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On Sept. 30, 1935, President Franklin D. Roosevelt 
gave this speech at the dedication of then-world’s larg-
est dam—in Boulder Canyon on the Colorado River, the 
border between Arizona and Nevada.

Boulder Dam, later renamed Hoover Dam, trans-
formed the environment of the region, creating the 115-
mile-long Lake Meade, and provided flood control, ir-
rigation, and hydroelectric power for huge sections of 
Arizona, Nevada, and California that still benefit from 
that project begun more than three-quarters of a cen-
tury ago. 

The building of the Boulder Dam, as FDR says here, 
was led by a “Federal government concerned with the 
general welfare.”

Contrast the American outlook expressed here by 
the President who led the nation through its until-then 
worst economic straits, with the orientation now pro-
jected from the White House Teleprompter, and you will 
have further reason to make sure that the current Presi-
dent is sent packing before the 75th anniversary of the 
celebratory remarks below.

Senator  Pittman,  Secretary  Ickes,  Governors  of  the 
Colorado [River]’s States, and you especially, who have 
built Boulder Dam:

This morning I came, I saw and I was conquered, as 
everyone would be who sees for the first time this great 
feat of mankind.

Ten years ago the place where we are gathered was 
an  unpeopled,  forbidding  desert.  In  the  bottom  of  a 
gloomy canyon, whose precipitous walls rose to a height 
of more than a thousand feet, flowed a turbulent, danger-
ous river. The mountains on either side of the canyon 
were difficult of access, with neither road nor trail, and 
their  rocks  were  protected  by  neither  trees  nor  grass 
from the blazing heat of the sun. The site of Boulder City 
was a cactus-covered waste. The transformation wrought 
here in these years is a twentieth-century marvel.

We are here to celebrate the completion of the great-
est dam in the world, rising 726 feet above the bedrock 
of  the  river  and  altering  the  geography  of  a  whole 
region; we are here to see the creation of the largest ar-
tificial  lake  in  the  world—115  miles  long,  holding 
enough water, for example, to cover the State of Con-
necticut to a depth of ten feet; and we are here to see 
nearing completion, a powerhouse which will contain 
the largest generators and turbines yet installed in this 
country, machinery that can continuously supply nearly 
two million horsepower of electric energy.

All  these  dimensions  are  superlative. They  repre-
sent and embody the accumulated engineering knowl-
edge and experience of centuries; and when we behold 
them,  it  is fitting  that we pay tribute  to  the genius of 
their designers. We recognize also the energy, resource-
fulness and zeal of the builders, who, under the greatest 
physical obstacles, have pushed this work forward to 
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completion  two  years  in  advance  of  the  contract  re-
quirements. But especially, we express our gratitude to 
the thousands of workers who gave brain and brawn to 
this great work of construction.

Beautiful and great as this structure is, it must also 
be considered in its relationship to the agricultural and 
industrial development,  and  in  its  contribution  to  the 
health and comfort of the people of America who live in 
the Southwest.

To divert and distribute the waters of an arid region, 
so that there shall be security of rights and efficiency in 
service, is one of the greatest problems of law and of ad-
ministration to be found in any Government. The farms, 
the cities, the people who live along the many thousands 
of  miles  of  this  river  and  its  tributaries—all  of  them 
depend upon the conservation, the regulation, and the eq-
uitable division of its ever-changing water supply. What 
has been accomplished on the Colorado in working out 
such a scheme of distribution is inspiring to the whole 
country. Through  the  cooperation  of  the  States  whose 
people depend upon this river, and of the Federal Gov-
ernment which is concerned in the general welfare, there 
is being constructed a system of distributive works and 

of laws and practices which will 
insure to the millions of people 
who now dwell in this basin, and 
the millions of others who will 
come to dwell here in future gen-
erations, a just, safe, and perma-
nent  system  of  water  rights.  In 
devising  these  policies  and  the 
means  for  putting  them  into 
practice,  the  Bureau  of  Recla-
mation  of  the  Federal  Govern-
ment has taken, and is destined 
to  take  in  the  future,  a  leading 
and helpful part. The Bureau has 
been the instrument which gave 
effect  to  the  legislation  intro-
duced  in  Congress  by  Senator 
Hiram  Johnson  and  Congress-
man Phil Swing.

We know that, as an unregu-
lated river, the Colorado added 
little of value to the region this 
dam serves. When in flood, the 
river was a threatening torrent. 
In the dry months of the year, it 
shrank to a trickling stream. For 

a generation the people of the Imperial Valley had lived 
in the shadow of disaster from this river which provided 
their  livelihood, and which  is  the  foundation of  their 
hopes for themselves and their children. Every spring 
they awaited with dread the coming of a flood, and at 
the end of nearly every summer, they feared a shortage 
of water would destroy their crops.

The  gates  of  these  great  diversion  tunnels  were 
closed here  at Boulder Dam  last February.  In  June  a 
great flood came down the river. It came roaring down 
the canyons of the Colorado, through Grand Canyon, 
Iceberg, and Boulder Canyons, but it was caught and 
safely held behind Boulder Dam.

Last year a drought of unprecedented severity was 
visited upon the West. The watershed of this Colorado 
River did not escape. In July the canals of the Imperial 
Valley went dry. Crop losses in that Valley alone totaled 
$10,000,000  that  summer.  Had  Boulder  Dam  been 
completed one year earlier, this loss would have been 
prevented, because  the spring flood would have been 
stored to furnish a steady water supply for the long, dry 
summer and fall.

Across  the  San  Jacinto  Mountains  southwest  of 
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President Franklin Roosevelt (center) visited the newly completed Boulder Dam (now, 
Hoover Dam) on Sept. 30, 1935, describing it as “the greatest dam in the world.” The 
President exclaimed, “I came, I saw, and I was conquered, as everyone would be who sees, 
for the first time, this great feat of mankind.”
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Boulder Dam, the cities of Southern California are con-
structing an aqueduct to cost $220,000,000, which they 
have raised, for the purpose of carrying the regulated 
waters of the Colorado River to the Pacific Coast 259 
miles away.

Across  the  desert  and  mountains  to  the  west  and 
south,  run  great  electric  transmission  lines  by  which 
factory motors, street and household lights, and irriga-
tion pumps will be operated in Southern Arizona and 
California. Part of this power will be used in pumping 
the water through the aqueduct to supplement the do-
mestic supplies of Los Angeles and surrounding cities.

Navigation of  the  river  from Boulder Dam  to  the 
Grand  Canyon  has  been  made  possible,  a  115-mile 
stretch  that has been  traversed  less  than half a dozen 
times in history. An immense new park has been created 
for the enjoyment of all our people.

At what cost was this done? Boulder Dam and the 
powerhouses together cost a total of $108,000,000, all 
of which will be repaid with interest in fifty years under 
the contracts  for sale of  the power. Under  these con-
tracts,  already  completed,  not  only  will  the  cost  be 
repaid, but the way is opened for the provision of needed 
light and power to the consumer at reduced rates. In the 
expenditure of the price of Boulder Dam during the de-
pression years, work was provided for 4,000 men, most 
of them heads of families, and many thousands more 
were enabled to earn a livelihood through manufacture 
of materials and machinery.

And this picture is true on different scales in regard 
to the thousands of projects undertaken by the Federal 
Government, by the States and by the counties and mu-
nicipalities in recent years. The overwhelming majority 
of them are of definite and permanent usefulness.

Throughout our national history we have had a great 
program of public improvements, and in these past two 
years all that we have done has been to accelerate that 
program. We know, too, that the reason for this speed-
ing up was the need of giving relief to several million 
men and women, whose earning capacity had been de-
stroyed by the complexities and lack of thought of the 
economic system of the past generation.

No sensible person is foolish enough to draw hard 
and fast classifications as to usefulness or need. Obvi-
ously,  for  instance,  this  great  Boulder  Dam  warrants 
universal approval because  it will prevent floods and 
flood damage, because it will irrigate thousands of acres 
of tillable land, and because it will generate electricity 
to  turn  the  wheels  of  many  factories  and  illuminate 

countless homes. But can we say that a five-foot brush-
wood dam across the headwaters of an arroyo, and cost-
ing only a millionth part of Boulder Dam, is an undesir-
able project or a waste of money? Can we say that the 
great brick high school, costing $2,000,000, is a useful 
expenditure but that a little wooden school house proj-
ect, costing five or ten thousand dollars, is a wasteful 
extravagance? Is it fair to approve a huge city boule-
vard and, at the same time, disapprove the improvement 
of a muddy farm-to-market road?

While we do all of this, we give actual work to the 
unemployed and at the same time we add to the wealth 
and assets of the Nation. These efforts meet with the ap-
proval of the people of the Nation.

In a little over two years, this great national work 
has accomplished much. We have helped mankind by 
the works themselves and, at the same time, we have 
created the necessary purchasing power to throw in the 
clutch to start the wheels of what we call private indus-
try. Such expenditures on all of these works, great and 
small, flow out to many beneficiaries; they revive other 
and more remote industries and businesses. Money is 
put in circulation. Credit is expanded, and the financial 
and industrial mechanism of America is stimulated to 
more and more activity. Labor makes wealth. The use 
of materials makes wealth. To employ workers and ma-
terials when private employment has failed, is to trans-
late into great national possessions the energy that oth-
erwise  would  be  wasted.  Boulder  Dam  is  a  splendid 
symbol of that principle. The mighty waters of the Col-
orado were running unused to the sea. Today we trans-
late them into a great national possession.

I might go further and suggest to you that use begets 
use. Such works  as  this  serve  as  a means of making 
useful other national possessions. Vast deposits of pre-
cious  metals  are  scattered  within  a  short  distance  of 
where we stand today. They await the development of 
cheap power.

These great Government power projects will affect 
not only  the development of agriculture and  industry 
and mining in the sections that they serve, but they will 
also  prove  useful  yardsticks  to  measure  the  cost  of 
power throughout the United States. It is my belief that 
the Government should proceed  to  lay down the first 
yardstick from this great power plant in the form of a 
State power line, assisted in its financing by the Gov-
ernment, and tapping the wonderful natural resources 
of Southern Nevada. Doubtless the same policy of fi-
nancial assistance to State authorities can be followed 



October 1, 2010   EIR  History   63

in the development of Nevada’s sister State, Arizona, 
on the other side of the River.

With it all, with work proceeding in every one of the 
more than three thousand counties in the United States, 
and  of  a  vastly  greater  number  of  local  divisions  of 
Government, the actual credit of Government agencies 
is on a stronger and safer basis than at any time in the 
past  six  years.  Many  States  have  actually  improved 
their financial position in the past two years. Municipal 
tax receipts are being paid when the taxes fall due, and 
tax arrearages are steadily declining.

It is a simple fact that Government spending is al-
ready beginning to show definite signs of its effect on 
consumer spending; that the putting of people to work 
by the Government has put other people to work through 
private employment, and that in two years and a half, 
we have come to the point today where private industry 
must  bear  the  principal  responsibility  of  keeping  the 
processes of greater employment moving forward with 
accelerated speed.

The people of the United States are proud of Boul-
der Dam. With the exception of the few who are narrow 
visioned, people everywhere on the Atlantic Seaboard, 
people in the Middle West and the Northwest, people in 
the South, must surely recognize that the national ben-
efits which will be derived from the completion of this 
project will make themselves felt  in every one of the 
forty-eight States. They know that poverty or distress in 
a  community  two  thousand  miles  away  may  affect 
them, and equally that prosperity and higher standards 
of living across a whole continent will help them back 
home.

Today marks the official completion and dedication 
of Boulder Dam, the first of four great Government re-
gional units. This is an engineering victory of the first 
order—another  great  achievement  of  American  re-
sourcefulness, American skill and determination.

That is why I have the right, once more, to congratu-
late you who have built Boulder Dam, and on behalf of 
the Nation, to say to you, “Well done.”

Boulder Dam under construction, in 1933, 
the first year of FDR’s Presidency. Thousands 
of productive jobs were created in its 
construction: Clockwise, from top left: 
Workmen placing concrete in block at mid-
section of the dam (July 18, 1933); the view 
looking upstream through Black Canyon, 
showing downstream cofferdam and rock 
backwash barrier (March 30, 1933); looking 
upstream toward the dam site, showing outlet 
portals of all four diversion tunnels. The flow 
of the Colorado River is approximately 
70,000 cubit feet per second (June 20, 1933).

NARA’s Rocky Mountain Region, Denver, Colo.

NARA’s Rocky Mountain Region, Denver, Colo.
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