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the afrerncon of March 18,

1911, more than a thou-

sand Arizonans gathered

60 miles east of Phoenix
at the site of a newly completed dam in the
Tonto Basin. They cheered wildly as a car
rounded the curve and former President
Theodote Roosevelr seepped out.

At the dedication ceremony that named
the dam in his honor, Roosevelt thanked the
people of Arizona and lauded the unprece-
dented engineering feat. Then, at 5:48 p.m.,
he pressed a button that unleashed = flow of
warter from the reservoir. The Arizona
Republican eloquently described the event
in the next day’s paper: “A mighty roar of
warer rushed through the canyon, and the
dedication of the greatest storage dam and
reservoir on earth was an accomplished
fact.”

For Valley residents, the event was the
culmination of vears of work and plan-
ning. The temperamental Salt River had
vexed farmers wich alternating floods and
droughts. In February 1903, a group of
Jocal landowners hoped to tuen che tide by
forming the Salt River Valley Water
Usess’ Associasion. They pledged muore
than 200,000 acres of their own land as
collateral for a government loan to build
the massive dam, which would concrol the
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men
river's erratic flow, generate electric power | ing attacks from marauding Huns,
indigenous Arizonans were living ia
orderly rowns and enjoying a remarkable
degree of democratic freedom.

The Hohokam mysteriously aban-
doned their fields and villages around
1450 A.D. Buct their descendanss, Ari-
zona’s Piman-speaking tribes, extended
the impressive water delivery system
with reservoirs, dams and more than 200
miles of irrigation dirches.

Fifreen hundred years later, 2 scan-
dalous drifter named Jack Swilling resur-
cected the ancient Hohokam canals, and
persuaded a few others to join him in an
agriculrural venture called the Swilling
Jrrigacion Canal Company. This first
canal, buile in 1868 and eventually
known as Swilling's Ditch, was located
near 40th Srreet and Van Buren.

By the late-1870s, Swilting had left
Phoenix — he eventually died in a2 Yuma
jail — but in the Valley, a growing agri-
cultrural community added miles of broi~
gation canals and planted thousands of
additional acres.

The 42-mile-long Arizona Canal was
constructed heeween 1883 and 1885 1o
irrigate the northern portion of the
Valiey, and five more miles were added in
1894. Properties that once had occupied

and provide a water reserve. The plan was
called the Salt River Project.

SRP, now celebrating its 100th anni-
versary, has grown to become the nation's
third lasgest public power utility, provid-
ing elecricity to more than 780,000 cus-
tomers throughout 2 2,900-square-mile
service territory in Central Arizona. It
alsc administers water rights in 2

240,000-acre area, and operates a system
of dams and canals. Employing nearly
4,700 people, the utility generates annual
revenues of $1.2 billion,

It’s [‘Larcl to overstate the impor-
tance of the Sale River Project on the
growth of the Valley. As the primary
source of surface water, civilization in the
Valley has depended on the Sele River for
thousands of years.

The first people to manage its flow
were the ancient Hohokam. The Hobo-
kam were skilled farmers and engingers
who settled in Asgizona around 300 B.C.,
and over the years they engineered a com- !
plex, gravity-based canal system that
strerched from the Tucson Basin to pres-
ent-day Flagseaff,

While our European ancestors were

slaving under a feudal system and endur-




September 20, 1906. Laborers square the corners on the firsc stone laid at Roosevelr Dam.
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parched desert could then plant lush gar-
dens, making it possible for resoris like
the Arizona Biltmore and the Ingleside
Inn to locate near the canal and prosper.

Even so, residents were subject to the
vagaries of the river. An 1884 flood
wreaked havoc during the'construction
of the Arizona Canal. Another flood
wiped out a part of the canal the follow-
ing year, and in 1891, another disastrous
flood hit the Valley. In contrast, the
years from 1897 to 1904 broughrt devas-
tating drought. To the Valley's residents,
the Salt's irascibility posed an economic
threat.

The Salt’s flow varied more than any
other river in the country, according to
SRP historian Ken Evans: “It could be a
rushing river the size of the Colorado, and
in the same year, it could literally disap-
peat, leaving only a dry river bed.”

Taming the river would be a major
undertaking. As a territory, Arizona could

not assume the debt necessary to build an
effective dam, and not enough local capi-
tal was available. Ultimartely, the search
for funding led prominenr Phoenix resi-
dents Dwight B. Heard and Benjamin
Fowler to Washington. They and other
Westerners successfully lobbied Congress
for federally funded water reclamation
projects that would allow local organiza-
tions to repay the government over time.

President Roosevelt signed the National
Reclamarion Act in 1902, and Valley citi-
zens organized to take advantage of the new
legislation. To obtain the loan 1o build a
fuge dam in the Tonto Basin, which surveys
had favored as the best site, settlers used
their own land as collateral. Local landown-
ers formed the Salt River Valley Warter
{Jsers’ Association, with ownership of shares
tied to the amount of acreage contribured,
using a “one acre, one vore” model.

As many local boosters had hoped,
Arizona was the first state to benefit from

ene legislation. The result was the con-
struction of the Theodore Roosevelt Dam,
2 superb technological feat thar formed o
iake 30 miles long and four miles wide.
Construction of the dam began in 1904
and was completed in 1911, at a final cost
of $10.3 millien. The engineers of the U.S,
Reclamation Service had no precedent for
such a large-scale irrigation project, so
each aspect was somewhat experimenral.
The original 280-fcot-tall strucrure was
built from block and cement, hewn from
nearby hillsides. Hundreds of laborers and
their families arrived in the ares, and the
laborers’ camp became a boomtown
overnight. Representing several ethnic
groups, the workers formed 2 unique, mul-
ticultural sertlerment. Apaches buile roads,
Hispanics maintained supply routes and
African-Americans worked in the quarries,
Ttalian stomemasons, Chinese cooks, and
laborers of German and Irish descent joined
the ranks a5 well. A small hospital was
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1J.S. Reclamation Service crews enlarge the Arizonz Canal in June 190
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baile, and a jail was erected, mainly to
lock up those whe viclated the anti-liquor
laws of the Reclamation Service.

The Rocsevelr sertlement was strictly
segregated along ethnic lines. Many of
the families resided in tents, while
Apache laborers lived in wickiups.
Laboters worked under hazardous condi-
tions — at least a dozen men died in the
construction of the dam, and others,
including women and children, perished
from the harsh conditions. In July 1904,
typhoid swept the camp, and in March
1903, a worker fell 300 feet to his death.
The next day, a cable on 2 suspension
bridge snapped, dropping four men into
the swift current below. Three were res-
cued, but the fourth man was drowned.

When the dam was completed in
1911, most of the workers left as quickly as
they'd appeared. In 1917, the Association
took over operation of the dam and canal
stroctares, although the federal govern-
ment retained ownership, Rights to the
water stored and delivered by the system,
as well as full responsibility for the Salc
River Project, belonged to the landowner-
shareholders of the Association,

In the 1920s the Association con-
structed three more hydropower dams
below the Roosevelt — Mormon Flat,
Horse Mesa and Stewart Mountain.
Together, the dams allowed for 53,000
kilowatts of additional generating capacity.
As a result, the rural areas of the Salc River
Valley had electricity nearly 10 years
before New Deal legislation brought elec-
tric power to most of rural Ametica. In the
1930s, SRP generated more hydroelectric
power than all other governiment reclama-
tion projects combined.

When the Association had difficuley
making its federal debt payments during
the Depression, the Arizona Legislarure
allowed the formation of an agriculrural
improvement district as a unit of govern-
ment thar could be financed with tax-free
bonds.

The Salt River Project Agricultural
Improvement and Power Diserict, a second
entity of SRP, was formed in 1936 a5 2
means of refinancing the Association’s debt
at z Jower cost, Today, the Association con-
tinues to manage water, while the Districe
sells power. Power sales have always subsi-
dized water delivery, and have allowed the
company to keep water costs low, says SRP
spokesperson Scott Harelson.
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out the only railroad crossing in the Valley.
Bortom: A flood that swept the Valley in
1980 washes out roadways underneach the

Top: A devastating flood in 1891 wipes

Miil Avenue Bridge in Tempe.

In addition, SRP lobbied aggressively
for the Central Arizona Project — a 336-
mile canal system designed to carry
Atizona’s share of Colorado River water
from the California border to Phoenix and
Tucson. The canal was completed in the
mid-"80s, and provides Arizona with
water won in & heated battle that began in
1922 and continues today.

CAP warer is stored through an inno-
vative percolation process ar the Granite
Reef Underground Storage Project. SRP
operates the project, located on the Salt
River Pima-Maricopa Indian Community
near the Gilbert Road crossing of the Salt
River. It includes 2 system of delivery
channels and four large, earthen basins
where surface water is recharged.

AS tlm \/a HG)(1S need for water

continned to grow, so did irs power needs.
By the 1970s, SRP was a leading partner in
several regional coal-fired power plants. It
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buile and operated the Navajo Generating
Station in Page, and built another coal-fired
plant in St. Johns. The company also
secused a 17 percent share of the Palo Verde
Nuclear Generating Station, which is oper-
ated by Arizona Public Service (APS). SRP
also holds interests in 2 number of ather coal-

fired stations, as well as operating several
power planes of its own, including hydro-
electric, coal-fired and narural gas facilizies.

Although sophisticated solutions for
controlling the Sale River had been in
place for decades, in the late-1970s, the
unruly stream challenged Valley residents
once again.

Authorities grew concerned when unpre-
cedenred amounts of snow and rain
gorged the Central Arizona watershed —
studies showed that if the state were hir in
rapid succession by a series of three, pro-
gressively heavier storms, catastrophe
could follow. After SRP worked for two
years to establish a joint emergency

response team with the city of Phoenix, it
looked as though the unthinkable would
become reality.

On Valentine's Day 1980, a Thursday, a

- storm hit Central Arizona, dumping nearly

10 inches of rain on the mountain water-
sheds of the Salt and Verde rivers. A second
storm was expected the following Savurday
morning, and a third was expected as early
as the next Wednesday. Previous rains had
already filled the reservoirs behind the Salt
River to capacity.

The threat of flooding forced crews at
Roosevelt 1o move out of the powerhouse
and into an emergency post at the top of
the dam. Workers spent the night inside
the shaking structure, listening to ‘the
roar of the water as it was released
through the spillways at abour 180,000
cubic feet per second, the largest con-
trolled flow ever to course the river.

The dam was only inches from over-
flowing. If it had, it would have created a




waterfall of 284 feet — more than rwo
times that of Niagara Falls — and within
hours, the river would have flonded every-
thing in the Valley a mile north and south
of the usually dry Salt River bed. Ir was to
the point where Arizona Governor Bruce
Babbitr prepared to order the evacuarion
of thousands of residents and businesses.
As it rarned out, the second and chisd
storms didn't have the expected impact.
The Roosevelt dam didn’t breach, but the
Pheenix mettopolitan area suffered more
than §70 million in damages to roads,
bridges and other structares, and SRP facit-
ities sustained $6 million in damage. "t cur
the Valley in half,” Ken Bvans says. “The
Mill Avenue Bridge was the only way to get
from one side of the Valley to the other.”
The brush with disaster convinced SRP
that Roosevelt and other dams on the Salt
and Verde rivers needed upgrading. Once

again, SRP rurned to Washingron for fed-
eral aid. After [obbying for the pessage of
the National Safery of Dams Act, the gov-
ernment funded more than $400 million
in improvements to Central Atizona dams.
In 1996, modifications raised Rocsevelt
Dam by 70 feet, and expanded the lake’s
capacity by 20 petcent.

The Sale River Project was born when
one of Central Arizona’s worst droughts
called for bold action. Teday, SRP is still
facing cthe challenges of supplying water
to an arid environment — for the past
seven years, Arizona has faced the worst
drought on record.

SRP’s Scott Harelson says the drought is
serious, but adds that Valley residents prob-
ably wor't feel the impact because of SRP’s
planning. “That's why we were created,”
he says. “It's why we exist. That's what
we've been doing for the lase 100 years.”

Tammy LeRoy is 2 monthly contributor to
PHOENIX Magazine She can be reached at
Dhxmag@citieswestpub, com,

FEBRUARY 2003 73




