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Charles L. Wood was a son of the Great
Plains and its agricultural heritage. Born
into a farm family in Hemingsford,
Nebraska, Chuck Wood was educated
at St. Benedict's College in Atchinson,
Kansas, and at the University of Kansas,
where he earned his M.A. and Ph.D. ·
degrees in American history under the
tutelage of Professors George L. Anderson
and John G. Clark. Between 1963 and
1970 and again from 1974 to 1976, he
served on the faculty of Hayden High
. School in Topeka. Chuck joined the
history faculty at Texas Tech University in
1976, where he taught agricultural history
until his sudden death at the age of 44 in
1981. Although his stay with us was brief,
Chuck communicated his deep affection
for the land and people of the Plains and
energetically pursued his research on
cattle ranching in the West. His articles
on the range and cattle industry appeared
in the Kansas Historical Quarterly and
the Journal ofthe West, and in 1980 his
monograph The Kansas BeefIndustry was
published by the Regents Press of Kansas.
An Associate of the International Center
for Arid and Semiarid Land Studies at
Texas Tech, Chuck Wood had begun to
research the ranching industry in West
Texas at the time of his death. Chuck's
enthusiasm for his subject, his dedication
to good teaching and careful scholarship,
and his kind and gentle manner touched
students and colleagues alike. Both
agricultural history and Texas Tech are
richer for the work of Charles L Wood.

Charles L. Wood
1937-1981

Joesph E. King
Department of History
Texas Tech University
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INTRODUCTION
Dr. Donald Pisani ranks among the
leading historians of the complex issues
of water, farming, land, and law in the
American West. Born in California, Dr.
Pisani received his bachelor's degree
from the University of California at
Berkeley and received his Ph.D. from
the University of California at Davis.
He taught at Texas A&M from 1977 to
1990, and then took the Merrick Chair
of Western American History at the ·
University of Oklahoma. Dr. Pisani
has published four books: Water and
American Government: The Reclamation
Bureau, National Water Policy, and the
West, 1902-1935, which won the 2002
Abel Wolman Prize for the best book on
public works history; Water, Land, and
Law in the West: The Limits ofPublic
Policy, 1850-1920 (1996); To Reclaim
a Divided West: Water, Law, and Public
. Policy, 1848- 1902, which was cowinner of the Charles A. Weyerhaeuser
Award for best book in environmental
and natural resources history published
in 1991 and 1992 and was selected

by Choice as one of the outstanding
academic books of 1992; and From
the Family Farm to Agribusiness: The
Irrigation Crusade in California and the
West, 1850-1931 (1984). He has also
written about three dozen articles and
chapters, many of them prize-winning. In
addition he busies himself as a member
of the executive board of the American
Society for Environmental History, of
which he also served as president and
vice-president, and of the editorial boards
of five journals.
The Bureau of Reclamation and
the Family Farm in the American West
tells the story of how the Bureau of
Reclamation set out to promote the
traditional family farm and instead
produced results quite different from
what was intended by its founders and its
early administration.
Mark Stoll
Department of History
Texas Tech University
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· The Family Farm, the Reclamation Bureau,
and the American West in the 20th Century
DONALD J. PISANI

FEBRUARY 20, 2004
One of the most significant ·
demographic trends of the last century
in the United States is the inexorable
flow of people from rural to urban
America. In 1900, 42 percent of the U.S.
population lived on farms. By 1940,
that number had dropped to 23 percent.
In 1985 two percent of the population
lived on farms, and today that number
is closer to.one percent. At the same
time, the size offarms tripled, from less
than 150 acres in 1900 to more than 450
acres in 2000, as the nation passed from
an agricultural system characterized by
the small units to one characterized by
"factories in the fields." There are many
other telling statistics that underscore the
scope of this economic transformation.
In the years before World War I, the
American farmer, on average, earned
about 80% of what the average worker in
manufacturing took home: By the 1950s,
that amount dropped to less than half of
what the factory worker earned in the
mid-1950s. By 1990, most of those who
lived on small farms earned two-thirds of
their income from jobs off the farm-and
they often rented their land to large-scale
opefators. They worked at Wal-Mart, or
the local hardware store, or waited on
tables, as did many Americans who lived
in the city. 1
One might suspect that this
transformation would be welcomed in a
nation that worships machines, efficiency
and consumer goods'.""""and a nation that
demands cheap food. But this economic
process has deeply troubled many social
critics who see the family farm as the

essence of''Americanism." Many of
these critics came together at the turn of
the 20 century to support the grandest
public works program ever undertaken
in.the United States-the construction of
dams and canals to irrigate the deserts
of the American West and promote the
family farm. What happened to that
mission will be my story tonight. It is
important not just because it probably
represented the last gasp of the family
farm in the West, but because it can tell
us much about American government.
The big question is how could a program
so ambitious fall so far short of its
original mark?
If you know anything about the
United States Bureau of Reclamation,
it is probably that this was a bureau in
the U.S. Department of the Interior that,
beginning in the 1930s and ending in
the 1960s, built a series of huge dams in
the American West, including Boulder
Dam on the Colorado River, Shasta Dam
on the Sacramento River, and Grand
Coulee Dam on the Columbia River.
And you may also know that these dams
provide water and hydroelectric power
to some of the West's largest cities,
including Los Angeles, Phoenix, and
Las Vegas. Go to the United States
Bureau of Reclamation's website and
click on the heading "About Us" at the
top of the home page, and you '11 learn
that the bureau "has constructed more
than 600 dams and reservoirs ...." You
also discover that the Bureau is the
second-largest producer of hydroelectric
power in the western United States and
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the largest "wholesaler" of water in the
country. "We bring water to more than
31 million people," the bureau proudly
proclaims, "and provide one out of five
Western farmers ...with irrigation water
for 10 million acres of farmland that
produce 60% of the nation's vegetables
and 25% of its fruits and nuts." Virtually
everything in this promo relates to the
bureau's "high dam era," which extended
from the 1930s through the l 960s--or
to its contemporary role as a water
broker dedicated to "finding ways to
bring together the variety of interests
[in the West] to address the competing
needs for our limited water resources."
Oddly enough, the bureau seems to have
collective amnesia about the first decades
of its life. Other than a vague claim that
the water projects constructed by the
bureau "led to homesteading," there is
nothing in the bureau's explanation of
itself that relates to its original mission,
which was promoting the family farm in
the deserts of the American West.
The family farm is one of the most
hallowed and cherished institutions in
American history, and its roots stretch
back to the beginning of the nation and
beyond. Thomas Jefferson argued that
life close to the soil produced virtuous
citizens and a moral republic. Small
farms discouraged the concentration of
wealth and the growth of a rural landed
aristocracy. But they encouraged such
basic American values as independence,
self-reliance, self-sufficiency, and thrift.
American uniqueness, in Jefferson's
eyes, derived not from its cities, but from
its small farms. Cities were inherently
anti-democratic because they exalted
what he considered "artificial" forms of
wealth, built up a commercial nobility,
and, inevitably, created a class of poor
workers.2
In his famous 1896 "Cross of Gold"
speech, William Jennings Bryan, the

Nebraska politician, and soon to be
Democratic nominee for the presidency
thundered: "[T]he great cities rest upon
our broad and fertile prairies. Burn
down your cities and leave our farms,
and your cities will spring up again as if
by magic; but destroy our farms and the
grass will grow in the streets of every
city in the country." This was a recurring
theme in the speeches of politicians and
social critics at the turn of the twentieth
century. 3 President Theodore Roosevelt,
who considered the federal reclamation
program the grandest accomplishment
of his administration, observed in a
1907 speech that "If there is one lesson
taught by history it is that the permanent
greatness of any State must ultimately
depend more upon the character of its
country population than upon anything
else. No growth of cities, no growth
of wealth can make up for a loss in
either the number or the character of the
farming population ....We cannot afford to
lose that pre-eminently typical American,
the farmer who owns his own farm." 4
The Reclamation Act of 1902
authorized the federal government to use
proceeds from the sale of public lands
owned by the government in the West
to pay for irrigation projects, some of
which were ·expected to cover 400,000
acres. The legislation was clearly
designed to promote the small farm.
In theory, it placed an absolute limit
of 160 acres on both the size of farms
within government irrigation projects
and the amount of water each farmer
could irrigate. Moreover, the Secretary
of Interior could set the size of farms at
as little as 40 acres, depending on soil
quality within the project and the value
of crops grown. Federal reclamation was
not a form of welfare. Those who filed
on government land within the projects
got their farm for a modest filing fee, but
they had to repay the cost of the dams
2

and canals in ten installments. The debt
carried no interest. The total cost of each
water project was divided by the number
of acres within the project to arrive at
the per-acre cost. As farmers repaid
their debt to the government-or so it was
assumed in 1902- more money would
become available to construct new works.
In this way, the Reclamation Bureau
would be able to tap a perpetual fund
and water the entire West without ever
returning to Congress for money.
The program of turning the deserts
of the West into small farms launched in
1902 resulted from a coalition of interest
groups with very different objectives.
First, there were social critics and
political reformers who worried about the
decline of the small farm, the increasing
number of tenant farmers in the
United States, and the millions of East
European immigrants who flooded into
crowded cities. They cared little about
agriculture; they were more concerned
With national stability and the survival
of democratic institutions. The 1890s
suffered the worst economic depression
in American history to that decade, and
it cast a gloomy cloud over the first
decade of the twentieth century. The
fear of the great strikes and industrial
disorder, such as the Pullman Strike of
1894, raised fears of anarchy that did not
quickly disappear once the depression
ended in 1898 or 1899. These critics of
American society thought there was a
great population imbalance in the United
States. While only 10% of the nation's
residents lived West of the Mississippi
River, virtually all of the nation's
potential farmland was located in that
region. So reformers talked of moving
the "landless man" to the "manless land,"
which, they hoped, would eliminate
the unemployment and poverty that had
afflicted the nation's great industrial
cities for much of the 1890s. A second

group that supported the Reclamation
Act of 1902 included the land-grant
railroads, eastern businessmen, and
labor leaders, all of whom sought to
open new markets in the West. They
included the Great Northern Railroad, the
National Association of Manufacturers,
and the American Federation of Labor.
A third group consisted of established
landowners in the West. The depression
of the 1890s had dried up the flow of
capital into the region. Many private
irrigation companies and land companies
had gone bankrupt during the ' 90s and
land values had plummeted. Therefore,
landowners and speculators lined up
behind the legislation, hoping that their
land might be included in one of the
irrigation projects undertaken by the
federal government, or that the federal
program would result in a new land rush
that would drive up the price of farmland
throughout the region. Put another way,
many westerners hoped that the federal
government would "prime the economic
pump," providing encouragement to gunshy private investors who had lost money
when the speculative land bubble had
burst in 1893.
Here was a paradox: federal
reclamation resulted from broad
coalition that mixed idealism with self
interest. So it promised to prevent the
concentration of people in large cities,
move people from the crowded East
to the wide-open West, strengthen the
nation's republican institutions, promote
the development of an economically
backward part of the nation, and restore ·
the family farm. But there were also
many supporters of the Reclamation Act
who simply wanted to drive up the price
of their land or get cheap or free water
from the federal government. As with
many federal programs, the idealism that
animated the program at its birth quickly
disappeared and the grand vision was

a
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agricultural communities which centered
on the village rather than isolated farms,
Smythe first saw irrigation practiced on a
large scale in Utah, where the Mormons
also emphasized cooperation and village
life. Smythe was not a nostalgic reformer
who sought to return America to a
simpler rural past. He regarded irrigation
as a tool of modernization. The magic of
irrigation was that it permitted farmers
to raise high value crops. By doing
so, farms in irrigated districts could be
smaller and communities more compact.
Thus the West held out greater hope for
the family farm than any other part of the
nation-or so Smythe claimed.

hard to sustain.
The architects of the federal
reclamation program considered the
hunger for farmland within the United
States as insatiable. After all, nearly
400,000,000 acres of virgin land had
been opened to cultivation in the United
States in 1860s, 1870s, and 1880s-a land
mass four times the size of the entire
state of California. Most of that land
had been on the Great Plains. Federal
reclamation would at the most irrigate
100,000,000 acres in the region beyond
the Great Plains, and in 1902 no friend
of the government program doubted
that all this land and more would be
eagerly snatched up by new settlers. The
western irrigation projects were expected,
eventually, to offer homes to as many as
20,000,000 people-more than one-fourth
of the total population of the United
States in 1900. In the years from 1902 to
1906, construction began on more than
two dozen irrigation projects-at least
one in every state and territory in the
American West.
But what kind of homes would the
Reclamation Bureau create in the West?
There were many models. One of the
most famous was offered by William
Ellsworth Smythe, who believed that
irrigation could make the West the
most advanced and progressive part of
the nation. It was irrigation's power to
transform society, as well as its power
to tum wilderness into gardens, that ·
captivated Smythe and many other
promoters of federal reclamation. To be
successful, the family farm had to be part
of a community, and the best of urban
life had to be brought to the countryside.
In 1900, Smythe had published a highly
influential book, The Conquest ofArid
America, whose vision of a new West
had inspired many of the proponents of
federal reclamation. 5 A New Englander
by birth, and thus accustomed to

!'rom the Brooklyn Eagle.

Smythe turned the common
assumption that the West was a backward
part of the country on its head. Irrigation
gave the West the hope of becoming
the most progressive part of the nation.
And while Smythe envisioned selfsufficient farms that would be relatively
immune to the boom and bust cycles so
characteristic of the pastoral and mining
West, he thought that irrigation would be
aided by the cheap hydroelectric power
that could be produced by water stored
for irrigation. "The great cities of the
western valleys will not be cities in the
old sense," Smythe promised, "but a long
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series of beautiful villages, connected
by lines of electric motors, which will
move their products and people from
place to place." In short, Smythe's
vision of the new West was a land where
the sharp distinction between rural and
urban places no longer existed, and he
hoped that the agricultural village would
deceritralize the nation's industry as well
as its population. In 1895, he held mass
meetings in Boston and Chicago where
he tried to recruit settlers from business
and the professions for model irrigation
communities in the West. An attempt
to create a community on 5,000 acres in
Idaho's Payette Valley, however, with 20acre homesteads, proved to be a dismal
failure, as did an attempt to colonize the
Honey Lake Valley of California's Lassen
County in the late 1890s. He blamed
the depression of the 1890s for his
failure, and in 1902 he hoped that federal
reclamation would have greater success.6
The administrators of the federal
reclamation program were mainly
civil engineers, not social reformers.
Nevertheless, at first they encouraged
the dreamers and idealists who had
helped push the 1902 law through
Congress. Francis G. Newlands
was a Nevada congressman who had
sponsored that legislation in the House
of Representatives. In 1906, as the
Reclamation Bureau finished its first
canals, Newlands predicted that "in the
near future the Reclamation Service,
in laying out the public lands under the
various projects, will provide for wellplanned towns, in which the owners of
the a9joining farms will gather for social,
educational, and religious purposes ....
Reservations will be made for schools,
libraries, churches, and public squares.
Water, sewerage, and electric-light
systems will be planned and provided,
and thus farm life will lose much of
its unattractiveness and isolation. Our

frontier towns will not be, as heretofore,
accidental growths, devoid of comfort
and attractiveness. Collectivism will be
employed with great economic advantage
in comprehensive plans covering town
development, sallitation, and architecture,
and ending in the individualized home
near the outlying farm, associated with
all the advantages of religious, education,
and social life." 7
Newlands knew that for the family
farm to prosper, it had to be connected
to small towns that were attractive and
provided farmers and their families
with the rich social life missing in the
agricultural districts of the Midwest and
Great Plains. In 1906, the Reclamation
Service drafted plans for a model town a
half mile square. Traditional rectilinear
town plats produced uniform and
monotonous blocks and lots, uniform
and monotonous buildings, and long,
flat, straight, dull roads and streets that
ignored the contour and character of
the land. The Reclamation Service's
model attempted to escape the dreariness
·of typical midwestern farm towns
where everything was square. The new
design put the business district at the
center of town, but instead of all streets
intersecting each other at right angles,
eight boulevards radiated out from the
center of the government town, like
spokes on a wheel. This permitted lots
ranging in size from 36 by 140 feet in the
business district to garden farms of 325
feet by 610 feet at the edge of town. In
this way, those who worked in town could
still farm, and if they worked hard could,
eventually, save enough money to buy
a more ambitious farm on the irrigation
project. The Reclamation Service also
considered using proceeds from the sale
of town lots within townsites carved
from public land to help pay for schools,
sanitation systems, and other public
services.8
5

schoolhouses and sewers for them and
make them as comfortable as the people
are out on the prairies of the West; but
we have never thought that we had a
right to come to Congress and ask for
help of that kind."9 Not surprisingly,
after the Reclamation Bureau showed
an initial interest in the laying out of
model towns, the consolidation of rural
schools, and encouraging community
life and community spirit, the bureau
devoted its entire attention to agricultural
production. It even rejected a proposal
to provide free house plans to project
farmers.
Many members of Congress
considered planning a symptom of
"collectivism" and Socialism, but
there were many other reasons that the
Reclamation Bureau lost interest in social
planning on its irrigati~n projects. For
one thing, it never had the money. So.o n
after the passage of the Reclamation
Act in June, 1902, President Theodore
Roosevelt, who was a Republican, made
a fateful decision. The president took
a strong personal interest in irrigation.
Early in 1902, he had favored the
creation of two or three model irrigation
projects, so that the administrators of
the federal reclamation program could
learn from their mistakes. Only after
these projects were completed, Roosevelt
recommended, would the full program
be launched. But once the reclamation
law passed Congress, Roosevelt decided
that politics demanded that he launch
as many projects as possible as soon
as possible. Since the model projects
were likely to built in states with the
mildest climate and best soil, such as
California and Arizona, the construction
of those projects was likely to breed
resentment in states less-favored by
nature, such as the Dakotas, Montana,
and Wyoming. Moreover, Roosevelt
wanted as many of the water projects as

It never accomplished that goal-for
reasons largely beyond its control.
Since most of the government irrigation
projects contained government land, the
Reclamation Service could easily have
created model towns. But these would
have competed with established towns.
The Reclamation Service could ill-afford
to face the charge that it had destroyed
established communities to create new
ones. Perhaps even more important,
most project farmers wanted the proceeds
from the sale of town lots to go toward
reducing the charges of irrigating the
land, not toward public services. And,
finally, not only did many members of
Congress resist any form of what they
called "government paternalism," they
also feared that creating model farms in
the West would drain off the agricultural
population of the East, benefitting one
section of the country at the expense of
other sections. New England had been
particularly hard-hit by the flight from
the country to the city. In 1908, Jacob
Gallinger, a United States Senator from
New Hampshire, protested against the
Reclamation Bureau engaging in any
form of social planning. Providing
farmers in the West with model towns
and social services would be unfair to
"communities in New England, where
they [farmers] are struggling to get a
living on farms that are mostly rocks,
[farmers] that would be glad to have
the Government step in and build

6

possible finished before he left office.
Otherwise a Democratic president might
follow him and take credit for his great
work. In 1902, several states-Oklahoma,
New Mexico, and Arizona-had yet to
enter the Union. Roosevelt wanted
to insu.re that they would be loyal to
the Republican Party, as was most of
the West. His decision to "share the
wealth" rather than produce the most
efficient, successful irrigation,projects,
turned federal reclamation into purely an
engineering program. So many projects,
were undertaken that there was no money
left to create demonstration farms or
to provide .any assistance whatever to
farmers beyond providing them with .
water. Like all who farmed "virgin land,"
the government farmers had to survive
the difficult years of preparing the land
for cultivation before they derived any
profit- and they received little help from
Washington.10
Nevertheless, if Theodore Roosevelt
made a critical decision when he
decided to reward every western state
and territory with at least one project,
those who administered the program to
"reclaim" the deserts made plenty of
mistakes themselves. Put simply, the
Reclamation Service quickly forfeited the
idealism of 1902, and in so doing became
estranged from the farmers it served.
The first director of the Reclamation
Service, Frederick H. Newell, was born
in Bradford, Pennsylvania, in 1862,
graduated from the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology with a degree in
mining engineering, and after meeting
John Wesley Powell in 1888, quickly
rose through the ranks of the United
States Geological Survey-of which
the national irrigation program was a
part until 1907. Newell knew a great
deal about the nature of rivers, and he
had wonderful political and scientific
connections in Washington. In particular,

he was a member of the Cosmos Club,
a close friend of such notable scientists
as G. K. Gilbert, Henry Gannett, W
J. McGee, and the notable foresterconservationist Gifford Pinchot, and
an advisor on conservation policies to
Theodore Roosevelt But what was·
forgotten in 1902, was that Newell was
not a westerner, nor had he ever designed
an irrigation system, nor did he know
much about the practical problems of
farming in the arid West. He took control
of the irrigation program because of his ·
political connections, not because he was
the man best-qualified to fill the job.11
Worst of all, Newell treated the
farmers on government projects with
contempt. By 1906, he administered
28 government projects, ranging in
size from 8,000 acres on the Garden
City project in Kansas to 200,000 acres
on the Salt River Project in Arizona.
Nevertheless, the Reclamation Service
had "reclaimed" less than two million
acres- a far cry from the 100,000,000
acres that optimistic proponents of
the 1902 legislation had promised.
Newell shared the same faith in Social
Darwinism that many Middle and Upper
Class Americans exhibited in the early
decades of the twentieth century. As
early as 1912, he suggested that the
problems on government projects were
due mainly to the lack of "character" in
those who settled the projects, not to the
· administration of those projects. "The
characteristics of present settlers are in
many respects entirely different from
those of the older pioneer communities,"
he wrote. " [T]here is not the spirit
of cooperation which ruled the early
pioneers...." If anything, Newell thought
that the Reclamation Service had done
too much for its farmers. In 1913,
he observed in a letter to a friend that
the more the federal government did
for the settler, the more dependent on

7

surprisingly, howls of protest from the
projects forced Newell to resign from the
Reclamation Bureau in 1915. He died in
1931 convinced that federal reclamation
had been a mistake and that the farms
of the humid half of the nation were
sufficient to feed the people of the United
States.
The Reclamation Bureau clung
tenaciously to the family farm for
decades after problems began to appear
in the program. But its widely-circulated
magazine, Reclamation Record, looked
at the crops and profits and largely
ignored the living conditions on the
projects. Most of the success stories
it told focused on men, but there were
exceptions. In 1923, it told the story of a
"Miss Ward" and a "Miss Peebles," two
bookkeepers who lived in El Paso. They
took up two acres on the nearby Rio
Grande Project and worked their farm
on mornings, evenings, and holidays. So
they combined urban and rural life, as
Smythe had recommended. They raised
chickens, but also com and beets, and
they cultivated a small orchard of pear,
plum, peach, apple, and apricot trees.
Within two years the women had paid
for the land and improvements. "Except
for irrigating," the Record noted, "all
the work is done by the two women, and
so far they have been exchanging such
practical Christmas and birthday gifts as
an ax, a saw, a steam-pressure cooker, or
a wheelbarrow. Miss Ward is maid of all
work. She has built a quite presentable
kitchen sink and drain board, poultry
fence, and all gates on the farm. Both
women are members of the El Paso Egg
Producers Association." 12
This story is important for several
reasons. The basic message is that if
Miss Ward and Miss Peebles could
make a go of farming, who couldn't?
Such success stories were designed not
just to attract new farmers, but to quell

government assistance the settler became.
" On the whole," he concluded, "we have
done too much in taking the initiative
and in trying to expedite [agricultural]
development." Newell drew a sharp
distinction between the self-reliant
pioneer farmer of the nineteenth century
and what he considered to be lazy, selfindulgent twentieth century farmers. The
farmers on government projects were,
in his words, "attracted by glowing
accounts of the relative ease of acquiring
wealth in the West, and with erroneous
ideas concerning the conditions to be
met.. ..There has thus arisen a class
which has been called the 'professional
pioneer,' always seeking for something a
little better or for conditions where life
will be easier; staying in any locality only
a few months and then·again seeking
El Dorado."

One stunning statistic about the
federal reclamation program was that
75 percent of those who first settled
government irrigation projects had fled
the land within three or four years of
their arrival. But this fact elicited no
sympathy in Newell. "This is naturally to
be expected," he observed, "as the firstcomers were usually the more restless
members of a community, men who were
always on the lookout for something new
and when they discovered it were anxious
to dispose of their acquisitions and move
on to a still better opportunity." Not
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the complaints of established farmers,
many of whom complained bitterly that
the Reclamation Bureau provided little
assistance and less encouragement to
the farmers on its projects. The article
appeared in 1923, at a time when most
farmers on and off the government
irrigation projects were suffering from
the sharp drop in agricultural prices
following World War I. Some farmers
did succeed during hard times, but
most-particularly those who took up new
farms during the 1920s or 1930s-did not.
Not only were these two farmers women,
they were women with no apparent
agricultural experience-at least it isn't
noted in the article. Irrigation agriculture
took plenty of skill and knowledge, and
many government farmers failed for lack
of knowledge, but that aspect of desert
agriculture is ignored. So is the fact
that in the 1920s few farmers worked
days in town and farmed at the same
time-though that was an increasing trend
after World War II. .Moreover, it was
not typical that project farmers planted
orchards, though many did raise chickens
or turkeys. Most project farmers raised
forage crops, such as alfalfa.and clover,
instead of high-value crops, such as
citrus fruits or nuts. So we must assume
that the two women had a considerable
bankroll, because simply planting the
fruit trees would have cost a substantial
amount of money. And, finally, note
that the story never talks about the size
of the house the women constructed,
or what kind of community life existed
on the Rio Grande Project. It is purely
about the economics of farming. The
Reclamation Bureau clearly assumed that
it was conducting an economic rather
than a social experiment.
Not surprisingly, the agricultural
depression of the 1920s and 1930s
represented a sea-change in the history
of the Bureau of Reclamation. During

the 1930s and after, the bureau turned
to providing water to the West's cities,
particularly after the completion of
Hoover Dam in 1935. Yet the bureau
remained wedded to the family farm,
and it created new small farms even
as it built the high dams that helped
create the urban West. A 1940 survey
of Reclamation Bureau projects settled
between 1931 and 1940 revealed
desperate conditions on the bureau's
newer projects. One project in eastern
Oregon, the Owyhee Project, is an object
lesson. During the 1930s, sixty percent
of the settlers on that project abandoned
their farms or leased their land to others.
Seventy-five percent of their homes cost ·
less than $350, and half of those homes
had only one or two rooms-even though
the average farm family on that project
numbered five. Forty percent of these
faniilies could not afford to dig wells,
and many of those families carried
their drinking water five miles or more.
Chronic diseases, such as typhoid fever,
often went untreated because residents
of the project lacked the money to visit a
doctor. 13
The family farm received a
temporary reprieve after World War
II. In 1946, the Reclamation Bureau's
magazine, Reclamation Era, predicted
that the Reclamation Bureau would
provide as many homes to returning
World War II veterans and their families
as it had on all the irrigation projects
undertaken before .the war. 14 The single
largest project was in the Columbia River
basin of Washington state, a project
originally designed in the 1930s to divert
farmers from marginal land on the Great
Plains into the Pacific Northwest. But
as was true of most of the Reclamation
Bureau projects opened before World
War II, the farmers did not come. By the
end of the 1950s, less than 20 percent
of the new land had been irrigated. Nor
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the family farm was n0 longer viable,
Congress raised the acreage limitation
on the cheap water the Reclamation
Bureau provided from 160 to 960 acres
and waived many other restrictions on
large landowners as well: The 1982 law
tacitly acknowledged that the.economic
marketplace, not government, should
determine the size of farms in the
United States and how wealth would be
distributed in the rural West. 18
As early as 1930s, if not before,
time had passed the Reclamation
Bureau by. During that decade the
government instituted a policy ofloans,
price supports, and acreage reductions.
Nominally designed to save the small
farmer, over the next few decades these
agricultural subsidies benefitted large
farmers far more than small farmers.
Nevertheless, as .the U.S. Department
ofAgriculture began to push for a
guaranteed farm income-a policy that
would gain steam after World War
II- the high dams built by the Bureau of
Reclamation allowed it not just to find a
new constituency in the West's cities, but
by doing so indirectly provide new jobs
for former farmers. In the end the bureau
benefitted the West's cities far more than
its farms.
The Bureau of Reclamation was,
of course, fighting against a trend that
could not be resisted or reversed. The
decline in the number of farms, and the
increase in the size of farms, proved to
be inexorable. So did the increasing
productivity ofAmerican agriculture.
For most of the 20th century, farm
production increased faster than the
demand for farm products. The greatest
increase in productivity occurred after
World War II. For example, from 1945
to 1973, the per acre production of
wheat and cotton nearly doubled and the
production of com increased by 250% .
The reason was technology, ranging from

were these settlers refugees from the
Great Plains; most of them came from
Washington or Utah. Nor were these
. settlers "poor." Over half had family
assets of $20,000 or more. In 1968 the
Bureau of Reclamation turned the land
over to three irrigation districts. Had it
finished the project, historian Paul Pitzer
has argued, the results would have been
even worse. In his words: "It would be
a collection of family farms ranging
from forty to eighty acres, none of them
capable of supplying their owners with
a satisfactory living. The area would be
a rural slum. It is for the best that this
aspect of the project failed." 15
The Columbia Basin Project
represented the last gasp of the family
farm for the Bureau of Reclamation.
During the 1960 presidential campaign,
U.S. Senator John F. Kennedy of
Massachusetts insisted that "the family
farm should remain the backbone of
American agriculture. We must take
positive action to promote and strengthen
this form of farm enterprise."16 Yet
he was opposed by most agricultural
economists, by the U.S. Department of
Agriculture, and by popular magazines
which ran articles on the inevitable
demise of the family farm.17 The
Commissioner of Reclamation in the
1960s, the legendary Floyd Dominy,
had himself been born on a family farm
in Nebraska. In 1969, he observed that
"The general trend now is ...[toward] the
abandonment of family-sized farms and
the deterioration of small communities
into ghost towns. In our modem
mechanized and high-speed civilization,
I see no major changes likely in this
trend."
By 1970, most of the experiments in
desert agriculture launched in the early
decades of the twentieth century had
been turned over to local water users. In
1982, as if to underscore the fact that
10

artificial fertilizers, to new pesticides and
herbicides, to improvements in planting
and harvesting machines, to new strains
of plants produced in the laboratories
of land grant universities. The biggest
problem facing American agriculture was
excess productive capacity, and the cost
of producing crops increased faster than
the value of the corps themselves. One
agricultural economist has explained
the problem concisely: "In a larger
sense, what happened is the following.
Farmers substituted cheap fossil fuels,
transformed into such productive inputs
as fertilizers, tractors, milking machines,
and harvesting equipment, for expensive,
relatively inefficient human labor." The
increasing productivity of each farmer,
and the consolidation ofland into
ever-larger farms went hand-in-hand.
Overproduction in the late 19th century
had been met by political protests, such
as the Populist movement, but by the
end of the 20th century, there were too
few farmers to constitute a voting block
and the corporation domin<,tted the
countryside, as well as the city. 19
The plight of small farmers is
compounded by three problems: first,
the demand for food and fiber, unlike the
demand for consumer goods, is relatively
inelastic; second, limiting production
on farms is more difficult than limiting
production in factories; and, third,
Americans demand cheap food- and
food in the United States costs far less
thari it does in most other parts of the
world. So in many respects the Bureau
ofRecfamation's experiment in making
the desert blossom is a footnote to a
much larger story. But irrigation, which
in 1900 was seen as a tool to revive the
family farm, contributed to its demise.
In all parts of the United States, the cost
of farming increased much faster than
the ability of farmers to raise the capital
needed to get a start on the land. But

irrigation and drainage added an expense
not faced by those who cultivated the
soil in humid parts of the nation. The
Reclamation Bureau promised the first
wave of farmers to settle government
irrigation projects that irrigation would
cost no more than five or ten dollars an
acre. But by 1910, when many of the
projects had opened, the average per acre
cost of irrigation had soared to $56 per
acre. And by the 1920s, the cost on many
newer projects had reached $200 per
acre. Little wonder that so many farmers
reneged on their debt to the government
as crop prices fell during the 1920s and
1930s, forcing the government to extend
repayment from ten to twenty years, and,
later to forty.years. 20
Equally important, land prices
advanced much faster than crop prices,
and faster in the West than in other
parts of the country. Between 1902 and
1913, the price of improved land within
government irrigation projects increased
by 759 percent, as opposed to a 111
percent increase for all of the West's ·
farmland. Thus, federal reclamation
promoted land speculation rather than
curbed it. Since the free government land
was taken up first, little of it remained by
1910. So those who wanted to settle on a
government project generally had to buy
their farm from private landowners-at
inflated prices. When you add the price
of tractors, harvesting equipment, water
pumps and other equipment to the total
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One final thought. While the
historian can easily define what the
family farm looked like in 1800, that
job is almost impossible today. What is
the optimum size of such a farm? Must
it be a piece of property passed down
from one generation to the next? Must
it be free of debt and owned outright by
its occupants? Must it be a place where
people make their living exclusively
from the land? Once the family farm
had been characterized by independence
and autonomy. And independence and
autonomy could only be achieved by
securing independence from a market
economy. But by the 1930s, there was
no way that the family farm could remain
independent. It had become part of a
global economy, and its very survival
depended on massive subsidies by the
federal government. The Bureau of
Reclamation might have done more to
improve the living conditions of farmers
on its projects, and it might have done
more to make its farms attractive, but
it was the victim of the same relentless
economic forces that have transformed
American agriculture in the twentieth
century.

debt accrued by a government farmer,
one can easily see how the small farm
lost its allure in the West. 21
Of course, the expectations of
farmers changed, too. A few years
after the federal reclamation program
began, one of its sponsors in the United
States Senate remarked: "Forty or fifty
years ago a settler would take 160 acres
of land, and about all he wanted was
a comfortable log house, a good coon
dog, and a squirr~l rifle, and he was
willing to stay there five or any number
of years before securing title. But...
times have changed....The man who
goes upon the public domain to-day
wants a white frame house and a big red
barn, four horses and a gang plow. That
is the difference."22 By the 1920s, of
course, farm journals hawked the latest
agricultural tools, including tractors,
weeders, threshers, harvesters, grain
binders, and milking machines, just as
national magazines, such as Colliers and
the Saturday Evening Post, advertised
automobiles, washing machines,
phonographs, radios, and electric stoves.
The new consumer culture enslaved
farmers and urbanites alike. And they
were consumers not just of cars, radios,
electric appliances, and movies, but
also paved roads and modem school
buildings-all of which required higher
taxes and a larger income. 23
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