20 
raise approved for me in spite of Secretary Fall, I really 
had to accept it with tears in my eyes. It was the last 
time I really shed some sincere tears when I left Jackson 
Hole, Wyoming to go to a city office job. 

So I made it into the sanctum sanctorum of the Bureau 
of Reclamation where you really get credit for the things you 
do. That again was like a postgraduate course for me in 
hydraulic engineering. I now find myself in the Denver 
office of the Bureau of Reclamation where I served on many 
jobs in many different Western States for about a decade. 
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The very first job, though, got me tied, to the Colorado 
River and southern California because I was one of a group 
that was working on the plans for Hoover Dam, then called 
Boulder Dam. And one of my jobs was to determine the proper 

height for it and the amount of power we'd get, revenue, 
and such studies [that] they call feasibility studies. This 
was in the fall of 1923 and early 1924 just about the time 
the Boulder Canyon Act was being pressed in Congress. It 
didn't pass [until] five years later, but by that time all 
of our plans and studies, computations were completed and in 
good shape for quickest progress. 
PETERSEN: Did the Bureau just assume that one day there would 
have to be a dam built at that site, so they went ahead with 
these studies? 
ELDER: Yes, the Bureau always has ten times more work going 
on in investigations and studies than it [has] money for 
immediate building. And when it asks authorization of such 
a project from Congress it has to have feasibility studies 
and pretty good plans made. And then there were alternate 
sites. Similar studies were being made on a half-dozen other 
sites, some on the Colorado River, so it was all done in 
routine fashion except for the delay [which] was a little 
greater on the Boulder Canyon Act than was customary in Congressional 

Acts. 
PETERSEN: Was there any reason why the Boulder Dam site was 
picked rather than the alternate sites? 
ELDER: There were good reasons for it and there were several 
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veral years of intense controversy. There were promoters 
and advocates of many other sites. They had good reason 
for their alternate plans but the consensus finally won out 
for Boulder Dam. Even it was moved two or three miles for 
economy to get a site in the canyon that was a little less 
costly, a little less yardage of concrete and wall; but its 
location was especially satisfactory. 

It had to give flood control primarily for the whole 
Colorado Valley, but chiefly the Yuma section of Arizona 
and the Imperial Valley in southern California. But at the 
same time it had to give a regulated supply of water for 
the irrigation projects up and down the river and it had 
to pay for itself by selling power. The combination of those 
three factors all at one site, one dam, was something 
that no other site could offer. There were closer, lower 
sites that would have given a little cheaper flood control 
but no power. Then there were higher sites that would have 
given some flood control but not perfect. They'd have given 
a lot of power but there'd have been no market to sell it 
to, the Boulder Dam being within transmission distance of 
the Los Angeles power market. So with all the factors weighed 
carefully and presented to Congressional committees and 
fought and bled over for several years. Boulder Dam finally 
achieved construction. 

Then while still headquartering at the Denver office, 
I was sent back to Idaho for a job in 1924 to plan what 
was called the Dubois Project. About the only credit I got 
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for that was when half of the investigation money was spent 
I told my bosses I could write a report that would find the 
project infeasible without spending any money. Well, in 
effect they told me that was unconstitutional, immoral, and 
unethical and to go ahead and spend the money and I said, "To 
hell with you." So I came back to Denver. 
PETERSEN: Why did you consider the project to be infeasible? 
ELDER: Well, that was where hydrography came in; with sur-
veyors you wouldn't have found it so, but that particular 
project couldn't afford to have a line ditch. It had to have 
a rather large canal for fifty miles and the country it had to 
cross was just gravel moraine, and I was able to prove from 
a trick or two with a similar situation that it would have 
lost more than 100 percent of its water, if that's possible. 
I got to the Denver office and my department heads said 
you're through, you're finished. You'll never get away with 
this. But I give him credit. I went in to the old chief 
engineer, that I knew pretty well, with my story and he said, 
"Well, that used to [be] our fashion here, trying to econo-
mize. These kids don't know what the word is anymore. I'm 
glad to see you still think of such a thing as an engineering 
factor. Your report sounds reasonable to me. It's all 
right.11 So he backed me up and I survived In the job but 
to the disbelief of all of the other fellows. They were not 
younger than I -- they were all several years older than I, but 
they were younger than the chief. 

PETERSEN: The project wasn't built then? 
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ELDER: The project was never built. It was really very 
poorly planned. There wasn't the proper disposition of limited 

available water supply which now comes down into what 
we call Island Park Reservoir and helps irrigate lands 
at about 4,000 foot elevation with prosperous crops. This 
other one would have been about 7,000 elevation am was supposed 

to make it a little better grazing for the sheep up 
In that region. So It would have been a wasteful use of 
rather precious water, and actually the government in the 
end would have had to line it, subsidize it to save showing 
that they'd made a mistake when they dug the canal. So the 
only credit I got out of it was, as I say, to be known as 
a nonconformist, one that was willing to give a negative report 

on a project, which you do with fear and trembling in 
a Federal bureau such as the Bureau of Reclamation. 
You practically never wrote out. You may say that the project 

needs a little more planning or Improvement or something 
because you always find when you give a negative report 
that you're telling some prior engineer who did some preliminary 

planning on it that he was crazy, that he should 
have known better than to offer you such a bad job. 
PETERSEN: Do you find this pressure then on the engineers 
to give positive reports to be a hindrance? 

ELDER: It is somewhat bad. It's almost a professional hazard 
by now, but I think the young fellows adapt themselves easy 
enough to it. They must give some of them a complex, a split 



19 

personality on it, though, and I expect some of them quit 
rather than make the wrong report in their own estimations 
--but that must be quite rare now because a man goes into 
it with his eyes open and knowing it's a job hazard. He isn't 
going to work several years and then quit and lose the time 
that he's put in professionally if he's well advised and 
knows in advance that there is such a problem. 

It's a lesser problem now because, at that time, I 
was working alone with the sole responsibility for that 
little job, but now it's always a dozen men who are working 
as a group or an even larger group, and the responsibility 
is spread around so that no one man could put in a negative 
report even if he wanted to, or can't be blamed for a wrong 
positive report. Times have changed jobs. They get bigger and 

certainly there is more of an Army standard of work 
on it. I always thought I was fortunate to work at the time 
when I was out alone on project investigations. 

The contrast is relatively sharp. I had no orders 
except to go out and find if there was enough water and 
if it would be feasible to get it to where the 
people wanted to use it; the water rights had already been 
investigated and there was no foreign water supply. In the 
summer it was just a snow melt, early spring proposition. 

So in midwinter I left Denver to get off the train at 

Dubois, Idaho which is practically on the Continental 

Divide between Salt Lake and Great Falls. The only thing 

that saved my neck was that it was the driest, earliest spring 
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that we'd ever had and so in any normal winter getting off, 
at that time, I'd have had to get on snow shoes or skis which 
I'd never been on in my life and plod wearily fifty miles. 

As it was, the day before the rural mail delivery man 
had shifted to a team of horses on a bobsleigh, I was able 
to put my guages and instruments in the back of his wagon 
box and proceed with him. Then by luck he was able to find 
a boarding house for me. The only one within fifty miles, 
I'm sure. It was a great barn of a structure owned by the 
Harriman family. It was the wilderness refuge for them. 
The Harriman boys, who are now the grown-up Harriman 
men that run for governorship In New York and cabinet jobs 
in Washington, were about twenty at that time and they'd 
come out one week of each year to hunt bears in this Dubois 

region which was still full of bears. They had a caretaker 
the whole time with his half-dozen bear dogs, bear 

hounds, and so for three months I lived at the Harriman 
lodge in glory. They finally had to tell me that there was 
the danger of one of the Harrimans showing up and they'd 
all lose their jobs, the caretaker, his wife, and the bear 
dogs, If I was found trespassing there. So that helped me 
to decide that the rest of the Investigation wasn't needed 
because there was no other boarding house. I would have had 
to get a tent camp set up and hire a cook and do lots of 
things that were distasteful. 

But that early spring got me by. I was there 
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just in time to measure what water did melt, and it was the 
type of year that one wanted to test. There was enough 
water running off that spring to justify the government 
building this little project. So the whole thing turned 
out extremely happily for me. Just how I'd have got along in 
snow shoes with no experience--I can picture exactly how 
I'd have got along. I'd have ended upside down in a big 
drift and be there yet, I suspect. But all those factors 
I never had to report to the Denver office since they all 
solved themselves one by one. 

PETERSEN: Where did you go from the Dubois project? 
ELDER: The Denver office for a few weeks cleaning up re-
ports and runners. Then they sent me to southeastern New 
Mexico, a jump in the opposite direction and an equally 
lonesome region. We had a peculiar set-up. There were five 
or six associate engineers that outrated me and had the choice 
of these investigation jobs. They were all married men with 
families and I, as an assistant engineer, took what they 
didn't want, and what they didn't want each time I was 
pleased with, with the type of job and the lonesome region 
[where I could] do as I pleased by myself. 

Anyway, the Carlsbad project in southeastern New Mexico 
was my next location. It has heavy losses of water that, in 
part, run down into caverns like the Carlsbad Caverns. It 
is that sort of geological region. It is named after the 
Carlsbad Caverns. The only reservoirs that they had had 
been filled up with silt and with, I don't know what we called 
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It, phreatophytic growth; salt cedars had just literally 
taken possession of several small reservoirs. So they needed 
an investigation at' the feasibility of a new upstream dam. 
PETERSEN: On what river? 
ELDER: This is all on the Pecos River that runs from north 
to south, from the mountains in northern New Mexico and 
enters the Rio Grande after it gets into western Texas. 
It's a very inhospitable region. It's sandy and gypsum, 
and the river bed is generally dry. There's a flood or two 
in winter that if you're lucky refills the reservoir. So I 
was able to find the dam site and survey it and chop out 
some big chunks of rock to send to Denver to be tested for 
strength, and everything was approved. The dam has been 
built and operating for thirty years and they tell me I 
saved the life of that little project. We were supposed to 
determine whether the water from this reservoir, a hundred 
miles upstream from the project, would actually reach the 
project. Many times of the year the stream bed was literally 
dry, a wasting area. So that it ended up I waited with my 
current meter to measure the flow and then [had to] go down 
below and measure the flow — how much at each place — and 
see how heavy the loss was. But I waited four or five months 
and no water came. 

I remember writing one brief report that went through 
the court at the Denver office saying that if they wanted to 
know whether this river was going to lose water they'd have 
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to send a geologist. No hydrographer could possibly help 
them because there was nothing to even wet his beard with. 
Of course, the answer from my department head was to keep my 
shirt on. There'd be plenty of water pretty soon. The 
trouble then was the flood came with heavy rains all around 
me so I was isolated. The roads were all washed out. I 
made one or two measurements and then couldn't go anywhere 
to measure any other, and the flood went on by and I didn't 
know much more than I had before . 

I finally got angry at such frustration, though; I 
found an old Georgia cracker that was camping on the bank of 
the river with his scow. He'd use it for duck shooting. So 
I hired him to go with me down the length of this river about 
one hundred miles. As near as I could learn I'm the only 
engineer that was ever damn fool enough to take a boat ride 
on the Pecos River. We had to do it on the tail of one of 
these floods. If you started too soon the flood would be 
too rough and drown you. If you started too late you'd be 
left high and dry on a sand-bar. So I had to pick my flood 
and ride down on its tail and keep making measurements 
wherever I could. Generally the quicksand was too bad 
and I pretty nearly got drowned a time or two. But I 
finally showed up down in the project area and wrote my 
report. 

Twenty years later I met the state engineer of New 
Mexico, and when he was introduced to me and heard my name 



he said, "Are you that damn fool that took a boat ride on 
my river, the Pecos?" I had to admit that I was. Well, 
he said the report was still In his files and people still 
read it every now and then. The lesson is to tell them how 
not to do investigations in New Mexico. But I was 
still a kid and willing to venture my neck in order 
to get a report written. 

PETERSEN: What was the policy of the Reclamation Bureau in 
regard to the areas to which you were sent? Did they send 
you just anywhere there was a project? 
ELDER: We had what we called primary projects that were 
either under construction, or the construction had been 
finished and were being operated as irrigation projects, 
and then there was a list of secondary projects that was 
supposed to be under investigation as they were able to get 
money authorized and sufficient personnel to do the job. 
Those jobs, those secondary jobs were always in a state of 
flux. There'd be enough money for one summer's work and 
then maybe two or three years would go by without any more 
money assigned to it, and so it was always a matter of local 
political pressure on the Denver brass as to whether they would 
concentrate the money on one secondary job or not. As I look 
back on it, they were spreading It around just to keep people 
from screaming too loud, and gradually getting results. 

Several of those secondary jobs such as the Pecos Dam 
that I worked on were built within a few years. They justified 
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themselves, paid off. Some other secondary jobs would be 
investigated and occasionally even go on the shelf. The 
most famous one has been the Colorado River Basin, the Dixie 
project on the Virgin River of Utah. I did a little investigation 

of that thirty years ago—no, it's pretty near 
forty years ago. It's been reinvestigated at least a dozen 
times. Within the last three years it's been authorized by 
Congress, but then they [did] Intensive core drilling at 
the main dam site and found the dam was infeasible. They've 
shifted to upstream and downstream. They've found one now 
that may be passable as a dam but it won't have any 
power revenues to help pay for the project, so the whole 
project feasibility has to get worked over again. It's just 
one of those marginal projects that's a headache to every 
body. It's just below Zion National Park, the big chasm in 
the red sandstone, so there's every prospect that whatever 
dam is built, it may fill with erosion materials from Zion 
Park before the dam Is quite topped off. I know that would 
keep me personally from signing an approval of feasibility 
report, just that fear that if it didn't fill during 
construction It would fill the first year of operation and 
disappoint the devils dependent on it for irrigation water. 
So there are such marginal projects that get investigated 
over and over and everybody is hoping that somebody else will 
be the fall guy that'll have to say "no" and get in wrong 
with the local congressman. The Bureau is very vulnerable 
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to having its appropriations stopped. 
PETERSEN: Have you had any experience with this sort of 
thing, such as projects being cut off because of lack of 

funds, or appropriations stopped because of political enemies? 

ELDER: Yes, it happened to Boulder Dam Itself. It was 
theoretically started under the Republicans' Hoover Administration 

and named Hoover Dam and then the 1932 election upset 
everything that way. What literally happened at least, 

on the surface was that the Democratic Secretary Harold L. 
Ickes promptly changed its name back from Hoover to Boulder. 
Well, that made a stench In the nostrils of the orthodox 
Republicans to the point where they screamed. Then the 
Democrats that were having to provide the funds for 
it said, "We'll be damned if we'll allocate money for Hoover 
Dam. We'll spend money on Boulder Dam but not Hoover." 
So officially the name stayed Boulder Dam until it was just 
about completed. There was some delay, certainly, due to 
that silly controversy. So today its name is officially 
back again as Hoover but, in general, if you ask a boy 
putting gas in your tak in Las Vegas where Hoover Dam is he'll 
tell you, "I don't know. There's no Hoover Dam around. 
If you mean Boulder Dam it's out this road twenty miles." 
There's a strong local feeling that's probably partisan in 
character, Nevada being Democratic. 
PETERSEN: Where did you go from the Pecos River? 
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ELDER: Well, I got a fine promotion then. They sent me to 
Albuquerque on the Rio Grande, and at least there's always 
water in the Rio Grande. I was able to measure water, and 
that was not for a Federal construction of a project but it 

was the project that is called the Middle Rio Grande Conservancy 
District. It's up and down the river, a hundred 

miles above and below Albuquerque. It's meant to save 
water and build some reservoirs but it couldn't be built 
without the approval of the Bureau of Reclamation. 

The Bureau has a big project down at El Paso, Elephant 
Butte Reservoir. It was feared that this new project would 
steal so much water from the old one that it would make the 
old one fail or have to be abandoned. So I had a couple 
of years there determining just the hydrologic factors. We 
finally, somewhat reluctantly on the part of the brass, 
gave the new project approval. It involved a lot of drain-
age as well as storage of mountain water. We finally 
balanced the water budget and figured that the drainage would 
offset the take of primary water—that was the effect of Elephant 

Butte, and the El Paso project would be negligible in 
that the water had to go downstream and it wouldn't be quite 
such good quality. But after all the new project had some 
rights and New Mexico wanted it badly so at least I got 
clearance for it and made a lot of friends around there by 
managing to get the favorable report on it, for It would 
have been very easy to give it a brush-off. 
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Then, of course, when the depression came the thing 
went into the stall — a horrible status. The construction 
stopped for four or five years. Nobody paid tax money Into 
this conservancy district. I think it finally had to get 
help from the Bureau. They'd classed it as a Bureau job 
ten years ago to get it finished. The chief member there is 
the Pueblo Indians along the banks of the Rio Grande. We 
had to trespass on their sacred reservation sometimes. In 
fact, the project was planned to give these Pueblos much 
better water supply. But they didn't want any part of 
that and my surveyors were shot at several times. My car 
was hit two or three times, the windshield cracked with a 
rifle bullet. It was a deer rifle too. It could have 
killed me just as easy as not; but these old Indians [were] 
just like the books portraying them. They just grunted, "Ugh, 
ugh, get the hell out of here." They just [didn't] want any 
part of you and I had to be sympathetic with enough of them 
to recognize, from their point of view, that they'd . 
never had anything except the very end of the stick from the 
whites and they were pretty sure, and I was equally sure, that 
they'd get the dirty end again on this new project. It was 
an interesting life. I had friends at Albuquerque and 
there was hardly a weekend you couldn't arrange something: to 
see some of these Pueblo dances, [etc.] 
PETERSEN: What year was the Albuquerque project? 
ELDER: Let's see, 1926 and '27. Before it was finished I 
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got invited to go to Mexico, which led up to the job here 
at Los Angeles. Our Bureau of Reclamation had a pretty 
serious bust-up. The chief engineer who came here years 
later, Frank [Elwin] Weymouth had been testifying in Washington 

on budget matters and the secretary went on—reversed 
him. He tried to cancel his testimony as an engineer and, of 
course, that particular secretary was a medical doctor who 
had failed in business and had a terrible reputation — he 
was a politician from Colorado. 
PETERSEN: Do you remember his name? 
ELDER: It's right on the tip of my tongue but I knew the 
guy. I shook his hand once. I was in a reception line and 
I couldn't use that hand to take any food for days. It 
was one of those fishy things. He had to shake hands with 
so many. Well, he was Harold L. Ickes' predecessor, a 
medical guy. And so we never did find out whether my friend 
Frank Weymouth quit or resigned before he was fired. It 
was touch-and-go, with only a minute or two between which 
ever happened first. He always claimed that he quit before 
he was booted out. So, he went to old Mexico to organize a 
Bureau of Reclamation in the Republic of Mexico and build 
them some dams and, in order to get it started, he invited 
different fellows that had worked with him in the Denver 
office to go down there. I was younger than most of them 
but I guess he'd been down there a year when they had a revolt. 

The money for it was coming from a New York firm, 
J. G. White Corporation, which was doing a lot of government 
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jobs, and so the Weymouth successor in the Bureau of Reclamation 
reported that Weymouth was just deliberately trying 

to wreck the whole Bureau of Reclamation by taking all the 
experienced men, so they got the government to put pressure 
on the J. G. White Corporation and the order went out for-
bidding Weymouth to offer jobs or openings to any more 
experienced men. 

I had a friend down in Mexico City so I got one of those 
cryptic telegrams, "if you quit and apply for a job there 
I think it will work out all right for you." Well, I 
knew that fellow so well that I knew exactly what he meant. 
So I quit. I was getting, I think, $175 and the Mexican 
job, the Republic of Mexico, paid me $500 and all expenses. 
To me that was more than I'd ever expected to make in fifty 
years so I didn't hesitate and finally I just went. 

Then I helped build an irrigation and water supply 
project in Chihuahua and got one started down on the Yaqui 
and Sonora. Finally I had a whole winter in the Mexico City 
office to write reports and tie things up. It was planned 
as a temporary job to teach young Mexican engineer graduates 
how Americans did jobs, so I was out as an instructor on 
different jobs—getting the jobs started—and the Mexican 
officials finally paid us a compliment. They said lots of 
Americans had come down ana spent billions of pesos but ours 
was the first bunch that had ever left monuments to show for 
it. We left dams and projects that are working now In 
successfully increasing the [corn growth]--of course, I don't 
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suppose it helps the country much, the birth rate goes up 
faster than the corn growth rate can, but at least it's 
favorable. 

The previous Americans had connived with the Mexican 
politicians and split the loot and it had all gone into pockets 
instead of concrete. Well, Weymouth still choked to death 
every month. He had to sign over four percent of the 
revenues that were available for construction to the Mexican 
politicians, [Mechanical failure of recorder for approximately 
one quarter feet.] He was told, "That's nothing to get 
excited about, four percent; that's the smallest loot that's 
ever been taken by politicians in Mexico and if they made it 
any smaller, the country would go to pot, they wouldn't have 
any officials." So Weymouth would choke and say, "Well, I 
guess when in Rome do as the Romans do." He said that a 
hundred times on such things. 

I got a wire from him one day asking what was the 
matter with our project. That was when I was in Chihuahua. 
We had a consulting engineer there that was technically in 
charge of the whole thing; I was office engineer and he 
was a very moral old bastard from New England somewhere. 
Anyway, these young graduates from the University of Mexico 
would land this first so-called civil service job (actually 
it was awarded by the party in control), the first job, 
the first income they'd ever had, so immediately they'd pick 
up a woman and come and report to our project down in the 
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wilds. Well, somebody tipped this old American geezer 
off that none of them were married. Down there I'd found 
out that the church wedding had become so expensive that a 
young fellow couldn't afford to get married for twenty years 
after he'd begun living with her. But by the time I knew 
anything about what was going on there were fifteen or twenty 
of them there. It was all right with me but this old boy 
spouted it right out. 
PETERSEN: Who was that? 

ELDER: His name was Fisher; He's got the same Initials I 
have, C. C. Fisher. I can remember it. He really set himself 
up as a moral censor. He'd meet them down at the railroad 
station where they'd come for a couple of days and nights 
from Mexico City, and they had to have a wedding certificate 

and, of course, none of them had. They didn't have 
such things down there. So he'd buy a ticket and send them 
right back to Mexico. It embarrassed the Americans that 
were in the Mexico City office. No wonder they had 
these fellows coming back and, "Well, why did you get fired? 
What did you do wrong?" "I don't know. He didn't tell us. 
We didn't have time to do anything wrong. He didn't let us 
off the train." And so finally Weymouth wired me, "For 
heaven's sake explain what is going on." And I did and 
Fisher got a similar wire, "When in Rome do as the Romans 
do or at least let them do as they please." 

Weymouth was as God-minded as any. He was a 

Catholic and a very strict, moral guy himself, but he said 
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that was none of the American engineers' business. It was 
the Mexican officials'. If they gave a civil service 
job to the guy and let him get away with it, which was the 
custom, it was just one of those things. And who am I 
to say that we'd be any more moral up here. I do remember 
that incident of trying to write a diplomatic answer that 
would get by in the files, and I had to have a copy of it in 
my own files here that the guy Fisher could inspect. So I 
was walking on thin ice for a day or two. Anyway, I got 
away with it, so I stayed down there longer than Weymouth 
did. He finally left to take a job here and I'd quickly 
gotten into the pace to come here, too. 
PETERSEN: To Los Angeles. 
ELDER: Los Angeles Metropolitan, 
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ELDER: After I arrived from Mexico [I] began to help on 
studies for the Colorado River Aqueduct, which was the previous 

existing aqueduct from the Owens Valley region, 250 
miles north of Los Angeles, which was already the main supply 

for the city of Los Angeles, but due to water-rights 
problems could not be used in any of the other cities that 
now form the Metropolitan Water District. A side of the 
reservoir, the off-channel reservoir of the aqueduct, 
the San Francisquito Dam, had washed out, unfortunately, 
about five or six months previous to my arrival, so I did 
not get in on the problems of cleaning up and repairing which 
were very serious and grievous. About one hundred victims 
were killed in the disaster. However, at the time of the 
arrival the Department of Water and Power was still concerned 
about the disposition of the remains of the dam. It had been 
a high masonry dam of which the abutments had washed out, 
leaving a monument to the disaster standing in the middle 
of the streambed, 

I recall visiting the dam site two or three times and 
discussing problems and with the acquiescence of all the 
engineers of the department, I'm sure, excavation was done 
downstream and the big monument, the pillar, the main part 
of the dam was finally blasted over into this hole and buried 
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out of sight, just to sort of lessen the continuing discussion 
of such an unhappy disaster. I knew that my work 

on the Colorado River Aqueduct would necessitate a considerable 
knowledge of the City of Los Angeles' Owens Aqueduct 

as well as its distribution system within the limits of the 
city. So I worked pretty hard on that, partly because I 
was advised that I would have to take a civil service 
examination as an assistant engineer with the city department and I knew many of the questions, naturally, would relate 

to the knowledge of those existing works. So I visited 
with department heads up and down the Owens Aqueduct 
and asked many questions and became quite familiar with it 
at the time. It had been in operation then about twenty 
years; fifteen years, I guess would be closer. It was doing 
a beautiful job; but of course, the new aqueduct was needed 
to supplement it both as to quantity and also to cover a 
much larger area in southern California. 

The problem of the examination weighed heavily on my 
group. Frank Weymouth headed us and a dozen others who 
had been with him in the Republic of Mexico organizing a 
Bureau of Reclamation there and building a dozen large dams 
and irrigation projects. They formed sort of a family group. 
We were brought to Los Angeles for a six-month job to write, 
prepare, and explain a feasibility report on the proposed 
Colorado River Aqueduct. Most of these gentlemen were ten or 
fifteen years older than I, had long been out of school and 

they were offered the choice of taking the civil service 
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exam or getting City Council exemption. Naturally the older 
ones were happy to get the exemption. Finally Mr. Weymouth 
explained after getting six or eight exemptions that the 
criticism was made that he didn't have anybody in his group 
that had taken the examinations, so he said that if any of 
us thought we could pass it and were real sure, we'd make 
things look better by agreeing to take it. So two of us 
[did — the other was] Julian Hinds, later the successor to Mr. 
Weymouth as general manager and chief engineer. He'd been a 
professor of civil engineering at Texas University, as I 
recall, and was sure he'd have no trouble with a mere 
examination. I'd always had pretty good luck with the mathematics 

and engineering subjects on the examination so I 
agreed to take it. It was under the auspices of the civil 
service commission in Los Angeles and the date was fixed. 

In the meantime, I was sent off on a job in Washington 
and had no opportunity to even study for it but, returning 
in the middle of the summer of 1929, I was notified that the 
examination was a couple of days ahead so I managed to take 
it. I'd been kidded a lot by Mr. Weymouth about my temerity 
in taking It and I told him I'd passed it but I wouldn't 
know how good it was. So a few weeks later when the results 
came to his desk I got a phone call from him hardly kidding 
at all—he was very serious, and in fact he said, "I thought 
you told me you could pass this examination." 

"Well, I know I passed it," I said, "I don't know how 
well." 
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"Well, here you are. Your name is on the tail end of 
the list." Well, by that time I thought I could detect a 
kidding tone in his voice so I managed to get to his 
office and lo and behold, the examination results said I 
had one hundred on the exam. I knew that was impossible but 
also I realized that I had a ten percent bonus for military 
service. Fortunately, Mr. Weymouth wasn't aware of any such 
detail in the civil service regulations. If I'd passed 
the exam with 90.1 Instead of 90.0 I'd have been embarrassed 
with 100.1 percent which Mr. Weymouth would have known was 
impossible, but since I was one of his pets he seemed to think 
that exactly 100 percent was actually not too incredible. 
So I got full credit for it and never broke the news to him 
that I wasn't quite that good. At least it set me up in the 
department as a hero for a year or two, the fact that I could 
pass an examination with 100 percent. Takes some prodding. 

Within a few weeks after starting work in Los Angeles, 
I was sent for by our general counsel in Washington to participate 

in rather large-scale water meetings that were held 
from the middle of May until about the middle of June, 1929. 
Our general counsel was William Burdette Matthews, for whom 
we have now named our terminal reservoir, Lake Matthews, and 
he was a very great man indeed. In fact he'd employed 
Weymouth to get this feasibility report under way and finally 
to build the project. So arriving in Washington one hot 
morning in the middle of May I found the first part of the 

job was to show up at the White House and take part in a 
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reception by the President, President Hoover. 
That was an experience because most of the hundred 

water men that I was with looked ragged and just off the 
train and in pajama suits that we wore then to offset the 
temperature of the Washington climate. There was no air 
conditioning even in the White House at that time. But 
I didn't feel so bad because presently down came the 
President. He'd been taking part in some diplomatic reception 

for which protocol required full heavy broadcloth, 
black, formal [dress]. Apparently, he had another similar 
event later so he came down to the basement where we were 
lined up without time to change his costume. But even his 
worst enemy would have to sympathize with the poor guy that 
morning. He was just sweltering and dripping sweat as he 
went down the line. The only man he knew well was 
Billy Matthews, my lawyer friend and boss, so Billy Matthews 
and Hoover went down the line meeting us all and got his 
blessing for what we could do in forthcoming water meetings, 
all engaged in trying to compromise between Arizona and 
California. 

President Hoover had put in charge his right-hand man, 
Wild Bill [William Joseph] Donovan, Colonel Donovan of World 
War I fame. I think he was trying to break into politics 
and his success as chairman of this get-together meeting 
would have been a big start towards perhaps running for Vice-
President or some such job. But the temper of the meeting 
got hotter as the outside temperature advanced. Eventually 



we just wore each other out. There was even danger of having 
to have police called in to control some of the meetings. 

The point of the meetings was that the Boulder Canyon 
Project Act which had been signed the previous December, 
1928 by President Coolidge gave a six-months' waiting period 
for the completion of the job by setting up a seven-state 
compact. We had a six-state compact at the time and with 
Arizona joining, it would have made a seven-state compact. 
But President Hoover, successor to Coolidge, was required 
by the act to wait for this six-month period and then either 
sign it or, as he finally did, to start Boulder Canyon in 
operation, or take other drastic remedies. In any case 
he'd worked with his right-hand man for several weeks during 
the six-months' period trying to make progress with the states 
men, the politicians of Arizona; and this was the culmination 
of all those weary years of work and it really was an exciting 

meeting for a newcomer to the southern California 
water picture to be in attendance. 

They had upper basin representatives, that means from 
Utah, Colorado, Wyoming, New Mexico. They were there chiefly 
as good-will efforts to conciliate the lower basin states. 
Of course, they had a rather snug attitude trying to tell 
Arizona, then, to do as the upper basin men had done and 
agree and get together, and it didn't sit so well with the 
Arizona statesmen. But in the end even President Hoover 
and Wild Bill Donovan had to agree that the meetings could 



go on indefinitely and no agreement be effected. So the 
meetings broke up and a couple of days later President Hoover 
did sign the Boulder Canyon Project Act and declared it in 
effect with a six-state compact in existence. [tape turned 
off] 

Colonel Donovan worked best during the last day or 
two, that was the June, 1929 meetings, and accomplished 
better results. As a final gesture, he invited each official 
representative including my boss, W. B. Matthews, to a breakfast 

meeting at his own home in Georgetown and each official 
representative was permitted to bring an assistant, as a 
lawyer would bring an engineer, and vice-versa, I presume. 

Well, there I was at this breakfast meeting in a beautiful 
home in Georgetown. Breakfast, of course, in 

Washington meant about ten o'clock or something of the 
sort, so I got there quite hungry and hoping things would 
start, but they had to wait for somebody and the main room 
we were occupying was a little crowded. I remember I slipped 

through the doors to the adjacent room and lo and behold, 
it was the loveliest library I'd ever seen. It seems that 
it had been acquired by Colonel Donovan along with a charming 

wife that he'd married after his Army career. I immediately 
forgot all about water meetings and browsed around 

his home library: beautiful bindings and some art books, 
chiefly just literature. I didn't hear the breakfast bell 
at all. They had to drag me out of that library and put me 
to work. The meeting started the moment they were sitting 



down to breakfast. Of course,like all the rest of the meetings 
we just agreed to disagree. But I have much sharper 

memories of that library and wishing that I'd been able to 
stay there all day and for months rather than continue on 
our water studies. 

Work in 1929 continued, seriously, studying the 
aqueduct routes that led up to the determination of the cheapest 

and safest route for our water importation. The Department 
of Water and Power, City of Los Angeles, had worked 

almost continuously since 1923 on the same job, having a 
bond issue of $2,000,000 voted by the voters of the city of 
Los Angeles for this special purpose. Their work had sur-
veyed most of the desert, helping us greatly in that respect 
because it was a region rather difficult to get to and no 
roads, quite sandy and mountainous but, as of '29* the consensus 

of the department had settled on a route from Blythe, 
California on the banks of the Colorado River leading over 
toward the Coachella Valley. This had depended on a channel 
which had been dug parallel to the Colorado River bank and 
100 feet from it that was hopefully expected to desilt the 
Colorado River water which was still very muddy and difficult 

to imagine using in a city. The channel hadn't been 
successful at that time. 

I remember inspecting it and being asked to suggest 
a way to make it work better which was not very hopeful. At 
the time my group started work, wells were drilled down the 
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center of this channel hoping they'd penetrate to aquifers 
leading from beneath the Colorado River and bring in clear 
desilted water. They had no better luck. The whole valley 
was too tight, impermeable, so that the entire headworks 
that had been planned by the department had to be abandoned 
at a considerable cost, a quarter of a million dollars or 
so. So, my group was in a spot to come up with a better 
solution, and tentatively we were moving the route up to what 
is now Parker Dam, about 70 or 80 miles north of Blythe. 
The pressure was right on us to get quick results for that 
project. 

I recall being sent alone to at least get a view 
of the Parker Dam site—what we hoped would prove feasible 
as a dam site . A trip that now on a paved road takes about 
fifteen minutes, I recall starting before light from Earp --
that's across the river from Parker, Arizona, and wandering 
with a Ford car through the back country following prospectors' 

trails around cactus plants and up ravines and down 
washes. Just at sunset, at least eleven or twelve hours later, 
I got within a mile of the Parker Dam site. The car couldn't 
go any further and I started down a wash on foot. I had to 
climb under a natural bridge—a great rock had fallen from 
the cliffs and had become lodged, leaving just room for me 
and a little water to go under. I got to the bank of the 
Colorado above the Parker Dam site having just enough light 
to get a photograph or two. Then it took me until long after 
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dark to get back to my car. I barely made it to Earp in 
time for breakfast the next morning. Transportation was 
just indescribable. I was lost a few times in the prospectors' 

regions but managed to get back and get a little 
sleep. That was the last time I followed those roads. Many 
of the roads I followed are now under 200, 250 feet of water 
in the Copper Basin and Gene Wash reservoirs which are part 
of the aqueduct. 

I found a better route into the dam site by renting an 
old flat-bottom scow from an Arizona boy. The difficulty 
was the muddy Colorado; you couldn't tell whether you had 
one inch or fifty feet of water, so the boy was in and out 
of the boat poling and wading on sandbars and pushing us 
off. We did get up to the dam site a week later and es-
tablished a recording gauge to begin to show water levels 
and the quantities of water available at the Parker Dam site. 
Shortly thereafter, we got a drilling crew into the dam site 
and followed regular engineering methods in determining the 
feasibility of the dam site which finally proved to be all 
that we could ask, although it turned out to be the deepest 
dam in the world. The foundation is 235 below the water 
surface and three-fourths of the dam is literally below the 
water surface—and only one-fourth of the masonry structure 
is in sight now and above the water level. That was the 
biggest item on our 1929 plans, to get an alternate route to 
the Blythe route and to the various other routes leading 



from the Boulder Dam site and even from the vicinity of Yuma 
on the Mexican boundary. 

During the latter half of 1929 and most of the year 
1930, the aqueduct group of engineers of which I was a 
member concentrated on the economics of route studies, 
having finally as many as fifty-five separate and distinct 
routes that could have brought water in from the Colorado. 
There were eight main general routes. The work was finally 
formalized into a very important report: preliminary surveys, 
designs of estimates, the final report of the Engineering 
Board of Review. The latter consisted of three distinguished 
engineers with whom I worked closely. The chairman of the 
board of review which was to pass on all of our engineer 
studies was Thaddeus Merriman, who at that time was chairman 
of the New York Board of Water Supply. The second one was 
A. J. Wiley of Boise, Idaho who had long been a consulting 
engineer for the Bureau of Reclamation, a very distinguished 
engineer. The third was Richard R. Lyman of Salt Lake City, 
Utah who was a civil engineering professor at the University 
of Utah and had been my instructor and professor through four 
years at that college. Because of that acquaintance with him, 
partly at least, I was assigned to work with this board of review 
to save them as much time as possible on their inspection 

trips. In fact, I wrote much of their reports for their correction. 
I wrote drafts of their reports. Besides our official 

routes we had volunteer suggestions from other engineers 
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one of which was to start on the Colorado about where 
the Glen Canyon Dam is now built. That's on the Arizona-
Utah Boundary line above the Grand Canyon of the Colorado. 
It was supposed to be a very high dam and would have put 
most of the eastern part of Utah under water, as I recall 
it. In any case, at Mr. Merriman's request I had to show 
that if that dam were built there'd be water running into it 
but never any water running out. The evaporation losses 
from the reservoir would have consumed the whole flow of 
the river and so that was an easy way of making definite 
the nonfeasibility of it, 

We had many other similar but not quite so violent suggestions. 
The most interesting one and it got considerable 

favor from [the newspapers], especially from newspapers 
in Los Angeles, was to have a continuous tunnel from the 
Boulder Canyon Dam of Lake Mead as it is now called, clear 
into the coastal plain of Los Angeles and ending just in the 
vicinity of Azusa on the San Gabriel River, a low spot in 
the coastal plain. This had many defects. It had to be 
pointed out and investigated and was finally turned down by 
the board of review as were most of our alternate routes, 
the Parker route being definitely selected not merely as the 
most economical—there may have been one of the others a 
little more economical—but the Parker route was the safest 
and the best from many practical considerations. So this 
report would be somewhere in 1930, a year and half's work 



46 

going into it. It was finally submitted to our Board of 
Directors of the Metropolitan Water District near the end 
of 1930. It was accepted by them officially and on that 
basis, the group of engineers were turned loose to start 
actual route surveys and begin to write specifications for 
actual construction jobs which soon got under way. 

The next big item, of course, was financing the job 
before we could let any contracts. Our board of directors 
said we were the ones that understood this feasibility report 

best and they practically demanded that we stay on the 
job to explain it to the voters and to the prospective water 
users, and that was the next step in extending a six-months' 
job for which we had been hired into an indefinitely long 
stay In southern California. 

The financing plans were formalized by the board with 
a call for an election $220,000,000 bond issue which at 
that time, I believe, was the largest nonfederal bond 
issue that had ever been issued. It still sounds pretty 
big to me. We were requested and often had to go out to 
voters' meetings to answer questions and help on the plans 
for getting this across. That bond election was held in 
November, 1931 and that was the major job for the full 
year of 1931—explaining the reports and plans to meetings 
of voters. I can recall being sent to one meeting. I was 
assured that it was just a small group of ladies down in a 
theater, I think on Flower Street, and there'd be no bother 
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at all. I'd just have to answer two or three questions. 
I remember getting down to the meeting arid it turned out to 
be a formal debate with a very skillful gentleman as opposition. 

I did have helpful department heads from the 
Department of Water and Power to answer some of their questions. 

My chief difficulty was that having been a Federal 
engineer for so long, we had no practice in public speaking. 
I'm sure we would have been fired forthwith if we'd ever participated 

in efforts to persuade voters. We didn't have the 
Hatch Act that early in life but we had substitutes for it. 
In any case my immediate concern was whether my tongue would 
wag at this meeting. I wasn't at all sure that I'd be 
able to utter a word. My friends tell me that's the last 
time I needed to worry about having the gift of gab. But 
in any case, I got a chance to test it out finally, although 
my opponent used his ten minutes by stretching it into 
about twenty. 

I recall very clearly how he just got back from a 
campaign through thirty states. He was running for Vice 
President of the United States -- a gentleman named Nudscout. 
The interesting part was his companion running for President 

of the United States who was old General [Jacob S.] 
Coxey of great fame fifty years before. They were running 
on the Liberty ticket [Farmer-Labor Party; Mr. Elder is in 
error] and we heard a long explanation of it. They just 
repeated Coxey's original platform. Back in the l880's 
Coxey had taken a bunch of desperate protestors to Washington, 
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Now they'd found him and brought him out of seclusion to 
head up this Liberty Party and it had interesting points 
all right. But finally when Nudscout had run out of breath 
and sat down I had one touch of genius that came to mind. 
I said, "Now, if you don't mind we'll get back to the 
aqueduct project that we came here for." And I got great 
applause that started me off, so that I answered the questions 
and gave them a fair talk on the aqueduct bonds and we were 
on our way. It was- a very successful election. The majority 

finally was five to one in favor of the aqueduct bonds. 
PETERSEN: Who opposed the bond issue and why? What was the 
opposition issue? 
ELDER: This particular opposition, of course, was Mr. Nudscout 

didn't give a damn about our bonds; he wanted a platform 
to talk about Mr. Nudscout and the Liberty Party; 

however, there was some degree of definite opposition from 
taxpayers.* Obviously, a new project of this magnitude 
would levy an additional tax. The depression was on us 
by 1931 and getting more and more serious. The opposition 
hardly got organized by the date of the election. The 
Taxpayers Association of Los Angeles County was well organized 

within a year or two later and tried to block the project, 
but just the definite opposition of individuals that 

*It is unclear who Mr. Elder is referring too, the name 
spelling has, therefore, has not been varified. 
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didn't want any part of higher taxes accounted for about 16 
or 17 percent of the vote that was cast against us. 
PETERSEN: This was the main issue then that, in your opinion, 

people voted against the bond issue because they 
merely did not want to pay higher taxes. 
ELDER: There's a certain porportion on any bond issue of 
retired people who are just scared to death of losing their 
equity in their little homes; a five to one majority of the 
bond was considered outstanding. Par better than we had any 
hope of getting. [Tape recorder turned off] 

With the aqueduct bonds safely passed the immediate 
problem that occurs in such public bond issues is to get 
them validated by court action which merely settles the 
legal safety of the bonds for all time to come, thereby 
reassuring prospective bond buyers. We had taxpayers' 
suits in at least two different courts against them, accusing 

our district of fraud and misrepresentation during 
the bond election. In one case I was just a bystander. 
We put up our top man Mr. Weymouth as a witness; but a month 
later the second one came along and our general counsel, 
Mr. James Howard, and I were there as observers. Suddenly 
the opposition case rested because their witnesses hadn't 
showed up, and I recall the counsel turning to me and saying, 
"Wouldn't you like to go on as witness?" "Well," I said, "I 
thought I was just messenger to bring the manager over when 
the time came." "Oh, well, let's not bother him. Go on the 
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witness stand." So I did. I got some fun out of that 
too. 

There was a gentleman opposing us named Turlley, from 
New Mexico. As a young man he'd done some survey work for 
the stream Commission in New Mexico in the San Juan 
River and in a change of administration he'd never been paid 
for it, he or his crew. So he'd managed in some 
way to get a claim on the water rights to be runoff of 
this San Juan River. He'd been trying to promote the 
irrigation project. I'm sure he started out at first in 
good faith trying to do an engineering job on it. By the 
time I encountered him, however, as a rival witness, he was 
in southern California trying to sell the San Juan River of 
New Mexico to the people of California for their main aqueduct 

supply. This , of course, was legally impossible because 
of the compact that we'd ratified and agreed to. We 

couldn't get the water out of the upper basin and get 
it into the lower basin and we'd agreed to take only so much 
and no more. However, he turned out to oppose our aqueduct 
project on the basis of fraud—that we were totally dependent 
on the construction of Hoover Dam, which was, in part, true, 
and he maintained that Hoover Dam could never be built. He 
said earthquakes in that vicinity known to him as a geologist 
were certain to occur and would wreck it before it was more 
than half built. But then on the other hand, if God was 
kind and the earthquakes held off for a year or two and the 
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dam was built to its full height, then it would be filled 
with silt within fifteen years and therefore totally wasted 
and no help to our aqueduct,, 

The court was presided over by a very distinguished 
jurist, Judge [Leon] Yankwich. It was the superior court 
of California and Judge Yankwitch later had a long term on 
the Federal bench, but this time he was a state judge. His 
eyes began to twinkle when he saw me pick up, a little later, 
the same government publication that Turlley had just 
quoted from. I guess I turned over a page or two and said, 
"Yes, but....11 and then proved the opposite: that there 
would be practically no silt at all in Lake Mead in those 
fifteen years. The point of it was Yankwich commended us 
both as good witnesses. He said it reminded him of times 
when he'd gone to church. He'd seen lawyers do it and also 
ministers quote out of the same volume and prove black was 
white or that the other guy was totally wrong, and he said 
this was the first time he'd ever seen two engineers do it. 
Well, we didn't know whether he was praising Turlley or me, 
but he finally, a few hours later, gave us the decision and 
said our bonds were valid and all we had to do then was to 
find a buyer for them. 

Being in the middle of the depression I went east with 
the management and two or three of our banker-directors and 
found the bond market was nonexistent, that you couldn't 
give away scraps of paper that were called bonds. It took 
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most of the summer of 1932 working in Washington to get a 
campaign under way. President Hoover at that time had 
authorized and was pushing for legislation to create 
what was called the Reconstruction Finance Corporation. 
At that time it was planned just as an aid to railroads and 
business corporations, We managed to get it amended with 
a word or two (Mr. James Howard being the chief one in 
getting the amendment through), that opened it up to public 
projects such as our proposed aqueduct assuming, or if they 
could prove, that they were self-liquidating. That is, that 
over some unstated period of time their revenues, such as 
ours for water revenues, would repay the whole cost of the 
project and cancel out any as preliminary or early taxes. 

So by the end of 1932 the Reconstruction Finance 
Corporation was in operation, and had a board of 
seven very distinguished engineers. I was meeting with them 
almost everyday, chiefly for this one purpose: of proving 
that our project and our bonds would be self-liquidating and 
therefore eligible for purchase by the Reconstruction Finance 

Corporation and the government. That board, if my 
memory serves, was composed of several great men. There 
was Daddy [C.D.] Marx as we called him. He was professor 
of civil engineering at Stanford, Every engineering student 

at Stanford for a generation had known and loved Professor 
Marx. There was [John Francis] Coleman, of New Orleans, 
a very distinguished consulting engineer. The third 

one I worked closely with was from John Hopkins, a professor 
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of civil engineering there. [John Herbert Gregory] His 
name escapes me at the moment. 

There were seven in all. One of them, the one that knew 
California best, was a bridge engineer from Kansas City and 
his chief bid for fame was that he'd built what was then a 
very notorious bridge, the Colorado Street Bridge in Pasadena. 

[John Lyle Harrington] I had to get a little on 
the good side of him. Finally, he was picking on me pretty 
hard, so I decided that he was such a mean guy that he'd be 
flattered when I told him the statistics on his famous bridge. 
I think at that time seventy-eight suicides had occurred, 
jumping off that bridge, and long ago the bridge was screened 
heavily with chicken wire on each side so now all such suicides 

have to go to the Golden Gate Bridge at San Francisco. 
But I got the statistics on that terrible bridge and prodded 

him, telling him he had a right to be proud that people 
would come hundreds of miles just to jump off his beautiful 
Colorado Street Bridge. He just beamed and from then on 
I could have practically anything I wanted. My trouble with 
him had been that we'd explained various parts of our engineering 

reports to this Board of Review. Finally I had to 
open another volume and start on my population forecasts for 
southern California and I could see from their expressions 
that two or three of the engineers didn't really believe them. 
They sounded fantastic to them, that our population was 
going to double and triple within the life of the aqueduct. 
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PETERSEN: Did these population projections when you made 
them in the 1930's prove to be pretty accurate? 
ELDER: They weren't too accurate but they proved to be 
conservative which was, of course, a disappointment. My 
forecast for 1990 was that in the four counties that we were 

dealing with, Los Angeles, Orange, Riverside, and San Bernardino, 
the coastal plain of all four counties would increase 
from two million in 1930 to ten million in 1980, 

which was about the end of our bond issue, and to the people 
from the East that was just nonsense, just a get-rich-quick 
scheme to make them believe it. Actually the evidence is 
now well in hand that that same area will not have ten 
million by 1980 but will have eleven and a half million and 

possibly even twelve million by that date, so that the forecasts 
were reasonable and conservative as it turns out. 
No question the post-war influx of population had a 

great deal to do with it, but maybe we had a suspicion that 
there was going to be a war even when we made the forecast. 

Who am I to say what I knew and what I didn't know. 
I put on no pretense at being a forecaster. It was just 
handed to me along with a dozen other jobs on the aqueduct 
work. So I thought I was doing pretty well to run a straight 
line from the two-million point in 1930 to the ten-million 
point in 1980. Of course, the experts landed on me pretty 
hard. They said one thing it couldn't be was a straight line. 
They were sure that Los Angeles, in 1930, because of the 
Depression effects had already passed its peak of growth 
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which my group and I were quite sure was wrong. In that 
case the curve would have been strongly concave downward, 
and flattened out. Some of the experts said we'd already 
passed our peak that we were even going to lose a little 
population shortly. 

PETERSEN: Was this a typical decision, to give an engineer 
a job like figuring out population statistics? 
ELDER: Well, it wasn't too typical. It was part of our 
methods thirty-six years ago with this cohesive group. Each 
man was pigeon-holed by Mr. Weymouth as able to do certain 
jobs, and when he wasn't on those jobs he had to do 
anything else. I describe most of my work in those thirty 
years as pinchhitting for the boss, and it never occurred 
to me to grumble too much or wonder whether I could get 
away with It. I had to get up there and strike out If 
necessary. But in this particular case I'd been told by nice 
guys, the population forecasting experts, that I was just 
plain lucky, luckier than I had any right to be. I should 
have missed it by 100 percent or so but on that I take it as 
a compliment. It's better to be born lucky than too smart. 

Anyway the project rested and grew and in some 
way or other we finally got a preliminary, initial $40,000,000 
out of the RFC to start the tunnels on the aqueduct project. 
Each year thereafter we went through the same efforts and 
got additional allotments of bonds purchased by the RFC, 
so that at the end of five years or so the New York bond 
market was back in business and very happy to take over our 
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bonds from the RFC. They've been on the general market 
ever since. 

One point in connection with - that RFC initial 
sale: we had three or four very distinguished directors 
with us besides the general counsel and general manager and 
I. We got verbal approval and the promise that they'd pass 
a legal resolution right after lunch. We were on the steps 
of the RFC building only a block or so from the White House. 
One of the directors with us, W[illiam] L[incoln] Honnold, 
was a very distinguished mining engineer of Los Angeles, 
and many times a millionaire. His chief bid for fame was 
that he'd been a senior partner when Herbert Hoover was a 
junior partner in the South African Diamond Mines Corporation 
from which each had made a good part of his millions. Well, 
this verbal conference with the RFC had explained to us that 
the interest rate wouldn't be what we'd hoped for—three and 
one half percent or at the very worst four percent, but that 
it would be five percent and that was, we were told, on the 
direct orders of President Hoover, not for any dislike of us 
but with the one hope that, as quickly as possible, we'd 
be forced to get the government out of the banking business --
that it would be profitable to us to shift to the New York 
bond market. Well, Mr. Honnold was enough of a banker to 
know that with the Depression on that it wasn't going to 
be that easy, and that if we took five percent we might be 
stuck with it for many, many years. So he frothed at the 
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mouth. He didn't believe that Herbert would do a terrible 
thing like that. He was still so close to Hoover that he 
could go in the back door of the White House any time and 
get a word with him, so he bounced across the street 
to do that and it seems to me it was only three or four minutes 

when he got in and got right back out again, and he'd 
had his word with Hoover that the five percent was to stand 
and there was to be no monkey business about that. 

Hoover had just had that conviction that it was up to 
him to keep the Federal Government out of the banking 
business—out of competition with bankers, and if he could 
have done so it probably would have been a good thing, this 
affecting the public debt and so on. But looking at the 
years ever since—we've just gotten in deeper and deeper so 
that I have to give him some credit for a good intent. 
Our group waited for Honnold to come back and he came 
back really mad. He was purple-faced, choleric. His sort 
of disposition was czar-like. He didn't like other people 
to push him around—he pushed them. And here he couldn't 
push the President of the United States around. 

But we had with us an even greater man, John G. Bullock 
of the Bullock Department stores. He'd brought them up from 
a pup and he was what I call a merchant prince. Everybody 
in Washington knew him. He was our biggest help on getting 
the loan. He agreed with Honnold that it was just terrible— 
that we couldn't take this five percent rate. It was just 

impossible—we couldn't afford to; and then I remember that 
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he gave me the wink on the side [and said], "But it's going 
to be terrible, Mr. Honnold. We've got to notify our people 
of deadlines, that there won't be any aqueduct project, that 
we're turning down the loan." And he followed that up with 
similar statements. 

It was only two or three minutes before he had Honnold 
[saying], "But we can't disappoint them. We've got to build 
this project," which was what Mr. Bullock meant to do all the 
time. So with some reluctance, apparently, Bullock let Honnold 

persuade him that in spite of the five percent we'd 
have to take it and do the best we could. Later, as soon 
as Hoover was out of the job, we got it cut to four percent 
by the next President, so everything worked out pretty good 
in the end. 

But my memory is of those two great men cursing and 
hollering at each other, and the very clever merchant prince 
letting the big mining engineer persuade him to do what he 
meant to do all the time. Five minutes before, the mining 
engineer would have died rather than agree to the five 
percent rate. 

So we went to lunch and I had the pleasure of helping 
Bullock write a wire about getting his first loan. He got 
it in every paper of the United States by the next morning. 
It really was supposed to be the change from the depths of 
the Depression, the first curve upward on the business calendar. 
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PETERSEN: What date was this? 
ELDER: This would have been 1932. It must have been September 

of '32. I'll find it. There was a special writer for 
the Hearst papers; Hearst must have had fifty of them then 
instead of the ten they now, have and this guy was old man 
Hearst's chief columnist. I guess he was the original 
columnist. There again the name escapes me, but every morning 

in all the Hearst papers nationwide he had some bit for 
businessman., He used our wire that I'd written, partly at 
Bullock'& dictation, for his column the next day, cheering 
up the whole country that business was on the up-and-up, 
and that in a few days we'd be spending this $40,000,000 for 
jobs and steel and cement and so on. It made a very 
nice change of tone on the front page of the papers of the 
United States. 



TAPE NUMBER: TWO, SIDE ONE 
May 5, 1966 

ELDER: Once having received the initial payments for our 
RFC bond loan, many angles of the aqueduct work were promptly 

put under way. From my point of view the most interesting 
angle, one that I'd been assigned to at least a year 

before but never had enough money to do properly, was drilling 
water wells in the desert and finding a sufficient 

water supply for our construction program, all our construction 
camps. The timing was critical because we couldn't even 

hire men and send them out to the desert to start other types 
of work until we had a water supply available for them. 
Most of the desert was of that barren characteristic that 
just didn't have a drop In it. A man had to carry a canteen 
with him if he went a few feet from camp. 

We had, a few months earlier, drilled three test wells 
near Desert Center—one of those localities in the desert 
that's accurately named. Desert Center was halfway between 
Blythe and Indio and the only filling station on that long 
hundred-mile stretch [as well as] the only water well-
rather salty, unpleasant water but I never heard anybody grumble 

about it. Anyway, we got three additional test wells 
more toward the aqueduct from Desert Center and found some 
water in each one, but In the year that ensued before we 
were using the water the aqueduct location was changed, 
moving one tunnel about a mile or mile and a half. So one 
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of the wells then was less favorably situated for the camp 
on the water line that we were planning. The second one hit 
substantial amounts of water but was very brackish, or even 
a brine. We pumped great quantities from it for the settling 

of the sub-grade of our first construction highway or 
road for the contractors' use. We received considerable 
benefit from it but never connected it to our construction 
water system. The third one was retained as a standby 
in case one of the later wells failed. The timing element 
came in such a way that still makes me shudder. We had a very 
characteristically aggressive general manager, Frank Weymouth; 
he'd assigned me the job of finding this water for the camps 
and that was that. I was to do it, but I had plenty of alibis 

in having very little money to work with it at first. 
Finally, when money became abundant then everything 

else happened as it always does in drilling, especially 
drilling a well in untested sites. Our key well that we 
called "Buried Mountain Well," about fifteen miles east of 
Indio, was started immediately and got down to about 300 
feet and developed troubles—what we call a "fishing job." 
They lost their tools and it was like fishing in a murky 
lake. You dangle your hook down and don't catch anything. 
In any case, the time elapsed for several weeks with no 
results. No prospect of water there, so we had to develop 

an alternate system. I took an option on a very fine artesian 
well near Indio at Thermal in the Coachella Valley. 



62 

The difficulty was that it was below sea level. It meant a 
2,000-foot booster pump lift up to the camps of the aqueduct 
In that vicinity. 

Well, I still had orders to get something done. It 
came down to less than twenty-four hours. I was to get the 
well from Thermal connected up to our system or get fired if 
I didn't do It. Of course, I had some time before advertised 

for bids on what [i] was careful to put into two 
schedules: one, the booster pump and line leading up to this 
2,000-foot pump lift, the second schedule was on the contrary 
line along where our aqueduct camps would be and that was 
independent of the source . That is, if our fishing job on 
the Buried Mountain Well came in, we could let the bids on 
the main pipeline schedule and supply them from the well. 
Otherwise, we could award the bid for the line from Coachella 
Valley and pay the difference, which might run to a couple 
of million dollars over the eight- or nine-year construction 
period. In any case, with less than twenty-four hours to go, 
the fishing job ended. We proceeded within two or three days 
to get a fine water supply from that well ana suddenly I 
was a hero again instead of a bum. We made rapid progress. 
PETERSEN: What was involved? Can you explain a little bit 
more this fishing process? 

ELDER: Well, that's a technical phrase, a fishing problem 
in a deep well; it means that the cable has broken, all the 
tools are suspended from the top ground surface by cable 
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and the cable in some manner has worn against the rock on 
the side or snagged the bottom of the casing, perhaps. 
In any case, the tools had become separated from the engine 
at the top and were simply lying idle at the bottom of the 
deep hole, over 300 feet down. So In such cases it's not 
unknown, after weeks of fruitless struggling, to connect 
with the tool again; they often have to pull off side-ways 
and redrill the portion of the hole that has already been 
accomplished which is expensive and also time consuming 
and so one never knows how long to keep fishing other than the 
hope of not having to redrill the hundreds of feet of hole 
already dug. 

In any case, that proved to be a permanent well as did 
the one over in the Pinto Wash about fifteen miles north 
of Desert Center. In fact, the Pinto Wash Well is still 
the main water supply for the Kaiser Steel Company's 
development of the Eagle Mountain Iron Ore open pit work 
where all of the iron ore is mined for the Fontana 
Steel Plant, and also great quantities are now being dug and 
shipped to Japan. That was all tied to this one little well 
with some standby wells drilled near it now to help out the 
situation. But we got by on the one well for our limited 
demands for construction of the water system. 

The construction system was so vital to us that everything 
else was sacrificed for the first three or four 

months of 1933. It was given priority. Unfortunately, the 
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roads weren't paved yet and so the great heavy drill rigs 
had to be hauled out through the sand and they'd get 
bogged down the minute they got off the line where we were 
starting to consolidate roads ready for paving later. We 
had this very difficult well; it was the toughest of that 
sort because the heavy drill rig bogged down within ten feet 
of the aqueduct road, heading off up in a wash for a mile 

to the side that had been proposed for the well. I do recall 
that I was ordered to Washington on some job, RFC, 

and the drill rig was just about ready to start up the wash 
when I left. When I got back a month later it was still 
there. They'd simply been unable to move it through the 
deep sand and they decided that the water would be of more 
use to us right there close to the aqueduct than a mile up 
the wash. We'd have had to pipe it back down, so they 
drilled a 900-foot-deep hole with practically no water in it 
at the bottom. It was a scared pair of field engineers 
that found me, when I returned, and said, "What do we do 
now?" 

"Well," 1 said, "We'll get a heavier, bigger tractor 
or a second tractor and go on up to the mark on the map 
that you've got." 

"You really think we've got to do that?" 
"Well, there's nothing else to do." They tried it again 

and got a long way up the wash and the tractor broke and they 
got bogged down. 

In any case, they tried, behind my back, to drill 
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another easier hole. That time they hit lava rock within 
50 feet and knew there was no water to be gained in that 
lava. Still another tractor was rented and they went up 
to the very little cross on the map and said, "Drill here," 
and that time we got the water in less than 100 feet. The 
spot, just by accident, proved to be the softest water in 
the whole desert region, so much so that for a year there 
after the women of the aqueduct workers would assemble there 
for a Sunday picnic and wash their hair and their undies. 
The water from many of the other wells was so hard and brackish 

that they showed their preference for this Pinto Wash 
well, coming sometimes 50 miles in order to get a 
chance to wash their clothes and other things there. So 
the Pinto Wash well was appreciated for a long time. 

The construction water system was generally six, some 
seven, as much as eight-inch diameter pipe lines stretched 
practically the whole length of the planned aqueduct. 
Comparison is often made that this construction water system 
was in a way the egg from which we hatched the main nineteen-
foot diameter aqueduct. In any case, the egg certainly had 
to come first and, in this case, without it the main aqueduct 
could never have been built or even the other utilities. We 
had nearly a million dollars in the construction water system 
before the main aqueduct got under way and combined with the 
other utilities, 155 miles of paved highway, the power system, 
telephone system; all these utilities were furnished in advance 

for the prospective contractor bidders. We didn't 
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want them bidding against each other around in the desert 
where, at best, the water supply was very limited and costly. 

So in the specifications for the tunnel construction, 
each contractor and prospective bidder was assured that he 
could have all the water he needed at fifteen cents a hundred 

cubic feet. And he'd include that Item right in his 
own cost, so that we got much more dependable and economic 
bids on the main tunnels by reason of having this construction 

water system and paved highway and so on, all waiting 
for the contractors. They were assured that they'd have no 
extra expense when they tried to do this sort of utility 
construction for themselves. 

Even this construction water system had its problems 
in getting started, for most people in southern California 
knew the desert to be so Inhospitable as to be totally without 
water supply. Those of us who had done survey work out there, 
on the other hand, were sure that there would be considerable 

water found, and we were quite confident that it would 
be sufficient since we weren't planning an irrigation project, 

but just a construction project for a limited period 
of time. Alternate supplies were so costly, however, that 
we really had no choice but to tackle the ground water and 
the well development. 

The nearest alternate was an old estate that was in 
the process of being sold in White Water, east of Banning 
about fifteen miles just below Cabazon. And since it was in 
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the Depression days, I can recall that at least twenty or 
twenty-five brokers, one after the other, approached me and 
insisted they had the only water supply available, the only 
water right on the edge of the desert, and if we didn't 
buy it promptly at their price, the aqueduct could never be 
built. I explained to them that we'd considered it and 
rejected it. We didn't need the surface water supply. This 
White Water Creek rises on the south side of San Gorgonio 
Peak and is now one of the chief water supplies for the 
city of Palm Springs. At that time just a little of it was 
in use for urban purposes. In any case, I recall that after 
the brokers had failed to persuade me, I would get calls 
from our various directors who had been approached by the 
brokers and was told what an opportunity was being lost for 
the aqueduct and, in fact, the story generally was that they 
couldn't get a yes or a no out of me. I was just letting 
them hang in the fire and compete with each other. 

One of our best directors who was really a broker with 
the state management jobs itself called me on that and I 
explained just what answer they'd given in each case. The 
pleasant part was that he'd completely accepted that explanation 

and said he understood the picture, and he knew 
how hard up the brokers were and that was that. There was 
never a case of our director businessman trying to interfere 

with the engineering staff on any such point as how to 
do a job or where to get the water supply for this construction 

program. 
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Further east at the Colorado River end of the water 
system on the aqueduct, it had been considered that we might 
have to pump Colorado River water back half the length of 
the aqueduct. The river was still a muddy, rather horrible-
looking mess from pre-Hoover Dam days so that was never 
considered or was at least too costly, but we had four 
wells near the bank of the Colorado which weren't too satisfactory. 

The ground water had contaminated them. One of 
them had strong laxative effects on many the people. 
However, we had to use the best water we could get. The 
moment Parker Dam was in place water was available, settled, 
clear, blue Colorado River water; we substituted that for 
many of the camps as we finished up the job. But In 1933, 
in the first half of the program, we had to use the wells 
as the only source of water supply. 

One of the local problems when starting operations on 
this construction water system that gave us some headaches, 
for example, was the line serving the northern portion of the 
Coachella valley. Tunnels along the northeast side of the 
valley also served our main desert camp, Berdoo Canyon, 
and there we finally built a very excellent hospital, 
double "A" class with an exceedingly skilled and experienced 
surgeon, Dr. [T. Sheridan] Carey in charge. He was naturally 
fussy about all the supplies coming Into the hospital, including 

the water supply on which he thought he was an expert. 
We got the construction pipelined to the hospital 

just about the time it was starting operation, although for 
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a day or two, we hauled the water in from Indio in a small 
truck tank. He thought that was perfect water coming from 
an artesian well in Indio. Then we connected the pipeline 
through the hospital, opened a faucet, and besides the water 
many things came out, including several snakes. Some of them 
were still alive and kicking and they distressed the hospital 

doctors no end. So they got Dr. Carey and he ordered 
the line cut again, and said that his supply from Indio would 
be the only supply he'd accept for the hospital. We tried 
to explain the facts of life to him, that a day or two of 
flushing out the lines would eliminate all the snake problems 

and later he'd have a far better water supply. 
But he was tough. It took us a week while we watched 

for our chance—which was when he'd gone to town— and connected 
up the water pipeline, removed his tank truck beyond 

his jurisdiction, and finally had a satisfactory water 
supply system for the hospital. We later had to soften the 
water for his particular hospital use, which was justified 
in that case. But being under the doctor's jurisdiction, 
none of the water patrolmen dared venture on it. After a 
year of operation there was trouble; and then I got a salesman 

engineer for the water softening unit to inspect it. I 
remember him saying how it was still harmless, he guessed, 
but that there was a thicker growth of bacteria in this softening 

tank full of softening type salts; and the doctor, 
In spite of his confidence and worries, he'd never had a softening 

unit to take care of before and it had been utterly 
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neglected. I guess we were lucky enough not to have done 
some damage with it. But that got cleaned out once our attention 

was called to it. Finally, the doctor was 
willing to trust the rest of the force on the water and 
just tend to the balance of his business on which he always 
did an excellent job. He had many difficult surgical cases 
as the work on the tunnels progressed. 

One of the most serious controversies the aqueduct 
planners and constructors had, occurred early in 1933, 
the question being whether to build the tunnels that 
were just being started. We were opening portals and attics, 

but the question was still very much under discussion 
whether to build what is generally known as half-capacity 
tunnels or full-capacity tunnels. The plans called for 
excavation of practically around tunnel section 19 feet 
in diameter. Actually, most of them were horseshoe type. 
But the quantity of material was the same as a circle 19 
feet in diameter. So because of the Depression and the fright 
that many taxpayers were having of losing their property, 
the questions were reopened in 1933 as to whether we should 
not postpone more of the construction than had been planned 
and build the tunnels only half-size. The problems got complex 

because to most of the people discussing it half-size 
meant about nine or a ten-foot-diameter tunnel. Of course, 
that would be only a quarter capacity on hydraulics carrying 
the water. Actually, a half-capacity tunnel meant not the 
nine or ten-foot diameter but around fourteen or fifteen-foot 
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diameter Instead of nineteen feet, so that the savings 
on the passible postponement of the investment was much 
less than most of them thought. 

The question was taken up seriously by engineering 
circles, newspapers, certainly the taxpayers association. 
On many reports issued on it, the technical problem, of course, 
was how long we could defer the construction of the second 
valve in case we did shift to a half-capacity one; that meant 
forecasts of population and, I guess, it was going to be a 
future interest rate and so on. In any case, the question 
got so serious and so many important officials were involved 
in it that a climax meeting was called and held on the Fourth 
of July, 1933. It happened to be a Saturday, I recall, 
because I was the chief witness before the board of engineers, 
the arbitrator;, and the chairman, who was the very well-
known [Harvey Seeley] Mudd, Sr., the late Harvey Mudd. He 
also was a mining engineer, a great success. He founded 
the Cyprus Mines Corporation which is now an expanding one. 
At that time it was just a family corporation, now very largely 
publicly owned, that developed from the old Cyprus Islands 
copper workings which dated back to Roman days. 

In any case, Mr. Mudd was so well known by the public 
that It was considered that his decision would be generally 
accepted and possibly settle the controversy. So it all 
came to a head on that day and the next most important man 
at the meetings was our Director, [Charles H.] Toll who had 
been on the RFC steps with me and worried about the on interest 
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rate. Mr. Toll had become quite friendly. On some 
of our trips, I remember him telling me how the Depression 

had been so tough on him that he finally got down to nothing 
but a $35,000 a year check from the South 

African Diamond Mines Corporation as a dividend. He 
said he and Mrs. Toll were in, what was then the fancy 
West Adams district, in a big mansion and were supporting 
17 servants: chauffeurs, maids, cooks etc. 

He said that they'd decided, he and Mrs. Toll, that 
they just couldn't put all [of those people] on the county 
welfare a week after they were laid off; so with nothing 
but the South African Diamond Mines pittance he was supporting 

this group. And then suddenly the South African Diamond 
Mines Corporation suspended all dividend payments. 

Mr. Toll, a tough old Yankee financier, suddenly was committing 
the unpardonable sin for a Yankee of living on his 

capital, and that really scared him. It was the end of the 
world. He just didn't know how much worse things would get 
unless we made this decision to build the aqueduct tunnel 
at only half-capacity. But Mr. Mudd, the arbitrator, gave 
the decision in favor of full-capacity construction. Our 
board of directors, a day or two later, ratified it and 
accepted his judgment. Of course, that had been our plan 
all along and within a few days Director Toll would have resigned, 

I think, in horror and disgust. He explained to me 
that he simply couldn't face his fellow millionaires in the 
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club if he stayed on our board, and seemed to thereby agree 
with this decision. Of course, in retrospect the .decision 
was the only possible one because 15 or 20 years later the 
burden of duplicating a 108 miles of aqueduct tunnel would 
have been horrible to contemplate. 

We were then having to duplicate the size of our pressure pipe lines. Initially we'd installed only three pumps 
out of nine, ultimately, all in the direction of saving interest 

on our construction bonds. But in the meantime, instead 
of saving, the items that we had postponed cost us 

three times as much to build 15 years later. Our 
pumps which were built by the same manufacturers — each unit 
pumping 200 feet a second—cost exactly three times as much 
at the later date. The effort had been made to save interest 

and be thrifty, but due to inflation at the end of the 
Depression which perhaps put prices back to normal,the 
effect had been just the opposite of what we had anticipated. 

So it would have been worse even in the large tunnels. 

The decision did leave enough bitterness among the engineering 
fraternity concerning that matter so that for 

several years we'd have to re-argue it at every engineering 
meeting. There were many problems with engineers of high 
reputation who were on the opposite side, so it was one of 
the bitterest fought decisions and factors in our planning 
of the whole aqueduct. 



PETERSEN: Did the engineers oppose this because of the 
additional financial burden or did they have a more technical 

reason? 
ELDER: That was the only reason. But, of course, as to 
engineering economics, they all pride themselves as having 
expertise. Some of them are leading consulting engineers 
her?, still alive, and in business—I'd hardly criticize 
them now for it. It was a difficult matter and seemed to 
depend more on what a man was doing during the Depression 
years. Many of the consultants then were very successful 
and prosperous, but they just weren't eating regularly any 
longer and that seemed to influence a man's judgment more 
than the technical reasons, which is natural enough. 
PETERSEN: There were no real technical objections to the 
larger tunnels? 

ELDER: The reason why the technical matters were all the 
other way was that with the full-size tunnel, 19-foot in 
diameter, we could put the full-size construction machinery, 
in fact the full-size of a railroad locomotive and cars, 
into it. I've handled a much "larger quantity for the same 
number of man hours. So finally, before the showdown was 
settled, they actually called for a duplicate bid on several 
of the main tunnels, asking the bidders to give a price on 
both the half-capacity and on the full-capacity. The so-
called experts had predicted that the half-capacity would 
cost 55% as much as the full-capacity and would justify a 
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long postponement. 
The contractors who were going to have to carry the 

work and put up more to demonstrate that they were able to, 
had averages, as I recall it, of 87% for half-capacity as 
against full-capacity because, special, smaller-type locomotives, 

cars, bucking machines and all, would have to be not 
only purchased but some of them would have to be designed and 
built, not considering delays. To most of the engineers, 
once those alternate bids came in, the matter was settled. 
However,by that time it was so bitter that we, the Metropolitan 

Water District engineers, were accused really of having 
ordered these bidders by telling them that unless they bid 
the way we wanted they wouldn't get the job, and that in-
stead of bidding 55% on the half-capacity, they upped the figures 

to 87%, which was simply untrue. But nevertheless 
the accusation was made quite freely. However, to my point 
of view it was settled correctly in the interest of 
economy and came out all right. 

Apart from the genuine engineering and planning problems 
of the aqueduct, the question of the quality of the 

Colorado River water had come into play and was very important 
to many people. The question didn't get much publicity 
except as incidental to the opposition to the aqueduct 

program by the L.A. County Taxpayers' Association. 
They were, of course,scaring people on the question of 
taxes which from their point of view was entirely legi-
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timate, and instead of trying to strengthen their arguments, 
they were trying to prove that we were proposing to 

bring in such poisoned water that the whole aqueduct project 
would be a failure. That sort of argument related 

first to what came to be called the Virgin Valley Salt Beds. 
There were outcrops of common table salt, sodium 

chloride, in the lower portion of the Virgin Valley. In 
fact,there was one that had been operated in prehistoric 
times by Indians who had mined chunks of the salt there and 
used them in trade and carried them as far as the Los Angeles 

area to barter for products raised over here which were 
not otherwise available in the desert. 

More serious attention was finally given to the problem 
of fluorine in the water. Presently, the city of Los Angeles 

and its Water and Power Department are being argued 
with as to the question of putting more fluorine in the 
water. It seems that the ideal content is something on the 
order of one part per million of water and the figure now 
being used by Los Angeles is 9/10ths of a part per million. 
However, in 1933 the argument was just the opposite. The 
claim was made that Colorado River water included too much 
fluorine. The facts, as finally demonstrated elsewhere, 
were that as much as 3 or 4 parts per million of fluorine 
caused mottled enamel in children's teeth which stains them 
brown or black — very disfiguring to a girl's bright shiny 
smile. Naturally it distressed parents and voters no end. 
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There were many places, especially in Texas across the 
Gila Valley of Arizona, where the mottled enamel condition in 
children's teeth was very noticeable. One village was found 
up in what is Lake Mead (the small town was buried entirely 
by the water situation of Lake Mead. At that time, the 
little farming town of St. Johns had a one-room school with 
a dozen school children in it) and, on investigation, it was 
found that every child in that school had mottled enamel on 
the teeth. Its source was easily noted because the town 
obtained its water supply from a water irrigation ditch 
that was run in cisterns for home use --there being no wells 
possible in the geological formation there. This supply 
came from springs up the Muddy River that were high in 
fluorine content—as much as 7 or 8 parts per million. So 
there was no alarm necessary because the springs were to be 
submerged by the waters of Lake Mead. The springs 
were on the order of of the flow of the Virgin River, 
and the Virgin River was only 1 or 2$ of the flow of the 
Colorado. So the proportion of dilution would reduce the 
fluorine content to a negligible quantity. However, it 
was a fact that the children were there with their bad-
looking teeth because they'd drunk the water from the watershed 

of the Colorado River. 
I recall during the heat of the controversy that the 
Taxpayers Association got the League of Women Voters interested 

in it very properly; it was a current problem. A 

busload of the ladies were taken to Las Vegas, and then on 
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to St. Johns [where all of them were] ushered into the little 
schoolroom. The children were instructed to open their 
mouths and show these ladies their bad-looking teeth. Well, 
the little children were scared to death and bashful to begin 
with. The story goes that not one of them would open his 
mouth and it looked to the public relations experts like St. 
Johns was going to be a total failure. Someone, was quick 
witted enough to remedy that; he sent across the street to 
the one little drug store in the town and got a gallon of 
ice cream and those children opened their mouths very quickly. 
The women were horrified, and so a few days later I was or-
dered to go and explain matters to the meeting of the League 
of Women Voters and try to answer their questions. They 
were really indignant about the [possibility] of ruining 
the teeth, in a similar manner, of all the children of 
Los Angeles. 

I sweat blood for a while although I tried to con-
vince them that we were telling the truth and that the Taxpayers 

Association was exaggerating a little. But finally I 
think I accomplished that purpose; I had enough facts to 
[support] it. But things got wound up after that when 
Mayor [John Clinton] Porter of Los Angeles suddenly issued 
an edict to the Metropolitan Water District—at that time 
Los Angeles was 80$ of the Metropolitan Water District with 
one large city in it—demanding that we suspend all work on 

the aqueduct for at least two years while the chemists determined 
the fluorine content of the water. We just put 
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the men to work. We had possibly two thousand men digging 
tunnels but more going to work every day; men who had been 
out of work for several years of the Depression. The situation 

[was such that] politically, practically,and engineeringly, 
it would have been disastrous to suddenly close down the work. 
But the engineering part of the [powers that be] ordered me 
to find out about the fluorine. 

I'd never heard of it before and didn't know there was 
such an element. Maybe I had heard even that much only in 
high school chemistry, but no more than that. To make it 
tougher, they said I was too busy on other jobs and that I 
couldn't leave the office except on weekends. I do recall 
one field trip starting at Friday noon with orders to be 
back by Monday morning. I traveled clear up to that same 
Virgin Valley and got samples of the Colorado River water 
and every tributary from the head of navigation on down to 
the Mexican border. I must have had forty samples for the 
chemists on Monday morning. But the problem was, at that 
time, that the chemist simply couldn't determine the content 
of fluorine, hard as it is to believe it now. 

The point was that the Colorado River water had considerable 
sulphate content and this, shadowed by the methods 

they then used for determining fluorine, disguised the figures. 
Consequently, no two chemists could determine the same results 

from a given sample of water, and dealing with such 
minute quantities the question was whether our water had one 
part per million or only 2 or 3 tenths of a million of fluorine. 



80 

But we were going to give the chemists a chance. Coming 
back from Yuma, I got the idea, passing the Salton Sea which 
had functioned at that time for thirty years as a big 
evaporation pan in concentrating the water from the Colorado, 

that it still had all of the fluorine that had come in 
along with the other salts. 

I could estimate quite closely the evaporation rate and 
how much water had disappeared: by just getting the concentration 

ratio. I was pretty sure that there was a high enough 
fluorine content in that water to give the chemists a 

fair chance to determine it accurately. It worked out that 
way in the end and they got quite variable results on the 
other samples. They gave a precise rating to the Salton Sea 
Water by allowing for the years of evaporation [and thereby] 
came up with the figure of 3/10ths of a part per million for 
our Colorado River water, which is partly coincidental because 

the computation couldn't be too accurate. But for 
many years our annual report has shown the annual average 
for our Colorado River waters delivered to the coastal plain 
of southern California to be either 3/10ths or 4/lOths of part per million. 

This might have settled the problem except by that 
time nobody was believing the chemists anyway. So we hit 
upon a better solution. We asked for help from the dental 
college of the University of Southern California, and they 
were happy to have a practical problem to give their under 
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graduate dental students to do. Several of them did a month's 
work in Imperial Valley and Yuma Valley. Their report was 
finally prepared by the University and showed that every 
dentist in El Centro , or rather the Imperial Valley towns, 
knew all about the mottled enamel teeth problem because many 
of the children who came to them as patients had the trouble. 
However, they all asserted that from their own knowledge 
no child ever born and raised in Imperial Valley for whom 
the Colorado river water was [usable] for drinking--no 
native children had ever had this problem. It always came 
from someone coming in from Sonora, or Mexico, or the Gila 
Valley of Arizona. 

This was put out with 15 or more dentists corroborating 
it. It was so conclusive that organizations like 

the League of Women Voters were totally convinced by it and 
even the Taxpayers Association had to shift their attack to 
other phases of the problem. and forget about the fluorine 
question. So it's with a little ill-concealed glee that I 
note 30 years later that now our water men, our engineers, 
are being pestered to put more fluorine Into the same water 
where our aqueduct progress was almost shut down by 
the good Mayor Porter in order to investigate and find 
out if we had too much of it. Having mentioned Mayor 
Porter's name, perhaps I should add that it wasn't all his 
fault. The Taxpayers Association had offered their support --
both financial and working on the job --at election time and 
promised that they could re-elect him if he'd shut down the 
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aqueduct work. Well, he'd failed to shut it down finally 
when we answered all the problems and questions on fluorine; 
and he lost the next election anyway. He was best known as 
the "junk man" mayor. He'd acquired fame as the chairman on 
that jury which had considerable notoriety on some murder 
case or another. In any case, he got elected mayor on the 
basis of his publicity as a grand jury chairman. He seemed 
to have been without administrative experience. In any 
case, the aqueduct survived his blast and outlasted him 
considerably. 

On the bank of this same villainous Virgin River in 
southern Nevada was a spring that had long, from way back, 
been known as Arsenic Spring which was really just a wet 
spot on the bank of the river. It was unmeasurably 
small. One critic of the aqueduct put in the paper headlines 
that we were planning to bring water in from this source 
where Arsenic Springs ran into the reservoir and that we 
were going to just deliberately kill all the people 
who drank our water. Well, we were tempted to take him 
into court, it was such a libelous situation. The lawyers 
talked us out of it and said that for one person who had 
heard him and spread the news that we were going to murder 
them all, when we went to court, a thousand people would 
hear It then and some of them would believe it. So we'd do 
more harm than good. We finally educated the newspapers 
to the point where we threatened suit against them if they 

ever duplicated that sort of uncalled for slander. 
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PETERSEN: In what papers was this charge printed, do you 
remember? 
ELDER: Believe It or not, the paper I read here every morning, 

the Los Angeles Times. At that time and for another 
ten years it was very unfriendly to our aqueduct work, the 
whole Colorado River Development, ana was against Hoover Dam. 
It wasn't called Hoover Dam then or they might have been 
for it; it was Boulder Dam. The payoff finally came, which 
is partly second-hand type of information, ten years 
later. We'll make something out of it when we get to that 
the 19^4 Mexican Water treaty wa£ under consideration and I 
was a witness for a week before the Senate Foreign Relations 

Committee; and behind the scenes was the fact that 
both the Hearst interests and the Chandler, the L»A, Times, 
had been sold. I don't know that they'd hunted it up. 
But they tell me that anybody with a bit of real estate that 
he wants to sell first offers it to the Chandler interests 
because they've always got money available to buy it, and 
if they won't take it they will have to get out and work. 
Well any way, they do hold large quantities of real estate 
and each of the district representatives had large holdings 
south of the Mexican Border, violating at that time even the 
Constitution of the Republic of Mexico which stated that 
Aliens weren't permitted to own land anywhere near the border 
or a certain limit—a hundred kilometers or something. 

But it wasn't until 1944 that the State Department got 
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Interested enough and the issue became quite serious in connection 
with the proposed treaty, so they cleared up the 

situation on both these land holdings. They actually negotiated 
and the L.A. Times sold out, in effect, to the Mexican 

government for a trifling figure. I think it was 50 
cents an acre or 51 cents an acre for maybe 20,000 acres; 
a piddling amount of money for even then. They weren't 
rich then like they are now, but they had had ideas of a 
thousand dollars an acre for 20,000 acres; you see that was 
a contrast. Well, a day after they got rid of that holding, 
the head of the department of real estate for the L.A. 
Times no longer had a decisive voice. They came out for 
Boulder Dam and they came out for us. The whole complexion 
just changed over night—that is the business office—which 
we'd always known was of considerable influence; but that 
was during these early years. 

I don't know why the Hearst papers didn't allow that 
land to influence them because the Examiner, here (the other 
morning paper that's now gone), had a very brilliant reporter 

who was always giving us favorable, helpful write-ups. 
I think it was that with the L.A. Times taking an unfavorable 

attitude, the editor of the Examiner said that it's 
a natural, "Let's be for it whether we know anything about 
it or not." (laughter). I recall how in 1936 we got enough 
water in Lake Mead to take a boat out. So with the public 
relations man we had went up there and we had representatives 
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from every paper and of the suburban ones. We had a 
party of 20-25 newspaper men. We spent three days on the 
lake and two nights camping; a tent camp up at the head of 
the lake with a big bonfire and pretty good mess on. 
But the boys didn't eat much of it. They had enough 
liquor so that they didn't waste much time eating. 

The L.A. Times reporter went on that trip. I'd had 
the pleasure the first day of s^ing "Here's the map that you 
printed a couple of years ago showing where these Virgin 
Valley Salt Beds are, and one of those spots is only ten 
feet from us. Here's a tin cup. Sample the water and see 
how much it's polluted. Why not have them take your word 
on the location? You know me, in the end I'm always for 
dealing with maps and spots on a map. Here's the tin cup." 
So with all the other reporters photographing him he drank the 
water and well he couldn't taste anything funny. We went a 
quarter of a mile further and I said, and "Here's another one 
of these spots. Now drink this water. Now you'll see." 
We really put him through the jumps (laughter). We got him 
around the bonfire that night, and he had a couple of 
fifths in his bag and nothing else in it, I'd noticed. He 
got pretty well liquored up. I've kidded him ever since 
about it, but he hasn't the slightest memory of it. I think 
he's honest but, of course, that year was during one of the 
numerous elections for Roosevelt and the Times position was 
obvious: it was the end of the world if Roosevelt was 
elected. So this L.A. Times man had taken the lead in 
writing editorials and most of their articles on that. 
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With a little liquor under his belt, he was confessing to 
us that he was so ashamed for having to work for 
old Mother Times, but his family still needed to eat and 
he was voting for Roosevelt himself. He'd vote twice if 
they'd let him. It was the damndest fun (laughter). Then 
later the Times retired him on a small pension and in a 
few weeks I'd noticed, to my horror, that he was hired by 
us as one of our public relations men. 



TAPE NUMBER: TWO, SIDE TWO 
May 5, 1966 

ELDER: In planning the Colorado River Aqueduct, Parker Dam 
had been considered essential in order to give clarified, 
desilted water that would not cut our pumps and run up the 
maintenance costs. They also depreciated the 80 foot 
reduction in the pumping lift on that aqueduct and secured 
some incidental power to supplement that which we'd signed 
for from Hoover Dam. Actually, the river bleared up so 
quickly that the clear water coming from Hoover Dam would 
have been satisfactory for us by the time we were ready to 
divert. We could have temporarily built a cofferdam 
on the bank of the shore and desilted the water to the extent 

necessary and been on our way, but for the long haul, 
Parker Dam was still desirable and important. The Bureau of 
Reclamation for the Federal Government also desired it for 
multiple purposes. So we signed a contract, early in 1934, 
with the Bureau of Reclamation to build this structure, 
Parker Dam, at the expense of the Metropolitan Water District. 
Our promise of advances in bond purchases from the Reconstruction 

Finance Corporation included this structure as 
well as the more normal features of the Colorado River Aqueduct. 

We'd known from the beginning that the Metropolitan 
Water District could not build it because one abutment is 
on the sacred soil of Arizona; and they, if nothing else would 
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have taxed it very high to compensate for the use of their 
abutment. Arizona owns the bed of the channel east of the 
thread of the river. So that was perhaps the most fundamental 

reason for assigning the job to the Federal Government 
and then leaving the ownership of the dam forever in 

the name of the Federal Government. The work was started 
early in 1935. The contract was let, preliminary work went 
on, and camps and shops were built. One feature that looked 
like a future dam was a pile bridge heading out from the 
California bank towards Arizona from which rock and earth 
was dumped from trucks to build a portion of the lower cofferdam. 

However, the moment this pile bridge and dumped 
rock reached the thread of the stream and crossed it by an 
inch, Arizona served notice on the Bureau of Reclamation that 
they were trespassers and had to stop the work. 

The Bureau of Reclamation local officials were, of 
course, in no mood to fight a civil war. Notifying Wash-
ington, they were told to stop the work temporarily. But 
to make sure that this would be stopped the Governor of 
Arizona sent a squad or two of militia, local Arizona Militia, 

to the dam site. They came to Parker, of course, by 
train and there picked up by an old barge which since that 
time has been called "the Arizona Navy." The barge 
actually had been used for many years as a ferryboat getting 
cars across from California to Parker in Arizona as there 
was no highway bridge at that time. 
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The owner of the barge saw a future opportunity for 
recreational use of the barge on what's now Lake Havasu 
up by Parker Dam. He chose this opportunity to run 
the barge up on to what would be the future reservoir and 
collect pay from Arizona for doing so which [served as a ] 
double purpose for the Arizona Navy to move in at that time. 
The militia happened to be very young boys of 16 or 17 
years, as I remember the sight of them. They cane 
with just their guns in their hands and the Quarter Master 
Corps, if they had one, was lingering far behind. It was a 
hot day and long in the latter part of May or early in June, 
as I remember it. Our camp, two miles back in the hills, was 
notified. Our mess hall officials saw an opportunity to 
perhaps cheer the trouble and at least build a little good 
will. So they moved in with cold lemonade and sandwiches 
for a couple of meals for the kids and kept them from getting 

too hungry. We weren't sure that they wouldn't raid 
into California if they got hungry enough. 

Finally, a few of the Corps caught up with them and 
they went into a permanent camp, and there was just a 
contractor who was the one out of luck. He had to fire his 
men and lay off everything. So the Secretary of the Interior, 

the nominal builder of the dam, appealed to the Supreme 
Court for an order to enjoin Arizona from interfering. Much 
to everyone's surprise, the Supreme Court ruled adversely 
to the Secretary, deciding that Congress had never given 
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him specific authority to build this one structure. The 
Bureau of Reclamation had believed that it had general authority 

for the public good to build any such structures on 
the Colorado River that they could show were necessary. However, 

the delay was not for long as Congress was in session 
and tacked onto some active bill a specific authority to 
build Parker Dam and one other dam elsewhere. But the 
interruption was on the order of a year, year and a quarter. 

The important point to us was that the contractor, having 
been interrupted and lost his organization, insisted on 

renegotiating the contract before he would resume work. It 
cost the Metropolitan Water District an extra quarter of a 
million dollars to induce him to come back and start building 
that pile-bridge again; this was the only real effect of the 
Governor's order and the interruption, 
PETERSEN: In your opinion why did the Arizona Governor call 
out the troops? 
ELDER: He wasn't sure that the Bureau of Reclamation would 
obey his gesture in ordering us to stop the work. And, of 
course, having a militia on the spot was a dramatic gesture 
to his own people. It was played up heavily in the Phoenix 
papers, so from his point of view it was understandable. A 
couple of years later I met the governor. Under the 
circumstances that our meeting was being held, I recall that 
our lawyers and his lawyers adjourned to write up a draft 
for his signature, and I found myself forced to entertain 
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him for a moment or two, so the opportunity was used. I 
explained to Governor [Benjamin Baker] Moeur, I've always 
thought that our California papers were very unfair to 
you. 

"Oh/1 he beams, "yes, yes of course they were;" all 
papers were unfair to him. 

"Well," I said, "I mean specifically that they reported 
that you gave loaded cartridges to these kids in your militia 

when you sent them down to Parker Dam site and gave 
them orders to shoot, if necessary, to stop the work." Well, 
his face got rosy and purple and the back of his neck swelled 
up; I thought he was going to die of apoplexy he was so angry. 
He said, "Damn right I gave them orders to shoot. Damn right, 
they had loaded cartridges. Damn right', damn right'." I 
got out of there before he damn righted me. 

He was a mild little milksop chap who failed in the 
next election simply because the Bureau of Reclamation had 
been very particular to make the contractor hire half of his 
workmen from Arizona residents. So the western half of 
Arizona from where these workmen had come, naturally came 
out against Governor Moeur and saw that he didn't get a 
chance to stop work of that sort again. 
PETERSEN: Why did Arizona oppose the building of 
Parker Dam? 

ELDER: Well specifically, as I recall, Arizona had demanded 
a payment, in lieu of taxes, of two dollars an acre-foot for 
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all the water that the Colorado Aqueduct had herded into 
California. The agreement finally worked out with the 
Bureau of Reclamation was that we pay twenty-five cents an 
acre-foot or only l/9th the amount that Arizona wanted. 
It's just as though a tax assessor had given you a tax bill 
and you only paid him l/8th as much, and he wouldn't accept 
it, and would take possession if necessary. 

Arizona tried to take possession, literally, though 
Arizona saw the future as it's come to pass* how wonderful 
the recreation and the tourist business has turned out 
to be on Lake Havasu, Hoover Dam, and Lake Mead for that 
matter. But they did not realize their good fortune. The 
federal government reserved one half of the power privileges 
of Parker Dam for the . benefit of Arizona at a very low 
power rate,- so the state has really benefited enormously 
over some of the objections and the stubborness of some of 
its elected officials. Those officials had been elected and 
reelected for decades on the basis of protecting the Colorado 
River against California; and that was the only issue they 
needed in the election. They would kiss a baby or two in 
addition, but primarily they were there on guard to protect 
the Colorado River. 

I did not see the Parker Dam construction work very 
often during this period, but I was lucky enough to get there 
just when the excavation was at it's deepest. This dam, known 
as the deepest dam in the world, was 235 feet below stream 
bed or water surface in the river where it used to be and 
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resembled an iceberg to the extent that it was 75-80$ below 
the water surface and only a small fraction above. The 
visit I remember was when the construction engineer Frank 
Crowe, an old friend of mine from the Bureau of Reclamation 

days, was pacing the bank and was just a nervous wreck because 
a great flood was underway from a tributary,coming in 

a quarter mile above Parker Dam from the Arizona highlands, 
called the Bill Williams River. It seldom had any flow except 

a little from melting snow in the early spring. This 
year it had had, within a month, two floods of over ninety 
thousand a second feet each. I think the previous recorded 
high was less than half that amount. 

We had tunneled on the Arizona site in order to carry 
the water around the dam site while the excavation continued, 
but the tunnel capacity had not been planned for quite that 
high a load. So the whole problem of those last few hours 
of the flood was whether the cofferdam would restrain It or 
if the upper cofferdam would breach the entire excavation and 
be filled with water and mud. The contractor would have lost 
not only a year of work but would have had a terrible time 
cleaning out that sticky mud. It turned out that my friend 
Mr. Crowe had a bonus of half a million dollars, it was 
reported, depending on his finishing on schedule and he knew 
he couldn't finish and get that bonus If the cofferdam was 
overtopped. 

To make it more dramatic, some prospector who had been 
up the Bill Williams took refuge on a tree that was promptly 
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washed out and floated down the Bill Williams for 3 or 4 
miles. There were reports that he'd gone through the tunnel 

which, of course, would have drowned him completely. 
But he showed up later; the tree had gotten stranded just 
above the tunnel, and he'd scrambled out in a hurry. 
There was a lot of excitement about trying to rescue him, 
but without taking any men off the job who were filling 
sand bags and trying to raise the height of this cofferdam a 
little. I think it was only by a few minutes that the work 
was saved. The flood did finally recede slowly and the 
tunnel carried its capacity. The water became stabilized 
to the level of the top of the cofferdam—within an inch 
or two of its top, that is. The year's work was not lost 
after all. Mr. Crowe got his well-earned bonus; he was a 
master construction engineer and a wonderful gentleman. But 
he was a scared gentleman for those few hours that I sat with 
him on the bank of the river and sympathized with him. 

For practically the entire year of 1934, I was assigned 
to service in Washington primarily to keep very close contact 
with the Reconstruction Finance Corporation which was advancing 

our funds to pay our payrolls and buy materials for 
building the aqueduct. One engineer, sometimes two, were 
signed by the Reconstruction Finance Corporation to meet me 
practically every morning of that year. I would drop by 
first before other visitors would get a chance to bother 
them and find out if they had any complaints or criticisms. 
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It's hard to believe now, but we had two or three full-time 
employees from Los Angeles organizations in Washington 
trying to block attempts to prevent the aqueduct from being 
built. On the surface they believed that our aqueduct work 
was going to bankrupt L.A. County and, at least, L.A. City 
if it was continued. I would have to answer the objections, 
fresh objections as fast and as often as they could think 
up new ones. I always did that the first thing in the 
morning in order to leave the RFC men free for the day for 
new applicants or loans or other jobs that they thought were 
more important. 

Early in 1934, the RFC revised Its regulations so that 
our advance approval was required for every contract that 
the Metropolitan Water District was signing with any con-
tractor, any construction, any work that we proposed which 
was to be repaid from their funds. In a way, they were trying 
to magnify their calling that hadn't been planned and the 
negotiations for their loans and purchase of bonds. But 
their excuse was that so many congressmen were watching them 
so closely in trying to find reasons for criticizing the 
RFC that they found it necessary not to let us make any 
mistakes and to prevent those mistakes in advance by requiring 

this approval. 
One of the first cases that came to a head under that 

new regulation [was when] we were planning our large pumps. 
We had 200 second foot pump units, nine of each for five 
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plants; we had 45 of these pumps that required as much as 
13,500 horse power for each unit at the higher head pumps. 
We wanted the highest efficiency we could get on those pump 
units so we were writing specifications and releasing calls 
for bids from all of the pump makers in the United States. 
One of the requirements was that each bidder furnish a model 
pump that was to be tested under our specifications. To do 
this testing, we proposed to build a pump testing laboratory 
on the Cal-Tech campus of Pasadena and do the work under 
their direction with the professors there skilled in hydraulics 

and the students, seniors, and graduate students 
getting paid by the hour for the testing work. This seemed 
an ideal arrangement to us and also Cal-Tech has the $125,000 
laboratory which was finally left on the campus for permanent 
use in Instructing the students in hydraulics. 

To our surprise RFC turned down the proposal absolutely 
and I had to pry out the reasons from them. First, I 

remember getting to the Chief Engineer who found a new man 
to replace an old friend there and after talking to him for 
half an hour I said, "Well, you do know that we're going 
to pump an awful lot of water on the aqueduct." 

"Oh, you're going to pump water; well, that's why 
you want a pump testing laboratory. Why don't people tell 
me these things?" 

"Well" I said, "I'm telling you now," and I proceeded 
to distill that education; the Chief Engineer didn't get us 
anywhere. 

I finally found that there had been some connivance 
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between the RFC Man and a man of equally low rating in the 
Bureau of Standards in Washington. They'd put their heads 
together and decided that $125,000 of federal money—of 
course it was only temporarily federal, but still it was 
being advanced by the treasury—that if that much money 
was to be spent on a pump testing laboratory it could be 
better done at the Bureau of Standards in Washington which 
had no facility at that time. 

This gave us quite a headache, but in a day or two 
we cured it by learning that the top man in the Bureau of 
Standards in Washington was a close friend and had been a 
college chum of the top man at Cal-Tech. We got them together 

on a three-way telephone connection and the Bureau of 
Standards man was very angry at being put under suspicion 
of trying to build up his job at the expense of his old friend 
at Pasadena. The Pasadena man did a smooth job of explaining 
why he could use the laboratory and took us about ten minutes 
to clear up the whole situation. The top men in the RFC 
thanked the lower official who had caused all the trouble. 
The Bureau of Standards official who had caused his part of 
the trouble was reduced in grade and it looked like we had 
cleared up the situation thoroughly. We did get the contract 

approved, but only after a final troublesome episode. 
One official in the RFC stopped us at the last moment 

and said, "It looks to me like you're trying to build up 
another football national champion like the Trojans." It 
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wasn't UCLA in those days, it was the Trojans in '34 and '35. 
We denied the charge of course; it was the last thing we'd 
thought of, but I finally satisfied this guy by going to the 
Press building and getting those reporter friends to look 
up the football record of Cal-Tech that year. It was about 
like it is now, maybe win one and lose 18 or some such record. 

Fortunately for them and for us, they were just as 
bad at football then as now. We convinced the guy ' 
that Cal-Tech would have been the last university In the 
country that we would have picked to help out to become a 
future champion. Such points like that were human elements, 
human angles that were always getting into the work that I 
was doing at Washington—keeping good relations with the Re-
construction Finance Corporation. [Pause] 

The year 1933 seemed to have more action of various 
sorts than any subsequent year in connection with the Colorado 

River Aqueduct. Early in the spring of 1933, the Legislature 
at Sacramento was under pressure from Labor Unions 

because of the number of their men out of work because of 
the general Depression conditions that had lengthened the 
bread lines every day. The Legislature passed a requirement 
that all public works, including such as the Colorado River 
Aqueduct, should be limited to work thirty hours a week. We 
were starting at that time in 1933 with about 2,000 men at 
work on a forty-eight hour work week which helped us on 
the site of our camps and gave the men a little more money 
to send back to support their families in our member cities 
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and kept them off relief. In general, that was an important 
factor in getting the best men available out in the unpleasant 

desert. 
We sent delegations to Sacramento trying to get exemptions 

from this thirty hour a week requirement, which 
nobody criticized, because in work around cities, the men 
lived in their own homes and commuted to the job; but it 
was quite Impossible to live with on the desert where the 
camp. had to be built from scratch. There were no recreation 

facilities possible at that time and things were 
very inhospitable. However, the government at Sacramento 
was in deadly fear of making any exemptions to that requirement. 

It was a very popular law I should say. 
So finally, in June of 1933, I was assigned the|job of 

taking out the Deputy Labor Commissioner, Mr. Johnson, from 
Sacramento. He had a senior attorney from the labor department 

with him whose name I probably didn't know even 
that day I took him out in the desert. And along with us was 
the Deputy Counselor of the Metropolitan Water District, 
Charley [Charles C.] Cooper, who's now our General Counselor. 
He still has vivid memories of that trip. I should say a 
very severe one, partly my fault; I made it as severe as 
possible. Our General Manager, [Prank E.] Weymouth, whom I 
was working with had a heart attack and was In bad shape in 
the hospital so we'd temporarily replaced him with another 
old friend of mine, Joseph L. Burkholder, I'd known him in 
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the Bureau of Reclamation but more recently at Albuquerque, 
New Mexico where he was General Manager and Chief Engineer of 
a big public works job. He came to us to fill in and later 
went on to the San Diego County Water Authority and was on 
our board of directors representing that member district for 
many years. 

One morning in June, '33, he handed me a paper and 
practically said, "Don't come back to the job without this 

signed." The fact was that our Board of Directors had resolved 
to suspend operations on the aqueduct if we didn't 

get this exemption just on the plea that the work would be 
inefficient and our camps couldn't be made quick enough for 
the extra number of men that we would have to employ. So, 
in a sense, he meant it; there wouldn't be any aqueduct jobs 
to come back to if I didn't get that scrap of paper signed. 
So we met the Sacramento gentlemen who had a big, old heavy 
Buick limousine, I remember, to do them honor. But 
things went nice enough out by the river. I assumed that 

just the sight and smell of the desert impressed them favorably 

and I'd get the paper signed that evening in camp. But 
nothing like that happened, they were very grim; they showed 
no signs of acknowledging the force of my arguments. I was 
arguing with them most of the way except when we were giving 
them meals. 

So starting back I began to feel a little desperate 
and remembered a road operation. We had our construction 
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road only partially paved, one stretch would be paved and then 
another stretch would be under construction with sticky 
black stuff spread around on it. In any case, I suggested 
to these gentlemen that they probably remembered one stretch 
of several miles where a windrow of oil sand had been piled 
up in the middle of the road and I said, "I expect that's 
spread out all over that stretch of road now. But there is 
a parallel road, an old sandy road, but I probably can get 
through on it and get you back to the railroad station quicker 
if I miss this oily stretch of road." 

They were all for that. So I got to the junction and 
there was a wagon box with a barrel of water, which I'd seen 
on the way out and one of the road contractor's men was 
working with a small tractor there. So I didn't speak to him 
at all. I knew he'd still be there an hour later. So I 
turned into the sandy road with this big, old heavy car, 
and plowed up into the sand dunes. I don't believe I ever 
saw a car so thoroughly stuck as that one was about a mile 
up that hill. It was impossible; I knew that we couldn't 
have gotten through it. The surveyors used that stretch of 

road in wet periods when it was moist enough, but they always 
had three or four men to push them through or dig them 

out. I was there with just these three dudes, without a 
shovel even, and I knew I was stuck long before I was 
stuck; but they didn't know until then. 

They were horrified as I got them out of the car. The 
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sand was far above the running board of the old-fashioned 
car. About that time the temperature was above 120 degrees. 
The sun was pouring down. The senior attorney from Sacramento 
practically passed out. I managed with my hands to dig 
enough sand from under the running board on one side and 
get most of his body, at least his head, in the shade of the 
running board. I then invited the other two to wander down 
through the sand with me to this wagon box where I could get 
help to get turned around. From the first step they took, 
of course, their low-cut shoes were full of sand, their pants' 
cuffs were full of sand; they were just full of sand generally. 

I found myself practically carrying them down . Being 
in field work at the time, I was in pretty good physical 
shape which they weren't. 

I finally staggered down to the wagon box with them a 
few minutes later, got them a drink of water, and tucked 
them under the wagon box where there was enough shade to help 
them out. The road worker with his tractor hailed me am 
started to say, "Why on earth were you crazy enough to do 
that?" So I got him on the side and told him it was to 
keep the job going so if he'd help me out it'd be no trick 
at all to turn the car around. He was very agreeable to 
that and the car spun around as though it'd been on water. 
This loose dune sand gave no friction, no trouble at all 
and I got the senior attorney back in. He still was able 
to moan, so I knew he was living. I got 'em down to the 
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junction, picked up my other two friends and thanked the 
road man and we were on our way. The windrow of sticky 
stuff was still there and I skirted it on the shoulder. 

When I got back to a bit of paved road, Mr. Johnson, 
sitting behind me in the car, tapped me on the shoulder and 
with rather icy tones said, "Mr. Elder, I think you have a 
piece of paper you want my signature on." Well, I tried not 
to go on; I stopped the car quick and I had a piece of paper 
out and a pen like an insurance salesman would. He insisted 
on using his own fancy pen and we got his signature. As 
I started the car again, I still recall the way he said, 
"Now, Mr. Elder, do you think you can get me back to the 
railroad station at Los Angeles by the same route we came 
out without any more wandering into the sand dunes?" "Well, 
Mr. Johnson," I said, "I'll do my damndest." He said that 
would suffice and we went on our way. We never spoke to 
each other after that. He was smart enough to know that it 
was a put-up job, but my own counsel still asks me sometimes 

whether it was all accidental or whether I was dirty 
enough to pull such a job on a perfectly good lawyer. 

The same spring of 1933 brought a more ridiculous and 
amusing episode with Sacramento. Governor James Rolph was 
chiefly known at that time because he never appeared in 
public without Texas cowboy boots and a big Stetson hat. 

Otherwise, he was a very amiable gentleman to have a drink 
with but not much under his hat. He'd been determined 
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to hold a water meeting with the governor of Arizona...to 
settle all of our controversy. We all knew it was futile; 
that he was the last man in the world to take on a major job 
that way. The then governor of Arizona was well informed 
and much smarter than Mr. Rolph. But his state engineer, 
Ed [Edward] Hyatt, whom we all had confidence in, kept 
advising us that Governor Rolph was going to call a water 
meeting. We served notice back, that is by our spokesman, 
that we'd be glad to attend any meeting the governor called 
provided he didn't invite the governor of Arizona to it. We 
didn't try to discuss what the meeting would be if he got Arizona 

into it and tried to settle things. 
But finally a meeting was set for March 11, 1933. We 

all took a night train, as we did in those days, and appeared 
in Sacramento in the Governor's auditorium. We waited an 
hour or so for him to get his boots shined and his hat lined 
up at the right angle and, in he came, strutting quite a 
bit. He thanked us all for being there and he looked around 
and said, "Yes, but Where's the governor of Arizona." 

We were all horrified. "But, Governor, you promised not 
to invite him and his state engineer assured him that the 
governor of Arizona hadn't been invited." 

"Well," Governor Rolph said, "I'm just sure that I 
invited him, I meant to anyway." Then he beamed at us, "It's 
nice of y'll to come so far to meet me here; I thank you for 
coming and the .meeting is adjourned." 



104 

Well, that left us in dismay, but it was better than 
having a bad meeting where he might have given away the water 
that California still had. There were very close to a hundred 

men, the chairman of our board, and several other directors 
present. Senior counselor James H. Howard was there with 

me and all the other water agencies in southern California 
were equally well represented. So It was the height of 
futility and frustration. 

We caught the late afternoon train returning to 
Los Angeles. Immediately each station that we came to began 
to get reports about the Long Beach earthquake, which is 
why I'm able to remember the exact date of that water meeting. 
The reports got worse as we proceeded south. The worst one 
I remember was that, literally, the entire city [of Long Beach 
had] slipped off into the ocean: such rumors as that. It 
sounds silly now but ...to the director from Long Beach who 
was in our party ...it wasn't silly a bit. He couldn't get 
a more accurate report until the next day. But the combination 

of the earthquake notching the governor's ridiculous call 
of a meeting which wasn't a meeting; all stuck in my mind 
as one of' the ways not to buck public business in Sacramento. 
[Pause]. 

I was finally permitted to return from Washington to 
the aqueduct scene in the middle of '34 and at the end of 
'34 for a more permanent assignment than routine engineering 
jobs. Our San Jacinto tunnel was well under way and instead 
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of being dry, like it had been forecast by the geologists, 
the work was proving to be very wet. The concern was that 
we would dry up the springs and wells above the tunnel ana 
have damage claims, so I organized an enlarged hydrographies 
section and had a dozen head geographers working to build up 
our evidence for a lawsuit to give us the basis for 
settling claims fairly in case the tunnel work was 
responsible. That isn't quite completed yet because one 
case with the Indians is still pending. The damage was 
first claimed in 1935 but about a year ago, the tribal 
council finally accepted our final offer. Our first offer 
that was ample to cover the damage was $2,000, but the offer 
now that has been accepted is $30,000 having come up by 
steps because it •. was a nuisance claim, as the lawyers 
call it. Depending on action in Congress on a bill to 
supplement this $30,000 with other funds to build a water 
system for the Indians, that case may be finally settled 
within a year. Most of the cases were settled fairly promptly 

within a year or two. 
We had a claims committee on which I was the Engineer, 

and we tried to sell them our orders from the District Board 
which was to settle all such claims fairly and reasonably. 

The claims we settled were on the order of 1/2 million dollars, 

probably 30 claims of that nature. There were one 
or two that we couldn't agree on, on evaluation, and they 
went to court, which was a little messier and took about a 
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year longer. But all other claims with the Indians were 
long ago settled and, in general, quite fairly to the claimant 

and to the Metropolitan Water District. A much enlarged 
claim was made for wells that seep down into the entire 

San Jacinto and Hemet Valley. Those we disallowed totally 
because it was a very dry period--'35, '36 were very dry 
years. All wells in southern California were stopping alarmingly 

and we credited that fact to the trouble the San Jacinto 
Valley people were having. More specifically, the main San 
Jacinto Fault borders the western foot of the San Jacinto 
Mountain, running along where the San Jacinto River, normally 
dry, carries some flood holds. 

This San Jacinto Fault and its branches made an absolutely 
impassable fence or guard for the valley against 

any effects of the tunnel. And, of course, the ground water 
in the mountain above the tunnel never dropped enough to 
be anywhere near the level in the valley that there 
was always some seepage getting away from the mountain and 
helping the valley wells rather than the reverse. But many 
years later when the valley case was practically in court, 
we did settle it. I saw the lawyers speak on the court 
house steps. 

The entire valley area joined the Metropolitan Water 
District as a member of what now constitutes the Eastern 
Municipal Water District and has received enough imported 
water from the Colorado River to make it a very prosperous 
and fine farming area,* potatoes in particular, and many of 
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agriculturists there have paid for their farms in one season's 
crop. So the fact turned out to be that the Colorado River 
water was especially suitable for that valley. Most of the 
soil was an old lake bed --very tight adobe soils; and the 
gypsum, the sulphate in the Colorado River water was just 
what enlightened farmers put on such soil at considerable 
expense. So, by in large, from the Colorado River Aqueduct 
they also bought enough gypsum to make their soils pryable 
and open to the percolation of irrigation waters. 

I hesitate to get into individual cases but in the late 
decade of the 1930's, problems arose in the water supply business 

of the whole Colorado River basin that led to the formation 
of what has ever since been known as the Committee of 

Fourteen and Sixteen, a rather mystic name. We had two 
men appointed by the governor of each state to serve on the 
Committee of Fourteen to solve our inter-state problems. 
Occasionally, we found that power problems rather than water 
problems became predominant. In that case two additional 
•[members] holding Hoover Dam power contracts were added to 
make it a Committee of Sixteen. Those two men, of course, 
were Californians, and the Metropolitan Water District worked 
closely with them because we had a large contract for power. 

These meetings were started all over the seven states; 
several were in Los Angeles, Denver, and Phoenix. I recall, 
in 19^0, a serious attempt was made to solve them and 
we had a meeting in Phoenix where it was proposed that a few 



108 

months later, in August, that we meet again in Phoenix. I 
gave the older men every chance to speak up and be smarter 
than that, but when none did I recall saying, "Can't 
we go on the bank of Grand Canyon, the rim of the Grand 
Canyon." Everybody including the Arizonans,was so enthusiastic 
that we did have five meetings. We had the governor of 
Nevada at that time as Chairman of this Committee of Fourteen, 
but in the last analysis, we failed to [arrive at an] 
agreement. 

A year later it was Wyoming's turn to hold the sessions 
and be host. They were inviting us to come to Cheyenne 

in mid-summer. There again after no one else would suggest 
better terms for a travel agency, I reminded them that 

Yellow Stone Park is in Wyoming and they could be host at 
the Canyon Hotel which was very near the great falls of the 
Yellow Stone River. We met there in July of 1941 and the 
final result was what is now known as the Boulder Canyon 
Project Adjustment Act. We revised and amended the terms of 
the first Boulder Canyon Project Act. The economics of the 
case had not worked out as Congress, the water users, 
and the power men had expected when the Boulder Canyon Project 

Act was passed in 1928. 
The Depression, of course, had changed everything. Under 

the original act, large payments were to go to the States, 
except California, in lieu of taxes on Hoover Dam and in payment 
for the water that...had come down to make the power there. 
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However, it was all tied to the market price; the market for 
the sale of Hoover power being in the Los Angeles area. 
Under Depression conditions, steam power, with fuel costs 
falling so low, had undercut Hoover Dam power prices as 
stipulated in this original act. The meeting finally drafted 
a bill that Congress later passed. All that was necessary 
was to revise the interest rate on the Government advances 
for Hoover Dam construction from four percent to three percent. 

That difference was enough to enable us to guarantee 
payments of $300,000 a year each to Nevada and Arizona in 
lieu of taxes on Hoover Dam. They'd been getting nothing up 
to that time. An additional one-half million dollars was 
promised to the Upper Basin States for investigation of new 
projects and general planning work. Those payments have 
continued ever since in the state since 1941. 

Because of the reduction in the interest rate, our 
power rates [of] falling water at Hoover Dam were dropped 
from the original rate of I.63 mills to a new low of 
1.163 mills. The latter rate, when combined with all other 

costs,such as generating costs and reserves for the replacement 
of machinery, has been giving us a rate close to 

2 mills for pumping the aqueduct water into the Colorado 
River Aqueduct. That's one of the most important factors 
that has made the Colorado River Aqueduct successful and 
economic; that meant the cost was four dollars an acre-foot 
to pump our water with a normal rate which might have been 
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20 or 25 dollars per acre-foot to pump that water. The difference 
enabled us to give relatively low rates on the water 

itself and, in general, make the aqueduct an economic success. 
[Pause]. 



TAPE NUMBER: THREE, SIDE ONE 
June 3, 1966 

ELDER: I have regretted from the start of this oral history 
expedition that my files have been cleaned of all traces 

of references to my previous activities on different jobs 
dealing with the water situation in southern California. I 
was trying to recall, however, the contents of one envelope 
which contained all of my many expense accounts for travels 
to Washington, other locations of water meetings, and so 
on. With that envelope, it would be very easy to summarize 
these trips, tied into the expense accounts, to give a picture 

of just how much scrambling around was involved in 38 
years of working on the water problems. This has been done 

as to 
and to some extent corrects my memories/some points. I 
can remember I'd been in Washington for years at a time, but 
getting down to it, actually, it was not quite as bad as 
that. 

The early part of my work was the 12 years from 1929 
to 1911 during the lifetime of our first General Manager, Mr. 
Frank Weymouth, which included most of my work at Washington 
chiefly as his right-hand man, that was because he was a 
serious heart case during practically all of that period and 
had to leave a lot of the leg work, as we call it, even a 
lot of the speaking work to someone younger and in better 
heath. So I found in all of those 12 years an overall percentage 

of only 13% of my time in Washington, although there 
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were periods when an entire 12—month period was spent there 
uninterrupted. There were at least a dozen such trips 

involving anything from a week to a year that took me generally, 

as Mr. Weymouth's assistant, to the Washington vicinity 
to work on our problems; chiefly in getting the 

project financed by the Reconstruction Corporation and 
also to Insure our getting power allotment from Hoover Dam 
to enable us to pump the water into the Colorado Aqueduct. 

Finally, as was part of our obligations to the Reconstruction 
Finance Corporation, we were [bound by a] 

promise to aid them in selling our bonds to the New York 
Bond Market as soon as that became possible after the worst 
of the Depression was over. So there were two or three extensive 

trips to New York to work with the Chase National 
Bank and a syndicate of about 60 other banks and bond departments 

of big insurance companies that finally did take 
over all of our bonds under very favorable terms as far as 
the Reconstruction Finance Corporation was concerned. 

Then after Mr. Weymouth's death his successor, an 
old friend of mine, Julian Hinds, took over. He was in very 
excellent health, I would say better than my own even though 
I was ten years younger than he. He was able to do a lot 
of this running around and visiting in Washington on his 
own without having to have the same type of|assistance as 
Mr. Weymouth had needed; so my trips to Washington were 
relatively few and far between. The next decade from 1941, 
when Mr. Weymouth died, to 1950 contained an overall total of 
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five or six trips to Washington which was only three percent 
of my time. Mr. Hinds' successor, Mr. [Robert B.] Diemer, 
came in and he hired the lawyers and so on. In this decade 

from 1950 to i960, I was only gone one percent of the 
time and that involved being a witness at Senate Hearings on 
the Upper Colorado River Storage Basin Bill and some conferences 

with the Secretary of Interior along with our lawyers. 
Also, it included the final phases of our Arizona-

Colorado River Suit. Special Master, Judge Rifkin , for 
his convenience, called some hearings in August of 1960 

in his own office in New York City and I attended these 
oral arguments. 

After that, in more recent years, the percentage stepped 
up again, but only to two and one-fourth percent, so that 

overall it works out at about two percent for the period 
after Mr. Weymouth's death, and thirteen percent during the 
last decade of his life. So the explanation there is one 
of age. It was due to Mr. Weymouth's wanting to run the 
District's affairs personally but being physically unable 
to do so, therefore he had a trusted assistant who had 
worked with him. As I was younger we made a team that 
could ̂ t results and that kept him alive a lot longer than 
he would have been otherwise. 

The expense accounts also reveal in a helpful way a 
lot of the trips that were made to water meetings during the 
period from about 1938 leading up to the next water treaty 
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we just were discussing in 1944 and '45. Along in 1938, 
it became apparent to all the water officials in our seven 
states that some phases of the Boulder Canyon Project Act 
were not working out, at least to the satisfaction of the 

financing of these states. The upper basin states, in particular, 

and certainly Arizona had expected to get very important 
revenues...as the share of the payments for power at 

Hoover Dam. The original Boulder Canyon Project Act [provided for] 
the fixing of sale price for the water on a com-

petitive basis at the power market which was defined as the 
Los Angeles vicinity. The Depression effects and the continuing 

decrease in cost of steam power in the Los Angeles 
area just left no margin for payments to these other states; 
it was easy to show a trend at getting worse on this basis 
and that the states would get more and more pinched. 

It took us a year or two to convince them of that 
fact and that the figures were telling the truth, but when 
they were so convinced, they were ready in a big way to vote 
to amend the Boulder Canyon Project Act. At the same time, 
all these discussions gave us the basis for sale to the power 
contractors which meant that both Arizona and California, 
including the Department of Water and Power of Los Angeles, 
the several smaller cities of Glendale, Burbank, Pasadena, 
and finally the Southern California Edison Company were all 
obliged under 60-year contracts to take and pay for Hoover 
power. There seemed then room in the negotiations to ad-
just the price in such a way that repayment for them would 
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be completed on time. Some blackmail payments could be made 
to these other states on the reduction in power rates to be 
made to the power contractors. 

All that sounds magical but it was based on a proposed 
reduction of the power of the interest at Boulder Dam paying 
the cost of Hoover Dam, that is from four percent of the original 

rate of the act to three percent. The Depression effect 
had tended to reduce such interest rates and, in the long 

run, it turned out we had no opposition; no problem in getting 
the Congress to adjust this power rate as long as some 

of the savings went to the other state in lieu of taxes and 
also was distributed among all of the power users so that it 
was of benefit to the retail customers in both Arizona and 
California. 

So when the 1938 meeting started, because of there 
being seven states, no state could trust one man as a delegate 

so they had their governors appoint two men to each 
meeting and, once having appointed them, they stayed fixed 
for five or six years. There were no deaths among them as 
I recall, so it became a Committee of Fourteen?this was sufficient 

to talk about water matters but the California representatives 
didn't include any direct representatives of 

the power contractors. 
For that reason, by the second or third meeting 
when we got to talking almost solely about power matters, 

it was reconstituted as a Committee of Fourteen and 
Sixteen—fourteen for water matters and then they let our 
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two power men enter the room and speak up on power matters. 
So that the water and power people had Mr. Scattergood, 
who at times, was their general manager. Metropolitan Water 
District's chief electrical engineer, Jim Gaylord, was the 
sixteenth member of this enlarged committee. Those meetings 
went on and on over the six year period. The important 
factor that I was trying to establish was that we actually 
held twenty-five meetings, generally three or four a year in 
the different state capitals. 

Sometimes when it was hot in Phoenix, one time in 
particular, I remember suggesting we adjourn to the 
El Tovar on the rim of the- Grand Canyon. It became very 
popular Instantly; that was an enjoyable week even though 

we still had to listen to those long speeches of the lawyers. 

Early in 1938, when we were leading up to the Adjustment Act, 
it was Cheyenne's turn to have a meeting in 

midsummer and, there again, my proposal to go to Yellowstone 
Park, where I had worked for the federal government 

for several years and knew how pleasant circumstances 
were, [was accepted] with popularity and approval. We put 
in ten days arguing the matters at the Canyon Hotel on the 
bank of the Yellowstone River In the eastern part of 
Yellowstone Park. 

There we were finally able to reach a consensus with 
the upper states that involved a promise by California that 
it would work for an Adjustment Act that would include a 
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payment (they still call it blackmail) of a half-million a 
year out of the Hoover Dam power revenues to go to the upper 
basin states with the one purpose of investigating and determining 

the feasibility of various proposed irrigation 
projects there. The second promise was made to both Nevada 

and Arizona: that the draft of the bill, to be acceptable 
to us, would have to include $300,000 a year to 

each of those two states in lieu of taxes. The Colorado 
River being a navigable stream, the stream bed ownership 
rests with the adjacent state at the Hoover Dam site, 
even the abutments were on what they call federal land. But 
if a private outfit, like the Edison Company, would build a 
dam there, the taxes would have gone to each state, perhaps 
a much larger amount than $300,000 a year. So that agreement 

was reached. It was not an easy one to accomplish since 
it was to stretch over a fifty-year period. With the 
Adjustment Act agreed on, it then took two years to lobby it 
through Congress. 

In the meantime, the Mexican Water Treaty became more 
and more alarming to us, so the same committee went on working, 

first in a united fashion—all against any generosity 
to Mexico. Finally, with the Colorado members of the committee 

taking the lead, Judge [Clifford H.] Stone and some 
engineer, Mr. [R.J.] Tipton, convinced several or the states 
that their position would be much worse if nothing was done 
to settle the Mexican crisis. If Mexico Is left in that 
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state, they assured us they would go to the Hague Convention, 
the International court as we call it sometimes. Lawyers 
don't seem to agree that it is really a court, but in any 
case the point that had been repeated over and over was that 
the United States had no sympathetic members at that court; 
that the judgment would be unanimous against us in favor of 
the minority, smaller individual, like the Mexicans. They 
would get practically anything they asked for in the way of 
additional water. So that, to many of this Committee of 
Fourteen, it quickly became a matter of safety to their own 
states to concede anything to Mexico as long as It was lower 
basin water because they believed that California water would 
be given to Mexico. 

So the Committee of Fourteen - Sixteen finally split 
early in 19^4. Arizona went with the upper basin states and 
combined with Texas, it was really West Texas as far as the 
practical part of it was concerned. They put out quite a 
report, four or five volume report that is still on the 
shelf. And about the same time, Judge Stone and a Mr. 
Tipton revealed their conflict of interest. They openly 
went to work for the State Department. In negotiating this 
treaty, I believe Mr. Stone's real payoff was a Department of 
Justice commlssionership in presiding over some cut-and— 
dried land cases. They both turned out to be, we thought, 
pretty low federal bureaucrats in double-crossing us that 
way. Probably, the Mexican Treaty would have gone through 
anyway without this personality stuff but that factor made 
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it impossible for our committee to meet any longer. We separated 
for some purposes. Nevada stuck on the side of California 
chiefly because she had nowhere else to go. Primarily, 

California had to take the lead in all the cost of opposing the 
Mexican Treaty to the extent that there was any opposition. 
[Tape recorder turned off] 
PETERSEN: What was the problem concerning the quality of 

water that Mexico could receive? Was this a factor in the 
Treaty of 1944? 
ELDER: That was a factor in an indirect fashion, a secondhand 

fashion, certainly. The main controversy over salinity 
did not arise for many years until after the Lower Gila Project 

had been built long enough to have a return flow of 
seepage from its drains which reached the Colorado River in 
substantial amounts. The salinity question got into the 
argument over the main treaty in 1944. Mr. Tipton, in helping 
the State Department negotiate the treaty, was one of the major 
negotiators; in fact, he was very proud of having included the 
phrase that the water from Mexico was to be derived from "any 
and all sources." 

Now to him in his explanations to us, that meant even 
in an extreme case, that we could go down to the shore of the 
Salton Sea and lay a pipe line a few miles long and pump the 
brine in the Salton Sea back into the river and get credit for 
it as it crossed the Mexican boundary. That was played up 

heavily in the Senate hearings on it--that we were all protected. 
In the salt springs, for example, in Arizona, which 
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has two or three major salt springs where the brine gushes 
forth; the insistence was that all briney water would count. 
Also, it was heavily played up that we were going to give this 
much water across the boundary to Mexico anyway whether we had 
a treaty or not, in that once the Central Arizona Project 
was built,the return flow of the drainage from that project 
would come down in quantities of at least a million and a half 
acre-feet, and there was no other place for it go. All that 
might not be of very high quality, still under the treaty it 
would give us credit and count. 

I can recall while testifying of my knowledge of Arizona 
irrigators that they took water like people in Arizona 

do gold --anywhere in "them thar hills." Why, they grab it and 
they would do the same thing with this flowing water and ir-
rigate with it even though it was almost sea water. Mexico 
would get no part of it and that caused a slight argument 
among some of us witnesses. 

The unfortunate part came when it was revealed that there 
was a Spanish copy or version;of the treaty; the Mexican negotiators, 

explaining to their Mexican Senate, naturally 
used the Spanish version. Apparently, they honestly and accurately 

insisted that the treaty in no way indicated that the 
water from any and all sources was to be anything but first-
class irrigation water usable by their irrigation project. 
Knowing those negotiators pretty well, it makes sense to me 
that they would not have ruined their own prospects and lowered 
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the rights of their own country by accepting any worthless 
brine, since a little br'ne can mix with a lot of good 
water and ruin the whole project. 

In any case, the two Senates considered the treaty months 
apart and no play was made on this disparity in the story; 
the basis on which we were working. Some of us worried about 
it considerably, but nothing happened immediately, not until 
long in i960 did the physical salinity problem get serious 
enough. In the meantime, the Gila Project had been going, the 
Mohawk-Wellton Project east of Yuma in the valley of the lower 
Gila, also the area under irrigation in Mexico had varied 
using this treaty water. It had gradually increased to the 
point where they were using the water the entire year around, 
irrigating even in winter. The point of that is that by 1960, 

we found that we didn't have to release Lake Mead water for 
Mexico during the winter months; that there was a sufficient 
return flow of about 900 cubic feet per second to satisfy the 
treaty requirements, provided this phrase from "any and all 
sources" meant what it said. 

By 1 9 6 0 , it was beginning to receive brine from the 
Walton region to a point where the Mexicans objected strenuously 
to it. By most summer months, however, enough Lake Mead water 
was mixed with it to permit Mexico to at least get by without 
any apparent damage. But during the winter months they were 
watering their wheat crop, in particular, and they were sure 
it was seriously damaged. The Department of Agriculture from 



122 

the United States wrote reports and the investigation couldn't 
find any such damage. The problem was that Mexicans don't 
cultivate their crops as neatly and continuously as we do. 
They have spotty, salty lands in the midst of good lands. It 
appeared to the American inspectors that there was damage 
but it was really due to Mexican carelessness or lack of efficiency; 

a lack of mechanization which they couldn't afford. 
In any case that problem has never been agreed on or settled. 

What did happen though, finally, was that the Americans 
just couldn't stand the American State Department. Washington 
couldn't stand that sort of renewed controversy with Mexico. 
So a year ago, a bypass canal was excavated and is now in 
operation under a five-year agreement with Mexico. At the 
end of that time, there will be renegotiation if the Mexicans 
aren't satisfied with the operation of this bypass canal. 
What it means is that they are enabled to dump the brine water 
coming from the Gila River with the diversion dam at 
periods when it is briney and, at other times, they can take 
the whole combined flow of the Gila and the Colorado River and 
do their summer irrigation, which calls for several times as 
much water. 

It looks like they are getting by at present and just 
what will happen four years from now when the first five-year 
period is up, I don't know. I would anticipate that they'll 
have some points of disagreement that will call for a few more 
million dollars to be paid out by the American Government. In 
the meantime, the cost of all this has fallen on the federal 
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treasury rather than the local water users who cause the damage 
in the Mohawk-Wellton area. The State of Arizona insists 

that it is getting credit for all this brine whether it is 
usable by Mexico or not. At this point, it certainly isn't 
resolved because the Colo 'ado River contract emphasizes that, in 
order to get credit for return flow, it has to be usable. So 
there still remains for the future an unhappy prospect of 
continuing controversy and having to revise the construction of 
the project to some extent. 

A very important part of our own controversy with 
Arizona is certainly a law which has come to be called the 
"3B" water law. [The name is] derived from section three, 
paragraph "B" of the sometimes called "Santa Fe Compact," 
or the "Colorado River Compact of 1922." It starts out by 
giving the upper and lower basin each seven and a half 
million acre-feet from the natural flow of the river, then 
adds that, out of any surplus over this seven and one-half 
million, the lower basin will be permitted to increase its 
use by another million acre-feet. The origin of that was that 
some states had hardly used, up to 1922, any part of the 
allocation yet they were getting it all for the future. Whereas 

California, even Arizona, had large areas in irrigation and 
prospects seemed to be that they would be calling for another 
meeting of the Compact Commission within a few years to get 
an addition. 

But "3B" was merely a means to postpone that evil day 
when the commission would have to try and meet again. They 
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fought so much that they didn't want to see each other 
for a long time. It certainly did postpone the meeting 
since there's never been another meeting of the Commission. 
But that was simply to get some elasticity to the recommendations 

and findings of the Compact Commission, to give 
the lower basin a chance to continue its growth without any 
sharp and sudden restrictions in the amount of water available. 

The Arizona position grew out of their desire to get 
the entire allotment of "3B." Of course, the compact doesn't 
pretend to divide this "3B" water between California and 
Arizona, it simply alloted it to the entire basin; so It 
was there for the two states to grab and fight over. 

Arizona invented a rather curious engineering story. 
The Gila River which was the main source for Arizona then 
as it is now, including Phoenix, Tucson, Yuma, and probably 
95 percent of the population of the state in the assessed 
valuation. The Gila River, under natural conditions, had a 
maintained flow to its mouth that was even navigated in the 
gold rush days by flat-bottom scows or barges. But as soon 
as irrigation started in a big way around the Phoenix area, 
especially during the construction of the Roosevelt Dam, about 
1902, flood waters were retained for irrigation use. The 
lower part of the Gila only had an occasional flow when 
there was a flood below these big reservoirs. 

So it was in 1941 a million acre-feet did come down 
within a few weeks, through the Phoenix area, and reached 
the Colorado River. But from then on until 1965, there was 



125 

no apparent flow that was reaching all the way from Phoenix 
to the mouth of the Gila. The result was that the Colorado 
no longer gained any inflow from this important tributary. 
The water was used in the Phoenix area; but to the extent 
that it was not used, it did not have sufficient impetus to 
carry it to the Colorado. Sudden flash floods would spread 
sideways over a considerable flat area of the desert and then 
it would either evaporate or percolate and then evaporate a 
little later. 

The point that got into the controversy was when Arizona 
said they were willing to be charged with the man-made 

depletion of the Colorado River. That meant that, under 
natural conditions, their budget generally said that there 
had been two and one-half million acre-feet average flow a 
year. They said they were using, through man-made depletions, 
a million and a half acre-feet. This additional million 
was then made a round million to agree with the "3B" allocation, 

which, under the state of nature had been wasted 
in the desert. They had barely salvaged it in building the 
Roosevelt Dam, they reclaimed water which would otherwise 
have done no human being, including Californians, any good. 
It was just wasted there in the mouth of the Gila and then 
right into the ocean. So it could not equitably be charged 
against the Phoenix irrigators. 

We ridiculed that argument chiefly by presenting parallel 
cases. For example, the government built Hoover Dam for 
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the combined benefit of Arizona and California. Every drop 
that contained flood water was reclaimed at Hoover Dam. 
It formerly flowed into the ocean in the state of nature. As 
quick as it is captured at Hoover Dam, it generates electric 
power and then reaches our various diversion dams. Under the 
Arizona theory, if it means what It says, we, in California, 
should not be charged for a drop of that Hoover Dam salvaged 
water. It was salvaged in the same sense that the Arizona 
reservoir salvaged this precious Gila water. 

I remember making the same explanation to them. Being 
a native of Salt Lake, my grandfather built a dam on a little 

creek coming from the Wasatch Mountains and used the stream 
to raise some wheat more than a hundred years ago. He salvaged 

water which would otherwise have flowed into the Great 
Salt Lake. Those state officials of Utah never paid any 
attention to that fact. They charged us under a water right 
agreement for that water which was salvaged the same as for 
any other water that we could get in that similarly dry region. 

Well, it happened that I was assigned as a rebuttal 
witness in San Francisco. 
PETERSEN: When was this? 
ELDER: This was 1956 or there abouts. Following Mr. Tipton's 

affirmative presentation of the "3B" argument In man-made 
depletion. He is generally credited with having invented 

this story of man-made depletion, to the extent that 
he got it written in the upper basin compact of about 1950. 
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It is the law of the land up there that only man-made depletion 
shall count. It's theoretically possible that the 

lower basin, with Arizona helping us, will have a major argument 
with the upper basin fifty years from now abut the 

same argument that got into this Arizona-California suit . 
It's probably only academic up there; in fact, they were 

allocated seven and one half-million. Their water officials 
at that time, thirty years ago, explained to us, by putting 
this argument of man-made depletion into their upper basin 
compact, that the real net use would not be seven and one-
half million but 800,000 a year more or 8.3 million acre-
feet. They sincerely believed in it. The only contradiction 

to it was again the same notorious, Mr. Tipton who has 
now furnished the upper basin, within the last year, with an 
all-embracing report that convinces them that the most 
they can ever hope to get, regardless of this "man-made 
depletion"1' argument, is physically about 5,600,000 acre-feet 
instead of seven and one^half million. Just drought conditions 

and the rain gods are not propitious, so whatever 
they do in a legal way they will still be short-changed. 
So they are only going to get 5,600,000. They'll never get 
a chance to add 800,000 or any part of the two,seven and one-
half million theoretical allocations. So, that may be a 
c heap way that nature is going to have of settling that argument. 

They were getting tired, the rain gods, perhaps, 
of hearing this repetitous rebuttal. 
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In any case, Judge [Simon Hirsch] Rifkin gave us a 
very terse, clean victory on the 3B item and on this question 

of man-made depletion. I don't remember his language, 
but it all amounted to just the word "bunk," which [was 
what] we had always classed it. But it was very convincing 
to the Arizona people. Why should they be charged for water 
that had formerly evaporated In the desert? Well, the 
fallacy of that is that the water which had formerly evaporated 

in the desert that had flowed down twenty or thirty 
years ago wasn't what we were talking about. What we're 
talking about is the water that flows down this year and 
next. None of that is being permitted to evaporate in the 
desert. Every drop of it is being used for profitable Irrigation. 

So they didn't have a leg to stand on and it took 
them many, many years. The lawyer who chiefly expounded it 
was a chap named Charlie [Charles Averette] Carson, the 
chief lawyer for the twenty years or more who died before the 
San Francisco suit began. His friends now have to agree 
that he was wrong and Judge Rifkin was right. Since the 
Supreme Court [decision], nobody reverses it, not even God, 
apparently. 

Of course, one unusual feature of the 3B argument is 
that in spite of winning that item (and losing many) from 
Judge Rifkin and then the Arizona Supreme Court case, we 
probably won't get our fifty percent of 3B water. Other 
decreed portions of the Rifkin report make it clear that 
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probably there will be no surplus from which to hand out any 
portion of a million acre-feet of 3B water to either Arizona 
or California. In that case, it will be, I believe, what 
is called a Pyrrhic victory. 
PETERSEN: Could you give us a little information about the 
Colorado River Board and it's functions and it's policy—making 
decisions and how policy is made and basically the structure 
of the board? 
ELDER: My knowledge [of the] functioning of the Colorado 
River Board comes from many years of sitting in the audience 
in front of them with the proud title of "technical advisor." 
I am under orders from my own district to attend all their 
meetings and help them with technical information on the 
Colorado River and any other matters of Engineering chara-
cter that come before them. The Colorado River Board itself 
is a rather mysterious institution. It is semi-private in 
its nature. Legally, it's a branch of the California State 
Government. Each water agency in southern California —-strictly 
defined, the three desert irrigation projects: Imperial 
Valley, Coachella Valley, and Palos Verdes irrigation district; 

and also the three coast agencies: the Fallbrook 
Water District, the Water and Power Department of Los 
Angeles, and the City and County of San Diego --balance each 
other. Three coastal and three desert. 

Each of these six is entitled to nominate two members 
to the Colorado River Board. These names are sent to the 

governor and in some cases he has ignored the list for a year. 
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but generally he responds rather quickly after the death of 
a member. A governor is entitled to appoint either one of 
the two nominees. There have been times when he refused 
to do that and when we found out we had to nominate a couple 
of more that were more to his liking. He is free to appoint 
anyone he chooses but with that background. They always turn 
out to be members of our own boards of control or closely 

connected with the local problems of each agency. Therefore, 
the Colorado River Board has over the years become a 

grassroots institution. They really are closely connected 
with the water problems of southern California in a way that 
no other board or group could possibly claim to be. 

Going back a step further, forty years ago, we had a 
Colorado River Commission that was also a state affair. 
Three members were appointed by the then governor. But, 
as I recall, they had no state budget. I can recall working 
with that commission for several years and our general counsel, 
[William] W. B. Matthews, who had our Lake Matthews Terminal 
Reservoir named after him, was one of the three members. 
Another representative lived in the Imperial Valley and 
the third was, at the time I worked with them, Mayor [John 
L.] Bacon, the ex-mayor of San Diego, a mechanical engineer 
who was very informed on water problems. In any case, that 
commission was able to speak to the State of California at 
interstate meetings and functioned helpfully for many years. 
The problems got bigger, however, as Hoover Dam was constructed 
and many other dams were constructed along the river. 



131 

The observation was made that the State of California, 
in its financial budget, supported several boards and com-
missions In northern California that dealt with local water 
problems. There was a reclamation commission and there was 
a flood commission that watched the levees of the Sacra-
mento River as they passed through the city of Sacramento. 
In any case, we finally discovered in southern California 
that we had a budget of $100,000 or so and as the Depression 
years started we thought, why don't we get in on the state 
budget instead of having our own local agencies put up their 
own money. That was, to my memory, the chief reason why we 
got this six-man board and were put solely on the state budget. 

The budget goes through the legislature, gets fought 
and bled over and at present has grown into the sum of 
$200,000 a year coming from state finances. 

The board has a chairman who functions as the Colorado 
Commissioner and with th&t title he does speak for the State 
of California in all Colorado River matters at interstate 
meetings. Of course, he has, more or less, to get along 
with the current governor in every case. I remember one 
Colorado River Commissioner, who when there was a reversal 
of party politics at Sacramento, found that he was ineffective 

and that if he phoned the governor he wouldn't be 
answered. So he resigned and a Democrat was appointed to 
take his place. He remained on the board, but it was just 
a way of trying to make the Colorado River Board function 
effectively under the existing conditions. 
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So then, to broaden the field, the Colorado River-
Board lists, as its technical advisors, a dozen of us who 
are under orders or are willing to come to their meetings. 
We also often go to interstate meetings. The board members, 
of course, are unpaid by the Colorado River Board; however, 
they are all earning a living in their private way through 
agencies. Sometimes there would be one board member who would 
go to a meeting in Washington, but there often would be a 
half a dozen advisors there who would bring the reports back 
home or make the speeches as witnesses in the committee 
hearings. 
PETERSEN: How did the board make the decisions? What were 
the mechanics involved in decision making on the board? 
ELDER: The board holds monthly meetings in the state office 
which is an office furnished by the State of California. It 
has endless discussions and rarely tries to reach a decision 
until a consensus has been arrived at through discussion. 
Of course, the different members speak with different millions 

of people behind them and in some cases things, 
have got to be settled quickly. The Imperial District man, 
the largest irrigation district in the country, and the Metropolitan 

Water District members may at least, by phone, get the 
reaction of the others and tell them what they are going to 
order done. We don't bog down on a time basis that way. 

In general, the interests of the desert folks, for example, 
the Palos Verdes and Coachella districts, are almost 
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identical with Imperial. In the same way, the Los Angeles 
Water Department and San Diego Water Authority are both 
members of the Metropolitan Water District. There is a 
situation of duplication to the point where we do have 
common interests and generally arrive at the same policy 
to try and settle those problems in our own favor. 
PETERSEN: Is there ever any conflict between the members 
who use the water differently, such as the MWD and say the 
irrigation districts? 
ELDER: The conflict was certainly there two years ago. 
They put the Secretary of the Interior under their functioning 

as a sort of watermaster for the river and, suddenly 
without notice, he supplied a ten percent cut to all of us, 
both city side of the mountains and the desert. The Colorado 
River Board unanimously objected to that and resented it 
but finally decided that they would make no policy on it 
because the several agencies that were being ordered to cut 
ten percent all had legal staffs and could do a better job of 
objecting to it. Some of them obeyed it. It came in halfway 

through the summer so that just meant a little less 
water in the months of summer. 

The Metropolitan Water District felt unable to obey 
it. We explained the reasons at great length In letters. 
After a few months beyond the end of the season, we were 
upheld, much to the dismay of the irrigation districts that 
had obeyed it. Why, we sneered at It and put our finger at 

our nose and got away with it. It never came to a showdown. 
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It never came to a showdown. The Colorado River Board, if it 
had voted, would have voted unanimously against any such cuts. 
Of course, the cuts were made largely for the benefit of the 
same people so there would be a little water the next year, 
if it happened to be dry also. In that particular instance, 
however, we feared that the cuts were made chiefly to try 
and steal a whole lot of water and hold It in the Grand 
Canyon Reservoir for the benefit of Arizona. The Secretary 
of the Interior was an ex-Arizona Congressman, but a noble 
gentleman [who was] always under suspicion by everybody in 
California. We watched every step that he took, the poor 
guy. 

My first contact with him, was when he had just been 
pilloried by the Arizona papers and he was coming over here 
to reveal his wonderful regional project. He was going to 
put the bill in. He came in August, 19^3^ to be at the Town 
Hall and to tell us all what he was going to save us, in a 
water way. We had him to breakfast at some fancy hotel. I 
know because it cost me a five-dollar taxi fee to even get 
to the breakfast myself. He literally was weeping for 
the Arizona Republic. He, of course, being a Democrat, why 
it was fair game for him. They had offered him, since they 
were lucky enough to have a Secretary of the Interior, to put 
the Central Arizona Project bill through forthwith and make 
no bones or delay about it. 

Well, I guess he was an honest man; he would explain 
to any reporter who would listen or to any of the rest of us. 
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that he was the Secretary of the Interior a' the fifty 
United States not of Arizona. Also he had the additional 
reason, that, if he tried to shove the Central Arizona bill 
through, solely for their benefit, it wouldn't even get a 
committee hearing let alone pass. Whereas ha from his more 
exhalted position could see the realistic side of politics 
and he would get a bill through that would interest all seven 
of our states and have that much support; chances are he 
could get It passed promptly. Well, the Arizonian criticism 
was proved right. They said he was only trying to delay their 
precious project. Of course, three years had gone by and the 
remainder of his bill was just being marked up in congress 
in the House Interior Committee. So we sympathized with him 
gently. We let him weep on our shoulder while we all ate 
breakfast. And some of our tough guys, [Joseph] Joe Jensen, 
our chairman, and [Samuel] B. Nelson, the manager of the water 
department, were really overwhelmed. They just adopted him 
as a perfect guy and believed anything he said from then on. 
Some of us, a little tougher than that, still figured he 
might have rehearsed that speech before his mirror In his 
hotel room; he did it so perfectly. 

The Secretary proceeded to the Town Hall as planned 
and gave an excellent presentation of his regional report. 
The only mistake he made was telling us that if we found 
anything wrong with it to tell him and he would straighten it 
out promptly. In California there were forty-eight water 
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districts that made some study of it and we all found major 
points which were wrong and that rather overwhelmed Udall who 
thought that he was going to be very popular on the basis 
of that report. He took those criticisms, however, and fired 
the man who was assistant commissioner of the Bureau of Re-
clamation which had taken the chief credit for preparing the 
report. I don't think Mr, Udall knew what was In it in the 
slightest when he presented it here. 

Six months later he came in with a revised one that 
was generally acceptable and which has won the basis of 
support of the present bill in congress. So Mr. Udall is 
very much In my good book. He accepted my comments on it 
that It was, in part, purely an Arizona product. The proof 
of that he fired the assistant commissioner, or retired him, 

to be more polite. The next day he was working in the office 
of Senator [Carl] Hayden of Arizona on the senate payroll, 

carrying on the sane lobbying work for the Central 
Arizona Project that he had been doing for several years as 
assistant commissioner. We thought that justice had caught 
up with him in the end. [tape recorder turned off] 



TAPE NUMBER: THREE, SIDE TWO 
June 9, 1966 

ELDER: A major effort had been made by the federal government 
to settle our long controversy over water problems with 

the Republic of Mexico. This came to a head with the beginning 

of the big war in 1941-42, because Mexico was an important 
shipper of basic goods, food supplies, and helped 

in the war activity. There was also loose talk about Mexico 
becoming communistic if the United States didn't subsidize 
to a great extent on all purchases. So, as an administrative 

matter, always reported to us by the State Department 
and having come directly from President Roosevelt, the orders 

were to settle the water controversy which existed on 
both the Rio Grande in Texas, and the Colorado in Arizona 
and southern California. 

The State Department first began meeting with representatives 
of the Colorado River Basin states as early as 

1940. They always threatened us that a treaty draft would 
come out of the negotiations rather suddenly and we had to 
be prepared for it. But, of course, it involved so much 
water out of the Colorado River that all of the states, for 
several years at least, resisted very strongly. So an or-
ganization that came to be known as the "Committee of l4/l6" 
took the job very seriously. They met in the various capi-
tals of the seven states for month after month and year after 
year during the period of 1940-44 when the State Department 
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released the draft of what became the Mexican Water Treaty. 
There was one period in '43 when I was representing 

California on a committee of engineers for the seven states 
of the basin. I can recall meeting in Yuma in mid-August 
when the temperatures were quite unbearable,but the burden 
was put on us to write an engineers' report commenting on 
the first draft of the Mexican Water Treaty. Time was so 
short, at that time, that we had to go down there for such 
a group meeting. We jumped from there to San Francisco 
because certain congressmen and senators could be available 
there at that time. We finally, as far as the engineers were 
concerned, pointed out the inequities in the proposed treaty 
and condemned it very largely. 

A complication, though, was that among the seven representatives of the seven basin states, there was a very 
able, learned engineer, Royce Tipton. He is still quite 
active in water problems in the West. He not only represented 

Colorado, Denver being his headquarters, but because 
of his obvious abilities, he became the spokesman for the 
lower upper basin states? Wyoming, Utah, and New Mexico as 
well as Colorado. In that position, he was able to dominate 
the discussions and negotiations many times. It didn't take 
us long to find that he had what we called a "conflict of 
interests" in that he was working directly for the United 
States State Department as well as speaking for these 
states that were supposed to be commenting critically on the 
work of the State Department. 
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So the various committees finally split up. They found 
that they couldn't trust each other, so the lower basin states 
went at it alone. As soon as that happened, of course, Mr. 
Tipton removed all disguises and worked openly with the State 
Department; in fact, he was their chief negotiator during 
the last six months of the controversy with Mexico. 
PETERSEN: How did the position of the lower states differ 
from that of the upper states? 

ELDER: The position was exactly identical for several years. 
Then Mr. Tipton's activities with a very learned lawyer from 
Colorado, Judge Stone,changed things. (I believe he had been 
a justice of the peace, but he was always known as Judge 
Stone, he's long since dead.) Those two gentlemen convinced, 
first Colorado, and then the upper bash states that Mexico 
was bound to get something out of this controversy, which 
we all knew in an non-quantitative way. But they were speaking, 

as I say, with what now looks and which at that time 
we suspected, out of a conflict of interests, These two 
gentlemen, an engineer and a lawyer, convinced their own 
states and the upper basin states that they would be far 
ahead if they gave away some Arizona and California water to 
Mexico and had a treaty that put a ceiling on anything that 
might be demanded from the upper basin states. 

Our basic Colorado River Compact dating from 1922 
stipulates that in case of a shortage of water we must supply 
all of Mexico's demands, if and when our treaty was ratified, 
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from the surplus in the lower basin. But surplus failing, 
the additional demands to completely fulfill any such 
treaty with Mexico would be met by half from the upper basin 
and half from the lower. The argument was quite convincing 
to some of my friends in the upper basin states: that they 
would be far ahead in the long run if they fixed the terms 
of such extra water that the upper basin might have to let 
down for Mexico. The additional statement was all that was 
made, but Mexico had a perfect right to go to the big Court 
of International Justice or some such impressive title. Once 
in such an international court, the sympathy of all the 
justices (something like the United Nations ana some committees 

that are always supposed to be against the United 
States) would be favorable to a little country like Mexico in 
this case. 

A great deal of weight was put on this type of argument, 
that since we were completely licked on every point 

the quicker we gave away water, since it only hurt California 
and/or Arizona, the better the ether states would be. So our 
front dissolved completely. During the last opposition when 
we were trying to improve the draft, knowing that the treaty 
was inevitable, but still trying to make it as least harmful 
as possible, the upper basin states just approved of anything 
the State Department man, including what their own man Tipton, 
would recommend. Thus the lower basin states got nowhere. 
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Later in the argument, all the officials of Arizona 
swung to the same position under the persuasions of Tipton 
and Judge Stone. That made it very difficult for California 
with little help from Nevada—Nevada not being substantially 
involved in any later gifts of water to Mexico. California, 
finding itself alone, finally forced us to a partial solution. 
With the Metropolitan Water District taking the lead, Mr. 
James [H.] Howard, our general counsel, and myself as an 
engineer, organized what's come to be known as the Colorado 
River Water Users Association. The sole purpose of that 
organization, one that still persists, which is a goodwill 
type of organization among the basin states, was to find what 
opposition we could to the Mexican Water Treaty among the 
water users of the various basin states. Even if they had 
no official capacity in those states, when the Senate Foreign 
Relations Committee held hearings on the draft of the Mexican 
Water Treaty, we were able to match every official from these 
various states who were supporting the treaty. We matched 
them with very outstanding individuals from those several 
states who were against the treaty. 

I recall, toward the end of 1944 with the hearings 
coming to an end in '45, being sent out that winter into the 
mountains of Arizona and New Mexico to find those various indi-
viduals who would take the lead in their own state in helping 
to organize the Colorado River Water Users Association. I 
suppose I was picked because I'd previously worked with the 
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Bureau of Reclamation in Colorado and New Mexico and knew a 
good many of the water men and officials of the various 
water companies. 

I recall getting to Santa Fe a day or two before 
Christmas, December 1944, and it was as bad as the days of 
Bethlehem; there wasn't a place to lay my weary head. With 
the snowy and narrow roads, everything was uncomfortable. 
The speed limit at that time was still six miles an hour on 
the street. I was trying to wander on, and it was very 
crooked and turny. In any case, I finally found the only 
hotel in the city at that time called "An Inn" and a very 
satisfactory place it was if you could get in it. Well, I 
had one companion with me. I think he was sent as an observer 

to see how I did my lobbying methods. But he and I 
got a foot or two inside the place and were immediately 
thrown out, no reservations, no place, no nothing. 

We were standing on the curb with the snow coming down 
our backs wondering what in the devil to do when a voice 
hailed me from a few feet away. Here was the state engineer 
of New Mexico, a lifetime friend of mine, loaded with mallard 

ducks. He had spent the day in the hills and streams 
nearby,, and he said, "What on earth are you standing out 
here for?" 

Well, I said, "These damn friends of yours in the Inn 
won't give me a room." 

"The hell they won't'. I'll see about that." We had 
the best room in the house in two or three minutes. So my 
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old friends began to function. So I said, "Well that's fine, 
but I have an even more important job for you. Help me organize 

this Colorado River Water Users Association." 
Heller probably said that would be as much as his job was 
worth. 

Officially, New Mexico was for the treaty. He personally 
didn't like it at all and he would see that an observer 

or two from his office would be present at any meetings 
we held in order to report back to him and give us moral support. 

I found the same attitude in Albuquerque. Among 
[them, there was one] leading water lawyer there who was 
very helpful in the same way in sending an assistant to the 
water meetings. He couldn't stick his own neck out because 
it would have been chopped off. Coming back from Arizona, I 
found four or five old friends the same way, but they had 
a little more courage. They all came to the first meeting 
we called. 

We got the meeting started under the auspices of the 
chairmanship of the then governor of Nevada, and I had quite 
a time running him down. I finally found the state engineer 
of Nevada sort of standing guard while the governor sobered 
up in a club in Phoenix. We waited until he was half-sober 
and got his approval to be a chairman. The one requirement 
was that we had to guarantee that he would have a good crowd 
at the meeting. He didn't want to endorse a failure. So 
we promised that and, some how, activities went on. 



Mr. Howard in the upper basin, Utah and Colorado, also 
sent delegates. One man finally came from Wyoming to help 
us. The best known of the various witnesses that we managed 
to find in this sort of unorthodox manner was then known 
as Judge [Arthur Vivian] Watkins, later as Senator Watkins. 
He won chiefly as a result of the publicity that he got by 
being a witness for us against the Mexican Water Treaty. 
In 1946, it was most surprising to himself and all the 

was 
politicians, that he/elected the senator from Utah. A few 
years later he was the goat that was forced to preside at 
the Joe McCarthy hearings and became quite famous throughout 
the rest of the country. When he was beaten as Senator a 
year or two later, the administration was still grateful to 
him for having put Joe McCarthy out of business. 

They made the old gentleman a commissioner, the Indian 
Claims Commissioner. He's still functioning on that 

somewhat soft, racket-type of a job. He did a beautiful job 
for us as an unknown country boy-lawyer type of witness, 
coming from Provo, Utah. So we have been grateful to him 
ever since because he did tell our story. He learned it very 
adequately and offset the elected officials of Utah. The 
attorney general, representing the governor of Utah, was 
there in support of the treaty. 
PETERSEN: What was the gist of Watkins' argument? On what 
basis did you oppose the treaty? 
ELDER: The actual use in Mexico. It established its claim 
both internationally and interstate by actual beneficial 
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use. For years the records, not very satisfactory for bring-
ing to court, but what we in southern California all knew, 
was that they had never exceeded 750,000 acre-feet a year. 
The draft of the treaty promised them a firm supply, a 
minimum supply of a million and a half or just double to 
what we thought they were entitled to by standards that had 
been established under international law. The treaty went 
one step furthur and stated that many times there was. 
an abundance of water or water supply available in surplus. 
The treaty gives them 1,700,000 acre-feet a year. 

So we boiled our opposition down to the simple matter 
of arithmetic, but the State Department, in its usual amateurish 

way of handling all the water and irrigation problems 
and anything out of their experience, in order to carry 

out the President's directive on settling the controversy, 
had just doubled the offer to Mexico which was far more than 
was necessary to accomplish any such settlement of a controversy. 

With all the billions of dollars that were being 
paid out for those mad, in terms of war, settlements, a 
few million dollars paid to Mexico would be much better received. 

The Mexican officials in Mexico City would be much 
more grateful and well behaved if they got paid in cash and 
let our water alone. 

Well, as a result of the gift of this water to Mexico, 
the Mexicali Valley, which is just south of Imperial Valley 
in California and is very similar to the Imperial Valley, has 
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gone in for cotton in a big scale. Mexicall City, purely, 
on the basis of this water has grown from a dusty, dirty, 
little town of 2-3^000 to a rather decent city now of something 

in an excess of 100,000. Very prosperous! Many cot-
ton gins and other supplemental activities go on there. The 
net result has been very impressive and, as far as we are 
concerned, the same thing could have happened on the United 
States side of the land if our folks had been better educated 

and if our negotiators were more honest in representing 
the United States' interests. We would always point out the 
previous example. 

We had a water discussion with Canada at one time, a 
few years earlier than the Mexican Treaty. It involved 
rather insignificant quantities of water, compared with the 
Colorado River, on the Milk River which meanders out of 
Canada into Montana and back into Canada and around. In 
any case, President Roosevelt, Teddy, with the glove that 
he wore and the big stick he carried behind him in the 
cartoons, gave the terms and settled that controversy overnight 

by retaining all the water that the Montana projects 
were claiming. It was a money settlement, 

Canada was satisfied with it and has adhered to the 
terms of that treaty ever since. The difference in the handling 

of it was startling to us and very unsatisfactory. The 
statement has always been made that the Mexican Water Treaty 
could not have even been suggested, let alone ratified, at 
any other time in the history of the United States either 
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before or since. It was just the wartime hysteria and the 
desire for cleaning things of that nature up. The President 
naturally knew nothing about the importance of water in the 
Southwest or Its value. 
PETERSEN: Wasn't some benefit given to Texas? Wasn't this 
a consideration? 
ELDER: The political realism came in, in terms of matching 

the amount of water that we gave to Mexico out of the Colorado 
which was matched exactly in extra water that Mexico 

gave to Texas water users on the lower Rio Grande. We had 
quite a discussion of that. One of our top men, Mr. [E.F.] 
Scattergood of the Department of Water and Power here, who 
was equally concerned about the amount of water we were 
losing, had tried to argue that our main representation to 
the senate should be that the treaty was grossly unfair in 
that it gave much more water to Mexico than was given to the 
Uhited States in return. I had slightly better figures than 
he did and so I had to explain that on the basis of one 
country against the other, it was exactly fair sounding, at 
least in the amount of water given to Mexico on the Colorado 
which exactly matched the excess amount of water given to 
Texas on the Rio Grande. 

Our folks didn't know which one of us to believe, naturally. 

Of the lawyers In our group, one of the first witnesses from 
Washington, when the hearings began, was a 

gentleman named [L.M.] Lawson. [American Commissioner, International 
Boundary Commission, U.S. and Mexico] I had known 
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him in the Bureau of Reclamation Project that engineered 
El Paso. He was an outstanding citizen. He handled the 
negotiations with Mexico very capably. He spoke fluent 
Spanish, in fact he had married a Spanish-speaking Mexican 
citizen and he was definitely simpatico with the Mexicans. 
Early in his testimony, he revealed that he had the same 
figures I did--800,000 acre-feet extra as he called it, was 

given to Mexico from the Colorado in excess of what the records 
showed that they were certainly entitled to. An 

identical amount, 800,000 acre-feet was given Texas from 
the Rio Grande. 

Then the practical considerations overwhelmed us. We 
got into the hearings on the treaty and, of course, the very 
tough, hard-boiled Senator, Tom Connally of Texas, was chairman 

of the whole affair. Naturally he was determined to carry 
out the wishes of the President as a wartime measure and, incidentally, 

improve the water conditions of the Rio Grande 
lower Valley immeasurably. Some of us got the idea that we 
were going to be beaten in the foreign relations committee, 
so we tried to stir up a little rumpus for Tom Connally, 
saying that after all, this really wasn't a treaty in the 
normal use of the word; it was more like a commercial 
transaction and the Board of Trade would ordinarily handle 

The distinction was that, for such commercial arrangements 
and understandings, the House as well as the Senate 

gets a chance to vote on it. Naturally, we had more 
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congressmen than we did senators. There was also the chance 
of getting out from under the Texas control. So I hustled 
around to the committee in the house that would have handled 
the matter which, we were sure, was the judiciary committee. 
I had no difficulty getting a hearing there and found the 
very affable chairman of the House Judiciary Committee who, 
at that time,was a congressman from Texas. He smiled at me 
very amiably, very benevolently and said, "Oh, I wouldn't 
want to stir up any trouble for my senator who Is handling 
it so ably; you won't get anywhere with that procedure." 
Well, we didn't. He was very accurate and very well informed 
on the whole subject. 

The hearings, some of us thought, were rather brutal. 
Mr. Connally was anything but kind or1 even polite. We had one 
very able witness, the late Arvin B. Shaw, then the assistant 
attorney general of the State of California. He had a half-
hour treatise prepared which gave the gist of all the legal 
testimony. A certain time was picked by Mr. Connally and 
his staff for Mr. Shaw's appearance. He was there and, of 
course, he had to wait for Mr. Connally,who was always busy. 
Mr. Connally had a habit of counting his own delays as part 
of the half-hour time that would be assigned to you. One of 
his members was using a stopwatch to distribute the time 
available because the hearings stretched out very lengthily 
and they were trying to|shorten them a little. 

In any case, Mr. Connally began asking Arvin Shaw a 

few questions. Finally, the questions had all been covered 
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by previous witnesses and weren't of any importance, but he 
finally said "All right Mr. Shaw you can begin." And as Mr. 
Shaw opened his mouth, got out his own name and where he 
came from, the gavel fell: "All right your time's up, Mr. 
Shaw." Well, that didn't sit very well with us, our principal 

witness being shut off that way. They went a little 
differently with me. I guess I was less polite and more 
stubborn than the legal gentlemen like Mr. Shaw. My turn 
came and I went through the preliminaries* with Mr. Connally 

not making an appearance. He'd left the job of presiding 
officer in the hands of Mr. [Alexander] Wiley of Wisconsin, 
who was quite a contrast. 

He was a well-informed judge In private life, but also 
a very amiable gentleman. He never made anyone dislike him 
in his whole life. So I was getting along famously with him 
when the chairman, Tom Connally, bustled in with his arms 
full of papers, rustling and making a noise. Nobody could 
hear me, including the reporters. Finally Mr. Connally got 
seated. 

"Well, who are you?" Well, this gave me a chance 
to repeat my main bit of testimony that I had already given. 
So, I went down the line starting at the beginning. 

He interrupted me and said, "You work for the Imperial 
Valley don't you?" 

"No,sir. I work for the Metropolitan Water District." 
When I continued he began to pound the desk. "I know 

you work for Imperial'." 
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It finally came out that the Imperial District had an 
engineer with much the same build and appearance as myself, 
and he was quite a formidable witness. He went on the stand 
a day or two later and Mr. Connally had been warned to lay 
for this guy. The contention of the proponents of the treaty, 
by that time, was that the Imperial "Valley was attempting to 
oppose the treaty merely because if the treaty was beaten, 
the Imperial Valley could sell the same water to Mexico at 
a profit. This was ridiculous, of course. It was easily 
refuted when it came out in the open. 

But Mr. Connally proceeded to insist that I was the guy 
who was going to sell Imperial water to Mexico. And, of 
course, I explained, equally loudly by then, that I was no 
such thing; I had a different job In my life. I don't think 
he ever believed it until the late Mike Barrit showed up, 
several days later, [and proved] that there were two of us 
that he'd confused. It was typical of Tom Connally though to 
confuse anything like that completely. But I finally would 
continue my testimony in spite of the interruptions from 
him. He asked me some silly question and I denied it; it 
seems I shook my head very emphatically, "No, sir'." Now I 
can still hear him saying "Harumph, you don't like me do 
you, shaking your head at me?" 

Along side Mr. Connally was our beloved senator, 

Hiram Johnson,who died a few days after this episode. His 

voice was practically gone at that time, but there was sudden 

silence on the part of the other senators and Senator 
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Johnson's voice came out "He's my witness. He can shake his 
head if he wants to." He tried to pound the desk for 
emphasis, but he was very weak and just unable to put the 
energy into it to hold his own with Tom Connally. Anyway, 
Tom kept up his questions and didn't get the right answers 
back. I invariably said what I wanted to say and kept at it 
and to the surprise of all of us, Connally finally snorted 
and growled, "We're not getting anywhere here." He grabbed 
his papers which he rustled again and bounced out of the room 
leaving Senator Wiley to preside again. 

So, ever since I've been tagged with the story, that I 
am the only witness in history to run Tom Connally out of his 
own hearing room. It's a little exaggerated but I guess 
that's the way it looked to the crowded room. They didn't 
know just what was going on. The fact was, of course, that 
Tom Connally found he couldn't make the record, get the answers 

he wanted out of me or confuse me to get them; so he 
wasn't going to waste his time on just helping me get my 
own record in. 

With Wiley, of course, the hearing went beautifully 
from my point of view. I made some passing reference to it. 
Some previous witness for the government attracted my attention 

and said something about "never was so much told by so 
few" —or something tied on to Churchill's old statement. 
Well, Immediately Wiley, as a scholar, forgot all the dirty 
work at the hearing, and he and I discussed the writings of 
Churchill for ten or fifteen minutes, much to the disgust 
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of the rest of the senators and the water lawyers, I am sure. 
He was that sort of a chairman; you could enjoy working with 
him. 

Of course, we continued to put on witnesses for two 
weeks. The number of senators in attendance would vary from 
ten to a dozen, besides Connally, but we were getting nowhere 
fast. We'd taken an active poll of the senate before the 
hearing began; we had ten votes out of the then ninety-six 
members. We finally ended upon a definite vote with exactly 
ten on our side. So, as is usual in congressional hearings 
in Washington, no votes were changed. We did make a record, 
however, and over the subsequent years, I frequently have 
heard that everyone from Arizona and even the upper basin 
vho supported the treaty now says that they were mistaken and 
wish they hadn't. The results of the subsequent Supreme 
Court case and decree clarified their thinking on just how 
much water there was available and the really criminal action 
of giving up such a large segment of the water to Mexico when 
it seemed thoroughly unnecessary to sacrifice the Arizona-
California interests in that respect. 
PETERSEN: Did Arizona and California work in harmony 
in opposition to the treaty? 

ELDER: No. Both Arizona senators voted for the treaty and 
specifically one of those senators has since, in my presence 
told me personally, several times, that they wished they had 
voted the other way. 
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PETERSEN: Why did Arizona's senators vote for the treaty? 
ELDER: They were both administration men. In the last analysis, 

the merits of the case could have been disposed of in 
five minutes by some lawyer writing a summary; but the actual 
live politics of it --carrying out a direct order of President 

Roosevelt at that time with an election coming up—was 
something that no senator could brush off. He would have 
been tagged forever as a Bolshevik. It was made one of the 
two or three administration bills, just like the present 
administration has certain ones tagged and you vote for those 
or they twist your arm, I am told. They were in the 
wartime period [therefore it] was more a matter of twisting 
your neck. They were pretty well tagged with the title of 
traitor if they didn't go along with this settlement. So 
we were working with considerable difficulties on that score. 
We were licked before we began, in fact. 

PETERSEN: What about some of the interests in Arizona; in 
other words what I am trying to get at here is the relationship 

between the Mexican dispute and the California-Arizona 
dispute, If there is a relationship. 
ELDER: Arizona was a good example of the work of our 

Colorado River Water Users Association. I personally called 

on the officials of the Salt River Valley "Water District, 

the largest, at that time, in Arizona. There, the top attorney, 

a gentleman named [Lucas W.] Scott, a very outstanding 

lawyer, said he was entirely with me. He came to the meetings 

of the Water Users Association. He later testified 
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against the treaty, helping us out. For every witness 
that Arizona put on officially, he was able to put on a competent 

and impressive witness against the treaty; which as I 
say,just made us feel better but didn't change any votes of 
either of the Arizona senators. The thing was just cut—and-
dried as we found out more and more, as we got into it. 

The Arizona water users in the area near Yuma and east 
of Yuma in the Gila, all the way through Phoenix, were unanimous 

in opposing it, but the official state family, the 
governor and state's attorney general, the state engineer 

and so on, appeared as witnesses for it. So, it was understandable 
that people there were quite confused and upset. 

They had a right to believe in their elected officials' 
stories and yet on the question of giving away water, they 
were also quite distressed. 
PETERSEN: Why would the Arizona state officials be in favor 
of the treaty? 
ELDER: Well, in so many respects, under Hayden, the long-
termed senator from Arizona was strictly an administration 
man. He didn't have the seniority 22 years ago that he has 
now, but he had a very considerable amount. He was on the 
appropriations committee. I think that he was next to the top 
even then; he carried a lot of weight in party circles and 
was an important member of the administration. The then 
governor,[Ernest William] McFarland, I got to know very well; 
a very amiable, genial man. He'd been a judge who decided 

water suits around Arizona. He was very proud of that. He 
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appeared before the senate committee as a witness, and later 
ran for the senate and was elected to it for a term or two. 
So he was completely dominated by Hayden, even at the time 
of the treaty, and all during his term as senator, he was 
just the other senator from Arizona. It's true in many states 
just to have as a nonentity a second man who sort of gives the 
top man two votes instead of one, that's all. 

Of course, Arizona still had memories and for twenty 
years we and the other states had tried to force the compact 
down their throats against their desires. We were able to 
apply federal rulings. Without being a member of the compact 
group, they couldn't have any federal irrigation projects. 
The big one was desired on what's now the Gila Project, 
Mohawk-Wellton Project east of Yuma. The regulations said 

they couldn't have any right-of-way for ditches across federal 

lands until they joined the compact. 
So about 1944, the State of Arizona did join the 
compact in order to secure the authorization of appropriations 
for this Gila Project, but they did it under protest, 

under such pressure that they hadn't changed their mind on it 
at all. Governor McFarland resented that type of pressure 
very greatly. He was sure that the compact was harmful to 
his state. Of course, more recently what with the Supreme 
Court decree stating that the compact was irrelevant to the 
fight between Arizona and California, the governor prides 
himself now that he had been right all the time, even though 
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when they joined the compact, it was just superficial. They 
hadn't changed their minds in any respect. So things were 
stacked against us in that respect. At the time, nobody could 
rationalize it or change anybody's mind on the subject. 

PETERSEN: Then there was a certain amount of water in dispute 

in the early forties coming out of this "3B" controversy 
with the compact. Now, did Arizona have any ideas about the 

fact that the water for Mexico would come more out of California's 
allotment than out of Arizona's? In other words, 

did Arizona try to give California water away by voting for 
this treaty? 
ELDER: As near as I can learn that was the situation 
exactly. California, in their argument with Arizona, always 
maintained that it was found to be Arizona water that was 
given away to Mexico in that Arizona wanted new projects 
that hadn't used water before; whereas, California was just 
standing pat on its present projects. We said surely you 
know the court will never take water away from existing 
projects, especially municipal. Arizona agreed with us 
on that. Everybody knew that until the court spoke here a 
few years ago. So Arizona officials finally made up their 
minds that, at least for public purposes, that the Mexican 
Treaty could do them no harm. It would give away California's 
water as we feel it finally did with the Supreme Court 
interpreting and explaining what the Compact and Boulder 
Canyon Act really means. 
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So that was the essence of the controversy. If we 
could have determined which state was going to be heard 
before the voting on the treaty, why, naturally, it would 
have simplified the presentation for and against the 
treaty. But that remained a matter of belief rather than 
anything you could prove. 

PETERSEN: California ultimately, with the Supreme Court 
decision was hurt more by the Mexican Treaty than Arizona. 
Or can't you make that statement? 
ELDER: That still remains to be seen because, in the last 
analysis, the court decree In the legal representations 
failed to settle the problem. These lawyers man proposes, 
but the rain gods dispose. We now pretty well agree that 
there is a shortage of water physically in the river. As 
of today, there's no certainty at all if Arizona will ever 
get water for its Central Arizona Project. The controversy 
Is going on with the committee in Washington today, and I'll 
be greatly surprised if it doesn't result in a very considerable 
loss of support for the present regional water bill which 
proposes to authorize the Central Arizona Project immedia-
tely. 

The point is that both Colorado and Utah, 
the upper basin states, had somewhat hesitatingly given sup 
port to the new bill, but administration changes in that 
bill are likely to cost them support of both those states 
and also cause a very serious reconsideration of California's 
support of the bill. So Arizona, then alone, with the shortage 
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of water in the river, may find after all that the Mexican 
water [which accounts] for 800,000 acre-feet, happens to be 
enough to control the balance either way. 

If that water was still available for use in the United 
States, I am quite sure that California would not have opposed 

the Central Arizona Project; that would be two-thirds 
of the water the Arizona Project desires. On the other hand, 
with that amount of water given to Mexico, we've been forced 
to take a much more severe position in our arguing and discussions 

with Arizona. We liked part of It because we knew 
that our position wasn't entirely tenable. We aren't sure 
today that we will hold what we have. Economically,we're 
able to sign up the water from northern California to keep 
our region secure. But that's at a very steep raise in 
cost. Of course, an increase in cost causes much less damage 
than a water shortage would cause in the southern California 
area. There is no hesitation in getting a substitute supply 
just to be safe, but still we didn't do that voluntarily or 
cheerfully at all. We hated to waste our own resources 
when we had already bought and paid for the water previously. 

In the course of our arguments against the treaty, one 
of our principal points was that it was really negotiated on 
a horse-trade deal; the Rio Grande against the Colorado. The 
State Department negotiators including my friend Mr. Tipton 
always denied it. They had a tone of sincerity in their 
voices when they did so and, from their point of view, 
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they got that sincerity because our State Department probably 
would have preferred to negotiate each river separately. 

The Mexicans, of course, were just as shrewd as can be. 
They refused to even discuss one or the other of the rivers, 
Colorado or Rio Grande, separately. We thought that we could 

prove to the whole world that it had been just that, a trading 
of Colorado River water for Mexican water going to Texas. 

The other states in the basin all took that attitude 
for many years that it had to be done [separately], dealing 
with the Colorado River alone. The State Department finally 
convinced them that if we stood on that position Mexico wouldn't 
discuss it with us at all but would go right to the Hague 
Court and the upper basin, in particular, but even Arizona 
would suffer as a result of it. It wasn't until the testimony 

of my friend Mr. Lawson that the record proved that it 
had been that sort of a horse trade, in effect Quid pro Quo: 
the same amount of water that was taken from the Colorado 
and given to Mexico was the same as Mexico was willing to 
yield on the Rio Grande. 

The joke of that was that the extra Mexican water going 
to Texas comes primarily from a big tributary of the Rio 
Grande that rises in Mexico, called the Rio Conchos. Before 
I came to this southern California job I worked two years for 
the Republic of Mexico and six months of that time I was 
working to develop a project, using a little water from the 
Rio Conchos. In Mexico, it's pretty much down in a canyon. 
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Only from its tributaries and its head waters were we 
able to extract any feasible amount of water for new irrigation 

in Mexico. The Mexicans studied the problem and 
determined that with their limited resources; they could 
never build a dam high enough on the Conchos that would 
really give them a chance to put this wild flood water to use. 

So from their point of view, they were giving practically: 
nothing" to Texas that Texas wasn't going to get anyway 

except that until they had the Mexican agreement Texas 
couldn't start to regulate this flood water. The Important 
part of the treaty for Texas was that the Republic of 
Mexico agreed to join the United States in the joint construction 

of flood control and storage dams on the Rio Grande. 
The third such dam has been recently completed; very good 
progress has been made on that. Mexico couldn't have done 
that in their own bailiwick, so Texas couldn't do it without 
the permission of Mexico and the support of the United States 
State Department. So on that basis, even as important as 
the amount of water, was getting the permission; and the 
United States was financing the construction of these dams 
for the benefit of Texas. So the lower Rio Grande Valley of 
Texas is ahead on both scores; not only getting plenty of 
water but getting it regulated and released at just the time 
the irrigation project needs it. 
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ELDER: The Colorado Aqueduct was initiated in a period of 
drought and got started, at the time of construction, with 
14 member cities. It was then thought of as a strictly 
municipal affair and the water would always be too costly 
to use for agriculture. Initially, no attempt was made to 
bring In the water to agricultural areas that intervened 
between the member cities. However, the drought worsened 
as the construction progressed. In 1935-1936 a very 
considerable effort was made, especially by citrus grove 
owners along the foothill region east of Azusa, to get some 
quick water there; their trees were really dying in '36. 
The effort, in part, took the form of a proposed annexation 
to the Metropolitan Water District. 

It was suggested that we build pipelines from the 
Los Angeles vicinity out to that drought strickened area 
and reverse the flow in the pipeline until the San Jacinto 
Tunnel and the aqueduct were operating; pumping through this 
pipeline the slightly treated sewage of the City of Los Angeles. 
It would have been made to work physically but, of course, 
the economics of it were terrible. A pipeline wouldn't 
have been designed suitably for the permanent, ultimate 
use of the aqueduct. It might have had to be written off 
in just four or five years' use. Before the scheme had to be 
accepted or rejected entirely, however,it began to rain in 
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1937 and all talk of annexation promptly ceased for a long 
period. That wet period from '37 to '45 overlapped into our 
delivery period after the completion of the aqueduct and 
gave us considerable economic trouble in that we couldn't 
get our own members to take the water. We weren't worried 
for a while about new members because the current members 
were better satisfied with their wells where they had been 
replenished by rainfall. 

The first annexation to the District actually occurred 
in 194k. The City of Laguna Beach and the County Water District 

surrounding it found that sea water penetrated through 
one of their main wells; an important enough well to affect 
their water supply and they promptly joined us. It was 
possible even then, although the war had started. They were 
supplied, by a long pipeline leading from this well In the 
Santa Anna River bottom down to Laguna Beach. Fortunately, 
it was a relatively small construction job to connect their 
well site to a terminal of an aqueduct pipeline, so that we 
(continued using their previous pipeline for the Colorado 
water. 

That annexation took the form of what we now call the 
Coastal Municipal Water District. Others in Orange County 
joined it. It was used as a nucleus, so we called it, and 
laid the patterns for all future annexations. We could accept 

a relatively small area in a given basin provided it 
was so situated that others could join it; the idea being 
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partly to keep our number of members smalla?and, since each 
one had to have a member on our board of directors, to keep 
the size of the board down to a workable fashion. This 
Laguna Beach annexation, on a small scale, did set the 
pattern for many years as to how and when we were willing 
to take in others. 

The first real large annexation came because of war 
activities at San Diego where so many defense contracts were 
centered, especially [those involving] airplane manufacture. 
San Diego had always depended on surface reservoirs and had 
a theory that worked for one period at least, about an 
11-year period. If they only took the safe yield of the 
reservoirs over an 11-year period, they would get by. However, 

the war period accentuated the demands on their reservoirs, 
a drought period cut down the inflow, so as of 

1945-46 they found themselves in serious trouble. 
They were confronted with the question by the Secretary who 

of the Navy [Henry] Knox/was in at that time, of either 
getting enough water supply for Increased number of plants— 
doubling the size of some of the existing plants making air-
planes —or move the industry to the Middle West where water 
was not a serious problem. The general manager of the water for 
district, Julian Hinds and I were ordered down/sort of a 
royal conference. The head of the airplant business in 
San Diego at that time was a gentleman, a big businessman, 
named Major [Rueben Hollis] Fleet, a very able and aggressive 
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man. He wouldn't talk directly to us, of course; he did it 
through a millionaire banker on our board of directors. 

We got orders suddenly to be at a noon conference in 
San Diego. So we said we would have just time enough. We 
got the notification maybe 8:00, 9:30 in the morning; we'd 
be there driving. But the banker said, "No, you mustn't. 
This big airplane man doesn't talk with anybody except those 
that arrive by plane. You'll have to fly in there or you 
won't count of any consequence." Well, that was early in 
19^5 so there weren't many planes used on that sort of short 
hauls; but by driving furiously, as far to the north as 
the Burbank Airport, we were able to catch a little DC-3 to 
get into San Diego, flying back over the route that we 
had just traversed by car. We made it. Major Fleet had an 
enormous limousine at Lindbergh Field to meet us and take us 
two blocks to his office . Everything was done in a very royal 
style. 

We found a conference going on in his office. The gist 
of it all was that San Diego was still relying on these numerous 

reservoirs which had been good in their time when it 
rained; but they were anxious, or at least willing>to join 
us in what came to be called a utility basis. They wanted 
to pay for water they secured from the aqueduct. But if a 
wet year came along and their own reservoirs yielded sufficient 

water that year, they didn't want to pay anything to 
the Metropolitan Water District. Time after time we had to 

explain how bond interest and amortization goes on, and that 
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a wet year is just the same as a dry year. But we got nowhere. 
So in Major Fleet's office we found the same four or 

five men of a committee who were still maintaining that surely 
they'd join us but only on their own terms. 

Well, our discussion continued and Major Fleet got 
more and more impatient. Finally, he asked for a quick report 
from the chairman of this group. I said, "Well, there'd 
been no progress made, we were still just as stubborn and 
adamant." So he turned to the general manager and myself 
and there was a chance to speak up. I explained that I 
was sure that in his experience he always, when he got a 
power connection for his plant, paid the standby charge, 
whether he used the power or not. Finally, he nodded abruptly; 
he didn't want time wasted on those elementary stories. I 
said, "It's just as elementary as this water one is. You, 
in San Diego, have got to pay a standby charge, a form of 
membership tax, whether you use water or not." 

He looked at me and said, "Are you sure that's all 
this crowd has been talking about all this morning?" 

"That's all I could make out of it." So he began to 
curse. He said, "They'd wasted a year and a half of his 
time on a trivial point; of course, they'd pay tax; of course, 
they'd pay the standby charge." He literally booted that 
bunch out of the office and said, "Now let's get on with business 

The point of it all was that Secretary Knox was due 

the following day. There was going to be a banquet in the 
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evening and he'd been tipped off that Secretary Knox was 
going to give him the clean-cut decision of whether to 
start building a new plant forthwith in Kansas to which he 
said he'd just be a commuter. He'd live on a plane, dashing 
from Kansas to San Diego and back, in which case, he was sure 
he was going to resign and join the Marines himself to lead 
a softer life. We got along famously (it was Major Fleet, 
later Colonel Fleet, of course, when he retired). The 
decision came in the form of that question from Secretary 
Knox the next day. We were able to certify in writing that 
we had enough water,and that with a relatively short line 
from San Jacinto Tunnel down to the San Diego Reservoir, 
we'd be able to take care of all water necessities for an 
indefinite period. 

Without waiting for the formalities of voting, and joining, 
the United States Navy immediately started construction 

on a line to supply San Diego. It looked for a while like 
we'd have a complicated legal question. Probably, the government, 

at that time during the war, could have joined right 
on to our aqueduct and taken any part of the water they wanted. 
But the timing was fortunate. They got within a few feet of 
our line and the war ended. We had time to get to see people 
in San Diego to vote for and to make an orderly annexation. 
San Diego, in 19^7, began getting all the water it needed 
for that hectic period of dry reservoirs and increasing war 
demands on the water supply system. 
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Being a wartime decision, made purely on a one-page 
executive order from the President, the line was built just 
as small as the Navy could get away with. So about the time 
the line was finished construction, San Diego had to get us 
to start construction of what is called the "second barrel" 
paralleling It, which was uneconomic but everything was more 

or less uneconomic during the war period, so nobody criticized 
it too severely. Within six or seven years, the third 

barrel was built for San Diego and is now operating. Since 
that time, nearly twenty years, San Diego has been, at 
times, totally dependent on the aqueduct and, in general over 
the years, 97-98 percent dependent on the imported water. 

The drought has continued with very good severity. 
Such safe yield as comes from the San Diego wells had been 
diverted to old contracts left by sub-dividers before San 
Diego counted on from these reservoirs has simply not been 
available to the city and they have been primarily dependent 

on the imported Colorado River water. That was the most important, 
most dramatic annexation, and the timing of it 

was such that we all enjoyed working on it. We felt like it 
really was a wartime job as much as any other part of 
the general business that the United States was [concerned 
with] at that time. 

PETERSEN: Well, were there any other reasons why the men from 
San Diego opposed the aqueduct other then just economic reasons? 
ELDER: Primarily, it was economic. They put considerable 
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investments in these reservoirs. There "was a group that 
wanted to build more reservoirs. I remember we made various 
trips with the San Diego officials out to the desert showing 
them our aqueduct work and tempting them to come in with 
us. I remember an old friend of mine, a good engineer, was 
pointing out the site where the next San Diego Aqueduct 
should be built and with some justification the mayor 
exploded in his face, "Why you damn fool, here's nine dry 
reservoirs and you want to add a tenth dry reservoir along 
side them." Well, at the moment that was almost a fair criticism 

of the engineer. He was sure that over a 20 or 30-
year period that he would be right, that the rainfall 
would return. But the mayor had no patience with him and 
didn't take his judgement; they finally did join. 

Another reason for some of the opposition was that 
San Diego has a water right filing on the Colorado River 
for a 155 second-feet, which is equivalent to 112,000 acre-
feet over a year's period. They got out a good report showing 

that they could bring the water from the end of the All-
American Canal in the Imperial Valley and just over the 
mountain into the San Diego region. The weakest point in the 
engineers' report (a three-man board of engineers made this 
an impressive report), was that they concluded the report 
without telling where they'd get the power to pump that water 
over the mountains east of San Diego. 

I recall that one of the members of the board came to 
me, "Couldn't we join a power line onto the end of yours?" 
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Well, you don't get more power off a powerline by joining 
another wire onto the end of it if all the power is in use 
on the original one, which ours was and designed to be. So 
we were able to promise some water for a few years if they 
joined us for a few years but no power. In fact, we only 
had half of that power for our own use. It was costing us 
money to keep the power contract lined up for the near future, 
so we purposely economized by deferring the signing up for 
the second half of our power. We're only now getting it 
from Glen Canyon Reservoir and other new developments along 
the Colorado River, so that over the years we have never 
been short of power, but we've also not been extravagant in 
keeping a big block of power unused but assigned to our job. 

So many of the San Diego officials had grown up thinking 
of building their own aqueduct sometime and 

perhaps saving money by it, but things just didn't work out 
for them and finally the pressure of the war period forced 
them overnight to join with us and I'm sure that they all 
go along with that decision, now. 

They also had a political situation at the moment. 
Their state senator, Colonel [Ed] Fletcher, a major real 
estate developer in the San Diego region, had played this 
utility concept pretty heavily. He had his own bill in 
Sacramento to force the Metropolitan Water District to adopt 
this utility concept. In fact, he went a little further. 

We were to carry San Diego's water in our aqueduct and deliver 

it to them and charge just about what it would cost. 



Fortunately, he never had the political "umph" in Sacramento 
to put that scheme over; but his own people in San 
Diego were enthusiastic about it. There was a group of professionals 

that realized how much money San Diego could save 
if we were forced to do this job for them and collect a 
minimum for it. 

However, it worked out very satisfactorily for many 
years. San Diego was the largest customer for aqueduct 
water and is still a major customer. Also, it forced 
San Diego to become a major supporter for [projects involving] 
northern California water, which are just now under construction. 

So the whole picture has been greatly benefitted 
by San Diego, in the first place by getting our water and 
continuing to grow and increase in assessed valuation of 
population on the basis of that imported water. San Diego 
is now in a position to pay its share of the bills for the 
next block of water coming from northern California. 

After the San Diego annexation was completed, the 
drought both here and in other parts of southern California 
continued to be severe. One place that was effective in 
causing damage was what we call "West Basin," which is that 
portion of ocean front south of Santa Monica as far as the 
Palos Verdes Hills. That area was losing wells from brine 
and sea water infiltration as early as 1925; the rate of 
encroachment was very slow but seemed to continue inevitably. 
So the water officials of the beach cities, Hermosa Beach, 

Redondo Beach, even Torrance,tried to make grounds for im 
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porting our water and getting enough of it to refill their 
basin and push the ocean water back or at least prevent it 
from coming any further. 

Probably, the best area was finally lined up; boundaries 
were put together by a local committee of the West Basin 
people and a vote held with our permission. The result was 
negative because of the much larger adverse vote of the City 
of Inglewood, an interior town but in the same hydrographic 
basin. Inglewood had some pretty good wells and it looked 
like they would continue unaffected by ocean encroachment 
for somewhat longer than the beach cities would. So with the 

pleading of the beach cities and their committee of' mayors, 
we finally allowed them to redraw the lines, leaving Inglewood 

out of the picture temporarily but including the rest 
of the West Basin, including all these coastal cities, and 
they put the annexation over with enthusiasm; a very successful 

vote. 
I'd worked hard on the Inglewood part of the campaign, 

trying to explain just what the future meant to them; that 
their staying out of the aqueduct costs and membership would 
only be a temporary matter but, of course, I got hooted at 
pretty heavily. There was a president of the real estate 
board in Inglewood who was highly respected and had the confidence 

of all the local people and he won the decision. We 
had a formal debate on it, I remember, and from the applause 
he won hands down. About three years later, the Inglewood 
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people put him off their committee and came to us again with 
tears in their eyes and voices and we finally permitted them 
to hold another election. They joined the rest of the 
West Basin there. 

Their water, while it wasn't affected by the ocean, 
was affected by a fault line. They've got excellent oil 
country rather than ground water. Most of their wells got 
tainted with enough oil so that only the native people 
of Inglewood could drink it; they thought it had medicinal 
value, which perhaps it did. I am told that Inglewood still 
proudly keeps one of those old wells, with a faucet to turn 
it on, in their main Centinela park. Natives can come with 
a five-gallon jug and get some of this medicine anytime 
they want to. Otherwise, Inglewood, of course, is now served 
by normal water like the rest of southern California. 

The delay in membership did cost them severely when the 
membership by the vote went through. Our nearest line big 
enough to supply theirs was about four miles further away 
than the line that the beach cities had. So Inglewood got 
charged for that extra cost of bringing the water the last 
few miles to serve their city. With the necessity they were 
up against by that time, and a few good funerals of old-timers 
who knew they would never need imported water, why Inglewood 
joined the rest of southern California in going ahead. 

Then in 1949-50 the entire Pomona Valley area got into 
the picture. I was assigned to work with them and for a period 
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of six months we did a soft sales job on them. We had them 
coming along in good shape and early in 1950, about January 
1950, we were holding a very large meeting at a country club. 
I recall they got me up about five o'clock because it was 
to be a breakfast, which is an ungodly thing to hold forty 
miles from your own bedroom, but I was out there on time. 
Unfortunately, two days before, our board of directors had 
passed a resolution telling Pomona that they were ineligible 
for membership. At that time, the Arizona suit was about to 
be filed on us and that lasted ten years. In fact, it isn't 
quite settled now at the end of fifteen years. Also, the 
draft worried some of our directors more than it should 
have. In any case the majority of our board directed me to 
go on and read this resolution to Pomona, which I compared 
to having an insurance man who worked six months to get a 
client ready to sign up and then pulled out on him. Then 
you have to sort of spit in his face and tell him you don't 
want him as a customer and won't let him sign up. 

Well, this was a pretty tough meeting to take charge 
of. I had to stand up and read that resolution and tell 
them I was sorry but that was that. Of course, the whole 
committee met afterwards and, by that time, they were good 
friends with me so they said, "What would you, friend, think 
to do if you were in our place?" I remember saying, "I 
think I'd buy a ticket to Sacramento, and start action." 
They got the point and they had some aggressive assemblymen 
in Sacramento. Within a week our board heard, in no un 
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certain terms, the content of the bill which was to take all 
jurisdiction out of the hands of our board as to who in 
southern California could join us. After all, the Metropolitan 

Water District is a creature the legislature formed 
by their consent and could be amended at any time. 

Well, our- board got that picture in a hurry and before 
the legislature could act or had to act a moment, we welcomed 

them with open arms. There was one comical aspect 
however. I'd been coaxing them for six months trying to show 
the value of it to them and while the majority, I'm sure, 
were going along with me there was an element which needed 
a lot more coaxing. Well, this resolution from our board 
that told them to go jump in the lake, that they couldn't 
get any water from the aqueduct convinced them all. There 
was a hundred percent pressure from Pomona from then on. 

Their majority vote was very large based on the 
theory that if we didn't want them, it must be a very valuable 
asset, this membership. There were complications, of 
course; the City of Pomona happens to extend over what's 
called the Chino Basin; the main part of the Chino Basin 
being in San Bernardino County. So they were organizing a 
Chino Basin Municipal Water District with its own committee, 
with the two committees from Pomona and|Chino working closely 
hand in hand. They felt that the voters would object If 
Pomona got ahead with the membership and continued to 
pump its wells in the Chino Basin or vice versa, if the Chino 
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Basin went ahead rapidly and left Pomona behind. So the plan 
was to have the election on the same day and, if necessary, 
write language stating that if one election failed and the 
other succeeded, why, they'll both be delayed until they could 
recount the votes or do something drastic. 

In any case, the Chino Basin committee didn't get 
enough of this opposition from our board to stir them up. 
They continued to negotiate for the exact amount that we 
were willing to give them to help them build some local 
lines so they could take half of that water at an earlier 
date than they would have otherwise. So that delayed them a 
year and some of their committee, I remember, still wanted 
to delay it longer, but finally we were able to get them off 
the dime and the Chino Basin did vote in a year later than 
Pomona. 

These types of annexations were pretty well grouped in 
the years immediately following 1950-54. We had six or 
eight; all of them had different backgrounds, different 
personalities, but it seemed that I was active with all of 
them partly because I could fit that type of work in ir-
regularly with my other duties involving ground water and 
looking after the hydrographic factors on the river, and, 
of course, each one I worked on made it easier to get similar 
figures --never the same -- but similar figures on what our 
costs would be. Our costs always depended on the assessed 
valuations of the area that was to come in and also its lo 
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cal water supply and how much supplemental water It needed 
from us. 

The factors were never identical for any two annexations, but always similar enough so that one who had made 
the calculations for the previous one could do it more readily 

for a new one. Also, I guess it took sort of a damn 
fool to stand the heckling from some of those annexations 
crowds; there was always a certain percentage that didn't 
want any added tax which was understandable. They would ask 
some difficult questions sometimes. But I made a lot of 
friends. I still recall being told something years after 
the original meetings. Escondido, as a city itself, joined 
the San Diego Authority and thereby joined us. The basis 
for it, they said,was my story to them at one meeting which 
gave them the first Inkling that they might get In on the 
Colorado Aqueduct water supply. 

The point is that our act says that future water deliveries 
are to be made in proportion to what is called the 

preferential right of any given member. That is a matter 
of the net payments to the Metropolitan Water District for 
taxation -- not for the purchase of water. The difference is 
given too much emphasis but that Is the way the language 
reads. Well, in general, the ones that needed annexation 
needed a new water supply and had very little assessed valuation. 

On the contrary, [many of] the long-time member 
cities hardly started to use any of our water such as: Beverly 
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Hills with a very high per capita assessed valuation, Los 
Angeles with relatively large assessed valuation, even the small 
city of San Marino which has a very high assessed valuation, 
as a matter of fact, has never used our aqueduct water. 

Well, that drew attention to the fact that preferential 
right was almost an inverse porportion to it. So I ex-
plained to some of these would-be annexes that there was 
a large gap between the water that the members were taking 
and their available preferential right for an indefinite 
period. Until northern water, Mississippi water, or some 
thing else could be arranged, cities like Escondido could 
have a dependable water supply at a relatively low cost. 
They didn't have to pay in enough to have a preferential 
right that justified them} they just had to have a sizeable 
delivery line big enough to take the water that Beverly 
Hills didn't need in the meantime. 

Those boys got the point and I guess they checked it 
with other sources and they voted accordingly. 
As I say, I've been quite flattered a time or two to have 
them recall, after many years, that they got the first inkling 

of that physical possibility from me and it put them on 
the way toward having an unlimited dependable water supply 
for themselves. Escondido was once a place where they had 
a committee that understood what I was talking about. What 
they had, of course, was that same factor which enabled us 
to offer membership to many other areas that didn't have this 
needed preferential right, according to the legal set-up. 
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[person] 
But there would always be some legal-minded/or probably a 
lawyer himself in the audiences who would heckle and raise 
the devil. How the hell am I going to get around that. 

I finally got an official opinion from our general 
counsel that in his opinion the preferential right would 
never be used to award deliveries of water. Well, the act 
plainly said that it would be and the point of that is that 
even from the beginning we were able to foresee that our district 

would assume the responsibility of finding new sources 
of water (such as northern California water) in ample time 
to protect the region from any major water supply shortage. 
So that opinion has held and I am sure will continue to hold, 
although it drives some of the lawyers crazy to find the 
language in the act directing us to do a certain thing and then 
to have the general counsel and the hydrographic engineer 
tell them that It can never be done that way because that 
isn't the sensible, practical way to do it. 

So we did get ahead on this annexation program and, 
to summarize it more briefly, we got 13 original member 
cities at the time our aqueduct was constructed. As of 
today, we have 13 annexed areas, coming in gradually from 
the earliest in 19^2 until the more recent ones (Ventura 
County as late as i960). 

Now the picture of It, the importance of this annexation 
program, is what I am getting at; so I separated the 

two types of membership. The amount of water that the 
thirteen member cities had taken was in from the beginning 
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but, of course, they didn't start taking water until 1941. 
The annexed areas had taken it from very variable dates, in 
general, only half as long periods as the member cities. 
Nevertheless, for the entire operational period of the Metropolitan Water District, the annexed areas have taken 75 
percent of the water delivered. The member cities that 
founded the thing took the responsibility of building the 
aqueduct. Paying for it, and underwriting its cost, took 
only 25 percent. 

That trend was accentuated in that, in the last fiscal 
year, 1965; the annexed areas took 8l percent of the total 
water delivered and only 19 percent went to the cities that 
fought and bled in order to start it. But, of course, it's 
understandable that the annexed areas, in general, are the 
ones that are spreading water to refill their ground water 
basins; they also have some agricultural areas that are still 
using aqueduct water for supplemental, agricultural purposes. 
In general, the annexed areas, the slower ones to join us, 
are the drier ones. It seems that the long established 
cities like Los Angeles which had several sources of water 
supply (the Owens River Aqueduct as well as hundreds of lo-
cal wells) were in a position to help start the Colorado 
River Aqueduct with less immediate need for supply. 

They took a long-range viewpoint, I suppose, towards 
some of the annexed areas which, at the time the district 
started in 1928, were nothing but bean fields. It had no 
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population that could have signed a request for an application 
for annexation. But it's led me to emphasize the 

importance of this annexation program in which I participated, 
because if we had taken an adverse point of view (and generally 

at times the board did, but usually they favored it), 
without the annexation being successful, we would never have 
needed the second half of our aqueduct construction which 
was an expansion program from 1952 up to about '59- We 
certainly would not have been indulging in the [process] of 
getting 2 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0 acre-feet a year from northern California. 

But, on the other ham , the whole picture of southern 
California would have been so different without these 13 
members that were lately annexed and now are green and growing 
fast with subdivisions because of the availability of the 
water. I think a picture of the importance of the Metropolitan 

Water District and the way it grew can be [based] 
on the comparison of what we'd have done with or without 
annexation programs in the balance of our area. An overall 
picture is that we started with a 600 square-mile area of 
our original member cities. Now we have 4500 square miles 
of service area within the Metropolitan Water District. 

In practically all cases, the annexation of the Metropolitan 
Water District would be initiated by a local committee 
from the home area, which we always offered a bus 

trip. Every other day we'd use four or five auto cars but 
for many years we found it more successful to use a bus and 
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keep the folks talking to each other in the bus, changing 
seats, and getting aquainted. We'd go out one day to show 
all the construction work on the aqueduct. We had a guest 
house at Gene amp which is two miles from the bank of the 
Colorado River where we divert the aqueduct water. We'd 
have two nights and one whole day at the guest house with a 
mess hall next to it which played an important part in the 
goodwill features of the tour. We also were able to get in 
enough meetings showing movies and slides of the aqueduct 
work to concentrate the whole attention of the group for those 
two nights and a day on the aqueduct proposition. 

They'd hear enough and ask questions themselves, so they 
came back in a friendly mood, but also with the ability to 
appear before their local meetings and answer questions successfully 

, guide the annexation campaign, and take a fairly 
active part before all the hundreds of local meetings which 
would have that question on their minds for a few months 
before the election days. So we always thought of these 
aqueduct bus tours as probably the most important element in 
bringing about the success of the annexation program. 

The Arizona suit on the Colorado River in the United 
States Supreme Court resulted in a decree — not yet finally 
completed in all of its ramifications--but it was 1963 and 
one could see that it was in final form as far as the court 
was concerned. This immediately led to Arizona introducing 
a bill in Congress, both houses, to authorize and make pre-
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parations for what is called the Central Arizona Project; 
a billion dollar project modeled after our Colorado Aqueduct 
which would take 1,200,000 acre-feet from the Colorado River 
into Arizona. The bill had been introduced as much as twenty-
five years earlier by Arizona, but with California's opposition had finally been tabled by the House of Representatives until Arizona could come to them with proof of a water 
right of which they thought they had now from the United 
States Supreme Court. 

The bills didn't make any immediate progress. Finally, 
Arizona was told by its own representatives that there was 
enough opposition from congresssmen not only in the East but 
in California and other Colorado Basin States like Colorado 
and Utah, so they'd get practically nowhere with their private 

bill just to build their own project. So they were 
advised by Secretary of the Interior [Stewart Lee] Udall, 
a previous Arizona congressman, who was well informed, that 
he just couldn't hope to get their own bill through either in 
that session or the next one and that his advice was to write 
a so-called regional water bill for the Colorado River Basin, 
which, in the realistic manner of a Washington politician, 
had a little of something for everybody and therefore a lot 
more hope to it. 

The local people in Arizona pilloried Secretary Udall 
pretty bad, said he was a traitor, and just dared him to come 
home; but they [really] had no choice. They somewhat belatedly 
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found that while the Supreme Court had given them a decree 
that apparently conveyed a pretty good water right to them 
from the Colorado River, the Supreme Court simply hadn't 
given them the billion dollars with which to build the diverting 

project. Of course, the only reason the Court didn't 
give it to them may be that they didn't have it. Financing 
isn't the function of the Supreme Court, but nevertheless 
the Arizona politicians, statesmen, found that they weren't 
going to get anywhere with their Central Arizona Project 
(because of its enormous cost) without some cooperation 
from other states, so a very reasonable compromise was finally 

worked out with California. 
We have a limitation act acquired by the Congress back 

in 1928 when the Boulder Canyon Project act was passed. 
California, from the firm water of the Colorado, could only 
use a maximum of 4,400,000 acre-feet a year plus half of any 
so-called surplus that might in that particular year be available 

in excess of this amount. So this has come to be known 
as the limitation act on California and the figure 4,400,000 
acre-feet has acquired a certain degree of sacredness among 
water folks. Arizona finally respected that,but in order to 
get our support, or even lack of opposition, that 4,400,000 
acre-feet figure would have to be respected. Of course, from 
the California point of view even that was giving up a 
million acre-feet because before the Supreme Court case came 
to a head we were using something on the order of 5,100,000 
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to 5,400,000 in different years out of the Colorado River. 
In other words, Arizona and California finally settled their 
differences amicably and have been pushing for a regional 
water bill under the sponsorship of Secretary Udall to get 
something for the entire Colorado Basin. 

Secretary Udall's first draft of this so-called regional 
bill came to us In August of 1963 when he presented 

it at the town hall in Los Angeles and we suddenly had two 
Or three copies of it. One was given to me to report on 
what was wrong with the bill. That hatchet man job has 
often been assigned to me and it took only a few days to 
find out plenty was wrong with it. With a little background 
investigation, I found that the Assistant Commissioner, Bill 
Palmer, who along with the Bureau of Reclamation, had been 
writing the bill, working up the report and supporting it 
from the Phoenix office, was actually working with Arizona 
and not for the region at all. 

There were many valid criticisms possible on that 
basis with that background once disclosed and, of course, the 
one that hit us in the eye worse was that there was to be a 
second Havasu Aqueduct paralleling our present aqueduct. 
Only I invented the name for it; "the wrong way Havasu Aqueduct." 

It was to take northern California water across the 
desert and drop it into Lake Havasu and then send it on its 
way to Phoenix and Tucson and, in most places, only a few 
miles from where our parallel, present Colorado River Aque-
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duct, which also starts at Lake Havasu running westward to 
California. 

Well, nowhere in this regional bill or report was the 
statement made that our Colorado River Aqueduct was to be put 
out of business or dried up In so many words, but the implication was there, so obviously, even the Bureau of Reclamation 
planners who had been assigned to the job could not plan Indefinitely to merely circulate 1,200,000 acre-feet around the 
Mojave and Colorado Desert, taking It from northern California 
toward Arizona and then from Arizona back to California 
which would have been a pretty wasteful proposition. 

So, our men heckled Secretary Udall pretty heavily. 
I'm quite sure that he didn't know this part of his report 
before he presented it, but after a few public meetings on 
it in which he promised to correct anything that was found 
wrong with it, he agreed with us that certainly the implication 

was there and the fact that their planning included 
the drying up of the Colorado River Aqueduct. On that basis 
our Metropolitan board rejected the report as, from our point 
of view, all wrong. They were starting maybe a two billion-
dollar regional project but in order to start it they were 
planning to dry up a billion-dollar project that was already 
functioning. That didn't make sense to the water planners 
or to anyone else. So in getting it brief enough to get 
that point across, I paraphrased the little paragraph I 
remember finding in the Time magazine. At the time, it had 
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reference to the struggles of the officials of the British 
Empire in finally taking such acts one by one to dispose of 
the entire British Empire pretty totally. So the way I 
paraphrased it was as an experienced water project planner 
once concluded that, "we rarely arrive at really good 
solutions for practical water problems but instead make 
do with the least lousy alternatives; yet the human heart 
is optimistic, it believes in happy endings for every new 
plan or project." Nine out of ten approved of this Udall 
report enthusiastically; they said that maybe it needed 
improvement but we mustn't speak harshly of it. Well, I 
found myself speaking harshly of most of it and defended 

the necessity for doing so by just a little trumped-up quotation 

mark. 
The firm also planned to, or proposed to divert 

the Sierra Nevada runoff now used by the Edison Electric 
Company at the Big Creek Plant and many other plants along 
the elevation of around 3500 feet. They were proposing a 
tunnel to run the length of the Sierra Nevada, drop all that 
water into the reservoir and take it out across the Mojave 
Desert and, of course, divert it at the head of the power 
plants with no apparent compensation to the prior company 
that had many hundreds of millions of dollars invested. There 
were enough points to stir up the wrath of California 
water officials and power officials. 

At a subsequent meeting in Sacramento when the Department of Water Resources was holding a hearing on this 
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bill, the poll was taken and all by voting from authentic 
officials of water districts small and large, and out of the 
group of California which was represented at this particular 
meeting, 43 voted against accepting the bill and not one of 
them was willing to stick his neck out and support it entirely. 

Well, the criticism of this work reached Secretary 
Udall and he showed more good faith than we had ever found 
ourselves receiving from Arizona congressmen before. We 
found that the author of the report, Bill Palmer, was fired 
the next day and he didn't lose any pay because actually 
he retired from the Bureau of Reclamation. The next day he 

was working in Senator Hayden of Arizona's office doing similar 
work in getting the Central Arizona Project under way. 

But Udall put his, you might say, neutral engineers to rewriting 
the report. He came up with a different draft for 

January of '64. He now has the bill in Congress, hearings 
have been held in ' 6 5 and have resumed in May of ' 6 6 on this 
regional water bill. It's having tough going in Congress 
because of its many ramifications. It affects so many people 

in different ways but all of their water projects in California 
have endorsed it. Secretary Udall continues to push 

for it and Arizona, officially, is for it. In fact, at the 
moment it has the support of seven states in the Colorado 
River Basin. 

Its opposition is largely centered on what is called 
conservationists. With entire sincerity, they find it ob-
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jectionable that two high dams should be proposed and built 
in the Grand Canyon of the Colorado. There is considerable 
question as to the legality of such construction. My own 
opinion is that these particular dams are so low In comparison 
with the height of the rim of the canyon that they would be 
hardly noticed. But on the other hand, you can't trust the 
American businessman to get one toe inside a national park. 
He'll steal the whole park before you can catch him at it. 
I think that factor is in back of the minds of most of those 
opposing it, but proverbially if you allow them an inch 
they will take a mile. So the hearings were quite bitter 
in May as well as in August, 1965 on this sort of point. 

The executive sessions of the committee reported having 
retained in the bill as of today both of these dams: the 
Bridge Canyon, renamed the Wallapie after a nearby Indian 
tribe to soften them up a little since they owned the right-
of-way for the dam and reservoir; and also the Marble Canyon 
Reservoir above the Bridge Canyon, that backs water up to 
Glen Canyon Dam. The economic criticism of these two dams, 
I think,is more severe than their trespassing on the Grand 
Canyon National Park in that they are always called the "cash 
registers" for the entire project . Revenues from the dams 
go towards the cost of the dams which must be repaid in 
fifty years with interest; any excess surplus revenue would 
go to the development fund. Some of us questioned whether 
there ever would be excess revenues from such a hydro dam. 
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One possibility, of course, is that atomic energy will 
stabilize the cost of power within the next twenty years at 
a somewhat lower figure than has been estimated by the 
Bureau of Reclamation. It is also questionable whether 
the particular region, the upper Colorado River Basin, has 
the demand for the great amounts of power that are involved. 
At present, the Glen Canyon power output is only being absorbed by reason of the Metropolitan Water District getting 
what is called the dump power rate of three mills for their 
power. We're taking that power for two years and apparently 
we'll be able to secure it for several more. Whereas, the 
official reports to the bureau say that the cost of the dam 
requires a six-mill power rate before they will have any 
surplus revenues. So the selling power to us at three mills 
doesn't fill out their development fund very rapidly. 

A good many critics think that the same result will 
come in the new bill and that the power simply won't sell 
on a business basis at enough profit to get the federal treasury in the clear on building the other works. The chief 
other work is, in plain language, a diversion from the Columbia River, perhaps 20 or 25 years from now, that would 
kind of make up for the present shortages in the Colorado 
River flow. That also is running into major opposition, 
especially from Senator Jackson of Washington who simply 
won't hear of even an investigation on it. 

He seems to be in a position to block this new bill 
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because it does call for a special investigation by the 
Bureau of Reclamation of the feasibility of such a diversion 
from the Columbia River. His criticism has some validity 
in that he says that the Bureau of Reclamation has never 
been known to find a feasible project that it wants to build 
and, historically, having worked for the Bureau of Reclamation, 
I can recall that that's a fairly accurate summary. It doesn't 
mean that the diversion wouldn't be a good thing for the South-
west; we think that without any perceptible damage to the 
Northwest, the mean flow of the Columbia now being officially 
put at 160,000,000 acre-feet a year. Such Investigations 
as have been completed indicate a little later perhaps near 
ultimate use of about something on the order of 20 or 25,000,000 
acre-feet of consumptive uses of the river, leaving a balance 
to run into the ocean forever of a very considerable magnitude . 

The northwest states are now under way on a four or five-
year investigation of their own real plans for future use 
that may be considerably larger than mentioned. However, 
most of their uses listed to date are nonconsumptive and the 
same water is used over and over. For example, they must 
have considerable flow in the river to get ships across the 
bar at the mouth of the Columbia. We've offered to pay for 
a little dredging of that bar rather than forever waste 
100,000,000 acre-feet a year. They also have to have large 
amounts of water for the fish to swim in which is conceded, 
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but the same water the fish swim In can readily be used 
when the fish get to the fish cannery for washing and cleaning purposes. 

Right down the list, the speakers of the Northwest 
have not shown very much engineering judgement in their 
analysis of the water questions so far. They may do 
better three or four years from now but in the meantime they 
insist that the Bureau of Reclamation investigation must not 
start until they have completed their own. To residents of 

the Southwest, it doesn't make much sense that two investigations should, in fact, run parallel and/help each other 
with using the same data that either group has acquired. 

In any case, the expectancy of this bill passing immediately has begun to shrink rapidly, and it's generally 
conceded now that the bill will not pass this summer even 
though Secretary Udall had counted on it going into the 
investigation phase of the Columbia River diversions by 
next fall. The southwest water officials haven't conceded 
this yet. Of course, such a conceding might, in fact, finish 
the bill entirely for a session or two of Congress. In the 
meanwhile, this regional water concept is the biggest thing 
before us in the water business in the Pacific Southwest. 
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