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Albert Bierstadt, On the Oregon Trail, 1867

Albert Bierstadt, Surveyors 
Wagon in the Rockies, 1859

The pioneers of science in the 
American West were more often 
than not those trained in the 
“art” of surveying.  Exploration 
surveys were funded by 
Congress, led by military 
officers (King, Hayden, 
Wheeler, Ives, Powell), and 
necessarily included surveyors, 
photographers and artists many 
of whom achieved fame in their 
own right.  
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1870! ! William Hooper before Congress opposing Anti-Mormon bill
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1873! ! Elizabeth Wood Kane’s Journal! !

Elizabeth Wood Kane kept a 
journal during her stay in St. 
George, Utah during the winter of 
1872 - 1873. 

! “She noted that she often felt 
she was living in an old Syrian 
world among pastoral folk 
fulfilling Isaiah’s promise of 
making a fertile land of the desert 
plains.”
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1879! ! Report on the Lands of the Arid Region, JW Powell 

Thirty years of data 
concerning climate 
change were analyzed 
by the J. W. Powell 
Survey in 1877.  
Powell and other 
government scientists 
were aware of claims 
by Mormon settlers 
that the increased 
precipitation was a 
result of their prayerful 
requests to the 
Almighty.    

G. K. Gilbert provided this 
explanation of the rise of the 
level of Great Salt Lake over 
the thirty year period 
following the Mormon’s 
arrival.  

John W. Powell believed 
that the phenomena was a 
result of the actions of man.
This was termed the Theory 
of Human Agency.

Southern Illinois Normal 
School Professor, Cyrus 
Thomas, was the leading 
proponent of the theory that 
“Rain Follows the Plow”.
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1891! ! First Irrigation Congress held in Salt Lake City, Utah

A convention “to consider matters 
pertaining to the reclamation of the arid 
public lands of the West,” ! !

“Here are a thousand miles, I might say, 
through these mountains, filled with cities, 
towns, villages, gardens, and orchards, and 
the produce of the earth that sustains the 
people.   Without this water, this irrigation 
for which you have met here today, this 
country would be as barren as it was in 
1847, when we found it.”

“My Twenty Acre 
Farm”, Wilford 
Woodruff

“The Mormon 
Land System”,  
George Q. 
Cannon
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1891! ! Rio Grande Western Railroad Pamphlet
! ! !
The accompanying map of Canaan and the Salt 
Lake valley strikingly exhibits the 
topographical similarity between the Promised 
Land to which Brigham Young led the Mormon 
pioneers of 1847.  In both localities a River 
Jordan connects a body of fresh water with a 
Dead sea, and the surrounding mountain 
landscape is almost the same in both cases.

The railroad pamphlet advised “Follow prairie 
dogs and Mormons, and you will find good 
land.” 

The National Irrigation Congress was held 
annually from 1891 until 1916, by which time 
the organization had changed its name to the 
International Irrigation Congress. 

“Water Supplies in 
the Arid Region”, 
J.W. Powell

“An Unresolved 
Western Problem: 

The Division of 
Interstate Streams”

Elwood Mead
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1902! ! Washington County Lands, Irrigation Investigations in Utah, Elwood Mead

Powell’s Colorado River 
expeditions 1869 -1873 
were for the Smithsonian,  
He became head of the 
USGS in 1876. 

Elwood Mead completed his 
Irrigation Investigations in 
Utah in 1902, the same year 
the Reclamation Act was 
passed by Congress.    
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1903 ! ! Movement of Water in Irrigated Soils, John A. Widtsoe
!
In 1900, John A. Widtsoe, a Norwegian 
immigrant, became the director of the 
Experiment Station at the Utah Agricultural 
College (USU) which had a branch location in 
Washington County.  

For a short time after 1905, he established the 
Biology/Agriculture program at BYU in 
Provo.  In 1907, he became the president of the 
Agricultural College.  In 1916, he was 

appointed 
president of the 
University of 
Utah.  In 1921, 
Widtsoe was 
ordained an 
Apostle in the 
LDS Church.      

Widtsoe went to Washington DC to serve as 
Secretary of a Fact Finding Commission which 
reformed the Reclamation Service beginning in 
1923 and ending in 1924 with the appointment 
of Elwood Mead as Director of the Bureau of 
Reclamation.  
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1904 ! ! Southern Utah Experiment Farm, Thomas Judd

St. George tithing clerk, Thomas Judd, became a founding partner in the cooperative mercantile 
firm Woolley, Lund and Judd in 1874.  In 1889, he organized the La Verkin Fruit and Nursery 
Company and built the five mile long La Verkin Canal and 900 foot long tunnel that brought 
Virgin River water to the La Verkin Ranch.  In 1890, Thomas leased the Washington Cotton 

Factory and operated it at a profit until 1898.  He was appointed 
president of Utah’s Horticultural Board when it was first 
organized in 1897 and remained in that position until 1914.       

As a part of his duties he supervised the Southern 
Utah Experimental Farm (later Experimental 
Station) in cooperation with the Agricultural 
College in Logan.  Scientific methods were 

introduced and promoted transforming family 
farms into an expanding and competitive 

horticultural industry during his tenure.
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1922! ! Lee’s Ferry Rock-Fill Dam, American Society of Civil Engineers

The tentative plan for the construction of a rock-fill dam at Lee’s Ferry by the American Society 
of Civil Engineers in 1922 would have had a maximum storage capacity of 50,000,000 acre-feet 
of water, more than twice the capacity of Lake Powell.  At 780 feet high it would have been taller 
than the 710 feet concrete gravity arch dam built at Glen Canyon, fifteen miles upstream from 
Lee’s Ferry in the early 1960’s.  The 1922 ASCE proposal was motivated by the California’s 
growing electrical power needs and the funds that could be spent on hydro-electric projects.  It 
was anticipated that the rock-fill dam type could be built by blasting the upper portions of the 
canyon walls away and allowing the loose debris to fall and be maneuvered into place below.  

Thoughts on “Redeeming the West”



1922 ! ! The Great Boulder Canyon Project, Popular Science Monthly

“The incentive for harnessing the mighty Colorado is threefold:  

First, flood control.  
Second, irrigation of 4,000,000 acres of arid land.  
Third, the increase of hydroelectric power to 5,000,000 
horsepower -- or one half the total hydroelectric power 
now (then) generated in the entire United States.”  
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1938! ! Springdale Peach Harvest, Dorothea Lange 

Between 1935 and 1940 respected and influential 
documentary photographer Dorothea Lange worked for 
the Resettlement Administration and the Farm Security 
Administration largely bringing the plight of displaced 
families and migrant workers to the attention of the 
public.  

Dorothea Lange, Migrant Mother, 1935 

Yet, her photograph of the 
peach harvest taken in 
Springdale, Utah in 1938 
tells a different story of 
bounty, togetherness and 
being prepared for tough 
times.  
 

Dorothea Lange, 
Peach Harvest, 
Springdale, Utah, 1938
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