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Foreword
Few laws have had such an impact on the United States Army
Corps of Engineers as the 1936 Flood Control Act. For over 50
years before passage of this act, Congress had been periodically
charging the Corps with flood control responsibilities. However,
lawmakers generally justified the work on the basis of aiding
navigation. It was only in the 1936 act that Congress stipulated
that flood control was an appropriate federal activity. The act
authorized hundreds of flood control projects and established
policies that endure to this day. Moreover, it dramatically
increased the Corps’ work load, forcing the agency to develop
new procedures and offices.
I take particular interest in the 1936 Flood Control Act since
its lineal descendant is the Water Resources Development Act of
1986 (Public Law 99-662). In 1936, lawmakers decided that local
interests ought to share in the costs of flood control measures.
At that depression-ridden time, the decision resulted in relatively
modest local contributions for channel and levee projects but left
flood control storage in reservoir projects as a 100 percent
federal responsibility.
In the years since passage of the1936 landmark legislation,
increasing pressures developed for greater nonfederal contributions in all types of water resources development projects. With
the increased environmental awareness of the 1960s and 197Os,
arguments for additional nonfederal contributions to enhance
economic efficiency were bolstered by demands to reduce the
number of water projects with adverse environmental impacts.
The executive and legislative branches reached an impasse.
Until 1986, no significant new project authorizations had been
made since the mid497Os. Consequently, a backlog of problems
created by flooding, drought, and other water-related activities
developed.
Over the past several years we, along with other administration representatives and a bipartisan coalition of congressmen
and senators, have made a concerted effort to resolve the
impasse. To the credit of both those beneficiaries of water
projects who agreed to a greater iod contribution than in the

past and those who desired 100 percent reimbursement of
federal costs, acceptable compromises were made.
I am proud to say that our efforts were concluded with
passage of the Water Resources Development Act of 1986. I want
to thank the congressmen and senators, especially Congressman
Robert Roe and former Senator James Abdnor, who helped us
achieve our goal. The 262 water projects it authorizes, at a total
cost of $16 billion, will allow us to continue the work set in
motion by the 1936 Flood Control Act. We look forward to
working with local interests and other agencies of government to
promote the safety and welfare of citizens in flood-prone areas of
our country.

ROBERT W. PAGE
Assistant Secretary of the Army
(Civil Works)

Preface
This history commemorates an important event in the development of the United States and, especially, of the United
States Army Corps of Engineers. In 1936, in response to public
demands for federal aid for flood-prone areas of the country and
for work relief in the midst of the Great Depression, Congress
passed and President Roosevelt signed the first general flood
control bill - the first piece of legislation to provide for flood relief
throughout the country and to recognize that flood control “is a
proper activity of the Federal Government.” Most of the respon
sibility for planning and designing federal flood control projects
was assigned to the Army Corps of Engineers, an agency that
had been continuously involved with water resources projects
since 1824. Under the authority of the Flood Control Act of 1936,
the Corps has developed into the foremost flood control agency in
the nation and has shared its knowledge with many organizations
in this country and abroad.
The hundreds of reservoir, levee, and channelization projects
that resulted from the 1936 act and subsequent amendments
have literally changed the face of the nation. The projects have
contributed to both the growth of towns and the protection of
rural farmlands. Secondary purposes, such as recreation and
water supply, have become more important to an increasingly
urbanized nation. There are few areas of the United States that
have not received the benefits of these flood control projects.
The billions of dollars saved because of flood control projects
have more than repaid the cost of the original construction
investment. Today, when designing flood control projects, we
attempt to balance the economic benefits against potential
damage to the environment. We also are aware that even small
projects must depend on an equitable sharing of costs between
the federal government and local interests. In fact, new costsharing provisions were incorporated into the Water Resources
Development Act of 1986 (Public Law 99-662) signed by President Ronald Reagan on 17 November 1986. Ths law, whose
passage owes much to the joint efforts of the Honorable Robert
K. Dawson, former Assistant Secretary of the Army, Civil Works,

and a bipartisan koalition of congressmen and senators, established methods to weed out dubious projects, while granting
more credibility to supporters of worthwhile proposals. The act
thereby represents perhaps the most important change in
federal water resources policy since the passage of the 1936
Flood Control Act. However, these shifting political and economic developments should not obscure the one fact that remains
constant: the Corps of Engineers’ firm commitment to the
protection of life and property against natural disasters.

. .
. - ,. , !-:

E. R. HEIBERG III
Lieutenant General, USA
Chief of Engineers

Author’s Note
Half a century ago the United States officially recognized
“that destructive floods upon the rivers of the United States . . .
constitute a menace to national welfare” and that “flood control
on navigable waters or their tributaries is a proper activity of the
Federal Government in cooperation with States,: their political
subdivisions, and localities thereof.“1 The origins of the Flood
Control Act of 1936 date back to the 19th century, even though its

passage came as part of the New Deal administration of Franklin
D. Roosevelt. Every major 20th.century historian has agreed
that the New Deal was a turning point in the history of American
politics and in the federal government’s role in the life of the
nation. This certainly applies to the history of flood control. The
1936 act still stands as the fundamental legislative authority
under which a vast program of public works costing billions of
dollars has been executed throughout the union. The act authorized a program that has saved countless lives and billions of
dollars in property. In addition, the program has provided benefits in hydroelectric power, navigation, and recreation. No other
nation in the world has undertaken such an ambitious water
resources program. The act was the culmination of almost a
century of increasing federal concern and engineering progress.
However, the act also mirrored the innumerable conflicting
political issues that marked New Deal politics during a presidential election year. Arthur Maass, one of the nation’s leading
authorities on water resources development, has called the 1936
act a “confused and confusing piece of legislation.” The most
prominent historian of the New Deal, William Leuchtenburg,
said it was “ill conceived and wretchedly drafted,” subject to
widely conflicting interpretations, misunderstood by most of
those who voted for it, and misinterpreted by President Roosevelt, who signed it?
How can this important piece of legislation have such a
reputation? The act can be understood only in the context of its

political history. The reason for the divergent perceptions of the
flood control act is that it states a principle that almost everyone
in the government and nation endorsed in 1936 -that the federal

.
,

government should take primary responsibility for dealing with
the menace of terrifying, huge floods. However, the exact means
by which the government was to accomplish this goal was
subject to wide disagreement. Those who advocated national
flood control could not always agree on financial arrangements,
the role of state and local interests, or the relationship of flood
control to other water resources goals or programs (particularly
hydroelectric power). Thus the final version of H.R.8455 that
Congress approved and sent to President Roosevelt contained a
clear statement of federal flood control responsibility, but a rather
hastily drawn series of implementation features that were a
patchwork of compromises thrown together by overworked congressmen on the eve of the presidential and congressional elections of 1936. News of the passage and signing of the act can be
seen in the newspapers of May and June 1936 amid long articles
on the upcoming national political conventions and elections. The
act was forged in the midst of the “Second New Deal” and was
part of the great political upheavals of the mid493Os.
The Flood Control Act of 1936 is a good example of congressional legislation that is fairly clear in its general goals, but
confusing and even irrational in its specific policies and administrative machinery. Eventually, new generations of politicians,
lobbyists, and experts recast the particular policies and, over
time, even altered some of its general goals. Nevertheless, the
fundamental goals and direction of legislation in a major problem
area like flood control are seldom reversed once the law is set in
place. The manner in which our free society makes these
fundamental legislative decisions may look awkward to some
observers, but it is in fact one of the most impressive and
admirable aspects of our system. The establishment of our
national policy of flood control in the stormy spring of 1936 is an
illuminating example of this great democratic process.
A number of individuals and institutions aided me throughout
the development of this study. The staff of the Albin O. Kuhn
Library at University of Maryland, Baltimore County (UMBC),
was, as always, extremely helpful. In particular I would like to
thank Sarah E. Crest, Howard E. Curnoles, Simona E. Simmons,
and the Library Director, Dr. Billy Wilkerson. In the Department
of History at UMBC, I owe special thanks to Carol Warner and
Linda Hatmaker, who typed all the original drafts of the manuscript. I am also indebted to my daughter, Elizabeth C. Arnold,
for her many hours spent culling articles from the newspapers of
the 1930s.

The staff at the Franklin D. Roosevelt Library in Hyde Park,
New York, was diligent and efficient in providing many of the key ·
documents for this study. Equally helpful was the staff in charge
of the National Resources Committee records at the National
Archives in Washington, D.C. The staff in the manuscript section of Louisiana State University kindly provided helpful background material on Congressman Riley Wilson.
My major debt is owed to the Office of History, Headquarters,
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, at Fort Belvoir, Virginia. Dr.
Martin Gordon shared information he had gathered earlier concerning the 1936 Flood Control Act, and Kathy Richardson,
Diane Arms, and Fran Watson provided vital support services.
My greatest thanks go to Dr. Martin Reuss, who is responsible
for this research project and whose vast knowledge of flood
control issues and the Corps of Engineers helped me at every
turn.
JOSEPH L. ARNOLD
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CHAPTER I

The Origins of Federal Flood
Control Activity, 1849~19l2
The history of federal flood control measures must be
explained in the context of half-a-dozen major floods between
1849 and 1936 that moved Congress to pass legislation. The first
significant federal flood control laws were the Swamp Land Acts
of 1849 and 1850, which encouraged the reclamation of millions of
acres of flood-prone wetlands, especially in the lower Mississippi
Valley. A major Mississippi River flood in 1874 inspired a series
of federal actions finally resulting in the creation of the Mississippi River Commission in 1879. Costly floods in the lower
Mississippi Valley, the Northeast, and the Ohio Valley between
1907 and 1913 led to the establishment of the House Committee
on Flood Control in 1916 and the Flood Control Act of 1917, the
first act aimed exclusively at controlling floods. A gigantic flood
on the Mississippi in 1927 substantially expanded federal flood
control funding and raised public awareness to a new level. And,
finally, the disastrous nationwide series of floods in 1935 and
1936 were critical in the passage of the Flood Control Act of 1936.
Of course, it would be highly simplistic to explain federal
flood control policy in terms of responses to great floods. Certainly, floods affected the timing of federal actions, but the nature
of the response-- the means adopted by Congress to deal with
flooding - still requires explanation. The very use of the term
“flood control” as the goal of the federal government, rather than
the more restrictive and accurate term “flood damage reduction,” represents a more optimistic human, institutional, and
political response to a set of natural, engineering, and economic
problems.
It should be noted that no major federal response to flood
destruction occurred until the beginning of the 20th century.
Despite the long history of severe flooding by the nation’s rivers
in the 19th century, Congress passed no legislation that was
directly and openly aimed at flood control until 1917 and under-

4
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took no nationwide flood control program until 1936. There are
several reasons for this. First, the national government’s modest
financial resources
seemed to preclude federal financing of
.
expensive flood control measures during the 19th century. Second, there were formidable engineering and economic obstacles
to flood control by methods other than levees, such as reservoirs.
Third, the relatively modest growth of cities along the nation’s
rivers kept flood damage fairly low until the end of the 19th or the
beginning of the 20th century. Finally, many political leaders
believed that federal aid for flood control was unconstitutional.
The constitutional issue periodically erupted in flood control
debates until 1936. The framers of the Constitution appeared to
agree that the federal government should not be allowed to spend
tax dollars to make improvements that benefited only a particular
locality. While the Constitution did not specifically prohibit
federal funding of “internal improvements,” neither did it categorically authorize them. Those wishing to see the development
of a national system of roads and federally funded navigation
improvements on the nation’s rivers focused on Article I, Section
8, of the Constitution, the Commerce Clause, which gave Congress the authority “to regulate commerce . . . among the several states.” Supporters of internal improvements, such as John
C. Calhoun and Henry Clay, argued that the right to regulate
commerce meant the right to facilitate or aid in its movement by
funding road and river navigation projects. Presidents Madison
(in 1817) and Monroe (in 1822) disagreed, and they vetoed federal
transportation bills. The issue was hotly contested until1824,
when, in the landmark decision of Gibbons v. Ogakn, John Marshall’s Supreme Court stretched the Commerce Clause to permit the federal government to finance and construct river
improvements. This decision launched the federal government,
including the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, on a program of
river improvements that began in the 1820s and continues today.
Over the whole period the subject has pitted one locality and
region against another amid cries of “pork barrel” spending and
“log-rolling,” with the Corps of Engineers often caught in
between.1
For reasons that have yet to be investigated adequately, the
right of the federal government to improve navigation under the
Commerce Clause was extended to flood control in a very slow,
halting, and, it must be admitted, occasionally disingenuous
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manner; sometimes projects were authorized under the guise of
navigation improvement when everyone in Congress knew the
work was also for flood control. Until the Progressive Era of the
early 20th century, many, perhaps most, congressmen continued
to believe that federal flood control projects (except perhaps on
the Mississippi) were unconstitutional. They suggested that the
aid to navigation from levees or dams was small compared to the
enormous local benefits received by residents and property
owners in the protected area. This issue arose repeatedly
between the 1870s and 1917 in regard to the federal expenditures
for levees along the Mississippi. However, these expenditures
were viewed less rigidly from a constitutional perspective,
because many believed that the Mississippi was uniquely
national. Some politicians went so far as to contend that the
Mississippi was actually a piece of federal property, and Congress had the responsibility to protect residents and navigation
interests alike against the onslaught of the river’s periodic
floods. Those who advocated this position often referred to
Article IV, Section 3, of the Constitution, which states that “the
Congress shall have Power to dispose of and make all needful
Rules and Regulations respecting the Territory or other Property belonging to the United States.”
By the time Congress established the Inland Waterways
Commission (1909) and the Committee on Flood Control (1916)
and passed the Flood Control Act of 1917, its traditional reluctance to spend federal funds for local benefits was weakened but
not dead. It continued to enter into discussions right up until
passage of the 1936 act? As one of the leading authorities on
water resources law recently stated, the federal government has
taken “a rather attenuated construction” of the Commerce
Clause promulgated in 1824 and used “this somewhat flimsylooking, but by no means shaky structure for a foundation. . .
[for] a huge program of river regulation and water control.“3
The result of the constitutional controversy over the Commerce Clause and internal improvements was legislation relating
to navigation improvements, which was promptly passed, while
flood control legislation received indirect and limited attention.
Passed partially in response to severe flooding in the lower
Mississippi Valley in 1849, the Swamp Land Acts of 1849 and
1850 transferred “swamp and overflow land” to most of the
states along the lower Mississippi on condition that the revenue
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THE EVOLUTION OF THE 1936 FLOOD CONTROL ACT

the states obtained from selling the land be used to build levees
and drainage channels. The acts required no expenditure of
federal funds, but they provided a means to put millions of acres
of land into agricultural use.4
The emergence of the flood control issue at that time appears
linked to the increasing burden of levee construction along the
river, the frustrations of coordinating plans among various state
and local interests, increasing commerce on the river, and the
growth of various towns along the Mississippi. The building of
levees along the Mississippi had begun in New Orleans in 1717
and had proceeded in fitful spurts up and down the Mississippi
and its tributaries. Until the 1840s and 1850s the work, expensive
and difficult, was largely the responsibility of the riparian landowners. By the 1840s it had become evident that a more coordinated approach was needed in order to spread the cost and work
more equitably. Consequently, the delta states created public
levee districts. While a distinct improvement over the earlier
reliance on individual landowners, these districts still faced
formidable financial and engineering challenges. They joined
navigation interests in looking to Washington for help. John C.
Calhoun, a man familiar with the problems of levee construction,
called for federal aid at the Memphis Commercial Convention of
1845. Mississippi Valley politicians echoed Calhoun’s call on
countless subsequent occasions.5
Aside from passage of the Swamp Land Acts, the federal
government’s response to the floods of 1849 and 1850 was
relatively modest. However, one act was passed that was to have
an unforseen and substantial impact on flood control development. This was an 1850 act that appropriated $50,000 for a
“topographical and hydrographical survey of the Delta of the
Mississippi, with such investigations as may lead to determine
the most practicable plan for securing it from inundation.” The
appropriation was eventually split in order to fund two separate
surveys: one by Charles Ellet, Jr., a well-known civil engineer,
and the other by Captain A.A. Humphreys and Lieutenant H.L.
Abbot of the U.S. Corps of Topographical Engineers.
Ellet’s report was published in 1852 and immediately created
a controversy because of the author’s contention that tributary
reservoirs could effectively contribute to flood control hundreds
of miles distant on the lower Mississippi. The larger and more
influential Humphreys-Abbot report was not completed until

.
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solve the flood control problem on the lower Mississippi. When
Humphreys became Chief of Engineers in 1866, he labored
constantly to quash opposition to the “levees only” policy, and it
became the gospel for the Corps of Engineers for over 60 years,
until the 1927 Mississippi River flood decisively showed its
limitations.6
Between 1866 and 1926, the Corps investigated the flood
problems on many of the nation’s rivers - and as in 1850 -- often
in response to some particularly disastrous flood. Nearly always,
these investigations were labeled navigation surveys. The surveys dutifully discussed, often in great detail, how some wild and
rocky river could be improved for navigation. Then, as a sort of
lagniappe, a brief survey and discussion of flood control measures that might be undertaken by local interests was added. If
the only solution was a reservoir system, Corps reports seldom
judged the project to be practical from either an engineering or
economic standpoint.
The use of dams for flood control was often suggested, but
the idea seemed impracticable to most people. Furthermore,
dam failures such as the one at Johnstown, Pennsylvania, in 1889
that killed more than 2,000 people created public skepticism over
this type of protection. The Pittsburgh Flood Commission
Report of 19l2 was the first effort to interest the federal government in funding a reservoir system for flood control. And the
first conclusive proof that such a system could work did not come
until the completion of the Miami Valley Conservancy District in
1923 - only 13 years before the passage of the 1936 Flood Control
Act 7
Meanwhile, the problems of floods on the Mississippi River
-the “nation’s highway” as some politicians called it continued to elicit federal interest but very little agreement on
what the federal role ought to be. After the Civil War, which
resulted in the neglect, deterioration, and destruction of hundreds of miles of levees, President Andrew Johnson, Secretary of
War Edwin Stanton, and various congressmen spoke in favor of
federal levee aid. A number of bills were introduced for this
purpose, but none made it through the congressional committees; and the postwar flurry of interest waned as states and local
levee districts renewed their own efforts.8
The Mississippi flood of 1874 stirred Congress again. It
l

8

THE EVOLUTION OF THE 1936 FLOOD CONTROL ACT

appropriated $90,000 for flood relief and authorized another
Corps of Engineers study. The study stated that while local
efforts to build levees were heroic, they were uncoordinated and
inadequate. Congress was still reluctant to act, and it was not
until 1879 that it finally created a Mississippi River Commission
(MRC) to identify and implement the most satisfactory flood
control plan possible in order to improve navigation and protect
population and property.9 In accordance with the authorizing
statute, the MRC consisted of seven members: three officers
from the Corps of Engineers, three civilians, and one employee
of the Coast and Geodetic Survey. With some modifications,
commission members eventually adopted the “levees only” policy of Humphreys and Abbot as their own plan.
Despite nagging legal and constitutional questions, Congress
allowed the MRC to move gradually into a full-scale campaign to
control the river. Periodic floods forced the congressional hand,
as it became increasingly clear that only a substantial federal
commitment would solve flood problems along the lower Mississippi. The first congressional appropriations for levee construction were emergency relief measures, but even these
repairs were justified as navigation improvements. However, by
the turn of the century, the MRC was engaged in full-scale levee
construction, dredging, and revetment work. Congressional proponents of openly avowed flood control whittled away at the
wording of the rivers and harbors acts, dropping the specific
prohibition of flood control that had appeared in every commission appropriation since 1881 and inserting a phrase stating that
funds could be used for “the general improvement of the river”
and other language implying the goal of flood control.10 By 19l2
the MRC was plainly stating that “the main purpose” of its levee
construction program was “to protect the alluvial lands and their
owners” from floods.11
Once again, however, the river became an issue in Congress.
It was reported in the Congressional Record that the federal
government had spent $30 million on Mississippi River levees
during the years 1882 to 1916 and that local levee districts had
spent approximately $90 million during the same period.12 The
results were impressive. The levee system, which had co.ntained
33 million cubic yards of earth in 1882, now contained approximately 250 million cubic yards. Unfortunately, the floods of 19l2
and 1913, the worst yet seen on the river, showed that the levees
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still were not strong or extensive enough. Property losses from
these floods were estimated at $61 million, and over ZX),oo~
people were driven from their homes.13 The federal government
was now caught in a dilemma. The Mississippi River levee
districts said they had taxed and borrowed themselves to the
limit and were unable to continue bearing the financial costs
necessary to strengthen the levees. But they, along with almost
all state and local officials in the Mississippi Valley, agreed with
the Corps of Engineers that levees were the only reasonable
hope for containing the river’s ever higher crests. Either Congress would have to bear a much larger share of the cost of levee
building or the system would have to be abandoned. Millions of
acres of rich farmland would revert to swamp, and the millions of
tax dollars already spent on the levees would have been
wasted.14
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CHAPTER II

Congress, Flood Control, and
Multipurpose River Development
19m1933
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The Mississippi River floods of 19lZ and 1913 were significant
in the history of congressional flood control policy, but equally
significant were other major floods. From the late 1890s until
1917, all of the country’s major river basins experienced periodic
inundations. The 1907 flood virtually devastated Pittsburgh’s
“Golden Triangle” area and caused $6.5 million in damages. This
disaster sparked the formation of the first large flood control
lobby group outside the lower Mississippi -the Pittsburgh Flood
Commission. The commission’s 19l2 report became a landmark
study of diversified flood control programs including reservoirs,
levees and floodwalls, and reforestation.1 The Pittsburgh flood of
1907 and the Ohio floods of 1913 opened a new chapter in the
history of flood control. They severely damaged heavily settled
regions in Pennsylvania and Ohio. The losses in the Ohio floods
of 1913 amounted to $147 million while they amounted to “only”
$61 million in Mississippi’s predominantly agricultural flood plain
during the flood of the same year. Also, the Ohio floods (in the
Miami Valley area) killed 467 people, while the slowly rising
Mississippi seldom claimed lives.2 City-dwellers who had
thought themselves relatively safe from flooding suffered as
much as farmers had previously on the banks of the Mississippi
in other floods.
The destruction resulting from the Ohio and Mississippi
floods, along with flood damage on a number of other rivers from
California to New England, stirred Congress to think seriously
about a nationwide program of flood control. Spearheading this
reform was Senator Francis G. Newlands (R-Nevada), author of
the Reclamation Act of 1902 and the indefatigable proponent of a
multipurpose inland waterways program that would encompass flood control, navigation, water power, and irrigation.3
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Refugees and livestock on a levee during the Mississippi River flood, 1912.

Newlands, and a brilliant group of conservationists who worked
closely with him, convinced President Theodore Roosevelt that
traditional rivers and harbors navigation projects should not be
considered separately from other possible water resources uses.
In 1907, the year of the great Pittsburgh flood, Roosevelt
appointed an Inland Waterways Commission to study the entire
question of water resources. The commission, guided by Newlands and his associates, recommended that the federal government undertake a coordinated program of multipurpose river
development under the control of a permanent commission
appointed by the President.4
This recommendation was quickly translated into a bill that
Newlands introduced in the Senate in 1909. Congress, however,
was unwilling to transfer the gigantic rivers and harbors navigation improvement program into the hands of an independent
commission-especially one that would no longer rely on the
Corps of Engineers for its decisions. Newlands criticized the
Corps and proposed replacing it with civilian engineers responsible to a cabinet-level commission. However, the rivers and
harbors bloc in Congress was quite satisfied with the Corps and
its own Rivers and Harbors Committee. Moreover, to eliminate
serious pork barrel abuses, in 1902 Congress had created within
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the corps of Engineers a Board of Engineers for Rivers and
Harbors. Undaunted, from 1909 to 1916 Newlands tried to push
his own legislation through Congress, but each time he was
defeated.5 The first break in this wall of congressional intransigence came in 1916 with the creation of the House Committee
on Flood Control. This action was sponsored by congressmen
from the lower Mississippi River states, led by the popular and
powerful Speaker of the House, James B. “Champ” Clark (DMissouri). It also received support from the Ohio Valley states,
which had been hit hard by floods. Congressmen interested
primarily in navigation improvements were suspicious of the
effect the new committee would have on the Rivers and Harbors
Committee, but there was general agreement that machinery
should be established to funnel congressional funds into all areas
of the nation that suffered from severe flooding.6 The debate’s
timing, in the spring of 1916, was fortuitous for flood control
proponents; the Mississippi River and several others were again
over their banks. Congressman Thaddeus H. Caraway (DArkansas) told the House that he supported the measure
because the district he represented “is composed of eleven
counties, and a portion of every one of those counties is now
under water.“7 The measure passed without a recorded vote, but
it appeared to have no significant opposition once its proponents
argued that it posed no threat to traditional rivers and harbors
projects.8
The establishment of this committee is of obvious importance, since it created a permanent forum for congressional flood
control proponents. The committee was dominated by congressmen from states with serious flood problems, particularly from
the lower Mississippi River Valley. In fact, one of its charter
members in 1916 was the new Democratic congressman from
Louisiana, Riley J. Wilson, the man who, 19 years later, introduced the bill that became the Flood Control Act of 1936.
The most concrete result of the Progressive Era’s flood
control movement was the passage of the Flood Control Act of
1917, the most important piece of flood control legislation prior to
the 1936 act. While its scope was limited to the lower Mississippi
and the Sacramento rivers, the latter river devastated by
hydraulic mining in California, it established important precedents and frameworks for the Flood Control Act of 1936. The 1917
act was important in four respects. To begin with, it marked the
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first time that Congress appropriated funds openly and primarily
for the purpose of flood control. As one congressman said during
debate on the bill, the measure “removes the mask” from years
of covert federal flood control spending under the “pretext” of
navigation improvements 9 Second, it established a congressional commitment to fund a long-range and (it was believed)
comprehensive program of flood control for at least two floodprone areas -- the lower Mississippi and the Sacramento rivers.10
Third, the act introduced the principle of including the
requirement for local financial contributions in flood control
legislation. This provision, found in Section l(b), was the subject
of considerable debate in the House. It was based on the relatively recent precedent of local contributions for certain rivers
and harbors projects. In 1905 Republican Representative Theodore Burton of Ohio, the dominant figure on the House Rivers
and Harbors Committee, forced the city of Dallas, Texas, to
contribute approximately 30 percent of the cost of a river project
that clearly had only local value. It was just one more method
Burton hit upon in his long struggle to hold down the massive
pork barrel expenditures on rivers and harbors projects having
no national value and often little local value. Burton was unable
to make local contributions a standard requirement, but such
contributions were required in a number of the more dubious
rivers and harbors appropriations after 1905.11
The issue of local contributions never came up with the
Mississippi River Commission, because the local levee districts
always appropriated more than did the federal government.
Congress stated that by 1917 local interests had spent three
dollars for every federal dollar spent on the levees. While congressmen appreciated that this kind of financial burden on lower
Mississippi residents could hardly continue, neither would they
give up the principle of local contributions. Consequently, the
1917 act stipulated that local interests should pay at least one
dollar for every two dollars spent by the federal government. The
act authorized the expenditure of $45 million from the federal
treasury for Mississippi River flood control, not more than $10
million to be spent in any one year. In addition, local interests
were to pay the cost of acquiring rights-of-way for construction
and maintenance expenses once the levees were completed.
This meant that the local levee boards actually paid about half the
total cost of the levee program between 1917 and 192801z
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Finally, Section 3 of the act authorized the Corps of
Engineers to undertake examinations and surveys for flood
control improvements, which were to be “a comprehensive study
of the watershed or watersheds” and to provide information
regarding the relationship of flood control to navigation, water
power, and “other uses as may be properly related to or coordinated with the project.” As with the old navigation improvement
reports, flood control studies were to be submitted to the Board
of Engineers for Rivers and Harbors, which was to judge what
federal interest might be involved in the proposed improvements; “what share of the expense, if any, should be borne by the
United States”; and the advisability of funding the project.13 The
Board of Engineers must have winced at the second item,
because Congress itself could not decide on a generally acceptable policy on local contributions or even a clear rationale for
including them in the act. Congress now expected the board to
succeed where it had failed.
The Flood Control Act of 1917 changed the federal government’s activities on the nation’s rivers from a single-purpose
program (navigation improvement) to a limited dual-purpose
program. Senator Newlands’ hopes of a genuine multipurpose
program supervised by a civilian commission failed to overcome
congressional opposition and President Woodrow Wilson’s
unwillingness to force the issue on Newlands’ behalf, although
the idea had been endorsed several times in the Republican and
Democratic party platforms between 1908 and 1916.14 Newlands
actually succeeded in getting a waterways commission authorized by Congress in the Rivers and Harbors Act of 1917, but he
immediately fell to wrangling with the rivers and harbors bloc
over its membership. Newlands insisted on a cabinet-level commission while the rivers and harbors bloc desired a lower level
commission that would be more responsive to Congress. Both
sides appealed to President Wilson in the spring of 1917, but
Wilson, preoccupied with the events leading to U.S. involvement
in World War I, had no time for such controversies. The commission was never appointed, and Newlands died in 1919. As a result,
neither a waterways commission nor a national program of flood
control emerged at this time. All the talk of such a nationwide
plan at the time of the establishment of the House Flood Control
Committee led to nothing beyond the programs for the lower
Mississippi and Sacramento rivers. The door had been opened,
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but not very wide.
After World War I, when Congress finally returned to water
resources issues, the debate over hydroelectric power had
become paramount and, in an odd twist of circumstances, had
spurred the development of the most detailed and comprehensive
flood control studies and plans ever. Congress had given little
attention to hydroelectric dams, and the General Dam Acts of
1906 and 1910 had not addressed the complex issues regarding
the many new uses to which the rivers were being subjected,
particularly in regard to water power and navigation.15 Having
rejected comprehensive waterways development, Congress
decided to move forward in the field of hydroelectric power- an
area it had come to believe was critically important. It enacted
the Water Power Act of 1920, which created the Federal Power
Commission, but it still failed to address the issue of coordinating
hydroelectric development with navigation and/or flood control.
In order to gain a better understanding of the hydroelectric
potential of the nation and the ways its development might be
coordinated with other water projects -principally navigation,
irrigation, and flood control-the House Rivers and Harbors
Committee suggested that the federal government examine the
cost for a detailed survey of the nation’s navigable rivers. The
Secretary of War, acting in his capacity as chairman of the
Federal Power Commission; was requested to direct the Corps of
Engineers to provide Congress with an estimate of the cost of
such a survey.16
The Corps’ response, sent to Congress in April 1926 and
subsequently published as House Document 308 of the 69th
Congress, stated that the Corps could survey more than 180
rivers and a number of unnamed tributaries for a total of $7.3
million.17 Congress responded favorably and began to fund the
surveys under the Rivers and Harbors Act of 1927. Major General
Harry Taylor, the Chief of Engineers, commenting on the inauguration of the survey program, said it “will have a far-reaching
influence in controlling and coordinating all works in connection
with the diverse beneficial uses which may be made of the
streams under federal jurisdiction.” The importance of this
work, he thought, was “so pronounced” that it should be started
as soon as possible.~3 General Taylor was not exaggerating the
significance of this piece of legislation. Historian William Leuchtenburg called it “one of the most important acts affecting water
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resources in our entire history.“19
The “308” reports placed the Corps at the center of multipurpose river development even though the work’s major emphasis
was on hydroelectric power. In the course of preparing the308
reports, Corps officers worked closely with water resources
officials and experts throughout the nation. They came to know
the municipal engineers, the drainage district officials, water
power company engineers, and university water resources
experts-a far wider circle of people than they had ever had
reason to work with previously.20 Moreover, through the study of
river basins such as the Tennessee Valley, Corps officials substantially increased their knowledge of flood hydrology.21
Indeed, the Corps’ 308 report on the Tennessee Valley, published
in 1930, provided Senator George W. Norris (R&Nebraska) and
the proponents of multipurpose reservoirs in the valley with data
that helped them push the Muscle Shoals bill through Congress
in 1931. The bill was vetoed by President Herbert Hoover
because of its federal retention of power distribution, but Norris’s
ideas were adopted in 1933 by President Franklin D. Roosevelt
and the new Congress, which created the Tennessee Valley
Authority in May 1933. Over the next decade the TVA developed
a system of multipurpose reservoirs very similar to the system
laid out in the Corps’ Tennessee River 308 report.22
By 1935, the Corps’ 308 reports represented the most cornprehensive and detailed body of data and planning ideas on
multipurpose river development to date; the Corps’ engineers,
both civilian and military, constituted the largest pool of water
resources experts in the nation. Certainly, a number of water
resources experts outside the federal government continued to
question the Corps’ judgment and expertise in flood control
matters. However, even opponents of the Corps generally did not
impugn the Corps’ integrity and efficiency. It was the Corps’
outstanding reputation, combined with its domination of federal
water resources expertise, that overwhelmed the skeptics. Most
congressmen came to accept the Corps as the preeminent water
resources agency, and it seemed natural to assign to the Army
Engineers the responsibility for constructing and operating a
nationwide flood control program.
It was fortunate for the Corps that the 308 reports began to
appear in 1930, because in 1927 and 1928 its credibility as an
engineering organization had been severely challenged in the
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Vicksburg, Mississippi, during the 1927 flood.

aftermath of the “greatest disaster of peace times in our history,” in the words of Herbert Hoover, then Secretary of Commerce? Hoover was describing the 1927 Mississippi River
flood, which at its height covered 26,000 square miles in seven
states. More than 700,000 people were driven from their homes.
In some areas the collapse of newly constructed higher levees
meant that the floodwaters, which had in the past risen slowly,
now rushed across the level countryside and 330,000 people had
to be rescued from housetops, levee crowns, and trees. Due to
massive and heroic rescue efforts, only about 250 people
drowned before boats could get to them.
Total direct property losses were estimated at $236 million.
Hoover thought that indirect losses amounted to approximately
$200 million. The economic effects were devastating for the
lower Mississippi, but were also felt from Boston and New York
to California. For many weeks no railroad trains crossed the
Mississippi south of St. Louis, and more than 3,000 miles of track
were under water. The Red Cross flood relief drive raised $17.5
million to aid flood victims, and total relief contributions from
private and governmental sources totaled $31.8 million.24
Attacked in Congress and in the public press for singleminded adherence to outmoded ideas, the Corps no longer
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Floodwall at Cairo, Illinois, during the 1927 flood.

attempted to defend the “levees only” policy. Everyone from the
poorest sharecropper to the richest landowner understood that
something more than levees was necessary, although exactly
what was much debated in the coming years. Major General
Edgar Jadwin, the Chief of Engineers, further alienated public
opinion when, in what seemed an arrogant and obstreperous
manner, he defended his recommendations for a new Mississippi
River flood control project against all critics, including some of
the most well-respected engineers in the country. In particular,
he attacked the rival plan of the Mississippi River Commission,
from which he had in fact borrowed some of his ideas-both
plans called for a mixture of spillways, floodways, levees, and
channel clearing-but Jadwin’s plan substantially decreased the
amount of federal dollars to be committed to the project.
Congressman Frank R. Reid (R-Illinois), chairman of the
House Flood Control Committee, wanted to prepare legislation
for a nationwide flood control program, prompted by both the
Mississippi River flood as well as a smaller but still devastating
November flood in New England that killed 55 people and caused
approximately $40 million in damages, primarily in Vermont.25
The Mississippi problem, he said, would be dealt with first, but
he would urge the committee to keep the national problem
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“constantly in mind.“26 Even the conservative BaZtimwe Sun
agreed with Reid, stating that the New England flood seemed to
justify Reid’s proposal to expand Mississippi River basin protection to other parts of the country “which lie at the mercy of the
same uncurbed natural forces.“27
For reasons that are not clear, no such bill emerged from the
committee. Possibly the gigantic costs of the Mississippi flood
control program caused Reid and others to shrink from assuming
added burdens. Another possibility is that the complex debate
that shortly erupted over engineering, financial, and political
questions in regard to Mississippi River flood control may have
convinced the Mississippi Valley people who dominated the
Flood Control Committee that enlarging the bill to address a
nationwide program would be futile and only endanger immediate action on the Mississippi. As it turned out, the congressional
representatives from New England who appeared before the
committee were staunch states’ rights conservatives and, unlike
their colleagues from the South, could not bring themselves to
ask for federal flood control aid.28
The nature of the controversies that raged in Congress and in
the national press over the Mississippi River question are beyond
the scope of this study except for the issue of local contributions.
Suffice to say that most of Jadwin’s plan was finally adopted,
although with the expectation that parts would be modified as
more data were obtained. So far as financing was concerned,
President Calvin Coolidge continued to insist throughout the
congressional debate that local interests pay a portion of the cost
of the new flood control projects to be constructed by the Corps
of Engineers, just as they had done since the Flood Control Act of
1917. Nevertheless, it was clear that local levee boards had
exhausted their financial resources. Many of them had issued
bonds far beyond the total assessed valuation of their districts,
and financial experts said any further issues would go unsold.
Given this incontrovertible evidence, Coolidge relented. As a
conciliatory gesture, however, Congress added the following
statement during the final drafting of the bill.

_: .

-:

It is hereby declared the sense of Congress that the principle of local
contribution toward the cost of flood control work, which has been incorporated in all previous national legislation on the subject, is sound, as recognizing the special interest of the local population in its own protection, and as a
means of preventing inordinate requests for unjustified items of work having
no material national interest.
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The statement went on to say that an exception to the general
principle was being made in the present act in view of the major
contributions already made by the local levee districts and that
flooding on the Mississippi was a problem “far exceeding those
of any other river in the United States.“29
This compromise satisfied all but a small minority firmly
committed to the principle of no federal flood control funds
without local contributions, regardless of the economic hardship.
The final version of the bill sailed through Congress with large
bipartisan margins and was signed by Coolidge on 15 May 1928.
In the presidential election in November, both the Republicans
and Democrats claimed the legislation as their own, but neither
party endorsed any wider program of flood control.30
With the exception of the laws authorizing certain multipurpose dams in the West, such as Boulder Dam and Bonneville, the
Flood Control Act of 1928 was the last major piece of flood control
legislation passed by Congress prior to the 1936 Flood Control
Act. Its significance is difficult to assess, but three aspects of it*
are worth noting. First, the long debate over the bill and the
various flood control plans considered during the course of
debate greatly increased public (and congressional) awareness of
the major advances in flood control theory and practice since 1916
and 1917. Also, radio broadcasts and news films showing the
destructiveness of floodwaters had an impact on the public that
newspaper accounts could not equal.31 Second, the 1928 act put
flood control on a par with other major projects of its time. The
act authorized an expenditure of $325 million, the largest public
works .project appropriation ever authorized by the federal government, even exceeding the construction cost of the Panama
Canal, which was $310 million. Finally, the act raised the debate
on local contributions to a new level. The issue became one of the
central questions surrounding the Flood Control Act of 1936.
President Coolidge, General Jadwin, and key Republicans in
Congress were the major architects of the Flood Control Act of
1928, but it fell to Herbert Hoover to undertake its implementation from 1929 to 1933. Hoover, of course, had barely entered
upon his duties as President in 1929 when the stock market
crashed and the national economy began the long slide into the
greatest depression in the country’s history. Although Hoover
was far more interested in flood control and multipurpose development than any President had been since Theodore Roosevelt,
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the nation’s economic woes confined him to a small, but nonetheless significant, role in the development of federalflood control
activities. He can be credited withadvancing the cause of flood
control in the United States in three major ways.
First, Hoover helped initiate some important water resources
projects. He worked with political leaders in California to start
the Central Valley project, which involved constructing a series
of high dams on the Sacramento, Kings, San Joaquin, and American rivers. Of even greater portent, he issued orders in 1930 for
the Corps of Engineers to begin detailed engineering studies for
the construction of the Cove Creek (later named Norris) dam in
the Tennessee Valley as a flood control and hydroelectric power
project-the first major reservoir project to be undertaken by
the federal government outside of the Bureau of Reclamation
dams in the West. If Hoover had been reelected in 1932, he may
well have had most of the work undertaken that was eventually
done by the TVA. His efforts to construct the Cove Creek dam
were blocked by Senator Norris and his allies, who wanted the
electric power from the Tennessee Valley dams kept in federal
hands rather than being turned over to private companies as
Hoover wished, but both men agreed on the flood control aspect
of the project and endorsed it as a legitimate federal activity.
Second, Hoover pushed the flood control work on the Mississippi ahead as an unemployment relief measure - uniting
work relief with flood control in a manner that the New Deal was
to continue doing throughout the 1930s and that became one of
the rationales for the 1936 Flood Control Act. Third, through the
new Chief of Engineers, Major General Lytle Brown, he directed
that the boundaries of the Corps of Engineers’ Districts be
redrawn to approximate better the major river basin areas of the
nation.32 This can be looked upon as a key administrative change
to move the Corps into position to administer multipurpose
projects more efficiently. Thus, in the area of flood control, as in a
number of other areas, the Hoover administration provided a
bridge between the Harding-Coolidge era and the New Deal.

CHAPTER III

The New Deal and Flood Control
1933-1934
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A national program of flood control finally emerged during
the course of the New Deal. It was part of the profusion of
important Depression Era legislation enacted by the 74th Congress in 1935-1936, including. the Social Security Act, the
National Labor Relations Act, the Banking Act of 1935, the
Wealth Tax Act, the Public Utilities Holding Company Act, the
Rural Electrification Act, the Soil Conservation Service Act, and
the $4.8 billion Emergency Relief Appropriation Act of 1935. Out
of this last act, designed to create public work relief programs,
came the Works Progress Administration (WPA) programs, the
National Youth Administration, the Resettlement Administration
and, ultimately, the Flood Control Act of 1936.
The flood control act reflected the general tendency of New
Deal legislation to amalgamate the concerns of a variety of
groups and public constituencies. The final version of the act
embodied ideas from at least six different political entities within
the federal government which, in turn, represented the larger
interests outside the government. These internal forces were
the House Committee on Flood Control, the Senate Commerce
Committee, the Army Corps of Engineers, the Department of
Agriculture, the White House (the President and his chief
advisors), and, through the White House, the National Resources
Committee. Each of these groups approached the issue differently, and within each group there was disagreement, often
minor but sometimes substantial. During 1935, when legislation
on the subject first appeared, discord was the rule rather than the
exception. No aspect of the question evoked general consensus.
By the spring of 1936, flood control proponents had achieved
considerable progress. Primarily as a consequence of the
unprecedented floods of that spring, nearly unanimous agreement had been reached in Congress that major floods were
indeed a great national menace, that the solution rested with
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some form of nationwide flood
control administered by an
agency of the federal government, and that it should be
financed in some measure by
federal funds. This left five
specific areas of disagreement: the degree to which the
flood control effort should be
linked to a larger multipurpose river basin development
program; the agency that
should administer the program; the proper division of
costs between the federal
government and the state
and local interests; the advisPresident Franklin Delano Roost&t.
ability of combining watershed soil conservation programs with the more traditional structural approaches to flood
control, such as levees or, increasingly common, reservoirs; and
the specific potential flood control projects that should be recommended for construction.
The attitudes and opinions of President Roosevelt are central
to any understanding of the New Deal, and this applies specifically to the evolution of the Flood Control Act of 1936. Even
though congressional flood control advocates, rather than the
White House, initiated this act, Roosevelt’s position on this
legislation, although not particularly well understood, generally
influenced the tactics of both promoters and detractors of the bill,
and FDR’s direct influence was important during the final stages
of drafting and lobbying in 1936. Those who have written about
flood control during the New Deal era have linked the act directly
to Roosevelt’s conservation program. While this is not entirely
correct, no doubt the President, as well as most conservationists,
thought of flood control as part of natural resources conservation. Roosevelt was not, as some have thought, a strong advocate
of a “planned society,” but natural resources conservation,
including the multipurpose development of river basins, was one
area where he did advocate centralized federal planning.1 Roosevelt was devoted to the idea of a federal natural resources
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planning agency to coordinate all aspects of conservationand
resource development. This idea, embodied in the National
Resources Committee, nearly derailed the flood control bill in
the spring of 1936 because the bill made almost no attempt to
coordinate flood control with other aspects of water and land
conservation, including multipurpose development.
Roosevelt’s attitudes and opinions about flood control, river
development, and conservation are difficult to explain. They
reflect both pragmatic and romantic qualities. Foremost in FDR’s
mind was the land itself-the nation’s greatest single resource.
Soil conservation, reforestation, irrigation, scientific agriculture,
and parks were all subjects close to the President’s heart and
almost continually on his mind. Rural America-its farms, forests, and small towns and its vast, rolling landscapes -had a grip
on his imagination that almost no other subject held.2 His private
letters, public speeches, and press conferences all testify to this
enduring love affair.
Still, there were purely political calculations to be considered
in regard to the 1936 flood control bill. The bill came up for his
consideration just as the 1936 presidential campaign opened.
This was the first major test of the New Deal, and FDR still felt
little assurance that a great electoral victory was at hand. He was
clearly unhappy with the flood control bill and was urged by his
National Resources Committee to kill it. On the other hand,
many important areas of the nation had just suffered severely
from disastrous floods in 1935-1936 and there was some intense
political pressure on the White House to take action. Thus, the
President’s views in this matter were motivated by his personal
attitudes and preferences toward natural resources development,
his response to a national disaster, and the realities of politics in
an election year.
Oddly, the “Squire of Hyde Park” did not appear to have quite
the same deep feeling about rivers and water resources that he
had for the fields and forests. He enjoyed gazing at the Hudson
from his estate and was fairly well informed on the subject of
waterways development and flood control, but these areas never
sparked his interest as did the subject of agriculture or, to be
sure, forests.3 He strongly believed that reforestation could
significantly reduce flooding.* Roosevelt’s attitude partially
explains his curiously passive role in the legislative history of the
Flood Control Act of 1936. It may also explain why developing a
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national flood control policy appears to have ranked below a large
number of other natural resource efforts, such as reforestation,
on the White House priority list.5 In 1935 and 1936 Roosevelt
was asked about flood control at several press conferences, and
his responses indicate that while he had a general idea of how his
own National Resources Committee was proceeding in this area,
he had not considered the question in detail. He appeared to have
even less knowledge of how Congress was proceeding with its
own bill until May 1936, when it was almost on his desk.6
However, the low priority given flood control in the White
House did not mean that the President was necessarily indifferent or opposed to a national flood control program. From his
earliest days in politics, Roosevelt had supported flood control as
part of a larger program of multipurpose river development. In a
1914 letter, he told a Louisiana engineer that the Mississippi
flood problem could probably be solved by more levees, a large
number of reservoirs (which could be paid for by selling electric
power from them), and, of course, by an ambitious reforestation
program.7 Following the Mississippi flood of 1927, Roosevelt was
among those whoimmediately pushed for a special session of
Congress to draft flood control legislation, and he questioned
senators in the affected states as to what needed to be done.8
While campaigning for the presidency in 1932, Roosevelt stated
that he would support a major expansion of Hoover’s reservoir
construction program, and he made a specific commitment to
build a basin-wide system of dams for the Tennessee Valley for
power and flood control.9
Upon taking office, Roosevelt appeared to move rapidly in the
area of flood prevention. As promised, the Tennessee Valley
Authority (TVA) was created. The President’s unemployment
relief program of 1933, which led to the creation of the Civilian
Conservation Corps and the other work relief programs, included
projects aimed at flood control. Title II of the National Industrial
Recovery Act of 1933 also authorized public funding of flood
control projectsJO
Unfortunately, the TVA work, the Title II Public Works
Administration (PWA) dams, and the continuing series of Bureau
of Reclamation projects in the West (which had some flood
control value) did not add up to anything like a significant flood
control program nor were the projects well coordinated with
other river basin activities. Much of the flood control money
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actually went to reforestation
and erosion control activities,
which were only indirectly useful for flood control, or for work
on the Mississippi and on just a
few other rivers.11 Under Title
II of the National Industrial
Recovery Act of 1933, large
construction programs on the
nation’s waterways, highways,
rural areas, and cities were to
be coordinated by the Interior
Department’s Public Works
Administration. When the
problems of project coordination became more apparent, the
responsibility was given to a
national planning board, which
Interior Secretary Harold L. Frederic A. Delano, Chairman,
Resources Planning Board,
Ickes created on 30 July 1933 National
1933-1943.
with Frederic A. Delano, the
distinguished planner (and the
President’s uncle), as chairman. Within this agency, water
resources projects were the responsibility of a group called the
Mississippi Valley Committee under the direction of Morris L.
Cooke, an engineer from Philadelphia. Rather than simply coordinating PWA river project planning, this committee also undertook a very broad study of the entire Mississippi basin. The
National Planning Board eventually became the National
Resources Committee (NRC), and that committee proposed a
detailed, nationwide multipurpose river basin program, including
a large flood control component that was embraced by the
President. Unfortunately for the NRC, however, its proposal did
not appear until six months after passage of the Flood Control
Act of 1936.12
1936..412
Congress showed little interest in a coordinated multipurpose water resources program. The rivers and harbors bloc
remained suspicious of any tampering with its historic ties to the
Corps of Engineers. Flood control advocates, enthusiastic about
projects promising both flood protection and unemployment
relief, showed little concern over how those projects related to
other aspects of waterway development. Until the great floods of
1935 and 1936 galvanized almost the entire Congress behind
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flood control, the chief flood
control proponents were from
-.- .- ~
the lower Mississippi and
k ’
if-Ohio river valleys, although
there were many supporters,
mainly Democrats, from other
flood-threatened sections of
the nation. These congressmen had hoped to see a large
program of reservoir and
levee construction initiated in
the early days of the New Deal
and were frustrated by the
slow pace of the emergency
relief program in this field.13
The center of congressional
interest was the House ComRiley J. Wilson, Representative from
mittee on Flood Control and
Louisiana, 1915-1937.
its new chairman, Representative Riley J. Wilson.
Wilson has received almost no credit for his role as the
original author of the Flood Control Act of 1936. He was born in
Winn Parish, Louisiana, which is located in the northern part of
the state between the Mississippi and Red river valleys, an area
that today is liberally dotted with flood control reservoirs, none of
which bear his name. After both of his parents died, he struggled
to get an education and to build a career. With a law degree, he
was elected to the state House of Representatives and later
appointed a judge in Louisiana’s 8th Judicial District. In 1914, at
the age of 43, he was elected to the U.S. Congress. He entered
the 64th Congress in 1915 and began his rise to power on the
Flood Control Committee soon after its establishment in 1916.
Flood control became the great issue upon which he staked his
political career and to which he devoted almost all his efforts. He
was a dedicated lobbyist for federal flood control for Louisiana;
however, he gradually became determined to extend the generous federal expenditures, such as those Louisiana received, to
all areas of the nation that suffered from flood disasters.
By 1933 Wilson was a congressional expert on flood control
and one of the few members of Congress to have participated in
nearly all the flood control hearings and debates since the
?
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establishment of the Flood Control Committee in 1916 and the
passage of the nation’s first flood control act in 1917. In 1933 he
advanced to the chairmanship of the Flood Control Committee,
which should have made him a major power in his home state.
However, his opposition to Huey Long, to whom he had lost the
governor’s race in 1928, made him vulnerable politically. His
sponsorship of the Flood Control Act of 1936 was the crowning
achievement of his congressional career. Ironically, it was his last
achievement, for Wilson was defeated by the Long machine in the
1936 Louisiana Democratic primary and was forced to retire from
politics.14
Wilson lost no time in doing his duty as chairman of the
Committee on Flood Control after Roosevelt took office. In the
midst of the “hundred days” when the New Deal public works
program was moving rapidly through Congress, Wilson urged
the new President to make flood control an important part of the
administration’s unemployment relief program. Louis Howe,
FDR’s assistant, cautiously replied, “There is no doubt that flood
control will be included, but it is impossible to say at this time
just what projects will be considered.” Howe urged Wilson to
“keep in touch with the program as it develops, so we may have
the benefit of your suggestions.“15 Wilson was not alone in
seeking public works funds for flood control. Increasing numbers
of congressmen requested projects. Others espoused projects of
even larger scope. Bills were being prepared to create authorities
similar to the TVA to build whole systems of multipurpose
reservoirs in other river basins. By the end of 1933, bills had
been introduced for TVA-style projects on eight river basins.16
The author of one of these bills (for the Missouri basin) was
Senator George W. Norris. The senator was a key figure in
prodding the Roosevelt administration to support flood control
and comprehensive river basin development. He was also the
chief congressional link between the New Deal’s water
resources program and Francis Newlands’ river development
proposals of the Wilson era. Norris first grasped the possibilities
of multipurpose river development during the debates over the
Mississippi flood problem and the more general discussion of the
old Inland Waterways Commission. Back in 1916 Norris had
suggested that the Mississippi’s floodwaters be contained by
building dams on the tributaries, with costs shared by the
farmers on the tributaries, who gained irrigation water, and those
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Harold L. Ickes, Secretary of the
Interior, 1933-1946.

on the lower Mississippi,
who received flood protection.
The theme of multipurpose
development was refined by
Norris during his long
fight in the 1920s to develop
the Tennessee Valley.17 In
1932 Norris left the Republican party to campaign for
Roosevelt. The two became
good friends and political
allies throughout the New
Deal, and Norris often served
as an administration spokesman in Congress. In January
1933, a short time before his
inauguration,
Roosevelt
announced his support for
Norris’s Tennessee Valley
program. The TVA bill was

signed into law on 18 May 1933..
1933.1818
With the establishment of the TVA assured, Norris turned
his attention to the larger question of the Mississippi and Missouri valleys. By the time the second session of the 73d Congress opened in January 1934, he had developed an outline of a
huge multipurpose river basin plan for the Missouri River Valley,
which he introduced into Congress on 4 January.19 The day
before, he sent a long letter to President Roosevelt, with a copy to
Secretary Ickes, suggesting that some funds be allocated for
“making a survey and study of the possibility of improvement of
some of our interior streams” such as the Missouri, Arkansas,
and other major rivers in the Mississippi Valley. The survey
would examine particularly “the relationship between irrigation,
flood control, navigation, power development, reclamation of
marginal lands, [and] the reforestation of these lands.” He said
that much money had been wasted on piecemeal projects that
failed to account for the interrelationship of these elements. He
also thought the study should determine the manner in which
federal and local costs should be divided and the proper apportionment of local costs, according to which population groups
received the various benefits of reservoir projects.20 He offered

NEW DEAL AND FLOOD CONTROL

.

_:-

.

.--:
_

1
,

._-,

,

31

this idea as a means to use more efficiently the emergency relief
funds that had already been authorized and to avoid duplication of
surveys, although he admitted he did not know how much survey
work had been done. He made no mention of the Corps’ 308
reports.
Ickes and Roosevelt were aware of the problems alluded to by
Norris. FDR replied (in a letter probably drafted by Ickes) that a
Mississippi Valley Committee (MVC) had recently been created
“for the purpose of studying and correlating projects involving
flood control, navigation, irrigation, power, reforestation and soil
erosion in the Mississippi drainage area.” Through the work of
the MVC, he concluded, “much will be done to correlate the
various independent studies that have hertofore been made.“21
Roosevelt’s letter to Norris did not address the question of the
increasing number of river basin authority bills being drafted in
Congress. On 26 December FDR asked Senator Clarence C. Dill
(D-Washington) to talk with Norris and others interested in this
river legislation. Dill replied that “we are likely to find ourselves
overloaded with bills for the creation of these [river basin]
authorities and Congress is likely to drop all of them” unless
they could somehow be consolidated into a single piece of
legislation.zz
In spite of the MVC’s preliminary work, 1933 ended without
any administration policy on flood control, any river basin development, or any clear direction in Congress. Roosevelt limited his
mention of flood control in his annual message to Congress on 3
January 1934 to simply hinting that the creation of more projects
like TVA was at least being considered.23 At a press conference
held later that day, the President talked about his river basin
ideas, but gave few specifics. He said he hoped to get a “complete
national picture” of the problems in the river basins of the
country and to develop comprehensive plans to solve them. He
thought that plans for nearly every major river basin could be
fairly well developed by mid-1936. Then the federal government
could begin “rebuilding the face of the country . . . at a rather
definite yearly rate.“24 Exactly how, he did not say.
Apparently, the President and Norris were thinking along the
same lines, but the matter went no further than that. On 9
January 1934, Roosevelt asked Dill, Norris, and several other
interested congressmen to discuss among themselves the river
basin question, then come to the White House “and talk over the
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possibility of one piece of legislation to cover the wholething.“25
The White House meeting was held on 31 January. There is no
record of who actually attended, but, in addition to Norris,
invitations went to Senators Hubert Stephans (D-Mississippi)
and Alva Adams (D-Colorado) of the Senate Commerce Committee and to Senator Hiram Johnson (D-California). Congressmen
included Riley Wilson, as chairman of the Flood Control Committee; Joseph J. Mansfield (D-Texas), chairman of the Rivers and
Harbors Committee; William Driver (D-Arkansas); E.W. Marland (D-Oklahoma); Conrad Wallgren (D-Washington); Will
Whittington (D-Mississippi); and several others -almost all
from the South and West. The topic of the meeting was listed as
“the discussion of flood control, irrigation, reclamation and
waterways.“26 Following this meeting, FDR told reporters that it
was just a preliminary discussion of flood control and river basin
development.
We talked about flood control from the point of view of national planning with
the general thought that we would try to work out a national plan in the larger
aspect that would list the various rivers and flood control projects in the order
of their necessity; that is, on the order of damage done, human beings
affected, property affected, et cetera. But that is as far as we got, discussing
national planning for flood control and all the things that go with it, power,
reclamation, submarginal lands and everything else.27
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Two days after this meeting, Senator Norris introduced a
resolution before the Senate requesting the President to submit
a report on “a comprehensive plan for the improvement and
development of the rivers of the United States, with a view of
giving the Congress information for the guidance of legislation
which will provide for the maximum amount of flood control,
navigation, irrigation, and development of hydroelectric power.”
Congressman Riley Wilson introduced the same resolution in the
House?
To draft this report, the President appointed a Committee on
Water Flow composed of the Secretaries of Interior, War, Agriculture, and Labor. The actual study was done by six subcommittees, organized on a regional basis, with members from the
Interior, Agriculture, and War Departments represented on each
subcommittee. The War Department’s representatives were all
Corps officers, who served as subcommittee chairmen. The
subcommittees began work on 20 February and submitted their
reports on 27 March. The Committee on Water Flow sent its
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report to the President on 17 April, and FDR presented it to
Congress on 4 June 1934. The President asked the committee to
report in the manner directed by Congress but supplemented the
resolution by asking that the committee include in its report
recommendations for the development of ten specific river
basins.29
This report had five important aspects. First, the committee
agreed that comprehensive, long-range basin planning had considerable advantages over less coordinated levels of effort. Second, information required for proper planning was still scattered
and often inadequate. Third, any plan would require agreement
on cost sharing between federal, state, and local governments.
Fourth, agreement was needed on criteria for choosing and
setting priorities for projects. Finally, there would have to be a
rational division of responsibility among the federal agencies
involved in river basin affairs.30
The committee selected ten river basins for more detailed
analysis. It did so, however, with major disclaimers regarding
lack of information and the preliminary and tentative nature of
the whole selection process.31 The first five basins were reasonable enough choices. They were the Tennessee, St. Lawrence.
Great Lakes, main stem Mississippi, Missouri-Platte, and
Sacramento-San Joaquin basins. The Delaware basin was the
sixth choice, largely on the basis of projected use for water
supply and power. It outranked both the Colorado and Columbia
rivers. The Ohio Valley was ninth (just ahead of the Great Salt
Lake basin), and the Susquehanna River basin failed to make it in
at all. For those interested primarily in flood control, this was not
an encouraging report.
The most significant item in the Water Flow Committee’s
report, however, was Secretary of War George H. Dern’s supplementary letter, which took the entire report to task. First, he
said that the attempt to select ten river basins for special study
was premature and haphazard and would invite criticism that
could be avoided with more study. It gave Congress no direction
on how to implement a program and thus “might cause a
reversion toward pork barrel and log rolling methods” of authorizing projects. Most important, it “ignores the fact that the data
are available right now for the preparation of a comprehensive
plan in full compliance with the request of Congress.” He
referred to the Corps’ 308 reports, which had been in process for
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the past seven years and which, at a cost of more than $10
million, were now almost complete for every major river basin in
the nation. He noted that the Norris-Wilson resolution “is substantially identical” to the 1927 congressional authorization for
the 308 survey program. While the 308 reports were restricted
to navigation, power, flood control, and irrigation, studies of
“stream pollution, soil erosion, reforestation, recreation, and
sociological plans . . can be superimposed upon the data already
submitted without conflict.” The implementation of programs in
these areas, Dern maintained, could be done best by existing
federal, state, or local agencies. He added that the overall planning had already been accomplished by the Corps of Engineers,
which had “a familiarity with water-use problems that could not
be acquired by any new group without years of intensive and
continuous study.”
Dern thought the existing 308 reports, collectively considered, were “sufficient in scope and form . . . as a comprehensive
plan responsive to Senate Resolution 164." Congress could
authorize these plans, designate an agency to determine construction priorities, and have them constructed by the Corps
(except for irrigation projects, which would stay with the Department of the Interior). Funding for some local-federal costsharing plan similar to federally funded highways “would eliminate pork barrel legislation” and “keep river and harbor work out
of politics.” Placing all this in the War Department, he concluded,
would “make it possible to work according to a carefully developed plan and would keep the work in the hands of a closely knit,
efficient, and continuing agency of the government, namely the
Corps of Engineers of the Army.“32 Dern’s view eventually
carried the day in the Flood Control Act of 1936.33 Ickes must
have been upset with the Secretary of War, but there is no record
of any official reply to Dern’s challenge.
Insofar as the Ickes-Dern dispute was over jurisdiction as
much as philosophy, it had its counterpart in the clash between
the Rivers and Harbors and Flood Control Committees of the
House of Representatives. Congressman Wilson appears to have
ignited the clash with a major speech to the House on 13 April
1934. He stated that the President’s annual message in January,
the Norris-Wilson resolutions, the work of the Committee on
Water Flow and the Mississippi Valley Committee, and the
numerous flood control bills pending before his Flood Control
l
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Committee all clearly signaled “a Nation-wide call . . . for well
planned and definite action for the protection of life and property
and for the conservation and use of our natural resources.”
Fortunately, he continued, the Corps of Engineers’ 308 surveys
provided almost all the data needed to carry out a national
program of flood control. The Corps could supply Congress with
any additional information so that work could begin as soon as
Congress gave its approval. He thought that the final selection of
flood control projects should be left to the Committee on Flood
Control just as navigation projects were left to the Rivers and
Harbors Committee. This procedure was provided for in Section
3 of the Flood Control Act of 1917. He assured the House that
there was “no conflict between the work of the Committee on
Flood Control and the Rivers and Harbors Committee.“34
Chairman Joseph Mansfield of the Rivers and Harbors Cornmittee vigorously disagreed. He and others on his committee
were already frustrated by the fact that there had been no rivers
and harbors bill for the past four years. FDR, he said, was still
opposed to any rivers and harbors legislation because of the cost
and because the President also contemplated “a new program to
be applied to inland waters.“35 Equally aggravating was the
expenditure of millions of dollars by the PWA without the
approval of the Rivers and Harbors Committee, a situation
characterized by Congressman James W. Mott (R-Oregon) as “a
complete surrender . . . [to] the discretionary jurisdiction of the
Secretary of the Interior.“36 Mansfield and several others criticited the Norris-Wilson resolution, claiming they had no knowledge of it before it was rushed through in February. It was,
Mansfield said, a usurpation of power by the Flood Control
Committee. When the Committee on Water Flow report comes
in, he added, it should go to the Rivers and Harbors Committee
rather than to the Flood Control Committee. Illinois Democratic
Congressman Claude 1 Parsons concluded that the entire report
was redundant because the Corps’ 308 reports provided all the
information needed for a comprehensive waterways program.37
On 11 May, Mansfield rose again in the House to attack the
Flood Control Committee. He reminded the House that, contrary to popular impressions, the Corps’ 308 reports, which were
authorized under the Rivers and Harbors Act of 1927, came out of
his committee, not the Flood Control Committee. It was the
Corps and his committee that had, since the establishment of the
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Board of Engineers for Rivers and Harbors in 1902, ended the
pork barrel abuses of the previous century.38 Mansfield, along
with Congressman P James Buchanan (D-Texas), anticipated
that both the Rivers and Harbors Committee and the Corps’
Board of Engineers for Rivers and Harbors were to be removed
from most future river improvement work. This fear prompted a
strong outpouring of support for both the committee and the
Corps. Martin Dies, also a Texas Democrat, said that such an
action was “inconceivable,” and any attempt to relieve the Rivers
and Harbors Committee of its jurisdiction was “going to prove
unsuccessful.” But he was reminded by Congressman Mott that
under the current emergency relief and public works programs,
extensive river improvement projects were being carried out by
the PWA without the approval of either the Rivers and Harbors
Committee or the Corps of Engineers.39
Throughout the acrimonious debate in the House, President
Roosevelt’s statements on water resources development were
mentioned only once, by Mansfield, but it seems certain that they
caused much of the anxiety expressed by Mansfield and his
allies. Probably most disturbing to them were the President’s
extended remarks to the press on 14 February 1934. When asked
by reporters about the Committee on-Water Flow, Roosevelt
replied that year after year the riveTGnd harbors bills included
projects funded for those congressmen “who could talk the
loudest.” He hoped to end this situation by issuing a report on
waterways and drainage basins that would lead to the establishment of “a permanent planning commission,” which would be
“non-political, non-partisan” and could plan for 25 or 50 years
into the future.40 Each year9 as the President envisioned it,
the National Government would plan to spend some more or less regular sum
which, in a sense, would take the place of the public works money and would
be used primarily to relieve unemployment which we will always have with us
in one form or another. . . . Of course it would include a great many factors. It
would include flood-control, soil erosion, the question of sub-marginal land,
reforestation, agriculture and the use of crops, decentralization of industry
and, finally, transportation . . . and water power.41
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When asked where this plan would leave the Board of
Engineers for Rivers and Harbors and the House Committee on
Rivers and Harbors, the President replied, “Now you are talking
about mechanics. I don’t know how it would work out. Essentially
the Committee is getting all the information from the Board of
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Engineers of the Army.” Dismissing further questions on specifics, Roosevelt said his plan would convert waterways expenditures into “an orderly process” resulting in “the elimination of
the old methods of the rivers and harbors bills.“42 He thought
some different arrangement, centered in the Public Works
Administration of the Department of the Interior, would do a
superior job.43 Clearly Roosevelt was talking about the establishment of what became, in June 1934, the National Resources
Committee. In this amorphous stage, however, the idea must
have seemed much more of a threat to established congressional
interests than an opportunity from which those interested in
waterways improvements could benefit.
The entire squabble between the Rivers and Harbors and
Flood Control Committees focused on which congressionalcornmittee should oversee the development of the nation’s water
resources. In this context, the sharp reaction of Mansfield and
his supporters becomes understandable. Under the emergency
relief program of 1933, rivers and harbors projects were being
carried out by the executive branch without the approval of the
Rivers and Harbors Committee. Now the Flood Control Committee was seeking a larger role, and the President seemed clearly
to be contemplating removal of all river basin development
planning to an executive agency or commission. It is possible
that Mansfield thought Wilson and his Flood Control Committee
were making a veiled bid to become the major multipurpose river
development committee - possibly having come to an understanding with the President on this issue. While an interesting
speculation, it seems quite unlikely. There is no evidence of any
agreement or even much communication between Roosevelt and
Wilson at this time or at any time prior to the passage of the
Flood Control Act of 1936. One memorandum in the White
House flood control files dated 16 February 1934 states that
Speaker of the House Henry Rainey informed FDR about the
committee rivalry and suggested that the President ask that a
new special committee on rivers be created. Roosevelt replied
that he was reluctant to get involved in the controversy, but
might suggest such a committee when he finally was prepared to
give Congress a special message on flood control.44
Indeed, Roosevelt did not appear to be very concerned about
the whole issue. There were far more important and’ pressing
issues facing the administration at this time. For unknown
reasons, he did hold onto the Committee on Water Flow report
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for almost seven weeks after receiving it. The “Rainey Memo”
of 16 February 1934 indicates that Roosevelt expected to be able
to go to Congress with the committee report and to recommend
a flood control or multipurpose river program, but this did not
happen. When he finally did send the report to Congress on 4
June, his letter of transmittal said nothing about creating a
special committee such as Speaker Rainey had suggested.
Instead, it stressed the preliminary nature of the findings and
asked that the study be developed further so that he could outline
a comprehensive plan to the next Congress.45 Roosevelt reiterated his strategy in a more general address to the Congress on 8
June 1934, in which he stated that he hoped to have ready for the
next Congress “a carefully considered national plan, covering the
development and human use of our natural resources of land and
water over a long period of years.“46 The Water Flow Committee
report solved nothing, but it did reveal the deep divisions
between the Departments of War and Interior and the parallel
cleavage between the Rivers and Harbors and Flood Control
Committees. In the Senate, the report went to the Committee on
Commerce, but the House dispute prevented the report from
being assigned to any committee.47 It was not a good beginning
for the President’s water resources development program.
For Riley Wilson and other congressmen from districts
where flood control was a major issue, the delay in the administration’s flood control program was disappointing- especially
in view of the fact that the congressional elections of 1934 were
looming ahead. A few days after the President had sent his land
and water resources message to Congress, Wilson went to the
White House to see if Roosevelt had a more concrete plan for
flood control. Apparently, he spoke with one of Roosevelt’s aides
and was told that there was a program developing similar to that
suggested by the Water Flow Committee report (or possibly by
the Mississippi Valley Committee). While there would be nothing ready for congressional action for this session, congressmen
“will be in a position, particularly those who need it, to go before
the people and say ‘Here is what we propose to do.’ “48

CHAPTER IV

The Floods of 1935 and H.R. 8455
Congress Takes the Initiative
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During the remainder of 1934, Roosevelt moved ahead with
his plans for a water and land planning commission. On 30 June
1934 he created by Executive Order 6777 the National Resources
Board (NRB), which replaced the temporary National Planning
Board. A year later the name was changed again to the National
Resources Committee-the name it retained until 1939. The
Mississippi Valley Committee became the Water Planning Cornmittee of the NRC, but soon changed its name to the Water
Resources Committee (WRC). In the order creating the new
“permanent” agency, the President asked that it prepare for him
by 1 December 1934 a comprehensive plan for developing the
nation’s land and water resources.1
Both the Mississippi Valley Committee and its successor, the
NRC Water Planning Committee, were chaired by Morris L.
Cooke, a wealthy engineer who had dedicated much of his life to
progressive reform movements -particularly the effort to make
low-cost electricity available to urban and rural Americans. He
had fought the private utility companies in Pennsylvania and
aided Governor Franklin D. Roosevelt in his struggle with the
utilities in New York in the late1920s. Cooke came to Washington in 1933 intent on developing a huge program of rural
electrification through government-built hydroelectric dams and
transmission lines. His interest in, and knowledge of, other
aspects of water resources development was clearly secondary to
his interest in rural electrification, but in 1935-1936 he took an
enthusiastic and somewhat naive interest in watershed controlbelieving that it offered a better solution to flood control than
large flood control dams. Cooke was an able and untiring political
lobbyist for his causes, and he had considerable influence with
many members of Congress and with President Roosevelt. Since
Cooke’s fundamental interest in water resources lay in hydroelectric power and rural electrification, the report of the
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Morris L. Cooke, Chairman, Mississippi Valley Committee of the PublicWorks
Administration, 1933; Director, Water Resources Section, National Resources
Board, and Chairman of the NRB Committee onWater Planning, 1934; Administrator, Rural Electrification Administration, 1935-1937.

Mississippi Valley Committee dealt primarily with this issue
rather than flood control. The impact of this report, along with
Cooke’s intense lobbying, led Ickes and Roosevelt to establish a
rural electrification program. The Rural Electrification Administration (REA) was created by an executive order in May 1935,
and Cooke left the Water Resources Committee to become its
first administrator.2 The report of the Mississippi Valley Committee did present a great deal of information on the entire
Mississippi basin and envisioned a program of multipurpose
development, but it contained no specific legislative plan that the
President could take to Congress.3
A much longer report was prepared by Cooke’s committee
for inclusion in the National Resources Committee report to be
sent to the President on 1 December 1934, as provided in
Executive Order 6777. But this committee report also failed to
include a specific program for flood control or multipurpose
projects that could be turned into legislation. The Water
Resources Committee produced a third study that did attempt to
develop an integrated program for basin-wide resource projects
along with a set of priorities for their execution. This 540-page
540-page
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report finally was given to the
President in December 1936.4
Although there was a wealth of
information that Congress
could have worked with in the
first two reports -both of
which were in its hands by
January 1935-the plans and
recommendations were based
on assumptions that many,
and perhaps most, congressmen were unwilling to translate into legislation. The
Water Resources Committee
assumed that the National
Resources Committee would
do all the research planning and
setting of priorities for water
resources projects as part
of an integrated nationwide program of natural resources development.
This assumption was not shared by Major General
Edward M. Markham, Chief of Engineers. At the WRC's first
meeting on 24 July 1935, Markham, representing the Corps on
the committee, said he thought “the committee could do excellent work in developing long-range policies but that it could do
little in connection with emergency expenditures; that the latter
work would require continuous service.” This continuous
service, of course, could only be provided by the Corps since
the membership of the WRC, scattered all across the nation,
could only come together for periodic meetings. Abel
Wolman, the distinguished water resources expert from Johns
Hopkins University, was chairman of the WRC and had different ideas. Wolman, states the minutes, “emphasized the
difference between prompt action and intelligent action,”
while Markham “emphasized the necessity for individual
authority and confidence where immediate decision is imperative.” The Chief of Engineers did say that if the WRC,
acting as a consultant on the emergency water programs, objected to a specific project within that program, the Corps
“would promptly accept the decision and pass on the the next
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project on their list.” How much this concession to the WRC
planning role meant is difficult to assess, but it is worth noting
that Markham never again attended a WRC meeting, choosing
instead to send Lieutenant Colonel Glen E. Edgerton as his
representative.5
The President began his campaign to establish a permanent
NRC in a message to Congress delivered 24 January 1935. His
specific purpose was to transmit to Congress the water and land
report of the NRC along with the earlier report of the Mississippi
Valley Committee. More generally, however, he wanted to convince congressmen that the authors of these reports should
become a permanent research and planning group for both the
legislative and executive branches of the government.
A permanent National Resources [Committee] . . . would recommend yearly
to the President and the Congress priority of projects in the national plan.
This will give to the Congress, as is entirely proper, the final determination in
relation to the projects and the appropriations involved.

1

Roosevelt also announced that a “substantial portion” of the $4
billion he had recently asked from Congress for unemployment
relief public works projects “will be used for objectives suggested in this report.“6
After long debate, Congress appropriated $4.8 billion for
public works projects for the unemployed in the Emergency
Relief Act of 1935. The appropriation touched off a tremendous
struggle in Congress and within the executive agencies for a
share of these funds. Secretary Ickes and Harry L. Hopkins, the
head of the Works Progress Administration (WPA), fought so
hard over the money that Ickes almost resigned from his cabinet
post.7 Congress was ready to spend $4.8 billion, but showed little
support for the National Resources Committee. A bill (S. 2825)
was introduced by Senator Royal S. Copeland on 15 May to
establish the NRC as a permanent federal agency, but it failed to
pass. In the House, a similar bill (H.R. 10303) was tabled after a
closed discussion in the Ways and Means Committee.8
Riley Wilson and other Flood Control Committee members
were eager to have a large portion of the $4.8 billion. They
turned to the Corps of Engineers rather than to the Water
Planning Committee of the NRC. Their preference for the Corps
was partially dictated by the fact that no navigation or flood
control projects could be undertaken except those adopted by
Congress upon recommendation from the Chief ofEngineers9
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Also, it was very natural to turn
to the Corps. Ever since the
establishment of the Flood
Control Committee, the Corps
had been the agency on which
it relied for advice and
direction -just as the Rivers
and Harbors Committee had
done for over half a century.
Apparently, no one from the
NRC’s Water Resources Committee advised the Flood Control Committee. Possibly no
advice was solicited. It is just as
likely that the Water Resources
Committee (or probably
Charles E. Merriam of the NRC
itself) chose not to get involved Abel Wolman, Chairman, Water
with a congressional commit- ResourcesCommitteeoftheNational
Resources Committee, 1935-1939.
tee. Merriam had, as one
author put it, “a conviction,
amounting almost to a phobia, that the board must deal only with
the president, that it should avoid the Congress as far as it was
possible to do so, and that its staff should likewise avoid Congress as far as possible."10 Gilbert F. White, who was secretary
of the Water Resources Committee during this period, recalled
that his committee was not encouraged to participate in congressional activities nor did the chiefs of the NRC attempt any
lobbying. Consequently, the NRC “had no significant influence
on the Hill beyond what the President could claim for them.”
Morris Cooke at this time was deeply involved in starting up the
REA. His replacement on the Water Resources Committee, Abel
Wolman, had none of Cooke’s influence in Congress.11 No member of the Water Resources Committee or the NRC ever
appeared to testify before the House Flood Control Committee
or the Senate Commerce Committee during the deliberations
over the Flood Control Act of 1936, whereas the Corps of
Engineers’ testimony was extensive.
Wilson and the Flood Control Committee began working to
secure flood control funds even before Roosevelt signed the $4.8
billion emergency relief bill into law on 8 April 1935. Three
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weeks earlier, on 18 March, Wilson had introduced H.R.6803,
entitled “A Bill to Authorize Funds for the Prosecution of Works
for Flood Control and Protection Against Flood Disasters.” It
authorized the expenditure of $600 million from the public works
funds to be disbursed “under the direction of the Secretary of
War” and “under the supervision of the Chief of Engineers.” The
funds were to be spent on
projects for flood control and, in emergencies, for protection against floods on
streams and watersheds thereof . . . where human life and property are
endangered and where such emergency work on plans now completed or in
stage of completion will coordinate with a comprehensive plan for the
improvement and control of such streams and watersheds thereof, for controlling floods, improvement of navigation purposes, the development of hydroelectric power, protection against erosion of soils, and the preservation and
use of natural res0urces.E
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Hearings on the bill were held before the Flood Control
Committee on 22 and 23 March and 2 April 1934. They were
relatively brief and revealed that the $600 million package was
determined by selecting projects from the Corps’ 308 reports and
other surveys and simply lumping them together into a single
allotment. The Senate had already passed a resolution suggesting that $350 million of the $4.8 billion be used for “sanitation,
prevention of soil erosion, reforestation and forestation, flood
control, and miscellaneous projects,” but Wilson thought that
amount was insufficient.13
Wilson asked the Corps to give the Flood Control Committee
a list of proposed flood control projects it had surveyed with the
estimated costs and benefits of each project. The Corps had in
fact prepared such a report. It was entitled, “Projects for the
Development of Rivers and Harbors, Summarized From Reports
by the Corps of Engineers to Congress.” More commonly called
the “Green Book,” this document listed 1,600 projects, drawn
primarily from the 308 reports, for flood control, navigation,
irrigation, and hydroelectric power. The total cost was $8 billion.14 The Flood Control Committee asked to see only the flood
control projects, and this is what the Corps presented even
though some of the dams, it was stated, had “incidental power
features.” General Markham later stated that the House committee looked over all the projects, selected those “that looked like
the best ratios of cost and benefit, and incorporated it [sic] into
the bill.“15
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Wilson also may have asked the Corps to place its projects in
three priority categories. In any case, this is how they were
presented to the Flood Control Committee when the hearings
opened on H.R. 6803. Captain Lucius D. Clay told the committee
that the Corps had selected 479 projects for examination. The
total cost was $604 million. The first of the three categories
included top priority projects or those “that are particularly for
the preservation of life and have a particularly high economic
value.” In this category were 200 projects at a cost of $244
million 16 In the second category were projects “that are prig
marily concerned with property values and which are of somewhat less economic merit than those included in group 1.” These
projects would cost $81 million. Projects in the third category had
even lower economic merit and would cost $277 million. Clay
made it clear that the Corps still had some streams under study,
and further surveys could change the list. He added that these
were also only those flood control projects that could be begun
immediately as part of the work relief program, even though
detailed plans were still lacking. Workers could start at once to
prepare the sites and, as the detailed plans developed, more
people could be added-as was then being done by the Corps on
the Fort Peck dam project, a very large multipurpose project on
the Missouri River.17 The committee decided not to publish the
list of the projects presented by the Corps (after an off-therecord discussion), but Congressman Driver accurately summarized their geographic scope when he said they would “blanket
the country.“18
Two of the Republicans on the committee, Congressman
Henry Kimball (Michigan) and Robert Rich (Pennsylvania), were
concerned about partisan politics influencing the selection of
projects. Congressman Rich asked whether “anyone who is not
of the house of the faithful” could get the Corps or the President
to recommend a specific project. Congressman Driver thought
there would be no political favoritism since General Markham, “a
very hard-boiled fellow,” would not tolerate such a thing. Moreover, Driver maintained that, of all federal departments, the War
Department was the one that did not play politics.19 Nevertheless, Congressman Kimball was uneasy about the degree of
authority the Flood Control Committee would be delegating first
to the Chief of Engineers and then to the President. He also
wondered aloud whether H.R. 6803 was not an exercise in futility
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since it amounted to only a congressional suggestion to the
President. He thought it particularly questionable to recommend
so many flood control projects that the committee had not
reviewed and about which it knew very little. Committee members did not yet even have copies of the report brought in by
Captain Clay. Kimball then asked the chairman if he thought the
committee would “have time to go over the whole United
States?“20 Optimistically, and perhaps not altogether sincerely,
Wilson said he believed this could be done. Of course, the
committee never did attempt to study in any detail the 479 flood
control projects listed in the Green Book. Committee members
questioned Clay on specific projects but made no attempt to
understand the entire package. With the exception of Kimball
and Rich, they all seemed satisfied to let Markham, Clay,Ickes,
and Roosevelt decide what should be done. In practical terms,
any attempt to go over each project might have taken a great deal
of time, and by then the funds could well have been allocated for
other activities. In addition, since the committee could not
legally force the President to spend or withhold public works
relief funds for any particular project, they might just as well have
sent the entire package on to him. This was how Congressman
Driver, who seemed to be the committeeman with the most
information on the pending public works relief bill, summed up
the situation.
Congressman Will Whittington questioned Captain Clay thoroughly about the Corps’ attitude toward local contributions. The
report that Clay brought to the committee recommended that for
federal projects “local interests shall provide rights-of-way,
assume responsibility for all damage, and shall agree to accept
the completed works for operation and maintenance.” Clay
explained that these three requirements were included in the
Flood Control Act of 1917, and the Corps had recommended the
same local contributions in subsequent flood control studies. The
policy, he stated, had begun with levee construction but was now
expanded to all types of flood control projects except some large
reservoirs where the benefits “accrue over an extended area.”
Later in the hearing, Clay was asked again about localcontributions for reservoirs. He reiterated that even large reservoirs
would require local contributions if “they provide the same sort
of immediate protection to the immediately adjacent area as the
levees.“21
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HR 6803 was reported out of the Flood Control Committee
on 26 March 1935 with no amendments and very little information 22 It never came up for consideration in the House, probably
because Wilson and his colleagues on the Flood Control Committee decided to alter their approach. This change may have
resulted from discussions between Wilson and the White House
in mid-April. On 15 April Wilson sent to the White House a copy
of H.R. 6803 and the accompanying committee report and
requested an appointment to discuss them.23 It is not known
with whom Wilson spoke at the White House, but the discussions must have led him to move closer to Congressman Rich’s
position. On l2 June Wilson introduced H.R. 8455, which listed
285 specific flood control projects to be authorized by Congress
at a cost of $370 million. Judging from the total cost and the
number of projects, the bill must have been based on the projects
presented by Captain Clay to the Flood Control Committee in
March but with most of the third category of projects removed.
The bill was a traditional authorization, similar to those the
Committee on Rivers and Harbors had advanced for navigation
projects since the 19th century. However, the bill was exclusively
for flood control. It contained no statement of national policy but
simply a brief introduction as follows:
Be it enacted by the Senate and Hose of Representatives of the United States of
America in Congress assembled, Qmt the following works of improvement of

rivers, harbors and other waterways for flood control purposes are hereby
adopted and authorized, to be prosecuted unless herein otherwise provided
under the direction of the Secretary of War and supervision of the Chief of
Engineers, in accordance with the plans, in the respective reports and records
hereinafter designated, that correspond to the costs given herein for each
project: Provided, that the authorization for each project shall be the cost given
herein for each project.24

Section 2 contained the now well-known “ABC” requirements for all projects, stipulating that prior to the beginning of
construction, states or local interests must provide assurances
to the Secretary of War that they would
;.
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(a) provide without cost to the United States all rights in land and other
property necessary for the construction of the project; (b) hold and save the
United States free from damages in connection with the construction works;
(c) maintain and operate all the works after completion in accordance with
regulations prescribed by the Secretary of War.

However, the Secretary of War, “upon the recommendation of
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the Chief of Engineers,” could waive these requirements.25 The
most plausible explanation for this exception is that it would allow
the Chief of Engineers to waive the local contributions for
projects that had few if any local benefits compared to the
benefits for larger areas downstream. However, nothing in the
Flood Control Committee report on the bill discussed thisquestion directly.26
The committee report did suggest that the projects included
in H.R. 845, while of significant value to the areas where they
would be constructed, “will be part of a planned network which
will greatly reduce and possibly solve one of the most difficult of
all flood control problems, that of the MississippiRiver.“27 This
was somewhat of an overstatement because many projects were
on rivers outside the Mississippi basin. However, most were
indeed located within the Mississippi’s drainage area, which
covers 41 percent of the continental United States. How materially these projects would affect the lower Mississippi was not
discussed in the committee report.
The debate over the lower Mississippi had been separated
from the general discussion of national flood control since June
1934. At that time Roosevelt told Wilson that when the restudy of
the 1928 Lower Mississippi River Plan was completed (as
requested by the Flood Control Committee back in January of
1932) he would send Congress “recommendations for such additional authorizations and legislative changes as may be necessary
and to provide for a fair and equitable adjustment to the property
owners and local interests affected by the execution of such a
project “28 The $604 million flood control package put forward by
Captain Clay did not include the $181 million estimated by
General Markham to be necessary to complete his revised plan
for the lower Mississippi. 29 Clay’s $181 million figure may have
been in error because the Markham plan, submitted to the Flood
Control Committee on 12 February 1935, called for an expenditure of $272 million on the lower Mississippi project.30 The
history of this legislation is not within the scope of this study, but
it is important to point out that from his first days in office the
President supported new legislation on the lower Mississippi
regardless of what happened with national water resources
legislation - a position similar to the one he took in regard to the
St. Lawrence Seaway project. In his February 1935 remarks
regarding the incipient National Resources Committee, Roose-
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velt had actually excluded both the lower Mississippi and the St.
Lawrence from the planning activities of the new agency.31 Only
when the Markham plan was translated into legislation by Democratic Senator John H. Overton of Louisiana (S. 3531) and reached
the Senate floor in 1936 did it become, for a time, linked to the
larger program in H.R. 8455.
H.R. 8455 provided for a wide variety of flood control projects
distributed across much of the nation. The 285 flood control
projects were located in 34 states from Vermont to California.
These projects ranged from a $10,000 floodway clearing project
in Jackson, Mississippi, to the $22 million Wildcat Shoals Reservoir on the White River in Arkansas. Projects included 48 large
reservoirs (despite earlier Corps reservations about the effectiveness of such flood control projects) and more than a dozen
smaller dams. The rest were levee or floodwall projects.32 All the
proposed reservoirs contained substantial flood control benefits,
but a number of them also contained large benefits from power
development, consequently greatly improving their cost/benefit
ratio.
The major difference between H.R. 6803 and H.R. 8455 was
not in the projects proposed but in the means for getting them
started. Unlike H.R. 6803, this new bill was a regular authorization similar to traditional rivers and harbors bills or the flood
control legislation of 1917 and 1928. This meant that they could be
carried out with funds from the $4.8 billion Emergency Relief Act
or, if Ickes and the President failed to use this authority, by
congressional appropriation. Roosevelt would thus be unable to
stop or alter these projects if Congress was determined to carry
them out.
H.R. 8455 was an attempt by the Flood Control Committee to
press on with a flood control program before the National
Resources Committee and FDR had the opportunity to present
their own flood control program as part of a larger plan for
multipurpose river basin development. The bill did not, however,
represent an explicit rejection of multipurpose or comprehensive
river basin development. Instead, it attempted to ensure that
whatever general development plans were subsequently adopted
for the nation’s rivers, Congress would possess the authority to
carry out 285 specific flood control projects (unless subsequent
legislation officially deauthorized any of them). It should also be
noted that the statement in H.R. 6803 that flood control projects
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would be coordinated with navigation, water power, and soil
erosion was dropped from H.R. 8455.
Eventually the bill came to the attention of Acting Budget
Director Daniel W. Bell, who wrote to the President on 20 July
1935 alerting him to possible dangers in the bill. First, he
thought that, in view of the National Resources Committee’s
comprehensive river basin development study that was then in
progress, H.R. 8455 was concerned almost exclusively with flood
control and appeared premature.33 Additionally, Bell noted that
authorization of so many expensive projects “will undoubtedly
lead to a substantial appropriation for the fiscal year 1937” and
should be viewed “as not in accord with your financial program.”
Roosevelt replied quickly, asking Bell to take the matter up with
House Speaker John O’Connor and Riley Wilson.34
Bell obviously had no success with O’Connor or with Wilson.
In fact, a delegation of 44 congressmen called on FDR to urge
him to support the bill. No record of this meeting exists, but it is
doubtful that Roosevelt gave them any encouragement. The
President’s attitude remained consistent from 1934 to the end of
the New Deal. He could be counted on to support recommendations for comprehensive and multipurpose development of river
basins. On the other hand, he never stated that he would definitely veto legislation providing for something less than comprehensive development.
Events on a number of the nation’s rivers drew attention to
the issue by the spring of 1935. In January, floods in the state of
Washington killed four people and caused $1.5 million in
damages. Early in March, flooding began on the James River in
Virginia and on the Kanawha River in West Virginia and soon
after spread to rivers in Tennessee, Alabama, and Mississippi.
Heavy flooding also occurred in Wisconsin and Missouri. On 30
and 31 May, 18 to 24 inches of rain fell in the Republican and
Kansas river basins, resulting in the loss of 110 lives and$18
million in property. The storm moved into Texas, where Austin,
Houston, and a number of smaller towns were hit by floods of
terrific force that swept away automobiles, houses, and anything
else in their paths. During May and June, 23 rivers in Texas
overflowed their banks. From 7 to 9 July, torrential rains fell over
a wide area of upstate New York and all of the rivers in the area
flooded - smashing homes and businesses and leaving a path of
death and destruction along 16 rivers, each of which had large

CONGRESS TAKES THE INITMTIVE
I

..

1

I
1
:

: *r.
. .:. z-p _.... ;

51

populations living along them. The Ohio-River experienced the
worst flooding since 1913 and did an estimated $6 million in
damage. The floods that year took 236 lives and caused almost
$130 million in property damage-the great majority of the
property losses resulting from the New York State flood.35
In New York all ten congressmen from the badly stricken
upstate area (including staunch anti-New Dealer John Taber)
pleaded for immediate federal aid, as did Governor Herbert
Lehman.36 In July Congressman Wilson, accompanied by memo
bers of the Flood Control Committee and New York State officials, toured the New York flood area. The group was deeply
moved by the extent of the flood losses. At the small industrial
town of Hornell, New York, the damage was, said Wilson, “really
the worst condition we have seen yet.” Public and private
property lost in the town amounted to $3.4 million. At a meeting
in Binghamton, New York, Wilson pledged that the investigating
committee would seek help from the President on behalf of the
flood victims. According to the A&&u Ywk T&es, the longer term
problem of flood control “would be placed wholly in the hands of
the army engineers,” who were ready to begin an emergency
survey of the flood region as soon as the President made funds
available. To ensure action toward a permanent solution, leaders
from the ten flooded counties in the upstate region announced
the formation of a “flood control committee” to work for adequate flood protection. This organization, calling itself the Flood
Control Council of Central-Southern New York, was soon affiliated with the National Rivers and Harbors Congress and became
an effective and vocal flood control lobby in Washington.37
Soon after the Wilson delegation returned to Washington, the
President allocated $3.5 million to the Reconstruction Finance
Corporation for flood loans to New York, made $200,000 available
to the Corps of Engineers for an immediate flood control survey
of the region, and provided for a large number of relief workers
(as many as l2,OOO people) to help rehabilitate the flood-ravaged
areas. On 1 August he allotted $1 million for additional workers.38
The roaring waters of the nation’s river basins brought on
another flood - an inundation of flood control bills in Congress.
By the time Wilson and the Flood Control Committee were back
in Washington, well over 100 flood-related bills had.been introduced into the House or Senate.39 Some were flood relief resolutions, others were flood survey requests, and others proposed

.

52

.
. . . ..,-.
_: _
--

.a.
.-.

THE EVOLUTION OF THE 1936 FLOOD CONTROL ACT

authorizations for specific projects. Coming from almost every
region in the union, the bills testified to the fact that a nationwide
federal flood control system was the clear will of Congress.
Compared to the huge patchwork of flood legislation contained in
these hundred-odd flood-related bills, Wilson’s H.R. 8455 had the
merit of consisting entirely of projects that the Corps of
Engineers had investigated and that showed a favorable
cost/benefit ratio.
The Flood Control Committee hoped that the Corps’ excellent reputation would convince skeptical congressmen that H.R.
8455 was a sound and carefully considered piece of legislation
and not a gigantic pork barrel bill. When the bill finally reached
the floor of the House on 22 August 1934, one of the longest
congressional sessions in the nation’s history was drawing to a
close. Congressmen, suffering through the sweltering Washington summer, were hot, tired, and eager to get home.40 Congressman Driver opened the debate by asserting that “every
project in this bill has received the attention of the Corps of
Engineers of the United States Army, under the direction of the
American Congress. . . . No one project in this bill is without that
expert recommendation.“*1
The debate consisted mainly of an attack on the bill by
members of the Republican minority in the House. Congressman Rich, the ranking Republican on the Flood Control Committee, condemned it as “the biggest ‘pork barrel’ that has come
before Congress since I have been a Member.” He claimed that
139 projects listed in the bill had in fact not been officially
reported to Congress. Therefore, no conclusions could be drawn
about the projects’ merits. Finally, he noted that any funding of
projects in the bill before fiscal year 1937 would require the
authorization of the President, who controlled the emergency
relief funds. He said that if Congress intended to fund these
projects above the $4.8 billion in relief funds, it would be courting
financial disaster - “Where are we going to get the money?“*2
Defenders of the bill countered with a variety of arguments,
including the Corps’ project recommendations. Congressman
Arthur H. Greenwood (D-Indiana) said that he approved of pork
barrel bills such as this when they “carry proper projects. . . all
over the United States where the benefits can accrue not to one
particular community, but to the various communities.“43 Congressman Dewey Short (R-Missouri), a vice president of the
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National Rivers and Harbors Congress, disagreed with a number
of his fellow Republicans, saying that perhaps only those congressmen who had actually seen turbulent rivers sweep away
human beings, houses, livestock, and soil could “realize the
importance and necessity of this legislation. It is not a local
matter, but is national in its scope.“44 Congressman Phil Ferguson (D-Oklahoma) went further, saying that the bill had so
much merit that he would be willing to see the projects “paid for
by future generations if it is not taken out of the work-relief
fund.” A motion by New York Congressman Taber to limit H.R.
8455’s expenditures to work-relief projects was eventually voted
down 88 to 85.45 Clearly, the major fear of the Republicans (no
Democrat spoke directly against the bill) was that the $370
million was just the beginning of much larger expenditures, or,
as Congressman Earl C. Michener (Michigan) said, it “is simply
the nose of the camel getting in under the tent.” Congressman
Wilson retorted that Congress could “make no better investment
which will protect the lives and property of its citizens.”
Michener said, “To carry out the policy of the gentleman it would
seem to me he was going to canalize practically every stream
throughout the United States.” Wilson replied, “That is what
ought to be done. . . . It can be done.“46
Unfortunately, a number of congressmen appeared to take
Wilson at his word, for as soon as the bill was read, one after
another began to add -projects onto it. These projects started
with a relatively small $285,000 project in Tennessee and
Kentucky, but then increased sharply when a $26 million
project for the St. Francis River in Arkansas and Missouri was
added. Fearing they would be left out of a unique opportunity,
congressmen from flood-prone districts lined up to place their
projects with the Clerk of the House. Among them was Will
Whittington, one of the most able men on the Flood Control
Committee. He submitted his long-cherished Yazoo basin
project, with a price tag of $48 million-a figure that prompted
John Taber to quip, “I should think while the getting was good
the gentleman would get $lOO,OOO,OOO."~~ Other projects were
added whose cost/benefit ratios had not yet been determined by
the Corps or else had been determined to be unfavorable. Whittington, realizing that such amendments were threatening the
bill’s chance for passage, began to challenge those projects that
had not received favorable Corps reports. Sometimes he was
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successful; most times he was not.
Wilson tried to block further amendments, but Taber, hoping
to defeat the bill, opposed the move. Finally, John H. Hoeppel (DCalifornia) proposed an amendment “to build a dam around the
United States Treasury to protect the taxpayers.“*8 When the
bill came to a final vote, it passed by the narrow margin of 153 to
141, with 136 not voting. The amendments had caused serious
problems for the flood control group. The first test of strength on
the bill had resulted in a favorable vote of 239 toll2, with 78 not
voting. The bill lost 86 supporters after the amendments were
added; 29 switched over to vote against it, and the rest decided
not to vote at all.*9
The House passed H.R. 8455 in the early evening of 22
August, and it arrived the next morning in the Senate, where it
was referred to the Senate Commerce Committee under the
chairmanship of Royal S. Copeland. The bill moved through the
committee in record time, but not before half-a-dozen large flood
control projects were added. The first amendment was a $30
million series of flood control works in upstate New York, which
Senator Copeland himself added. This would authorize the program then being developed from the Corps’ emergency survey of
the flood-damaged region. Copeland reportedly added the
amendment partly to respond to claims by New York Republicans
that the federal government was not providing adequate relief in
the flood-stricken areas.50 Subsequent amendments included
the $48 million Yazoo River project, a $30 million Brazes River
project, a $27 million Atchafalaya floodway and control project, an
allocation of $23 million for two projects on the White River in
Missouri and Arkansas, and a few smaller items for $2 million to
$4 million. The cost of the amendments was slightly over $l29
million, bringing the total allocation for H.R. 8455 to approximately $500 million.51
When debate began, the first person to gain the floor was
Senator Arthur H. Vandenberg (Michigan), one of the leading
Republicans in the Senate, who promptly denounced the bill.
I think it is an outrage that $500,000,000 should be authorized in 10
minutes tonight, in the closing moments of this session, without any more
consideration than has been given to it; and, so far as I am concerned, I wish to
have the Senate know what it is doing.
In the first place, it is authorizing the expenditures of one-half billion
dollars, which is twice the amount which the Senate is about, piously, to raise

CONGRESS TAKES THE INITIATIVE

55

with the new tax bill.
Secondly, the bill violates every
precedent ever heretofore established
in congressional practice in respect to
flood control works and river and harbors works, because it makes the
authorization without recommendations from the Board of Rivers and
Harbors Engineers.52
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Senator Champ Clark admitted that these projects had
not been considered by the
Board of Engineers for Rivers
and Harbors, but, since public
works projects had been taken
over by the Public Works
Administration, the process for
authorizing flood control and
navigation projects had, de
facto, been changed. Congressional authorization now
resulted in adding projects to a pool from which the public works
or unemployment relief agencies could draw for actual construction. In this regard, he thought flood control projects, such as
those being considered in the bill, were excellent “so far as
putting men to work is concerned . . . because that means 90
percent labor.” Senator Copeland added that the projects in H.R.
8455 were all sound ones because “the surveys have been made.
On file in the office of the Chief of Engineers, they have the
data.“53
Debate was interrupted by other business for a time, and
when it resumed, Senator Millard E. Tydings (D-Maryland) rose
and said,
Mr. President, there is no doubt in the world that many projects in this bill
are meritorious, but before the year 1937, when we begin to pay for these
things, there is going to be a different atmosphere prevailing in this Chamber
from the one that prevails here tonight. . . .
Do Senators think that the people of this country have lost their common
sense, that each and every poor man does not know that he has to work to
raise the money with which to pay this huge debt? I know there is “pork” in
the bill. There is some Maryland “pork,” and the project in Maryland is a good
one, and I should like to see it go into the bill, and I should like to see the work
done. But, gentlemen, we have not the money with which to indulge in this
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business at this time. Men may throw money away, but oh, there will be a
different story when the time comes to write a tax bill.54

Thus began one of the most notable speeches of the Maryland
senator’s career. On and on it went. Tydings began listing the
numerous projects, reading the obscure names of small rivers
and noting how many millions were going to each. He paid
particular attention to Louisiana, because he and Senator Long
had clashed often during the session. “Bayou Bodcau, Louisiana
Floodway . . . the ridiculous sum of $1,825,000; a mere bagatelle;
just a drop in the bucket.” After citing projects in several states
and costing several hundred million dollars, he turned to his own
state of Maryland - specifically the Susquehanna River towns of
Havre de Grace and Port Deposit. They too flooded in the
springtime, said Tydings. “Did those people ever come to Washington and ask for $385,000? It would have been the last thing
they ever thought of doing. . . . They do not ask other people to
help them. They stay and take it. . . . They do not run to
Washington every time they have a little disaster.. . . They stand
on their own feet.“55
For Tydings, this bill raised issues of broad significance. He
admitted at the beginning of his speech that many individual
projects in the bill were meritorious, but the fundamental philosophy behind the legislation deeply disturbed him. In fact, so deep
ran his opposition to the philosophy that he opposed almost
everything the New Deal did and stood for. Federal programs
such as flood control protected lives and property, and this had an
obvious value. That value, however, was greatly outweighed by
the financial and moral damage done to the nation, burdening it
with debts and sapping individual and local initiative.
The whole tendency today is not to be self-reliant. If a man gets into trouble he
wants a bill passed. People want it paid out of the Public Treasury. Oh, it is all
right while it is going out. Then everybody is for it. While the money is being
handed out nobody must protest. But wait until pay day comes -and it will
come, Senators -and we shall squirm here in our seats, not wanting to vote
for this tax and that tax, saying that the poor cannot stand any more taxes?

Coming back finally to H.R. 8455 itself, Tydings said it was
outrageous that a bill for half~a~billion dollars - a 53.page bill for
authorizing hundreds of projects scattered across the .entire
nation, with huge amendments that had not yet even been
printed so that senators could read them-should be pushed
through in two or three hours.57

CONGRESS TAKES THE INITIATIVE

57

Clearly, Tydings’ long speech, a deft mixture of humor, irony,
and serious purpose, deeply impressed a number of senators.58
Senator Josiah W. Bailey (D-North Carolina) of the Commerce
Committee confessed that he was going to vote to recommit the
bill to his own committee. The Senate, he said, owed it to the
country to take the time “to discuss and prepare a proper
measure.” He agreed that there was a great deal of merit in many
of the flood control projects but stated that the Commerce
Committee simply had not taken the opportunity to give it
adequate consideration.59
Copeland vainly attempted to save the bill, but it was too late.
Tydings had succeeded in making many senators hesitate before
appropriating millions of dollars through Congress in a matter of
hours, when almost none of them, not even the committeemen
who presented the bill, had closely examined it. It was also too
late in a more literal sense; at almost midnight Senator Tydings
appeared to be ready to talk the bill to death. A filibuster was not
necessary. A motion to recommit the bill to the Commerce
Committee came up for a vote and passed 29 to 20.60 H.R. 8455
was dead so far as the first session of the 74th Congress was
concerned.
A disappointed Riley Wilson went back to Louisiana to face a
strong challenge from Senator Long’s forces in the January 1936
primary. Senator Copeland faced the prospect of fighting once
more for flood control legislation when the second session of
Congress convened. However, in the next round he knew better
what to expect - criticism from Tydings, Vandenberg, and possibly even the President. What the senator could not have guessed
was that nature itself would provide him with his best argument.

CHAPTER V

The Floods of 1936 and the
Copeland Flood Control Bill
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On 9 March 1936, a little more than a week before the Senate
Commerce Committee was scheduled to begin its hearings on
H.R. 8455, rain began falling across a wide area of the Northeast.
The first of several enormous storm systems moved from Maryland and West Virginia across eastern Ohio, Pennsylvania, upstate New York, and into New England. The result is best
described in the laconic words of U.S. Geological Survey’s Water
Supply Paper 799.
During the period March 9-22,1936 there occurred in close succession over
the northeastern United States . . . two extraordinarily heavy rainstorms.
The depths of rainfall mark this period as one of the greatest concentrations of
precipitation, in respect to time and magnitude of area covered, of which there
is record in this country. At the time of the rain there were also accumulations
of snow on the ground over much of the region that were large for the season.
The comparatively warm temperatures associated with the storms melted the
snow and added materially to the quantities of water to be disposed of by
drainage into the waterways . . . the total quantity that had to be disposed of
. . . ranged between 10 to 30 inches.1

The rivers into which this phenomenal amount of water ran
were already high from winter rains. Many were clogged with
ice. From Maine to Maryland and west to Ohio hundreds of miles
of rivers quickly spilled over their banks. Billions of tons of water
poured into farmhouses, villages, towns, and large cities. The
Connecticut River crested on 19 March at a level 8.5 feet higher
than any flood recorded there since the city’s settlement in 1639.
New Hampshire suffered flood damage in 87 cities, towns, and
villages. In Massachusetts, where scores of large cities and small
towns were pounded by water and huge chunks of ice, 56,000
people sought Red Cross aid2 The upstate New York region
again flooded. While not as serious as the year before, the flooding was more widespread, ranging from Buffalo to Rochester.In
the region so badly hit in 1935, residents wondered if floods were

Sebago Lake flooding highway in southwestern Maine, March 1936.
Photo by Paul Carter

Johnstown, Pennsylvania, during the 1936 flood.

Duquesne Way and 9th Street, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, 18 March 1936.

Allegheny River at Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, 18 March 1936, viewed from the thirtyeighth floor
flfoor of the Gulf Building.

Allegheny River flood wreckage, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, 20 March 1936.

Flooded cofferdam at Emsworth Lock, , Ohio River below Pittsburgh, 24 March 1936.
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becoming an annual disaster.3
Pennsylvania was the hardest hit of all the northeastern
states. Of the 107 people killed in the floods, 84 died in Pennsylvania. Across the state more than 82,000 buildings (including
38,000 houses) were destroyed or damaged. Altogether, 242,698
people received Red Cross aid. The coal-producing and industrial
cities of eastern Pennsylvania were flooded, as were many of the
mines. In Allegheny County (Pittsburgh and its suburbs), 46
people died, almost 3,000 buildings were damaged or destroyed,
and Pittsburgh’s Golden Triangle was for a time under 16 feet of
water. On 18 and 19 March, Pittsburgh, one of the nation’s great
industrial centers, was paralyzed by the lack of water, electricity,
or telephone service. Fire burned buildings to the waterline
because fire equipment could not get through the flooded streets.
The great Pittsburgh flood of 1907 looked modest by comparison.
At Johnstown, citizens were terrified by repeated rumors that
the large dam just above the city (and recently rebuilt) was about
to break and repeat the tragedy of 1889. Many fled to higher
ground. The dam held, but the city nevertheless was gradually
covered by 12 to 14 feet of water. The Pennsylvania Emergency
Council reported that damages in the state totaled $212.5
million.4
Even the nation’s capital was not spared by the floods. The
Potomac rose rapidly on 17 March, and the next day crested at
Cumberland at 47.6 feet before moving down toward Washington.
Thousands of Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) personnel
worked frantically building sandbag levees around the Lincoln
and Washington monuments and the Navy’s administration
building. At the National Headquarters of the American Red
Cross, where the entire flood relief program was being admin.
istered, employees began moving files and equipment to upper
floors as a precaution. By 19 March, when Senator Copeland
opened the hearings on the flood control bill, he noted that “you
don’t have to go out of the city of Washington” to see the effects
of the great floods of March 1936. Two days later, congressmen
looked out of the Capitol Building windows and saw the Potomac
standing at 19.8 feet above flood stage-with all of the city’s
beautiful riverfront parks covered by a mantle of dark brown
water.5 The congressmen, as well as the entire population of the
northeastern United States, finally saw what residents of the
lower Mississippi had talked about for decades-a great flood

Engineer Lieutenant Colonel Francis C. Hawington (above, left center) with the
Works Progress Administration, and Harry L. Hopkins (right center), Administrator of the WPA, watching workmen erect an emergency levee in rear of Munitions
Building, Washington, DC, March 1936.
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that could cripple an entire section of the nation.
Probably representing the editorial opinion of every newspaper in the Northeast, and perhaps in the nation, the A&&u Ywk
Times on 22 March published a long editorial entitled “After the
Deluge.”
Heavy with moisture from the Gulf of Mexico, storm clouds swept along
the Appalachian highlands, hovered over the Virginias and added their torrents to those that had inundated New England the week before . . . Villages
and towns built on flats were overwhelmed. Old benchmarks were reached
and surpassed. . . . It is the area affected that appalls. From New England to
the Potomac scores of communities stand under water as their inhabitants
row in boats past homes submerged to the eaves.
All this is no credit to a country which prides itself on its technical
achievement. Here and there sections have been stirred to action. The
Mississippi is under better control than it was before the catastrophe of 1927.
There are fine works near Dayton, Pueblo, Dallas, Erie. But not yet have we
envisaged the problem of curbing and utilizing our water resources as a whole
from the Atlantic to the Pacific. . . . As of yet there are no adequate plans for
the prevention of floods and for the associated utilization of excess water.. . .
If the floods have taught us anything, it is the need for something more than a
dam here and a storage reservoir there. We must think of drainage areas
embracing the whole country.6

The great northeastern floods of March 1936 virtually
assured the passage of some sort of national flood control
legislation during the second session of the 74th Congress. The
March floods were remembered long afterward. The Ohio River
did not finally return to its channel until 22 April and the next
month, as H.R. 8455 was awaiting the President’s signature or
veto, severe flooding occurred on the Republican and Arkansas
rivers, where more than 100 had died in 1935.7 Even as the
Roosevelt administration was directing a force of 275,000 relief
workers in the flooded states of the Northeast, congressmen
gathered their forces to push through a gigantic flood control
bill.8 On 23 March a group of representatives from the ten
northeastern states met to discuss a permanent flood control
program.9 A week later, an Associated Press report stated that
“scores of aroused Senators and Representatives began to drive
today to restore nearly $500,000,000 worth of projects to the
omnibus Flood Control bill hastily revamped because of the
East’s recent floods.“10 At the beginning of April, Business Week
reported that flood control legislation “has tremendous support
in Congress.” The explanation was that “the East, as the big
taxpayer, usually opposes the Western drive for money to control
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Swollen mountain stream threatening a valley home in West Virginia, March 1936.

Photo by Arthur Rothstein.

floods with; but now the East has been hard hit and so has joined
in the drive."11
One of the easterners who had objected to the flood control
bill in 1935 - Senator Tydings of Maryland -was now very quiet.
An article in the Washington Evening Star recalled how the
senator had ridiculed the idea of flood control money being spent
for places such as Williamsport, Sunbury, Lock Haven, and
Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, where, he said, there was no real
flood danger. The writer then gave statistics on how many feet of
water had recently covered those places. The flood control bill,
he concluded, “will have no opposition from the Senator.“12
Tydings’ own state of Maryland suffered severely from the
March floods, and Maryland’s T. Alan Goldsborough was one of
the leading representatives calling for the 23
23 March flood control
meeting.13 The question no longer seemed to be whether there
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would be a flood control bill, but rather what sort of bill would it be

and which projects would be included. This was the task facing
Senator Copeland and his Commerce Committee in the latter
days of March 1936.
In many respects, the flood control bill could not have been in
more able hands than those of Royal S. Copeland, the senior
senator from New York. He was intelligent (his opponents called
him cunning) and hard working, a knowledgeable political strategist and a forceful speaker. A native of Michigan, Copeland
received a medical degree there in 1889 and taught at the
University of Michigan Medical School before moving to New
York City in 1908. In New York, he switched from the Republican
to the Democratic Party and in 1918 was appointed City Health
Commissioner. A friend of William Randolph Hearst and a popular medical columnist for Hearst’s newspapers, Copeland ran for
the U.S. Senate in 1922. He was popular with the voters, not only
in heavily Democratic New York City, but also in the more
conservative upstate New York region where the Democrats had
always been weak. He was a conservative Democrat, which
explains much of his upstate appeal, but he was also deeply
committed to national flood control.14 His strong support for
flood control was consistent with his general interest in measures that protected the health and safety of the nation, and the
large flood control lobby in upstate New York continually
reminded Copeland of the grave problems in this region.
On two flood control issues, however, he remained a conservative. First, he favored local contributions for flood control
projects as the only means of preventing undeserving projects
from being slipped into authorization bills. Second, and far more
significant, he specifically opposed federally constructed reservoirs that required hydroelectric power benefits in order to
achieve a favorable cost/benefit ratio. Only if a reservoir could
show a favorable cost/benefit ratio for flood control alone would
he support it. His basic position was one of opposition to any
major federal hydroelectric program. Federally constructed
hydroelectric dams put the national government in competition
with private interests in Copeland’s eyes, and thus he objected to
such projects. His fears of federal hydroelectric competition with
private utility companies were first aroused during the Senate
debate on the Tennessee Valley Authority bill. Copeland thought
its provisions for electric power distribution were detrimental to
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the private power companies -many of whose
stockholders lived in New
York. Again, in the early
stages of the Commerce Committee hearings in 1936,
Copeland told the NewYork
Times that he hoped to
exclude all reservoirs that
combined hydroelectric production with flood control
from the flood control bill. He
feared that these multipurpose reservoirs would not
only drive the total cost of the
program too high, but he
“mistrusted putting the
Federal
Government any furRoyal S. Copeland, Senator from New
York, 1923-1938.
ther into the business of generating and selling electricity." The TVA and Grand Coulee and Boulder (Hoover) dams
had already caused the private utilities to suffer.
When H.R. 8455 was reported out of the Commerce Committee near the end of April 1936, Copeland explained to reporters
that projects “which might have merit for preventing soil erosion
or for the generation of hydroelectric power have been excluded
. . . so they may be advanced in other measures to be judged by
Congress on an independent basis."15 Actually,
was
willing to allow soil conservation programs into the bill, but he
fought hard to keep hydroelectric projects out. His public position in 1936 was simply that H.R. 8455 should be strictly a flood
control bill. He said that hydroelectric power production was
incompatible with flood control from an engineering perspective;
flood control reservoirs required relatively low water levels in
order to accommodate flood waters, whereas hydroelectric dams
needed higher water elevations for maximum efficiency. Also,
Congress had not established a national policy on hydroelectric
power, and to inject that issue into the current debate on an
emergency flood control bill was wrong. The Corps of Engineers
and a majority on the Commerce Committee shared these
viewpoints.16
16 Copeland’s more fundamental opposition to the
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expanding role of the federal government in the area of water
power became even clearer in 1937, when he strongly denounced
efforts to expand the TVA concept into seven other river basins
and to revise the 1936 Flood Control Act to make federal hydroelectric development equal to flood control as a national policy.17
The real objective of this policy, he believed, was “public ownership of electric utilities.“18
Copeland dominated the Commerce Committee not only
because he was its chairman, but because he was a skillful
political leader who grasped well the complex issues surrounding
flood control. Other influential members of the committee
included Senators Overton, Clark, Vandenberg, Joseph F. Guffey
(D-Pennsylvania), Francis T. Maloney (D-Connecticut), and
Charles L. McNary (R-Oregon). Of this group, Overton was most
experienced in flood control matters. He sponsored the $272
million revision of the lower Mississippi flood control plan of
1928, but his knowledge of flood control really did not extend past
the alluvial plain of the Mississippi. He, like most of his colleagues, knew very little about flood problems elsewhere in the
country. When the committee began trying to redraft H.R. 8455,
they discovered how complex and difficult a job it was. The 14
Democrats and 6 Republicans on the committee often disagreed,
and there was no consistent party position insofar as this legislation was concerned. Everyone agreed on the need for a national
program of flood control to reduce damage such as had occurred
in March 1936. However, questions such as how far the program
should go beyond catastrophic flood control and how it should be
carried out and financed were difficult and confusing for both
Democrats and Republicans.
The committee relied entirely on the information provided by
the Corps of Engineers. It also relied on the Corps to provide
advice and suggestions on basic policy. As Senator Maloney said
at the outset of the hearings, “I do not think the members of this
committee or of the Flood Control Committee of the House are
anywhere nearly in the position to determine the thing as is [sic]
the War Department and General Markham’s engineers.“19
Consequently, the committee began its hearings by askingGenera1 Markham what should be done in response to these flood
disasters. Markham replied that the committee should proceed
to draw up a nationwide federal program of meritorious flood
control projects based primarily on Corps recommendations
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from its 308 reports. Flood control was a regional and national
problem; thus, individual states and localities were unable to take
effective action. He said the question of who should pay what
proportion of the expense was a “matter of great difficulty,” but
he believed that local interests should pay some part of the
cost.zo
The committee agreed that some immediate action was
required and asked Markham to draw up a revised flood control
bill to present to the committee on 25 March. The main objective
was to determine the actual cost to the federal government of
providing some reasonable level of national flood protection. The
committee was satisfied that the 308 reports, together with
various Corps emergency studies (such as for New York State
and New England), would form a list from which it could select
those to be put in the final bill.
Exactly how many projects should be placed in the bill was a
subject the committee debated intermittently throughout the
hearings. Some committee members, led by Senator Vandenberg, wanted to keep the total costs as low as possible, while
others thought the magnitude of the flood problem, in the
Northeast as well as in many other sections of the nation,
required a much larger, permanent, nationwide program. General Markham appears to have thought at first that the committee was interested only in some type of limited emergency
program, but when it became clear that the committee was
divided on the issue, he said the Corps had over a billion dollars
worth of flood projects it could present for their consideration.21
When the committee met again on 25 March, the Corps was
ready with what amounted to a completely new piece of legislation, since very little of H.R. 8455’s language survived and the
list of specific projects was substantially altered. The revised bill
began with a long declaration stating that flood control was a
national responsibility. Copeland read this statement to the
Senate on 2 April 1936.
DECLAMTION OF POLICY

:,

.

:..-.
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:

Section 1. It is hereby recognized that destructive floods upon the rivers of the
United States, upsetting orderly processes and causing loss of life and
property, including the erosion of lands, constitute a menace to national
welfare; that it is the sense of Congress that flood control is a proper activity of
the Federal Government; that investigations and improvements of rivers and
other waterways for flood-control purposes are in the interest of the general
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welfare; that the Federal Government should improve or participate in the
improvements of streams for flood-control purposes if the benefits to whomsoever they may accrue are in excess of the estimated costs, and if the lives
and social security of people are otherwise adversely affected; and that the
interests of the Federal Government are particularly involved in such floodcontrol improvements as may otherwise be impracticable of initiation or
execution on account of complications of relationships between States, their
political subdivisions, or local organizations. Section 2. That hereafter Federal
investigations and improvements of rivers and other waterways for flood
control and other purposes shall be under the jurisdiction of and shall be
prosecuted by the War Department under the direction of the Secretary of
War and supervision of the Chief of Engineers, except as otherwisespecifitally provided by act of Congress; and that in his reports upon examinations
and surveys, which so far as possible shall be conducted equally throughout
the United States, the Chief of Engineers shall be guided as to flood-control
measures by the principles set forth in Section 1 in the determination of the
Federal interests involved.22
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Copeland’s purpose in placing this “declaration of policy”
before the Senate was threefold. First, he wanted a general
statement of the necessity for a national flood control program
that would clearly authorize the Corps of Engineers to be the
nationwide planning and construction agency. The Corps would
henceforward be empowered, with the approval of Congress, to
construct flood control works anywhere in the nation, and congressmen were assured that this huge public works program
would be in the hands of a familiar and trusted agency--not
some recent New Deal creation. Second, the bill required a
constitutional basis. At this stage of the bill’s evolution that basis
was the General Welfare Clause, but the final version was to
include a reference to the impact of floods on “obstructing
navigation, highways, railroads and other channels of commerce
between the states” in order to root the legislation in the
Commerce Clause as well. Third, and perhaps most important
for Copeland, he wanted the senators to know that this bill was
exclusively for sound projects of flood control (and nothing else)
approved by the Chief of Engineers under the direction of the
Flood Control and Commerce Committees of the Congress.
Copeland said he assumed that every senator agreeing to this
declaration of policy “will help make this bill what it should be, a
constructive bill for the conservation of natural resources, and
not in any sense a bill to make votes."23 At the core of the bill
was a list of specific flood control projects drawn from Corps
reports and surveys, but now substantially altered from those
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contained in the original version of H.R. 8455.
Brigadier General George B. Pillsbury, Assistant Chief of
Engineers (Markham’s representative on this day), told the
committee that the Corps began selecting the new list of projects
by first considering all of its flood control projects with favorable
cost/benefit ratios. The total cost for these projects was $1.3
billion. The Corps then eliminated “all projects which do not
appear to us to be necessary to prevent disaster,” which, incidentally, included all those requiring hydroelectric power benefits to reach a favorable cosnenefit ratio. Finally, they added new
projects in the northeastern part of the nation because of the
flood problem of the previous two weeks. The total cost of these
projects came to approximately $500 million. A further assessment by the Corps, probably at Copeland’s suggestion, reduced
the package of projects to approximately $310 million in direct
construction costs, with an additional $85 million in land and
damage costs.24
The most innovative aspect of this flood control program was
that, while the great majority of projects in the bill were for levee
construction and stream improvements, the Corps recommended that almost two-thirds of the total expenditures be for
reservoir construction, primarily in New England, upstate New
York, the drainage basin around Pittsburgh, the Arkansas River
basin, and southern California. Exhibiting a belief in reservoirs
that the Corps had not shown in previous decades, Pillsbury
maintained that a good reservoir system was unquestionably
“the best way to provide flood control.” The only drawback, he
said, was the high construction costs. This seeming departure
from previous Corps policy on dams versus levees stemmed
mainly from the shift of focus from the lower Mississippi to
rivers where flood control dams were far more feasible from both
the engineering and economic standpoint. As Markham told the
Commerce Committee, the lower Mississippi had too vast a
watershed to be controlled exclusively by dams. Building over a
hundred huge reservoirs for the lower Mississippi would flood as
much land upstream as it would protect downstream. It would,
he said, “trade cornlands for cottonlands.” Protecting the more
narrow and valuable flood plains of Ohio, Pennsylvania, New
York, and New England was an entirely different question?5
The elimination of all reservoirs with significant power benefits was opposed by a number of congressmen from districts
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where this benefit was required to give projects a favorable cost/
benefit ratio. Thirty-nine multipurpose flood control/power reservoirs included in the House version of H.R. 8455 were dropped
by the Senate committee. Copeland, Guffey, and the Corps
agreed that the flood control bill should ensure that every dollar
spent under its authority be for flood control alone. Powerful
senators such as Burton K. Wheeler (D-Montana) were angry at
Copeland and the Corps for rejecting their pet multipurpose
projects, but the committee held fast and eventually voted 8 to 5
to exclude all multipurpose reservoirs that could not show a
favorable cost/benefit ratio on flood control alone.
The committee made two small concessions to hydroelectric
power development. The first was to allow construction of
penstocks in flood control dams having hydroelectric potential,
but only if approved by the Secretary of War.Copeland said he
was concerned over the expense of even this small step in the
direction of multipurpose development, but when General Markham told the committee it would add “very little” to construction
costs, penstocks were allowed into the bill. Markham also
emphasized that very few reservoirs were involved and that most
reservoirs, to be used effectively for maximum flood control,
would be too empty to generate much electric power. The second
concession was the authorization in Section 7 of the flood control
act for the continuation of surveys, studies, and reports on ten
reservoir projects that had future possibilities for hydroelectric
development in addition to their already established flood control
benefits. As of spring 1936, the flood control benefits were
insufficient to warrant inclusion in the bill, and there was yet no
market for their hydroelectric potential. Two of these dams were
in Montana and seem to have been put in to satisfy Senator
Wheeler, but Senator Bailey was the committee member most
interested in this section and was responsible for its final wording. Three of the ten dam sites were in Bailey’s home state of
North Carolina.26
The federal construction of penstocks was certainly not
intended by the Commerce Committee to indicate an endorsement of federal power development at flood control reservoirs.In
fact, the Federal Power Commission could not have developed
hydroelectric projects at any of the reservoirs authorized under
the 1936 Flood Control Act since the projects remained in state
and local ownership. The ABC requirements were similar to
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those the Corps had used on flood control projects as far back as
the 1917 Flood Control Act. They called for state and local
interests to “provide” land and easements for the projects, but
not to “convey” the title to the federal government. Aside from
one brief allusion to land title and power production by General
Pillsbury, the issue never arose during Commerce Committee
hearings. Copeland may very well have understood that this
provision prohibited federal hydroelectric development at the
reservoir sites, but never brought it to the committee’s attention
even though it appears that some committee members believed
the federal government was to begin “acquiring land” under the
act. General Markham undoubtedly understood the connection
between federal ownership and hydroelectric power, but never
mentioned it, assuming perhaps that the committee knew what it
was doing in the area. The War Department never kept it a
secret that the 1936 Flood Control Act prohibited federal hydroelectric development at all dams constructed under its authority.
Oswald Ryan, the general counsel to the Federal Power Commission (FPC), brought the problem to the attention of the White
House. FDR asked Attorney General Homer Cummings for his
view. Cummings said it did not seem clear to his office exactly
who would have title to the dams. The FPC believed the federal
government held title, but the War Department held that ownership rested with the state and local interests. In the face of this
dilemma, the Attorney General thought it would be unsafe for
the federal government to undertake any hydroelectric projects
at these dams until clarifying legislation had been passed. The
1938 Flood Control Act corrected this “oversight,” much to
Copeland’s disgust, by excluding reservoirs from the ABC
requirements. 27
Another major question was who would pay the costs. It took
the committee weeks to resolve this problem, and no one was
happy with the solution. General Markham believed local interests should pay the land and damage costs and operate the
projects when they were completed, but had no idea what percentage each party should pay. These ABC requirements had
been placed in H.R. 8455 by the House Flood Control Committee, and the Corps wanted them includedin the Senate revision.
When several committee members objected to the requirements, the Corps suggested some possible solutions. It proposed
that in areas where the land and damage costs were lovv corn-
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pared to the benefits, such as in the West and in remote rural
areas, local interests should pay some part of the construction
costs. Conversely, in areas such as the Pittsburgh region or New
England, where the land and damage costs would sometimes
exceed the construction costs, the federal government should
pay a portion.28 The Corps gave the committee a variety of
formulas and proposals, but each seemed too complex or inequitable to one area of the country or another. Both the Corps and
the committee failed to resolve the question of who actually
receives the benefits from large reservoirs on a tributary of a
major river basin. Senator Guffey, fearful that the huge land and
damage costs for Pittsburgh flood control projects would put too
heavy a financial burden on the Pennsylvania taxpayers or make
them reluctant to build the reservoirs, moved that the bill be
amended to provide that the federal government would pay the
total cost of the flood control projects-lands, damages, and
construction. By a 9 to 4 vote, the amendment passed. Copeland,
Vandenberg, Wallace H. White (R-Maine), and Vie Donahey (DOhio) voted against it.29
The vote was taken at the end of the15 April hearing. The
next day Senator Overton and several other members expressed
reservations about their votes. Copeland told the committee that
he had heard a rumor that the President would veto the bill if the
federal government was required to pay all the costs. He also
reminded the committee that its action conflicted with the
recommendation of Generals Markham and Pillsbury. As a
result, the committee voted 9 to 6 to put the ABC requirements
back into the bill.30
The restoration of local contributions forced the committee
to struggle again with the cost-sharing issue. Eventually, a
series of complex provisions were agreed upon and are found in
Sections 3(c) and 4 of the act. The situation in the Pittsburgh
area convinced the committee that local interests should not be
expected to pay all land_ and damage costs in every instance. In
cases where the land and damage costs exceeded the total
construction costs, the federal government would pay 50 percent
of the costs beyond that point. In addition, the act provided that,
whenever more than 75 percent of the estimated benefits of a
project lay outside the state in which a project was located, the
federal government would operate the project, and the state
would be required to pay only 50 percent of the cost of land and
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damages. The committee thought this was to apply largely to the
Pittsburgh area. These percentages were not debated by the
committee. It simply accepted the Corps’ suggestions, which
General Markham told them were “perfectly arbitrary and only
for your consideration.“31 In order to allow further adjustments
in cost sharing, the committee drafted a provision authorizing
interstate compacts to apportion nonfederal costs. Several committee members were very skeptical that voluntary interstate
compacts would actually work, but the committee at least voted
to provide the opportunity. This provision became Section 5 of
the act and was similar, but not identical, to House Joint Resolution 377 introduced by Representative William M. Citron (DConnecticut), which became law on 8 June 1936. For a variety of
reasons having to do more with the Roosevelt administration’s
slowly evolving hydroelectric power policies than with flood
control, the interstate compact drawn up by the New England
states never received federal approval. The necessity for interstate compacts and other cost-sharing devices for flood control
reservoirs was finally obviated by the Flood Control Act of 1938,
which authorized the federal government to pay all land, damage,
construction, and maintenance costs for flood control reservoirs
and channel improvements.32
The confusion over local contributions and the disagreements regarding the total number of projects that should be
authorized made it difficult for General Markham to present an
appropriate package of projects to the committee. When he
included expensive projects for the Northeast while removing a
number of combined flood control/power reservoirs, committee
members from the West questioned the elimination of many of
their dams simply because they required additional water power
benefits to obtain a favorable cost/benefit ratio. Until the land and
damage costs issue was resolved, the Corps did not know
whether the government would be asked to pay $310 million or
$395 million for the same group of projects.
Senator Vandenberg suggested several times that the whole
question was too complex to be settled by the committee at this
time. He recommended that they authorize only a few flood
control projects for the Northeast, which was the most threatened area. The broader issues could be discussed at the next
congressional session as part of the comprehensive development
plan for all aspects of river development. The senator seems to
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have had in mind the work of the National Resources Committee,
because earlier in the hearings he asked Senator Joseph T.
Robinson, the Senate majority leader, if he knew what the NRC
might be able to contribute to the committee’s deliberations.
Robinson said, “I cannot give a reliable answer to that. I do not
know what work the National Resources [Committee] would be
expected to perform, but I gather that the President’s idea is that
the subject of flood control is inseparably associated with
reforestation and with soil conservation.” Copeland, who
strongly supported the NRC, said nothing at all about it in
committee. The brief reference by Vandenberg and Robinson
was the only mention of the NRC during the entire hearings.33
Markham was patient throughout the hearings, but it became
increasingly obvious that the committee really wanted the Chief
of Engineers to come up with an agreeable flood control bill.
Whenever he had a new. idea, the committee divided its opinions
a different way. At one point Markham said,
It seems to me that the Corps of Engineers cannot recommend anything here
very intelligently until the committee itself, or the Congress itself, tells us
what line to pursue. Other than that, and up until this minute, we have simply
been working mechanically to assist the committee on our understanding of
what the committee desired in the way of devising a measure for this
particular year. . . . It is difficult for us to recommend what ought to be done in
a given instance, because we have no compass, Mr. Chairman.34

.: .
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The chief difficulty was the committee’s attempt to push through
a bill in an “emergency” atmosphere, while at the same time
devising a basic long-range national policy for a complex and
controversial subject. Senator Guffey recognized that the committee’s vacillating from a total package of $300 million to $400
or $500 million and back to $300 million made it impossible for
the Corps to give good advice. “I do not think we are being fair to
the engineering department,” said Guffey, “unless we establish
some limitation.” Markham heartily agreed, saying that if the
committee could concur on how much they wanted to spend and
how much the federal government would have to spend, he could
provide the committee with a specific package of projects in 48
hours, “but we must have some directive.“35
Because the committee was so divided and so many members failed to understand all the issues involved, little direction
was ever given to Markham except that the federal appropriation
should stay around $300 million. Furthermore, multipurpose
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projects should be kept out, and local interests should pay the
ABC costs except in those cases provided for in Section 3(c). On
24 April Copeland told the committee to stop debating and take
some action. “We have to do something very soon . . . if we
expect to pass a bill we have got to get it on the floor.“36
Near the very end of the hearings, the question of soil erosion
projects and their relationship to flood control arose. The committee, or at least Copeland, was aware of Secretary of Agriculture Henry A. Wallace’s interest in including a soil erosion
program in the flood control bill. In addition, Senator Robinson
had told the committee that the President wished to tie soil
erosion and reforestation to any flood control program. Secretary
Wallace and General Markham had discussed the matter briefly
in the early days of the hearings, but Markham said he had seen
no specific bill or amendment. When Copeland had asked Markham if he intended to bring a soil conservation proposal to the
committee to make a “composite bill,” the general replied,
“right now I am sticking really with our own views in pursuing
this matter.”37 Neither Copeland nor anyone else on the committee pursued the matter until 24 April, the next to the last day to
get the bill finalized and out to the Senate. A project on the Gila
River in Arizona came up, one that had been planned by the Soil
Conservation Service of the Agriculture Department for both
flood control and soil conservation. There was no discussion of it,
and Copeland summarily deleted it from the bill.38 The following
day Senator Carl Hayden tried to save his project but was
unsuccessful because, as Copeland told him, “I am unwilling to
have included in the bill any project which has not been given the
endorsement of the Army Engineers.“39
Finally finished with debate over multipurpose reservoirs,
cost sharing, and the list of specific projects to be authorized, the
committee on its last day attempted to address all remaining
issues. Even at this late date, Senator Vandenberg continued to
worry over the breadth of federal responsibility assumed under
the bill. He asked Copeland if the declaration of policy in Section 1
could be altered to limit federal flood control activities to navigable streams and their tributaries. This would, he hoped, relieve
the government of responsibility for controlling floods on “all the
creeks in Michigan.” Copeland said he had no objection and the
words “on navigable streams and their tributaries” were
inserted in Section 1. Whether this actually limited the scope of
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the bill is debatable, since General Markham had stated earlier in
the hearings that almost any stream on which something of
commercial value can be floated for any distance is “susceptible
of navigation” in legal terms. 40 This whole discussion, coming in
the final hours of the hearings, reflected the tentative and hasty
process that marked the drafting of the flood control act.
The best defense that can be made for the committee’s
actions was that it worked under difficult circumstances. It was
charged with redrafting a very imperfect flood control bill in a
limited amount of time with the entire northeastern United
States demanding immediate and sweeping action. Flood control
was, and is, an extremely complex technical and financial issue,
and framing a nationwide policy challenged the experienced
senators from the lower Mississippi region. President Roosevelt
had not yet offered any national flood control program or river
basin development plan, and his National Resources Committee,
for whatever reasons, chose not to advise the CommerceCommittee. This left only the Corps of Engineers to aid the senators.
The Corps believed it could execute an effective flood control
program immediately, so long as they were not required to
integrate that program with other water resource uses. That was
a far more complex issue and would obviously have required
more time than seemed politically realistic. This narrow
approach appeared to suit the committee, especially Copeland.
The immediate crisis could be attacked, while other aspects (like
hydroelectric power) could be put off and debated openly on their
own merits later.
As the Commerce Committee struggled with H.R. 8455 in
late April to report a completely revised flood control bill out to
the Senate floor, many other people became active behind the
scenes. Word of the committee’s success moved quickly in
official circles. The bill’s progress was widely covered in the
press, because the March floods, and thus flood control, were
now front page news. While the Commerce Committee hearings
were closed, newspapers reported the latest news, basing their
stories mainly on Senator Copeland’s regular series of public
statements.
The two federal agencies that responded most actively to the
resurrection of the flood control bill were the newly created Soil
Conservation Service of the Agriculture Department and the
National Resources Committee. Both agencies sought President
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Roosevelt’s aid in influencing the bill. Secretary Wallace and
Morris L. Cooke contacted the President, who was spending the
last week of March and first week of April fishing in the
Caribbean, to state that they had just read Senator Copeland’s
policy statement declaring flood control a national responsibility
and giving agency authority exclusively to the Army Engineers.
They “urgently” suggested broadening the statement to declare
that the nation was threatened not only by floods, but by “land
misuse, erosion and accelerated run off of rain water in the
drainage basins.” They asked Roosevelt to consider allowing the
Soil Conservation Service to make surveys and approve projects
in upstream areas just as the Corps of Engineers was authorized
to do under the Copeland bill. 41 The President radioed back the
next day that flood control was only one phase of a much larger
subject, and the Copeland declaration of policy “should include all
forms of land misuse covering erosion, reforestation,aforestation, water storage, irrigation and drainage.” He suggested that
the Corps and the Department of Agriculture make such studies
jointly and that the National Resources Committee, the Resettlement Administration, and the Rural Electrification Administration be called in to cooperate.42
The NRC’s Water Resources Committee quickly took issue
with Roosevelt’s message. The committee passed a resolution
requesting that the President designate it as having “primary
responsibility” for flood control and all related basin-wide programs. Charles W. Eliot, one of the three leading officials on the
National Resources Committee, relayed this information to the
President on 28 March.43 Arriving the same day was a radiogram
from one of Roosevelt’s chief White House aides, Stephen Early,
telling the President that there was growing sentiment in Congress to pass a flood control bill at this session in response to the
recent floods in the Northeast. He also told FDR that Secretary
of War Dern thought the President should give theCopeland bill
careful consideration.44 Apparently Dern, Ickes, and Wallace
then decided the whole flood issue was too difficult to resolve
until the President returned to Washington. The matter rested
until 10 April.45
The Water Resources Committee, encouraged by the President’s apparent approval of its role as the primary agency in flood
control studies, immediately began drafting a memorandum indicating the improvements needed in flood control studies and the
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manner in which the committee, as a component of theNRC,
would distribute flood investigation funds among thevarious
relevant agencies, such as the Corps of Engineers, SoilConservation Service, Geological Survey, and the Weather Bureau. This
memorandum, dated 2 April 1936, clearly implied that current
flood studies were too fragmentary and imprecise to serve as a
basis for a sound flood control program. To begin with, they
asserted that the data were quite incomplete on the relationship
between forest and grass cover, soil erosion, and flooding.
Therefore, it would be very difficult to decide how large a role
reforestation and soil erosion control should play in a flood control
program. Second, the whole area of costs and benefits from flood
control projects was poorly understood. Finally, the recent floods
“may warrant numerous changes in estimates, plans, and specifications included in such previous reports as have been made.
The Corps of Engineers’ ‘308 Reports’ are the chief sources of
flood control programs and they should be kept up to date.” The
document was signed by the WRC's executive committee, composed of Abel Wolman, Chairman; John C. Page, Bureau of
Reclamation; Thorndike Saville, Associate Dean of Engineering,
New York University; and Colonel Edgerton, Corps of
Engineers.46 Edgerton’s signature on the memorandum may
reflect some internal disagreement within the Corps, for both
Markham and Pillsbury agreed that the 308 reports were perfectly adequate for an immediate program of flood control. They
also thought that forest and soil programs were not significant
enough to warrant inclusion in the Commerce Committee’s flood
control bill, and the cost/benefit question could be adequately
resolved without further study. While such matters were of
concern to Markham, they were not worrisome enough to cause
him to recommend to the Commerce Committee that the flood
control program await their resolution.
The National Resources Committee met on 11 April to discuss the WRC memo of 2 April and recommend to the President
that it serve “as a clearing house for information on flood
studies” and that the WRC receive an allocation of $500,000 for
further flood studies, which it would spend itself or would reallocate to other federal or state agencies.47 By this time, Markham and Secretary of War Dern had become aware of the 2 April
memo, and Secretary Dern opposed the whole idea. In his view,
the flood situation “from an investigation standpoint would
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appear to be well in hand.” The expenditure of another $500,000,
he said, would “represent almost entirely a duplication of both
effort and funds.“48 Dern was the lone dissenter on the NRC.
Secretary Ickes reported the NRC decision to the President, who
sent it to Acting Director of the Budget Bell. Bell thought the use
of the NRC as a clearinghouse for flood information was useful
and suggested issuing a budget circular to this effect. Following
Roosevelt’s approval, Bell’s recommendation was implemented
with the issuance of Budget Circular 338 on 14 May 1936. The
proposal to conduct further flood control studies under the
direction of the Water Resources Committee of the NRC seemed
unnecessary to Bell, and no funds were allocated to the NRC for
this purpose.49
The NRC’s attempt to play a larger part in flood control did
not improve its visibility or its popularity in Congress. Public and
congressional attention focused on Senator Copeland, the Commerce Committee, and the “Copeland flood control bill,” as it
had come to be called. The nation’s newspapers carried long
articles on the flood problem and the Copeland bill. It was
reported at various times in late March and early April that a bill
involving the expenditure of $300 million, $500 million, or $800
million was about to be reported out of the committee. Occasionally, the papers briefly noted that the National Resources Committee would have a comprehensive river basin development
plan, including flood control, ready for the President by 1 December 1936.50 In the flood emergency atmosphere of April 1936,
this announcement appeared to impress no one except, possibly,
the President.
The President’s first public statement on flood control legislation after his return to Washington was at his 15 April press
conference. He said that he knew nothing yet about the Copeland
bill but would probably support flood control projects of some
sort, especially if “they put people to work right away.” He
reiterated that linking flood control to multipurpose river basin
development was the administration’s goal.51 When asked how
he felt about local interests paying the costs of land and damages
for projects, Roosevelt replied, “I don’t know. I haven’t given that
any consideration.“52 It appears, therefore, that FDR was
inclined toward approval of a flood control bill but was not ready
to commit himself publicly until the cost-sharing issue had been
resolved. His denial of giving any consideration to cost sharing
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could be true, but the question seems too important for him to
have totally ignored it. This was not the first (or last) time FDR
feigned ignorance of a subject he did not wish to discuss.
The President clearly wanted multipurpose river basin development but did not rule out a separate flood control bill. His chief
concerns at the time seemed to be the escalating costs of the
flood control program, the lack of a soil erosion component, and
the absence of any role for the National Resources Committee.
Roosevelt, as well as many Republicans, seemed to think the
National Resources Committee would provide an effective brake
on congressional public works projects. On 20 April, Roosevelt
sent a note to Senator Robinson asking if he could get a bill to
establish a permanent National Resources Committee through
the Senate “in order to stop wild raids for Public Works at the
next session.”53 During the debate on the Overton bill, which
revised the 1928 lower Mississippi flood control program,Senator Vandenberg and other Republicans vainly urged delay on the
measure until the National Resources Committee could present
a more comprehensive national flood control plan.54
In the course of these arguments, Louis Howe, Roosevelt’s
lifelong friend and chief advisor, died. The President went to
Massachusetts on 22 April for the funeral and stayed away until
28 April, by which time the Copeland bill had reached the floor of
the Senate. On the same day, hundreds of members of the Rivers
and Harbors Congress descended on the capital to plead for flood
control funds - urging passage of both the Overton and Copeland
bills. At his 28 April press conference, Roosevelt was again asked
about the Copeland bill. The President said the flood problem
could not be solved by “Army engineering only,” that is, by large
reservoirs and levees. Soil erosion and reforestation were needed
also. Asked specifically about his role in developing the bill, he
said, “No, I have not been consulted on it at all. All I know is what
I read in the paper.“55 On the same day Senator Copeland was
telling the Senate that he had “a good, broad hint” that unless
the land and damage costs were to be paid by local interests, the
President would veto the bill.56
The President finally gave some study to the Copeland bill on
1 May. He was prompted by a memo from his uncle, Frederic A.
Delano, chairman of the National Resources Committee, who
passed to him a scathing denunciation of the bill by three
members of the NRC’s Water Resources Committee. Chairman

84

THE EVOLUTION OF THE 1936 FLOOD CONTROL ACT

Wolman, along with WRC members from the Forest Service and
the Soil Conservation Service, denounced the bill as “thoroughly
rotten.” Specifically, the WRC group claimed that the bill, without sufficient study, would establish a basic philosophy for the
distribution of project costs that might prove impractical or cause
unforeseen problems in the future. Moreover, the bill included a
number of “pork barrel” projects that were still being studied by
various federal agencies and might turn out to be unsound. The
three members also complained about the draft legislation specifying the need to have interstate compacts approved by the
Secretary of War. This “intrusion of the War Department into
the picture seems likely to set a dangerous precedent for other
types of interstate cooperation.“57
Accompanying the WRC communication was a memorandum
from Charles Eliot to Delano setting forth his views of the
situation. He said it was essential to get the National Resources
Committee established on a permanent basis by Congress, but
he was frustrated. “Here is Copeland,” he said, “who sponsored
our bill [to establish the NRC], also sponsoring the new flood
control bill.” Eliot thought that “a word from the President to
Vice President Garner or Senator Robinson” would clarify the
situation and get the NRC bill passed. If the NRC could gain
permanence through congressional approval, “there would be no
question of our right, even with the present wording of the flood
control bill, to go ahead with coordination of flood control studies “58 However in anticipation that congressional approval
might not be forthcoming, Eliot was working with people from
the Department of Agriculture and the Water Resources Committee to draft amendments to the Copeland bill. These amendments would provide for participation of all appropriate federal
agencies in flood studies and would tie reforestation, soil erosion
control, grazing controls, and other land programs into flood
control. The key amendment was a substitute for Section 1, the
major policy statement, in the Copeland bill. The amendment
contained the following passage:
that the flood problem of any area should be handled in the relationship to
any associated problems in the use of land and water, not as an isolated
problem; that investigation looking to the prevention or control of floods and to
corollary benefits from the conservation of land and water resources constitute a proper activity of the federal government; and that such investigations should involve the joint activities of all federal agencies concerned with
the various types of problems in question, in cooperation with appropriate
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All the chief land and soil
conservation people who
opposed the Copeland bill were
not agreed that a series of
amendments to the bill was
really necessary or feasible.
Hugh Bennett, head of the Soil
Conservation Service, told
Eliot and the others drafting
the amendments that another
way of approaching the problem
was “to let the Copeland bill
go,” hoping it would be killed or
vetoed, and to push for a concurrent resolution of the two
houses to appropriate $5 mil- Hugh Bennett, Director, Soil C o n s e r lion for a large interdepartmenvation Service, 1935-1951.
tal flood study to resolve the
whole issue of water and land program coordination.60
The whole packet of memos from Delano, Eliot, and the
WRC, along with the amendments and Hugh Bennett’s joint
resolutions, was sent to the White House by Ickes on 30 April.
The next day, Roosevelt notified Senate Majority Leader Robinson that he found the Copeland bill to be “thoroughly unsound”
and supported his view with long passages from the WRC
communication. He suggested to Robinson that the bill not be
allowed to go through and in its place Congress should pass a
joint resolution to undertake a $5 million interdepartmental
study of the whole flood control subject and have the report back
to him by January 1937. He made no mention of the NRC and its
efforts to gain congressional recognition.61
Roosevelt’s letter had no major effect on the Senate. Robinson introduced no resolution to recommit or table the Copeland
bill. On the other hand, when news of the letter reached upstate
New York, people there reacted quickly. The mayor of Binghamton sent a telegram telling the President “our people fully
expect, based on communications from you and from our senators and congressmen, that the federal program of flood control
will be passed at this congress. Another flood would be disastrous to our business and industrial structures and to a large
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number of home owners.“62 Roosevelt told reporters on 5 May
that he was not in favor of the bill in its original form, but did not
know what form it was in at present. He understood that some
amendments were to be made and said that Senator Hayden had
seen him that day with some amendments. The President commented no further on the bill.63 Hayden, it appears, had met with
members of the Department of Agriculture and possibly also
Morris Cooke. The result of this meeting was an amendment,
dated 1 May 1936, that added the soil conservation work of the
department to the bill and expanded the statement of policy in
Section 1 to include soil erosion control along with flood control
as the goal of the bill. An earlier version of the amendment had
included reforestation and made the Forest Service a third
agency involved in flood control; however, this was dropped from
the printed amendment that Hayden sent to the White House on
1 May.
Hayden’s accompanying letter, written to FDR's assistant,
Marvin M. McIntyre, states that the amendments should bring
the bill into conformity “with the President’s message on Little
Waters ."64 This passing reference may offer a partial key to
Roosevelt’s increasingly positive attitude toward the Copeland
bill. Little Waters was a short polemic written by H.S. Person, E.
Johnston Coil, and Robert T. Beall in the fall of 1935. In emphasized the values of controlling runoff in small headwater streams
as a supplement or alternative to large dams for flood control,
hydroelectric power development, navigation, and irrigation.
Ickes sent a copy to the President on19 December 1935, but it
does not appear that FDR gave it any attention at this time.65
Hugh Bennett and Morris Cooke were particularly struck with
the implications of the report, and Cooke sent another copy to
Roosevelt on 22 January along with an enthusiastic endorsement.
The President now read the report, was delighted with it, and
asked Cooke for additional copies “for personal distribution.”
Always on the lookout for ways to expand federal hydroelectric
power production, Cooke began to lobby for the ideas embodied
in Little Waters, coining his own term for the program“upstream engineering.” FDR immediately liked the term and
said he would try to use it in some speeches. The Water
Resources Committee was quite skeptical of many of the ideas
in Little Waters but Cooke was convinced of its soundness and
wrote to Roosevelt on 5 May 1936 to keep upstream engineering
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in mind “as you scrutinize legislation,” assuring the President
that it would not only win “half the battle” against flood control,
but would also “stabilize the flow for a hydroelectric power plant
downstream.” The following day Cooke again sent a note to FDR
saying he had just heard that an interagency agreement had been
reached on the flood control bill. “In the opportunity it affords
Agriculture (Soil Erosion and Forestry) to experiment
‘upstream’ it looks like a considerable step forward.” He added
that “Senator Norris thinks it is okay.“66
By l2 May the President appeared to be on the verge of
endorsing the Copeland bill. When asked if he expected a flood
control bill at that session, he said, “I suppose there will be some
kind of flood legislation. I do not know what kind.” He added, “Of
course I believe we should have some flood legislation and,
especially, to start work this coming year on the most urgent
cases,” but he also reiterated his support for comprehensive
basin development.67 The New Ywk Times ran the remarks
under the headline “President Favors Flood Legislation.“68
Even more significant was Senator Robinson’s statement that
flood control legislation was one of the “must” bills for the
remaining days of the session.69 Obviously, Robinson ignored
Roosevelt’s suggestion of 1 May about waiting for another study.
Furthermore, there is no record that the President ever again
communicated his original suggestion, which may indicate that
the addition of upstream engineering by the Soil Conservation
Service may have changed his mind. When the flood bill came up
for full debate on 20 May, Copeland added the Hayden amendment to it which gave the Department of Agriculture (actually
the Soil Conservation Service) the right to plan projects for
watershed flood control in upstream areas.70 Another amendment, also introduced by Copeland, was probably part of a
compromise with the White House. It sought to establish the
National Resources Committee as an official advisor to the
President on all river basin and watershed matters as well as
other areas related to natural resources. This amendment was to
be taken up, however, only after the rest of the bill had been
voted upon -- a clear indication that Copeland expected it to lose
and did not want it to jeopardize the main bill.71
The Senate debate, while lengthy, was anticlimactic. Opponents of the bill, who had been swayed by Senator Tydings the
year before, were not very vocal, and Tydings himself took no
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part in the debate. The chief controversy centered around the
attempts of a group of senators from the lower Mississippi Valley
(plus Pennsylvania’s two senators) to delete the section that
required local interests to pay for land and damages. There was
considerable public support for this position. As debate on the bill
opened, more than 500 people from 22 states, calling themselves
the United States Flood Control Association, arrived in Washington wearing badges saying “Flood Control Now” and doing
everything they could to promote the Copeland bill. The federation had an effective leader in Tom R. Hutton, who was editor of
the Binghamton Pwss. Many members of the federation favored
100 percent federal financing of flood control projectsparticularly those from the Northeast, where costs for land and
damages would be high compared to other parts of the nation.
Copeland told the federation, though, that eliminating local contributions might kill the bill. “We must get a bill signed as well as
passed.“72
The first attempt to eliminate the land and damages payments came in an amendment by Senator Theodore G. Bilbo(Do
Mississippi), which was strongly supported by Senator Guffey.
Guffey believed that the excessive costs to Pennsylvania would
prevent any effort to construct the series of reservoirs to protect
Pittsburgh. However, when the vote came, the Bilbo amendment
lost 55 to 15. Guffey tried next to eliminate local payment of
damages because, again, in Pennsylvania costs would be high
due to the numerous railroad tracks that would need to be
moved. This amendment was defeated 52 to 11.73
Attempts to load up the bill with projects that had not been
recommended by the Chief of Engineers were also defeated
easily. One reason was that the majority of new projects in the
bill were for the populous Northeast and the majority of those
eliminated were large reservoirs chiefly for the Arkansas and
White river basins, an area which did not have enough senators
to form a significant bloc. Senator Robinson as majority leader
was the most powerful senator from this area, but he was
satisfied with assurances from Copeland that the studies authorized in Section 6 of the bill would ultimately result in the
authorization of the reservoir projects.74 Therefore, the bill
moved along without a major problem. On 21 May, it passed by a
voice vote.75 Only after the bill had passed did Copeland attempt
to add the National Resources Committee to the act (as Title 11).
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He spoke at some length on the virtues of comprehensive
planning, but when it became clear, as he undoubtedly thought it
would, that the proposal had no real support, he withdrew it.76
The bill then went back to the House. There it received some
rough treatment from congressmen in Missouri, Oklahoma,
Arkansas, and Louisiana, where flood control reservoirs offering
primarily water power benefits had been eliminated. But basically there was little opposition. On the final vote the House
endorsed Copeland’s revised H.R. 8455 by a vote of 297 to 51.77 It
was engrossed and sent to the President on 15 June.78
By this time all the available information indicates that
Roosevelt had decided to sign the bill. In fact, it appears that the
decision may have been made in late May just after it passed the
Senate. Three pieces of evidence lead to this conclusion. The
first is an exchange of letters between FDR and New York’s
Governor Lehman. Lehman had written the President on 8 May
urging him once again to press Congress for passage of the bill.
FDR did not reply until the twenty-third, two days after the
Senate passed the amended bill. He apologized to Lehman for the
delay in his response, explaining that he had been “waiting a bit
on developments on the Hill with respect to the flood control
measure.” Now he could reply to the governor that he was “very
hopeful that adequate steps will be taken before the Congress
adjourns.”79
Second, on 27 May the White House approved a request from
General Markham to increase the number of Army officers in
the Corps of Engineers in order to administer the expanded
rivers and harbors work, as well as to plan the vast program
contemplated in the Copeland flood control bill.80 It seems
doubtful that this expansion would have been approved by the
President if he had planned to veto the bill.
Third, and most telling, Roosevelt sent a note to Budget
Director Daniel W. Bell on 2 June. FDR attached a memo he had
received from Morris L. Cooke expressing fears that the final
version of the Copeland bill (which had to go back to the House
and was at this time under debate there) might leave out the soil
conservation amendments and endanger the future of MlZe
VKt!zters. The President asked Bell to “do the best you can” to
assure that soil conservation remained in the bill.81
As soon as the President received the engrossed bill from
Congress, he asked White House Staff Director Rudolph Foster
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to find out the last day he could sign the flood control bill in order
to get funds for it into the final deficiency bill for emergency relief
expenditures. Budget Director Bell told him it was 24 June, and
FDR told Foster to have all the flood control papers ready on the
twenty-second. In addition, he wanted to meet with Markham,
Henry Wallace, Cooke, Hugh Bennett, Frederic Delano, and Abel
Wolman to discuss which projects to undertake.82
If the President had any remaining thoughts of vetoing the
bill, he may have been persuaded otherwise by a well-organized
barrage of telegrams from the city councils, chambers ofcornmerce, and citizens of almost every flood-stricken region of
upstate New York.83 Such last-minute pressure was probably
unnecessary. Congress had declared itself ready to take action on
flood control, and it made little political sense to deny the
decision. The bill had passed by overwhelming majorities in both
houses -far more than the two-thirds that would have been
required to pass it over a veto. For the President to have vetoed a
measure so earnestly desired by both flood victims and the
unemployed on the eve of a national presidential election would
have been very out of character for FDR.
On 22 June the President signed H.R. 8455 without any
public ceremony. Two days later he received a letter from the
Flood Control Committee of the Binghamton Chamber of Cornmerce congratulating him on signing the bill. “With one stroke of
your pen, you have eased the minds of thousands of farmers,
industrialists and home owners.“84 A national program of flood
control had become, finally, the official policy of the federal
government.

CHAPTER VI

Conclusion

. .. , ._ ,
4

The Flood Control Act of 1936 established an enormous
commitment by the federal government to protect people and
property on approximately 100 million acres. The only limitations
on federal flood control projects were that the economic benefits
had to exceed the costs, and localinterests had to meet the ABC
requirements for local projects. Since 1936, Congress has authorized the Corps of Engineers to construct hundreds of miles of
levees, flood walls, and channel improvements and approximately
375 major reservoirs. These remarkable engineering projects
today comprise one of the largest single additions to the nation’s
physical plant -rivaled only by the highway system. They have
saved billions of dollars in property damage and protected hung
dreds of thousands of people from anxiety, injury, and death.
They stand today as one of the more significant marks of our
technical skill and humane spirit.
It was that faith in technology and intensity of humanitarian
spirit, exhibited especially during the catastrophic floods of 1936,
that explains congressional willingness to adopt such sweeping
legislation without examining its implications more thoroughly.
Hundreds of determined citizens came to Washington in the
spring of 1936 demanding “Flood Control Now.” Congress and
the President gave them what they wanted, hoping that in the
future all the intertwined elements of America’s river basins
could be tied together in some acceptable fashion. President
Roosevelt thought this could be accomplished in a year or two
through the National Resources Committee. But in Congress the
rivers-harborsflood control bloc, as it came to be called, hesitated to turn such politically sensitive questions over to a new
and relatively unknown agency steadfastly linked to thePresident and distant from the legislative branch. The NRC’s recommendation that Roosevelt veto the WilsonCopeland flood control
bill was certainly justified on administrative and technological
grounds, but it was poor political advice. Frederic A. Delano and
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One result of the 1936 Flood Control Act: a concrete flood control channel to help
prevent the L o s Angeles River from flooding metropolitan Los Angeles. The city hall
is in the background at the left. This picture was taken in 1941.

Charles E. Merriam were men of vision and intelligence who
should have accepted the fact that pork barrel legislation was a
factor in the American democratic political process - especially
in a presidential election year. President Roosevelt’s public statements about using the NRC to scrutinize the pork barrel projects
on rivers, harbors, and (after 1936) flood control legislation only
stiffened congressional resistance to the agency. By the end of
the 1930s, even the Republicans had abandoned the NRC, seeing
it more as an example of presidential authority than as a deterrent to irresponsible spending. Its elimination by Congress in
1943 was part of a general reaction against the whole concept of
centralized federal planning in which the rivers-harbors-flood
control bloc was only one factor.1
The long struggle between Roosevelt and Congress over the
National Resources Committee had very unfortunate consequences for the development of the nation’s water resources. It
left this complex task in the hands of four independent federal
agencies: the Corps of Engineers, the Federal Power Commission, the Reclamation Bureau, and the Soil Conservation
Service. For two decades or more, there was relatively little
coordination between these agencies except for establishing
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administrative boundaries. Only the Tennessee Valley Authority
could claim it was engaged in unified multi-purpose water
resources development; however, this was limited to the Tennessee River basin.
Fortunately, an increasing number of congressmen came to
recognize after 1936 that the four national water resources
agencies did not address the full range of water-related problems
facing the nation and were not required to coordinate carefully
those activities they did undertake. Consequently, the approximately 100 water resources laws passed since 1936 have added
many new functions and agencies and have provided for closer
and more constant cooperation between federal water agencies
and their counterparts at the state and local levels.2 While this
still falls short of unified action, it is a major step forward from
the situation in 1936.
The major agency in water resources is clearly the Army
Corps of Engineers. This had been the case in the 19th century,
and the Flood Control Act of 1936 assured that its role would be
greatly enlarged during the balance of the 20th century. The
1936 Flood Control Act was also an important turning point in
the scope of the Corps’ water resources activities. From 1824 to
1936 the civil works program of the Corps consisted almost
exclusively of navigation improvements. Even the vast lower
Mississippi program of the 1879-1936 era contained a large
navigation component. In the years after 1936, however, the
Corps steadily widened its array of water resources activities.
Much of this has resulted from legislation that has modified and
enlarged the huge program of flood control reservoir construction. For example, one consequence of the 1936 Flood Control
Act, which removed the ABC requirements from reservoirs, was
that the federal government remained the operator as well as
builder of flood control dams. While this was a welcome relief to
local interests faced with financing, operation, and maintenance
under the 1936 Flood Control Act, it also purposely allowed the
federal government to develop hydroelectric power at reservoir
sites. The Flood Control Act of 1944 provided for the establishment of park and recreation areas at Corps reservoirs and
authorized the sale of “surplus” water for domestic and industrial
use. Two years later, fish and wildlife protection in connection
with flood control projects was authorized.
Water resources program coordination between the COTS of
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Subsequent to passage of the 1936 Flood Control Act, hundreds of flood control dams
were built throughout the United States.

Engineers and other relevant federal, state, and local governments has slowly evolved. Beginning with the Flood Control Act
of 1944, coordination and consultation between the Corps and
other federal agencies and affected states and localities have
been mandated for the development and planning of projects.
However, the final decision making still rests with Congress.
The Water Resources Council (WRC), authorized in the Water
Resources Planning Act of 1965, was as close as Congress ever
came to creating the type of water resources coordination agency
envisioned by the National Resources Committee, but the
powers and activities of the WRC were far more modest than the
old NRC or Franklin Roosevelt would have wished.3 President
Reagan transferred the council’s activities and personnel to
other parts of the Executive Branch in 1982. In today’s Corps of
Engineers, water resources planning and coordination proceeds
under the authority of approximately 100 pieces of federal legislation, 22 executive orders, over 50 interagency agreements, and
more than 60 Office of Management and Budget circulars.4 Such
a jerry-built legislative and administrative structure is a clear
improvement over the previous tradition of uncoordinated action,
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but it still falls short of a fully integrated water resources
administrative framework.
Within the broad area of water resources development, the
Corps’ flood control program has changed dramatically over the
past 50 years. A significant manifestation of this is the changing
definition of the term “flood control” as contemplated in the 1936
act. This term has been enlarged to encompass the concepts of
“flood damage reduction” and “optimum flood plain management.” This conceptual change has been accompanied by a
‘noticeable shift away from the almost exclusive use of large,
expensive, and environmentally intrusive physical structures
toward smaller ones and/or a wide range of nonstructural programs such as flood warning systems, flood insurance, flood
plain information programs, and procedures to discourage new
building development on flood plains. Neither Congress nor the
Corps paid much attention to these alternative approaches until
the 1950s and 196Os, when the TVA undertook a very successful
flood plain management program, and the reports of water
resources experts such as Gilbert White (who had begun his
career in the 1930s with the National Resources Committee)
gradually convinced Congress and the Corps that this was an
important alternative to traditional structural solutions.5
It is unfortunate that the research on floods and flood control
carried out mainly since World War II by both government and
academic investigators was not available in 1936. If so, millions of
taxpayers’ dollars might have been more effectively spent. On
the other hand, it is not at all certain that Congress, in its haste to
respond to an emergency, would have listened carefully to the
full range of expert testimony even then available or that the
exigencies of the pork barrel legislative process would have been
overcome by rational inquiry. As a result, the flood control act
that emerged in 1936 largely ignored multipurpose development
and nonstructural alternatives. It sought to solve flood problems
through vast construction projects that have in a number of cases
been questioned by water resources experts. Nevertheless, the
decisive step toward a remarkably sophisticated and imaginative
flood plain management program was taken with the Flood
Control Act of 1936, though few who supported it could possibly
have foreseen where it would eventually lead. It speaks well of
our political process that this emergency-born and single-minded
flood control act has been gradually merged with rivers and
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harbors legislation to form the basis of a very successful multipurpose water resources program. In terms of flood control
alone, the present system provides a far more rational and
equitable way of designing projects than the act provided in 1936.
The fact that it took almost half a century to achieve is part of the
price we pay for a free democratic society. On balance, it seems a
price well worth paying.

Appendix A
EXCERPTS From THE FLOOD CONTROL ACT OF 1936
The following excerpts are taken from Laws of the United
States Relating To the Impyovement of Riveys and Hayboys From
August 11, 1790 To Januayy 2, 1939, 3 ~01s. (Washington, DC:
Government Printing Office, 1940), 32404-07, and 2438-39. The
only excerpted portions of Sections 1-4 are those dealing with the
establishment of policy, and Sections 8 and 9 are copied in their
entirety. The first paragraph of Section 5 is reproduced because
it authorizes the Secretary of War to approve the installation of
penstocks “or other similar facilities” to allow for future possible
hydroelectric power generation. The parts of the act authorizing
specific projects and studies are omitted.
Be it enacted by the Senate and Hose of Representatives of the United States
of America in Congress assembled,
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DECLARATION OF POLICY
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SECTION 1. It is hereby recognized that destructive floods upon the rivers
of the United States, upsetting orderly processes and causing loss of life and
property, including the erosion of lands, and impairing and obstructing
navigation, highways, railroads, and other channels of commerce between the
States, constitute a menace to national welfare; that it is the sense of
Congress that flood control on navigable waters or their tributaries is a proper
activity of the Federal Government in cooperation with States, their political
subdivisions, and localities thereof; that investigations and improvements of
rivers and other waterways, including watersheds thereof, for flood-control
purposes are in the interest of the general welfare; that the Federal Government should improve or participate in the improvement of navigable waters or
their tributaries, including watersheds thereof, for flood-control purposes if
the benefits to whomsoever they may accrue are in excess of the estimated
costs, and if the lives and social security of people are otherwise adversely
affected.
SEC. 2. That, hereafter, Federal investigations and improvements of rivers
and other waterways for flood control and allied purposes shall be under the
jurisdiction of and shall be prosecuted by the War Department under the
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direction of the Secretary of War and supervision of the Chief of Engineers,
and Federal investigations of watersheds and measures for run-off and
waterflow retardation and soil erosion prevention on watersheds shall be
under the jurisdiction of and shall be prosecuted by the Department of
Agriculture under the direction of the Secretary of Agriculture, except as
otherwise provided by Act of Congress; and that in their reports upon
examinations and surveys, the Secretary of War and the Secretary of Agriculture shall be guided as to flood-control measures by the principles set forth in
Section 1 in the determination of the Federal interests involved: Provided,
That the foregoing grants of authority shall not interfere with investigations
and river improvements incident to reclamation projects that may now be in
progress or may be hereafter undertaken by the Bureau of Reclamation of the
Interior Department pursuant to any general or specific authorization of law.
SEC. 3. That hereafter no money appropriated under authority of this Act
shall be expended on the construction of any project until States, political
subdivisions thereof, or other responsible local agencies have given
assurances satisfactory to the Secretary of War that they will (a) provide
without cost to the United States all lands, easements, and rights-of-way
necessary for the construction of the project, except as otherwise provided
herein; (b) hold and save the United States free from damages due to the
construction works; (c) maintain and operate all the works after completion in
accordance with regulations prescribed by the Secretary of War: Provided,
That the construction of any dam authorized herein may be undertaken
without delay when the dam site has been acquired and the assurances
prescribed herein have been furnished without awaiting the acquisition of the
easements and rights-of-way required for the reservoir area: And provided
further, That whenever expenditures for lands, easements, and rights-of-way
by States, political subdivisions thereof, or responsible local agencies for any
individual project or useful part thereof shall have exceeded the present
estimated construction cost therefor, the local agency concerned may be
reimbursed one-half of its excess expenditures over said estimated construction cost: And provided further, That when benefits of any project or useful
part thereof accrue to lands and property outside of the State in which said
project or part thereof is located, the Secretary of War with the consent of the
State wherein the same are located may acquire the necessary lands, easements, and rights-of-way for said project or part thereof after he has received
from the States, political subdivisions thereof, or responsible local agencies
benefited the present estimated cost of said lands, easements, and rights-ofway, less one-half the amount by which the estimated cost of these lands,
easements, and rights-of-way exceeds the estimated construction cost
corresponding thereto: And jwovi&d further, That the Secretary of War shall
determine the proportion of the present estimated cost of said lands, easements, and rights-of-way that each State, political subdivision thereof, or
responsible local agency should contribute in consideration for thebenefits to
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be received by such agencies: AmI provided further, That whenever not less
than 75 per centum of the benefits as estimated by the Secretary of War of any
project or useful part thereof accrue to lands and property outside the State in
which said project or part thereof is located provision (c) of this section shall
not apply thereto; nothing herein shall impair or abridge the powers now
existing in the Department of War with respect to navigable streams: Atid
providkdfurther, That nothing herein shall be construed to interfere with the
completion of any reservoir or flood control work authorized by the Congress
and now under way.
SEC. 4. The consent of Congress is hereby given to any two or more States
to enter into compacts or agreements in connection with any project or
operation authorized by this Act for flood control or the prevention of damage
to life or property by reason of floods upon any stream or streams and their
tributaries which lie in two or more such States, for the purpose of providing,
in such manner and such proportion as may be agreed upon by such States and
approved by the Secretary of War, funds for construction and maintenance, for
the payment of damages, and for the purchase of rights-of-way, lands, and
easements in connection with such project or operation. No such compact or
agreement shall become effective without the further consent or ratification of
Congress, except a compact or agreement which provides that all money to be
expended pursuant thereto and all work to be performed thereunder shall be
expended and performed by the Department of War, with the exception of
such reasonable sums as may be reserved by the States entering into the
compact or agreement for the purpose of collecting taxes and maintaining the
necessary State organizations for carrying out the compact or agreement.
FLOOD CONTROL ACT OF

1936

SEC. 5. That pursuant to the policy outlined in Sections 1 and 3, the
following works of improvement, for the benefit of navigation and the control
of destructive flood waters and other purposes, are hereby adopted and
authorized to be prosecuted, in order of their emergency as may be designated
by the President, under the direction of the Secretary of War and supervision
of the Chief of Engineers in accordance with the plans in the respective
reports and records hereinafter designated:Provided, That penstocks or other
similar facilities, adapted to possible future use in the development of adequate electric power may be installed in any dam herein authorized when
approved by the Secretary of War upon the recommendation of the Chief of
Engineers . . . .

_:- . .

. - 1,

SEC. 8. Nothing in this Act shall be construed as repealing or amending
any provision of the Act entitled “An Act for the control of floods on the
Mississippi River and its tributaries, and for other purposes,” approved May
15, 1928, or any provision of any law amendatory thereof. The authority
conferred by this Act and any funds appropriated pursuant thereto for
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expenditure are supplemental to all other authority and appropriations relating to the departments or agencies concerned, and nothing in this Act shall be
construed to limit or retard any department or agency in carrying out similar
and related activities heretofore or hereafter authorized, or to limit the
exercise of powers conferred on any department or agency by other provisions of law* carrying out similar and related activities.
SEC. 9. The sum of $310,000,000 is authorized to be appropriated for
carrying out the improvements herein and the sum of $lO,OOO,OOO is authorized to be appropriated and expended in equal amounts by the Departments
of War and Agriculture for carrying out any examinations and surveys
provided for in the Act and other Acts of Congress:Provided, That not more
than $50,000,000 of such sum shall be expended during the fiscal year ending
June 30, 1937: Provided further, That for the relief of unemployment, in
addition to the regular appropriation, persons may be employed on such works
of improvement and the compensation of said persons when so employed shall
be paid from the funds available to the Works Progress Administration for the
continuance of relief and work relief on useful projects.
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*So in original.
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