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1: Pulgas Water Temple c. 1908. Web. 
2: SF Waterfront post 1906 Fire. Web. 

Where is the line between engineering and politics? 



San Francisco’s Water Supply 

-Inadequate supply for expanding 

population 

-Corruption in the Spring Valley 

Water Company 

-1906 Earthquake/Fire 

-Public vs. Private control of water 

resources (pendulum) 
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1: Pulgas Water Temple c. 1908. Web. 
2: SF Waterfront post 1906 Fire. Web. 



History of Hetch Hetchy Valley 

-Located in Yosemite National Park, 

15 miles Northwest of Yosemite Valley 

-1850: European settlers first arrive 

-1890’s: San Francisco begins 

process to acquire Hetch Hetchy 

-1901: SF Mayor James Phelan 

applies for water rights on the 

Tuolumne River 

-Aug 1913: Passage of the Raker Act 
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1: Pre-Dam Hetch Hetchy (HH) c. 1908. PC: Restore Hetch Hetchy 
2: Post-Dam HH. PC: San Francisco Public Utilities Commission 

1 

2 



Major Players 
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1: Pre-Dam Hetch Hetchy (HH) c. 1908. PC: Restore Hetch Hetchy 
2: Post-Dam HH. PC: San Francisco Public Utilities Commission 

James Phelan, 
SF Mayor 

PC: FoundSF 

John Ripley Freeman, 
Consulting Engineer 

PC: ResearchGate 

M.M. O’Shaugnessy, SF 
City Engineer 

PC: GoldenGateBridge.org 

Robert Underwood 
Johnson, Secretary 

PC: Sierra Club 

John Muir, Founder 
PC: Sierra Club 

City of San Francisco Sierra Club 
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1 

1: H.R. 7207, The Raker Bill, August 5, 1913, National Archives. 

San Francisco’s Plea for Hetch Hetchy 

-SF needed Congressional approval to place a dam in 

Yosemite National Park. 

-Freeman Report convinced Congress to dam Hetch 

Hetchy. 

-Invincible argument for Tuolumne River 

-Eliminated 12+ water sources (e.g. Sacramento, 

Mokelumne, Feather, Eel, etc.). 

-Reservoir would enhance the natural beauty. 

-Sierra Club main opposition to SF’s claim to Hetch 

Hetchy. 
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1: H.R. 7207, The Raker Bill, August 5, 1913, National Archives. 
2: Bruce Sinclair, “"Engineering the Golden State…” 
 

Freeman Report 

2 1 
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Important Findings 

-Alleged suppression of an engineering report 

in support of Mokelumne River from U.S. 

government (Bartell Report) 

-A new figure: Taggart Aston 

-Aston’s encounter with SF Engineering 

Department 

-San Francisco Examiner vs. Aston, U.S. 9th 

Circuit Court of Appeals 

1 

1: Taggart Aston letter to Hon. Scott Ferris. Bancroft Library. 
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Taggart Aston 

-Consulting Engineer hired by 

Eugene J. Sullivan, owner of 

Sierra Blue Lakes Co. 

 

-Sent a letter to Congress 

exposing an internal report in 

support of Mokelumne 

alternative.i 

“Bartell Report” 

1: Taggart Aston w/ Vincent Vero (of Louden Eng.) Taken at Malibu, Dec. 1946. PC: Terence Aston 
2: Taggart Aston on Powell St, San Francisco, Oct. 1948. PC: Terence Aston 

1 

2 
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“Its [Bartell Report] findings conceded the 

Mokelumne to have a Water Supply sufficient for 

the needs of San Francisco for the next 100 

years, at least.” i 

 

“Upon returning to my office some hours later my 

assistants informed me that the City Engineers 

department had sent an official to my office 

threatening to inform the police if the report was 

not returned forthwith, and stating it was a 

document which was not supposed to be seen, 

and that the Assistant who let me see it would 

get into serious trouble for so doing.” i 

1 

i,1: i:  Taggart Aston. Letter to Hon. Scott Ferris, July 8th 1913. Bancroft Library, Univ. of 
California Berkeley.  Call No: BANC MSS C-B 385 Box 1. 
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How the “Silver Bullet” missed 

-Senate Public Lands Committee held a hearing 

in response to allegations. 

- The Advisory Board of Army Engineers 

requested Bartell Report, but told by SF it did 

not exist.ii 

-Eugene J. Sullivan’s testimony discredited 

during July 7th 1913 Senate Public Lands 

Committee. 

-Aston’s second plea to Hon. Scott Ferris failed. 

-August 1st 1913: Raker Act passes HOR 

-December 2nd 1913: Passes Senate 

 

 

1:  ENGINEER’S REPORT IS BRANDED FALSE. San Francisco Call , page 54, May 28th 
1911. 
ii:  Taggart Aston Letter to Hon. Scott Ferris, July 6th 1913. Bancroft Library, Univ. of 
California Berkeley. Call No: BANC MSS C-B 385 Box 1. 

1 
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San Francisco Examiner vs. Aston 

-U.S. 9th Circuit Court of Appeals caseiii 

-Filed in 1915 by the plaintiff Taggart Aston against William Randolph 

Hearst, owner of the San Francisco Examiner newspaper, for 

“misleading, defamatory, libelous, unprivileged” claims written about 

him in a December 1913 special issue. 

-Court ruled in favor of Aston 

 

“Tool, sycophant or hireling of the said Eugene J. Sullivan, and, therefore, of “a thief” and “of a 

man who ought to be in the penitentiary” and that as such he would “stultify himself and 

prostitute his personal honor and professional reputation to do the servile bidding of such an 

employer without reference to truth and right” – Quotes from San Francisco Examiner iii 

iii: Examiner Printing Company (a corporation) and William Randolph Hearst vs. Taggart Aston. 
Filed: March 1916. United States 9th Circuit Court of Appeals.. 
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Political Clout of Engineers 

• Mokelumne River was equivalent capacity, lower cost, less timeiv 

• Was Hetch Hetchy really the best alternative? 

• Problematic intersection between politics and engineering where 

engineers acted as politicians. 

• Engineers at this time wielded great political power. 

• Evident in popular culture: engineers were featured as leading men in best-selling 

novels and movies at the time.v 

• Ideology of nature serving multiple purposes managed by engineers. 

iv: Sarah Elkind, Bay Cities and Water Politics (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1998) 
v: Bruce Sinclair, “"Engineering the Golden State…” 

Where is the line between engineering and politics? 



Sources Used 
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1) Primary Source Documents 

a) Bancroft Library, UC Berkeley 

 -O’Shaughnessy’s, Robert Underwood Johnson’s, Grunsky’s, etc. Papers 

b) Special Collections, UC Davis 

c) Water Resources Archives, UC Riverside 

d) Historical Newspaper Archives, ProQuest 

e) Court Case Archives, Public Record 

f) Family Records*** 

2) Secondary Sources 

a) “The Battle over Hetch Hetchy: America's Most Controversial Dam and the Birth of Modern 

Environmentalism” by Robert Righter 

b) “Dam!: Water, Power, Politics, and Preservation in Hetch Hetchy and Yosemite National Park” 

by John Simpson 

c) "Engineering the Golden State: Technics, Politics, and Culture in Progressive Era California." Essay by 

Bruce Sinclair 


