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Advance Praise for Beyond Chinatown:
The Metropolitan Water District and the
Environment in Southern California

Steve Erie knocks another one out of the ballpark. Having written a superb
book on machine politics in Rainbow’s End and having brought the state
back into urban politics in compelling fashion in Globalizing L.A., Erie does
path-breaking work once again in his analysis of water politics in Beyond
Chinatown, showing us the importance of regionalization and how to study
it. The second of a trilogy on infrastructure in southern California, Erie’s new
book is another fascinating saga in how the west was developed.

— Clarence Stone, research professor, George Washington
University, and emeritus professor, University of Maryland

Water history is tough to write, and no one has done it better than Steven P.
Erie in this fast-paced narrative based on monumental research. I marvel at the
multi-faceted inclusiveness of this story of water, region, politics, engineering,
growth, and the environment.

—Kevin Starr, professor of history,
University of Southern California

In this path-breaking history of the MWD, Steve Erie brilliantly debunks L.A.s
greatest urban legend and opens bold new perspectives on the secret history of
Southern California.

—Mike Davis, professor of urban and environmental history,
University of California, Irvine

Perception may be reality in politics, and water politics are no exception, but
perception and mythology are hardly enough to support critical public policy
decisions on water for people and the environment. Professor Erie lays out for
serious students and average readers alike a compelling study of the perception
and reality of the MET and the major figures and events that define it. The
history of real life intrigue revealed is worthy of the Chinatown title, but there
is much more here for today’s leaders seeking to find a model of success for
regional cooperation and accomplishment.

—Ron Gastelum, former CEO, Metropolitan Water District
of Southern California



In this sweeping history, Erie gives us not only the people, plans and decisions
of a public agency that has allowed a semi arid region to take water for granted
but the consequences of those decisions that have assisted in the creation of one
of the world’s great economies. And then, like a scout at the horizon, he con-
fronts the global challenges facing the future of water for this region—indeed,
the future of California. Beyond Chinatown, indeed. It’s a great read and an
important book.

— James Flanigan, business and economics columnist,
The Los Angeles Times and The New York Times

This revisionist history of the Metropolitan Water District transforms its long
accepted “black hat” to pale gray. Steve Erie solidifies his reputation as the con-
temporary authority on Southern California water politics with this highly en-
gaging book. It is a must read for everyone interested in water policy.

— Helen Ingram, Warmington endowed chair in social ecology,
University of California, Irvine

This is an extremely important work. . . . State of the art in terms of its research
and findings on one of the most important water agencies in the nation.

— Abraham Hoffman, author of Vision or Villainy:
Origins of the Owens Valley-Los Angeles Water Controversy

This is a first-rate study. It is valuable both for the important story it tells and

for the broader lessons it suggests on the role of government in urban develop-
ment and on the importance of entrepreneurial leadership in meeting complex
public needs.

— Jameson W. Doig, emeritus professor of politics and public
affairs, Princeton University
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Preface

In Roman Polanski’s celebrated 1974 noir movie, Chinatown is more a
metaphor for crime and conspiracy than an actual place on the map.
Polanski’s film—a convoluted tale of secretive, corrupt water politics in
Los Angeles—ends with a famous shrug: “Forget it, Jake—it’s China-
town.” Challenging the conventional wisdom conveyed by that cynical
shrug, this study looks beyond the mythic Chinatown to chronicle the re-
markable public saga of the Metropolitan Water District of Southern Cal-
ifornia. Metropolitan (also known as MWD, MWDSC, or MET) is the
region’s giant water wholesaler and policymaker, now serving over
18 million customers. Its powerful sway radiates far beyond its L.A. head-
quarters building on Alameda Street—which, ironically, casts its shadow
over what was once the historic Chinatown district. Yet Chinatown’s se-
ductive mythologies help obscure MWD’s authentic, instructive history.

Having lived nearly all of my life in Southern California, I have had
a front-row seat for viewing the region’s complex water politics. I was
born, raised, and educated in Los Angeles and for the past 25 years have
lived in San Diego. Los Angeles and San Diego—MWD’s two largest
member agencies—long have battled for control of this semiarid region’s
“liquid gold.” Early on, Los Angeles dealt itself nearly all the trump cards.
Under the visionary leadership of William Mulholland, who brought
water to the city in 1913 from the faraway Owens Valley and later played
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a crucial role in creating MWD, Los Angeles assured itself a reliable water
supply into the 21st century.

Not so San Diego, which faces a bleaker water future in part be-
cause it never built an aqueduct of its own to deliver its Colorado River
water allotment. Urged by the federal government to join Metropolitan at
the end of World War II, San Diego still depends on MWD to meet most
of its water needs; some fear a lengthy drought could reduce San Diego’s
water lifeline to a trickle. Impelled by this nightmare scenario as well as
by colonial resentment of its seemingly imperious northern neighbor, the
San Diego County Water Authority in the early 1990s embarked on what
critics saw as a costly and quixotic quest for water independence from
MWD and L.A. This and other epic water battles are chronicled here.

This study of Metropolitan’s growing and contested water empire
has had an unusually long gestation period. In graduate school at UCLA,
my interest in the role played by public bureaucracies and infrastructure
in Southern California’s remarkable growth first surfaced in coursework
with Professors Francine Rabinovitz, John C. Bollens, Chuck Ries, and
Stephan Thernstrom. Yet not until the early 1990s did I embark on the
systematic study of the region’s “crown jewels”—the publicly built-and-
managed megaprojects that include the L.A. Aqueduct, the Colorado
River Aqueduct, State Water Project, the San Pedro Bay ports, Los Ange-
les International Airport—and their catalytic roles in the region’s im-
probable 20th-century development. Beyond ‘Chinatown’ is the second
in a trilogy of “crown jewels” projects. It was preceded by Globalizing
L.A., an analysis of regional trade and infrastructure development, and
will be followed by Mulholland’s Gift, a reexamination of L.A.’s storied
but still controversial Department of Water and Power.

I wish to thank an able corps of University of California at
San Diego graduate students for research and kindred assistance:
Craig Burnett, Jim Ingram, Henry Kim, Michael Lloyd, Scott MacKenzie,
Susan Shaler, David Shirk, and Tony Smith. Scholars and practitioners
kindly read—and improved—earlier drafts of the manuscript. I want to
thank Gary Arant, Fred Barker, Carl Boronkay, Lin Burzell, Jim Doig,
Paul Engstrand, Tom Erb, Ron Gastelum, Duane Georgeson, Jerry Gewe,
Abraham Hoffman, Annette Hubbell, Sam Kernell, LeVal Lund, Dave
Oliphant, Marion Orr, Robert V. Phillips, Greg Quist, Jim Wickser,
and Howard Williams for their valuable comments and suggestions.
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Greg Freeman provided first-rate research help on chapters 1 and 7. My
most profound debt is owed to my long-time friend Harold Brackman,
who made a vital contribution to this study. I could not have completed
this without his invaluable research assistance.

I would like to express my deep appreciation to the Metropolitan
Water District of Southern California and its member agencies for their
generous cooperation and assistance. MWD’s Jennifer Sharpe and Tenille
Otero of the San Diego County Water Authority provided invaluable help
in locating photographs. I also am grateful to the individuals interviewed,
who gave so freely of their time and effort. Further, I wish to express my
gratitude for the assistance provided by the MWD, UCLA, and Hunting-
ton libraries. I owe a special thanks to the John Randolph Haynes and
Dora Haynes Foundation for underwriting much of the research for this
book. Project support also was furnished by the University of Southern
California’s Southern California Studies Center, the James Irvine
Foundation, and UC San Diego.

Finally, I want to thank two extraordinary mentors and friends
who deepened my appreciation and understanding of public bureaucracy
and its role in urban development. One was a preeminent scholar; the
other, an extraordinarily able practitioner. The late Norton E. Long was
one of the premier students of public administration and bureaucracy.
I was privileged to have Norton as an early guide. He encouraged me to
undertake studies such as this, though always insisting that the cui bono
question—who ultimately benefits>—be asked. Much of what I know
about the region’s water issues was learned from Robert V. Phillips, the
gifted former general manager and chief engineer of the Los Angeles
Department of Water and Power. A dedication is small reward for the
insight and wisdom Norton and Bob so generously imparted.

Steven P. Erie
La Jolla, California
February 2006
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