
BLAKE GUMPRECHT. The Los Angeles River:
Its Life, Death, and Possible Rebirth.
(Creating the North American Landscape.)
Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University
Press. 1999. Pp. x, 369. $39.95

Gumprecht Blake. The Los Angeles River: Its Life, Death, and Possible
Rebirth. (Creating the North American Landscape.) Baltimore:  Johns
Hopkins University Press.  1999. Pp.  x,  369. $39.95.

The American Historical Review, Volume 106, Issue 1, February 2001,
Pages 180–181, https://doi.org/10.1086/ahr/106.1.180
Published: 
01 February 2001

Get access


Mansel G. Blackford

Issue Section: 
Canada and the United States

Article PDF first page preview

https://doi.org/10.1086/ahr/106.1.180
javascript:;
https://academic.oup.com/ahr/search-results?f_TocHeadingTitle=Canada+and+the+United+States


This content is only available as a PDF.

© American Historical Association 2001

You do not currently have access to this article.

180 l?eviews of Book 

Book .) euttle: nisersity of Wr,shington Press. 1999. 
Pp. xs, 323. $35.00. 

This book begin with ihe observation that the re la• 
tionsh ip between nature und hurnan oclcty's oiler· 
ation or nature is reci procal: people change nature. 
and, in rciponse. nature affects the way people li,e and 
work. This keen insight provides the starting point for 
Mark Ficge's investigat ion into the history of irrigated 
agriculture in ldaho. 

While in ·pecting the nake Rlver valley, Fiege no­
ticerl that the complex system of cana ls, ditches. and 
condu i1s re lied as much on th e: area's nn 1ural gcogra~ 
phy ns it did on the imposition of technology and 
science upon the landscape. For example, what ap• 
peared to be a natura lly occurring creek neur lhe town 
of Buhl wns in fact o porI of the irrlgal ion nc1work. Bu t 
this creek, though "a component of hydrau lic technol­
ogy, " was not completely nrt i ficinl (p. SJ. Its pnth 
traced n "crease made in the Ju nd by geological force " 
and ns such was os much o pnrt of 11tc natural 
environment as the river whose diverted waters were 
carried by the crec:k IO d wn tren,n farmers (p. 6). The 
conve rgence of nature and technology leads f icge to 
think about th e hi IOI)' of irrigation in o way that 
emphasize na ture·s responsiveness 10 the alterations 
wrought by human society. 

This perspect ive frames Ficge'R inquir ies into a 
series of topics integ!'al to lht history or the irrigated 
landscape in .Idaho. He traces the pluns for and 
l-Onstruc1ion of irrigution works from their origins in 
the late nineteenth ce ntury. By 1928, irrigalors recog­
nized that nature cont inually rinswercd every nrti/icial 
encroachment on the landscape. As one engineer put 
it, " Reclamation is something like housekeeping. It is 
never finished" (p. 41). icge extends th i ob erv1ttion 
to the ultimately uncontro lluble responses of vegeta­
tion , animals. and insects to the phys ical transforma­
tion of the land and water. The more humans sought to 
impo e sclcntittc order on nature, the more chulleng• 
cs- social os well as scientific- they creo rc<l for them­
selves. fiegc ca rries this interpretation th rough a 
tll scu. sion of wa ter law, focu ·ing pank uliirly on the 
Western Innovation of the doctr ine of prior " PPropri ­
atilln. I-l e concludes, not surprisi ngly, th!ll the new 
legal doctrines did 11 01 eliminate contlic1. in part 
because competing claims for water lncrca cd while 
the physicu l supply decreased. 

Ficge then turns his auention 10 ommcrcial ag ri ­
culture, specifica lly to u comparison of the economics 
of scale or large-sca le enterprise and smaller, farnily­
owncd and operated rar rns. Euch genera ted oltcrutions 
in lhe landscape a11cl erected insti tut ional strucwres 10 

support their modes of production, part icularly their 
use or labor. In keep ing with re ent contribution. to 
the new rural history. Flcgc merges the ·e once un ti­
tbe1ical categories or analysis, finding substantial 
poin ts or physical, economic. nnd ·odal in1erscctio11. 
In sell ing !heir crops, formers encountered not the 
systematic, ordered proccs< the Progressives promised 

AMllRI N lhsToRtCAL Ruvrnw 

bui on "inherently chaot ic, hazardous" market (p. 
145). Repeatedly, iege argues, farmer , lrrigators, 
engineers, and reformers fou nd the drea m or an 
ordered, cientifically engineered, technological soci• 
cty dMhed by 1he reuli ties of the irrigoted landscape. 
In hi · final chapter, Fiege analyzes the metaphors and 
myth, that powered the irrigated landscape. Even in 
the eontemporal)' imagination, disillu. ionmcnt re­
placed the dream. 

This book represe nts u remarkable accomplishment. 
It tells in great historica l, ·ientific. and litera ry detail 
the hist.ol)' o( irrignted agricu lture in Idaho. JI · ccntrnl 
idco- that nature trumps the hubris of humanity- is a 
t'Ompelling moral ror nny story, bu t particu larly for an 
envi ronmental historian concerned. as is Ficge, with 
understanding human society's re lationsh ip 10 nalu rc. 
Anyone in terested in Idaho's experience wi th irrig~­
tion will have to begin here, and marvel, a did Fiege, 
at the complex re lation hip between people and the 
_lanrt ,;cape. 

It is because tir e book hold such promise for 
rclnt ing that histOI)' to the broader history of irr igation 
in the , estern United States that one wants to a.~k for 
more than the focused, richly detai led story J' legc tells. 
Readers familiar wi th the development of we. tern 
waler law, the well-charted histOI)' of irrigntion and 
ugriculture in Colifornin and Arizona, and the po liti• 
cal. inst itut ional, and lega l pnlblems surrounding 
those events will tind much relevant materiu l here, but 
Ficge has not made the conceptual or historical l inks 
~xplicit . Even in the abundant endnotes (for which the 
publi~hcr rc"lly ought to have supplied p:tgc number 
call-outs), there is li11le anntJtntcd discussion of the 
literature to which this book is squarely related. This 
focused case study exhibi ts m1111y of the merits of the 
genre. Yet for the scholar interested in the fundn mcn­
tal issues ra ised by the topic. the Idaho case stud)' 
would be even more illuminating had th~ broader 
connections been laid out and the ex isting l iterature 
dircelly and crit ically engaged. 
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8 1.Al<E GUMPR •CIrr. '/7te Lo A ngele River: fts life. 
Oemh, ""'' Possible Rebirth . ( renting the orth 
American Landscape.) Baltimore: Johns Hopk ins Uni• 
vorsi ty Press. 1999. Pp. x, 369. $39.95. 

In th i well-wri11en and beautifully crafted study, Bloke 
Gllmprecht. provides n close look ut the osolut ion of 
one of America 's most urhan river , focusing on the 
imµoct the river hus hod 011 human activities and how, 
in turn, those nclivitics have allered the stream. 
Slightly more thrtn fifty miles IOnJl. the Los Angele.~ 
Rive r is today lillle more than a concrete-line conduit 
(or sewage water flowing to the sea, something or n 
joke to mo t nearby residents. uch was 1101 always the 
case, Gumprecht shows. The river wus essent ial to the: 
development of the Los Angeles region. As Gumpre­
cht ob. erves, the history of the Los Ange les River is "u 
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