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Praise for Delusions and Grandeur

“Delusions and Grandeur is about what it means to be a man in the west—but if that conjures images of steely-eyed cowboys and oilmen, put those out of your mind. What struck me most is just how gorgeously tenderhearted, vulnerable, and emotionally engaged these essays and their characters are. If a smallish group of men have been the main perpetrators of the destruction of our planet, a larger group, including many of those in this fine book, have been their victims—and survivors.”—Vauhini Vara, Pulitzer Prize finalist and author of The Immortal King Rao

“This is the West as seen through the eyes of ordinary people with extraordinary connections who have explored politics, literature, environment, and the act of being human. Sundeen has an uncanny knack for finding himself in the thick of things. Once there, he dives deep and reports back with an unerring eye. As a writer, I’m exhausted imagining what he went through to get these stories, but as a reader I’m carried along and come away feeling like I’ve been everywhere.”—Craig Childs, author of Tracing Time: Seasons of Rock Art on the Colorado Plateau

“A riveting and powerful collection of essays that asks the reader to reconsider the connection between landscape, culture, and the past, Mark Sundeen’s latest book arises from a lifetime of experience not only in western places but with those who build their lives amid the boom and bust born from a region marked as much by beauty as a lack of it. It’s the people that matter to Sundeen, those passing through, those staying on, those leaving, longing, coming, touring, hawking, and forever hoping. Long disabused of any romantic notion of what it means to live in the West, Sundeen stands beside all those who populate his essays, bewildered, angry, but never without wonder roped to tenderness. Delusions and Grandeur frames a window through which we see how we far we have traveled, why we have arrived at this moment, and how much farther we still must go.”—Jennifer Sinor, author of Sky Songs: Meditations on Loving a Broken World

“Mark Sundeen is a brilliant, funny, poetic guide through the landscapes of the American West, attuned to the dangers of white masculinity while disarmingly gentle in his critique. Each essay in this collection is a prism through which the desire to escape the world looks suspiciously like the desire to find one’s place in it. This is a coming-of-age book in the least-cheesy sense of the term.”—Sierra Crane Murdoch, author of Yellow Bird: Oil, Murder, and a Woman’s Search for Justice in Indian Country

“This is the Intermountain West that I know very well: a place where awesome natural beauty butts up hard against the bare decrepitude of Western civilization. As Charles Bowden wrote in Blue Desert, ‘Here the land always makes promises of aching beauty and the people always fail the land.’ The people of these stories are trying to live up to the land, but they can’t quite get their shit together. Thanks to Mark Sundeen for being honest about their, and our, failures.”—Scott Carrier, Peabody Award winner and author of Running After Antelope

“If we are to wake from the fever dream known as the American West, we’ll need truth tellers like Mark Sundeen—good white men who dare to dwell in vulnerability and seek the same address for their stories’ characters. Here, the hazy projection of Eden is cleared off again and again. All post-colonial entitlements are blown away like tumbleweed in the wind. But don’t let Sundeen’s unblinking gaze at our rootlessness scare you off. In eloquent prose, equal parts humor and humility, the man shows us the way home, back to our mislaid souls.”—Amy Irvine, author of Trespass: Living at the Edge of the Promised Land
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The land knows you, even when you are lost.

—Robin Wall Kimmerer

I have seen all the works that are done under the sun, and behold, all is vanity and a striving after wind.

—Ecclesiastes

Hey, I’m not braggin’ or complainin’Just talkin’ to myself man to man.

—Merle Haggard
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Introduction


My wife who was born and raised in Whitefish, Montana, a railroad and timber town turned ski resort, population 8,500, sixty miles from the Canadian border, tells me that the colonized West is the teenager of America: all beauty and body, prone to outbursts, boom and bust, brain not fully formed, driven by passionate beliefs about the self that later turn out to be dubious. This may explain why it attracts a certain type, me for example, who showed up not as an actual teen, but only a few years older, hellbent on remaking myself in the image of the gorgeous things I saw: brown riverwater pouring over black rock, ravens circling on the canyon updrafts, a lone yellow cottonwood quivering on slickrock.

But this is not one of those books about nature where the solitary man connects to the earth. Calling the West a wilderness is a bit like calling the teen singing in the mirror a pop star. It could be true. But of course the continent was inhabited for millennia before the Europeans arrived and declared it a virgin land untouched by the hand of man. And between the zones now rigorously managed as parks and wilderness for our solitude, there are roads, and on those roads rise outcroppings of the tourist-industrial apparatus: burgers and shakes and zip-lines and curios and four-wheelers for rent. Sure, you can play cowboy or scout for a week or two, but what interested me more was the people who live here year round, decade after decade, linked in some way to the sprawling industry that sells the boots, maps, gasoline, and cowboy hats—the product called self-reliance—to one visitor after the next. The historian Patricia Limerick has written about this paradox, the heap of tin cans rusting behind the cabin in the woods, just outside the camera’s frame: “Living out of cans, the Montana ranchers were typical Westerners, celebrating independence while relying on a vital connection to the outside world.” I was drawn to the cans more than the cabin, and more acutely, to the mental and spiritual energy required for a culture to labor year after year to convince its customers that it doesn’t really exist, that the reality is a mirage while the curated experience is what’s authentic.

I should recount how I arrived here. I came of age in the 1980s in shiny Southern California with a sense that someone had replaced America with a second-rate imitation. On the flickering screen I was told by a twinkly-eyed president that ours was a nation of moral strength and innovative spirit, but when I flipped through the channels, it was more preening singers and weeping preachers and huffing wrestlers and hustling idols, all of them—including the president—actors remarkable only for their hairstyles.

Resistance to this fakeness propelled me first to become a literature major at a fancy university, then a sunbaked dropout in a desert trailer. When I finally arrived in the middle of nowhere, free from that artifice, I encountered the people who occupy these essays. They were like me: driven and haunted by a sense that something in our culture, our economy, our cities was terribly wrong.

I arrived at college with the conviction that my suburban upbringing on the beach in Los Angeles County was phony and materialistic. Just seventeen years old, I was a budding Man of Letters. Exhibit A: I had read the entire oeuvre of Albert Camus. In the rare event that a pretty girl spoke to me, I whispered that I was an existentialist. What I presumed to mean was that I defined myself by my actions, not my thoughts. The opposite was true. I was timid, a straight-A student, and a mediocre athlete, who like most American teenagers had performed few actions of significance.

The one hobby that might have qualified—rockclimbing—was a slight embarrassment. I had scaled a number of Yosemite’s cliffs, yet when I tried to frame these mystical adventures within my worldview—that is, the worldview of a 1940s French intellectual—they didn’t fit. My climbing friends passed me the books of Edward Abbey, but I thought his hymns of nature the stuff of simpletons. If I wanted to read about rocks, I’d take The Myth of Sisyphus.

The first threshold on the path to authenticity would be the writing of fiction. To imbue my artificial American life with European angst, I depicted a teenager from a beach town who planned to shock the indifferent world into pathos, and also punish a girl who had rejected him by hanging himself from El Capitan in Yosemite Valley. It’s clear now that what I wanted more than the Letters was the Man—I felt trapped in adolescence, and yet my teenage self had already shitcanned the ambition of becoming a man as too earnest and trite.

But somewhere along the way to becoming a Man of Letters, I made a discovery. My fellow students had not come to plumb the mysteries of the human heart. Instead, they majored in econ to become day traders or lawyers. That phoniness I’d left on the beach descended, stronger than ever.

My disaffection manifested in the most predictable ways: I grew my hair long, briefly dropped out of college, sulked around France in the dead of winter, fell in love with a cutter. I forswore rockclimbing. I could not connect with nature outside but neither could I connect with ideas in classrooms. I barricaded myself in my room with Great Books and alcohol and tobacco until truth presented itself.

Placing a paper square on my tongue, my dilemma turned critical. After the fun part, in which I imagined myself a giant reptile whose ten-foot tongue unfurled across the bed to snatch slices of pizza, I got claustrophobic and wanted to go outside. But when my friends and I stumbled into the courtyard, I felt an equally oppressive agoraphobia. We went back in. Then back out. This went on all night. If I couldn’t stand the inside, and I couldn’t stand the outside, then I was doomed.

This sickening dread—the fear that I could never be satisfied, that I’d destroyed my mind—these were the most real emotions I had ever felt.

Amid the metaphysics, I needed new socks. I did not have a car. My bicycle had been ripped off (I refused to lock it based on some anti-capitalist notion that now eludes me), and riding my skateboard was beneath a Man of Letters. The nearest place to buy clothing was the mall four miles away. I borrowed a cruiser and pedaled across the sunny campus and past the stucco apartments.

I became aware of a dopey grin on my face. The mere sensation of moving my body through space, of pumping my legs and gripping the handlebars, sweat evaporating from my forehead—it was delicious. My heart had not pounded from anything besides fear in months. What if the solution were this simple: instead of just reading about action, you had to take action.

Racing through the parking lot, I hopped the curb. The front wheel dislodged, and I sailed over the handlebars onto the concrete. It hurt, but I howled in delight. Pain was the result of action! Better than the paralysis of endless thinking. I lay laughing. There was a great big world out there, and I wanted a piece of it.

I took my situation to my writing professor, a woodchopping fellow from Montana. I’d scored high with my fiction, but now I wanted to live a life as big as the ones in books. He looked me over and then peered out his office window at the tree branches fluttering over grass. Finally he said, “Have you considered doing some manual labor?”

One of my old climbing friends told me of a place in the Utah desert where you could get paid to row a boat eighty-four miles downriver without seeing any roads, bridges, or buildings. Desolation Canyon became my beacon, a place where theory and intellect would prove meaningless, and where action would win the day.

Some months later, I stood in 105-degree heat in the gravel yard of a raft outfitter. Rusted jeeps idled in the heat, along with big steel jet boats hauled on trailers. A whiff of raw sewage rode the wind. I handed my resume to a man wearing a faded red jumpsuit embroidered with the words Marlboro Adventure Team. BluBlocker sunglasses could not conceal a pink face swollen by the sun. I applied for a job rowing rafts down the Colorado River near Moab, Utah, a stretch known as the Daily, bereft of whitewater but crowded with European tourists and buffeted by upstream gales. It was perhaps the lowest rung in the rafting industry: a thankless hauling of boats heavy with Frenchmen who don’t leave tips, and yet for an existentialist such as myself who couldn’t tell the stern from the back of a rubber raft, it was the route to Desolation Canyon. The man in the jumpsuit glanced at my vita and muttered over the idling engines, not exactly to me, “Speaks some French, so that’s good.” If he was impressed by the literature degree he did not say. He asked if I could start the next week. Another guide, a bearded fellow with a braid down his back, sized me up as he hefted an ice chest across the yard.

“More fresh meat for the Daily.”



I did not set out to write a book about men. I am unqualified to hold forth on masculinity. My friends mock my delicate constitution. I’m useless under the hood but love to pin clean wet laundry to a line and watch it ripple in the wind. I have been the sole man in one hundred yoga classes. In a line of bicyclists or backcountry skiers I’m at the back, wheezing at the one in front, usually my wife, to wait up. I enjoy lotions that smell like flowers and coconuts. Nonetheless here it is: a book about landscape populated by men. Let me explain.

I rowed boats for fifty dollars a day plus tips, sinking into the ancient canyons that seemed to touch the earth’s core. The bedrock, like the Yosemite granite that I’d quit at nineteen, was telling me something important that I still could not understand. I did this supposedly seasonal job for eleven years, which left winters for writing. I became a reporter of sorts, unable to make things up, delighted by the shocking weirdness of real life.

What interested me, at first, was a type of extreme escapist, who like me had hitched himself to some vision and defied common sense to pursue it. A drunken sculptor sets out in the 1930s to the Utah canyons to build a monument on the scale of Mount Rushmore but ends up instead dynamiting a hole in the rock which becomes first a speakeasy and then a roadside tourist trap. An Elvis impersonator takes up residence in a windblown casino beside the airfield where crews trained to drop atom bombs on Japan. A middle-aged Californian hardware man devoutly transforms himself into the swashbuckling author, Jack London. I felt kinship with those who believed in America’s former greatness, and could not quite grasp why things had turned out crummy.

This collection spans the first two decades of this century, a period of continuous foreign war that transformed us back here in the United States: a fifty-year-old environmental crusader and desert river guide ventures east of the Mississippi for the first time to protest the Iraq War in the Capitol; a Marine struggles to readjust to the civilian world after combat, then disappears into the Montana wilderness; my own call to action in an anti-war presidential campaign.

What unites these dreamers and pilgrims and hucksters is the freedom of landscape, the sense of infinite spirit and possibility in the canyons and deserts and mountains, which reflects back at us our own longing for freedom. Later I found in those grand empty vistas their own brand of delusion, rooted in the widespread yet false belief that one can outrun one’s former self.

The men I profiled held a certain outsider charm, having exiled themselves to the fringe. They were the inarticulate rebels lionized by Ed Abbey and Ken Kesey, strong-willed and politically aloof. But as the nation split into red and blue, the flyover country where I’d settled drifted farther from the wealthy coasts, and the men around me resented the elites, and wanted their share of the boom. Now the dreamers of dubious dreams amassed power: town fathers in southern Utah scheming to build a new metropolis in the desert (and stick it to Californians) by running a 150-mile water pipe down the canyon walls to the dammed Colorado River; clean-cut men and boys hoping to transform North Dakota into a start-up hub for drones, gleefully embracing the unmanned aircraft that elsewhere triggered fears about spying and war; Utah hotel owners taxing tourists to advertise to more tourists, selling a packaged version of the desert’s solitude.

Just as I’d become deeply skeptical about the environmental politics of the West, the tug of war between factions of white people over lands bearing Indigenous place-names, my skepticism was upended by Native Americans who journeyed from all over the continent to Standing Rock Sioux Reservation in North Dakota. I embedded with Oklahoma Pawnee elders who came to the Dakotas to stop an oil pipeline and save their tribe from a centuries-long genocide.

While my intent was never to write about men, it may have been inevitable. I could not see that my search for the authentic was also a kind of retreat into maleness, white maleness in particular. I had relocated from one of the most diverse and expensive cities in the world to a place that was white and cheap, where even with the unofficial vows of poverty inherent to a life of writing and guiding, I could live in humble comfort, oblivious to tectonic shifts in technology, economy, and demographics that might have made me feel irrelevant, or obsolete. I didn’t ask, until later, if our malaise was related to guilt and shame that came from sitting at an unearned perch in an unjust society.

When I began to investigate the halls of power in the rural West, it was no surprise to find them inhabited by mostly white guys. Barriers persist that make even such lowly vocations as ski bum and dirtbag and park ranger accessible, still, mostly to whites.

Meanwhile, the coasts have become strange to me: pricey, crowded, fast—nice places to visit but frankly unlivable. I complain about property taxes and leash laws and parking spaces too small for my truck. After thirty years in Utah, Montana, New Mexico, Colorado, and Alaska, I suppose the provincial man upon whom I’m most expert is myself.

In the dashed dreams of these men who appear in the early essays, I now see seeds of the white male grievances that have since usurped the country. In the later essays I was able to reckon in real time with how that perceived loss of stature played out politically. I would not mistake the men in this book for those who went on to storm the Capitol, and this tract will not explain the rise of the right. Rather, these are rural white men who reveal a tenderness, brokenness, and complexity that I didn’t see in print back then, and I don’t see now.

Today I cherish seeing them lifted from flimsy pages of magazines—or published for the first time—into a book, which still strikes my naïve heart as the stamp of the real. As I have tried to find my way in the world, these fools and heroes have been my guides, showing me in their fashion the way to act, and the way not to.
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Green Green Grass of Home


Let us now praise southern Utah!

I moved here the high-water spring of 1993, everything I owned in the car, and my savings whittled to three hundred cash. The hitchhikers said Moab, so I dropped anchor in the red rock oasis and spent the next decade dowsing: mossy seeps, wind-chime waterfalls, pollywog potholes. I guided the rivers—the Green, the San Juan, the Colorado—splashed up the slots of Canyonlands and Escalante, and finally bought my own acre of promised land along a lazy creek sweet with Russian olives and fluffy with cottonwood duff. I loved the small scale of the desert towns. The Mormon pioneers did not develop the land for tourists, loading it with bars and resorts, but for themselves, placing a premium on self-sufficiency and community. The sandstone labyrinths, swaths of public land, and fine-just-the-way-it-is locals precluded it from becoming the California I had fled.

Turns out that my own migration to Utah wasn’t unique. I was part of a historical exodus—let’s call it the Golden Diaspora—beginning in the 1990s, when hordes of Californians split for the interior, jacking up home prices and residents’ ire. By 2012, a whopping 12 percent of people born in California had moved to other western states. Seventeen percent of Utahns were born in California—that’s more than half a million of us asking the waitresses at Mom’s Diner to sub avocado on that.

We’d also like some water, please. Utah is the second-driest state in the nation, and all that growth has strained the limited supply. The influx of newcomers has been most dramatic in sunny Washington County, where the average summer temperature hovers above one hundred and the ground sees just eight inches of rain a year. Home of Zion National Park and the golfy sprawl of St. George, the county has jumped in population from 26,000 to 191,000 since 1980, St. George is now the fastest-growing metropolitan area in America. The state forecasts that in forty years the county will boom to half a million, which is like plunking down a whole new Albuquerque in the canyons.

Thirteen golf courses bloom green amid desert cliffs. Capillary culs-de-sac pulse with turf. Plans are underway for a Caribbean-slash-Polynesian water park with a 900-foot lazy river, a seven-story slide, and an artificial wave pool for surfers. Bulldozers broke ground on a master-planned tract called Desert Color, where 33,000 souls will dwell near the shores of—get this—man-made lakes! The drawings show denizens tanning on white-powder beaches and SUPing across waters that glisten like chunks of turquoise in the 300 days of annual sunshine. Washington County, in fact, guzzles more water per capita than any metro area in the Southwest.

To keep the water flowing, the state plans to dip a six-foot-diameter straw into Lake Powell—a reservoir of the Colorado River 140 miles to the east—then suck the water 2,000 vertical feet through five pumping stations and six hydroelectric plants, crossing the Paria River and what used to be Grand Staircase–Escalante National Monument. The pipeline is mired in bureaucratic proceedings, but when it caught my attention, state leaders were pushing to get it permitted while President Trump is still in office, because his administration has proven friendly to industry. Ultimately, boosters predicted, the Lake Powell Pipeline would deliver 86,000 acre-feet of water per year, enough to support a third of a million people. The price tag for that big hose: between $1.1 billion and $2.2 billion, more than twice as much in today’s dollars as the Golden Gate Bridge.

Utah has every legal right to its acre-feet, but the Colorado River is already overallocated. It waters seven states, including the megalopolises of Los Angeles, Phoenix, and Las Vegas. Plus, the river is suffering from decades of drought and rarely reaches the sea. If its two main reservoirs, Lake Powell and Lake Mead, remain low—Powell is at 40 percent of capacity, Mead at 30 percent—everyone will have to start cutting back.

“There is no lack of water here,” Edward Abbey mused about the arid West, “unless you try to establish a city where no city should be.”



As I set out to investigate the proposed pipeline, I sped northeast on Interstate 15 from the Las Vegas airport. My wife and I lived in Albuquerque at the time, but we would never give up our singlewide trailer in Utah. Crossing the Mojave, I thought of the dozens of times I’d driven between Los Angeles, where I grew up and my parents still live, and Moab. I climbed the Virgin River Gorge to my beloved jumble of stone and sand, green mountains jutting up from the horizon. Coasting into St. George, the white steeple of its Mormon temple pushing toward heaven, I embraced my LA roots and followed the signs to an In-N-Out Burger, where I housed a Double-Double with fries. It was February, seventy degrees, blue skies, and infinite sun. From my umbrellaed picnic table, I had direct line of sight on Del Taco, El Pollo Loco, Jack in the Box, Bed Bath & Beyond, and Best Buy.

The battle over the pipeline is a proxy for the debate on growth: Can towns decide how big they want to be, or are they beholden to the same global market forces that have replaced mom-and-pop shops with big-box chains? Growth is something every town grapples with, but here in the desert it’s strictly limited by available water.

From my hotel Jacuzzi, I phoned Mike Noel, a state legislator and pipeline booster, and asked how he felt about St. George growing to the size of Albuquerque or Tucson.

“I don’t like Albuquerque, and I don’t like Tucson,” he snapped. “Albuquerque has a lot of asphalt lawns.” Washington County has a similar climate, but it consumes far more water. In 2015, it used more than 49 million gallons of publicly supplied water per day, or 317 gallons per person per day. By comparison, that same year, Clark County, Nevada, which surrounds Las Vegas, used 204 gallons per person per day, and the counties surrounding Phoenix, Tucson, and Albuquerque used even less: 186, 174, and 129, respectively. Santa Fe County, up the road from Albuquerque, used only seventy-one gallons per person per day. “Utah has yards and trees and gardens,” Noel told me. “Our kids don’t want to play on green-painted gravel lawns.”

The town fathers agree. Dean Cox is a fifth-generation St. Georgian, a descendant of the town’s original Mormon settlers, and serves as a Washington County commissioner. Clad in jeans and a blazer, he recounted the founding of the town, starting with the Paiutes who irrigated crops along the Santa Clara River. When the Latter-day Saints arrived in 1861, directed by Brigham Young to forge a southern outpost of their Kingdom of Zion, they diverted a spring to “green up the grounds of the temple,” as Cox put it, and hand-dug canals and reservoirs to allow the settlers to eke out a living. But St. George didn’t grow into more than a hot, dusty outpost on a two-lane highway where drivers filled their tanks and radiators for the sweltering haul between Vegas and Salt Lake.

“What I’m trying to impress upon you is that it was small and poor,” Cox said. In 1965, when he was a boy, St. George’s leaders resolved to convince those travelers to spend the night—and some money, Cox recalled. They built the Dixie Red Hills Golf Course, a rug of turf nestled among the bluffs.

“Since then the population of Washington County has more or less doubled every decade,” he said, unable to contain a smile. “That’s what people do: use our ingenuity and innovation to improve our lives.”

It was easy to like Dean Cox and his tale of entrepreneurial grit. He welcomes the new growth. In the past, most local kids were forced to leave St. George—or Dixie, as it’s nicknamed—if they wanted a career. The area became a haven for retirees, the first wave arriving in the 1970s. One big achievement of this early boom, Cox told me, is the expanded new hospital. Instead of a handful of country doctors, they have a first-rate medical center with a roster of specialists. His daughter works there. “She wouldn’t be here—that job wouldn’t be here—” he said, “without the previous water projects.”

Old-timers like Cox say they have no right to shut the door behind them. He believes that the county needs the water for the next generation. “If we don’t have the pipeline, we don’t have the growth, and we can send our kids somewhere else,” he said. “We’ll water grass until the price of water prohibits it—I think the free market, supply and demand, will provide the solution.”

Cox made some good points. I’m that guy who will raise an interminable fuss to the county council if they even suggest paving the road where I park my singlewide. I like southern Utah fine the way it is and hope Moab never reaches the size of St. George, much less Albuquerque. But the reason my wife and I don’t live in Moab anymore is that there aren’t many jobs except in tourism. Even Ed Abbey didn’t stick around, spending his final years on the outskirts of Tucson.

Cox shrugged off growing pains like traffic and not knowing your neighbors. “They said if we ever got to 100,000, it would cut the head off the golden goose and ruin our quality of life,” he said. “But it hasn’t. You either believe that technology will make things better or that we’re doomed. I believe the world is getting to be a better place. And I’d rather import water than export children.”

If importing water saves children, then the man responsible for retaining the most local offspring is Ron Thompson, general manager of the Washington County Water Conservancy District (hereafter, the District). Another descendant of settlers, Thompson may be the William Mulholland of southern Utah: since he took charge thirty-five years ago, the population has jumped 600 percent, and the town has two new reservoirs. I met him at District headquarters, a three-story faux-dobe castle perched on a ridge overseeing the dominion below. Thompson is six foot eight, with a shock of disheveled white hair and a toothy grin. In a blazer that didn’t match his slacks, and with an orthopedic boot on one foot, he ambled the plush conference room like a buffalo.

Thompson told me that the situation is dire. The county’s sole source of water is the fickle Virgin River, a tributary of the Colorado that he predicts, given population-growth estimates, will be depleted in just ten years. “You can’t stick your head in the ground and do nothing or you end up like Cape Town,” he said, referring to the South African city of four million whose water shortage threatened municipal taps to run dry within a year. “They’re looking at a doomsday scenario right now.” (Cape Town eventually avoided the dreaded “day zero” of empty taps through conservation and engineering.)

Thompson is not worried by the price tag. “Water always pays for itself, every time. But lack of it can destroy economies and societies,” he said. Indeed, all the major cities of the Southwest, whether you consider them enlightened centers of culture or object lessons in blight, rely on elaborate waterworks delivering the Colorado River.

“If we don’t have an adequate water supply, why are we spending billions for education and highways?” Thompson asked. “We can’t have any of that without water.”

To understand why St. George wants this water so badly, one must exit the debate of practical policy and enter the realm of centuries-old grievances. Mormons arrived in Utah after years of persecution, seeking not to join the United States but to escape it. Even as they’ve assimilated, many still fear that the forces of federalism will encroach. Instead of laying out more than a billion dollars, I asked Cox, why not let the water flow down to California as it always has?

“How many congressmen does California have?” he asked. “How many does Utah have?” The correct answers were fifty-three and four, but the questions were rhetorical; he meant that if Utah does not develop its water and multiply its population—and with it, its political clout—Californians will rewrite the law to benefit themselves. This isn’t paranoia. Western water law has long encouraged rights holders to use their share—or lose it.

When the Colorado River was divvied up nearly a century ago, yearly flow was estimated at 17.5 million acre-feet. The river was divided into the Upper Basin and the Lower Basin, with each half getting an annual 7.5 million acre-feet. In the Lower Basin, California got 4.4 million, Arizona 2.8 million, and Nevada a meager 300,000. Upper Basin states each received a percentage of their half, with Colorado getting 51.75 percent, Utah 23, Wyoming 14, and New Mexico 11.25. To further cloud things, Mexico was left out entirely, as were Native American tribes, although both were addressed in later agreements.

The big winner so far has been California. The so-called Law of the River—the collection of federal guidelines, legal compacts, and court decisions that govern the Colorado—states that in the event of a shortage in the Lower Basin, water will first satisfy California and any federal Native American reservations.

But the natural flow of the Colorado has proved to be smaller than anticipated, closer to 15 million acre-feet. In 2012, in fact, annual flow dipped to 7.5 million acre-feet. In the meantime, as the drought came to be called a “megadrought,” Upper Basin states—which haven’t built the dams and canals to claim their full share—send their surpluses downstream.



Paul Van Dam is also a fifth-generation Utahn. He descends from George Smith, first cousin of Mormon Church patriarch Joseph Smith and one of the founders of the town. He’s eighty now, retired, and I met him and his partner, Lisa Rutherford, in their comfortable home twenty minutes northwest of St. George, set beneath a spectacular array of red cliffs.

“I moved down here ten years ago because the air in Salt Lake City was unacceptable,” he told me, tugging at his glasses and rubbing his temples.

Van Dam served as the Salt Lake County district attorney, then was elected state attorney general. While some retirees take up golf or bridge, Van Dam became an activist, joining the board of a local group called Conserve Southwest Utah. A widower, he met another young-at-heart retiree who’d joined the cause, and they’ve been a couple ever since. They’ve spent a decade battling the Lake Powell Pipeline. As Van Dam and I reclined on sofas, Rutherford pored over sheaves of documents.

“We fight the fight, but we don’t let it get us too upset,” Van Dam said with a laugh.

Rutherford disagreed. “Oh, I’m pretty nasty, hon.”

Van Dam and Rutherford dispute Ron Thompson’s premise that the county will run out of water. The District had more than 67,000 acre-feet per year for its 2018 population of 160,000; by comparison, Albuquerque served 677,000 county residents with just 100,000 acre-feet. In other words, if St. George conserved water like Albuquerque, its population could almost triple without depleting its source.

The pair point to a 2013 report by the environmental group Western Resource Advocates, which claims that by transferring agricultural water rights from farms as they’re turned into subdivisions, and by reducing current water use by 1 percent per year, the county could grow to half a million people by 2060 without piping in any extra.

They also question whether the Colorado River can even provide the promised water, given population growth and the drought. They and other critics allege that the pipeline is just an excuse for Utah to maximize its allotment. “There’s a mentality of, we need to use this water because quote-unquote, It’s ours,” says Zachary Frankel, of the nonprofit Utah Rivers Council. “It’s not about the need for water. It’s about keeping another state from using it. Who’s using it? You know, California has used more than its share.” Basically, he says, “It’s a water project whose purpose is to build a water project.”

Van Dam and Rutherford also dispute the line that growth makes the city more affordable for future generations. They showed me a report by a panel of university economists forecasting that, if the pipeline is built, it could raise water rates more than 500 percent. Eventually, Van Dam said, St. George will have to reckon with the fact that it’s living beyond its natural means. “They’ll keep building until you have more people here than God ever intended,” he said. “They are passing the hard decisions they should be making now onto their grandkids.”

The two sides do not agree on the basic facts, and Thompson has little patience for naysayers. That report from the economists predicting skyrocketing water rates? “The authors are heavily involved with Utah Rivers, which has a different agenda,” he said. (The study’s lead author is a pro bono consultant for the group.) The District hired a consulting firm to prepare a rebuttal, which concluded that the pipeline would raise water rates only 68 percent. The economists stood by their findings.

While Thompson was keen to compare St. George to Cape Town, he rejected comparisons to desert cities like Las Vegas and Tucson that made St. George look wasteful. “It’s not that simple,” he told me. “What do you do with our six million tourists? Tell them they can’t have a drink of water? What do you do with the college that has ten thousand students in it? Say they can’t drink water?”

District officials told me again and again that comparisons to other desert cities are misleading, because of factors as far ranging as density, income level, and local soil composition. They pointed out that much of the new construction is drip-irrigated, with native gardens of cactus, mesquite, yucca, and cholla, and that St. George reduced its water use by a quarter in the past decade. But they did not provide figures that refuted the basic premise that greater St. George uses more municipal and domestic water per capita than other southwest cities. Both Las Vegas, with its forty-two million tourists, and Tucson, with its ninety thousand college students, still used less per capita than St. George. Tucson receives more rainfall than St. George, with similarly high temperatures, which I took as another reason for drier Utah to kick the bluegrass habit. But Thompson interpreted the data the opposite way: since Tucson has its lawns watered by summer monsoons, it doesn’t need to import as much water.

Thompson had another theory. In 2011, he told the St. George Spectrum and Daily News, “Tucson is primarily a Latin culture, and we’re fundamentally a European-descent culture.” I asked him if Latinos use less water.

“You tell me,” he said. “They’re incredibly social people, great people, and they have tremendous family values. The countries I’ve been in where they have that influence, they don’t recreate in the backyard. They recreate in the front street. I can remember walking down Latin American streets, and they’re filled with people till clear after dark, socializing, kids playing ball in the streets, barbecues going on, and people sharing. In the European culture, we tend to be in many ways not as social. We socialize in our homes, in our backyards. There’s fundamental differences—I don’t mean that negative at all. If all your recreation is in the front, you’re not worried about a half-acre of turf or a pool in the backyard. And you probably see some of that in Albuquerque, I suspect.”

The truth might be less exotic. The District provided me with a typical water bill for a single-family household in St. George. For thirteen thousand gallons they paid thirty-one dollars. I checked my most recent bill, and for nine thousand gallons I paid eighty-three dollars. My gallon costs four times as much.

Had some miracle of the free market delivered this bargain? No. The District achieves its rates through a trusty old trick of European descent called socialism. Most water suppliers in the West, including Las Vegas, Albuquerque, Tucson, and Phoenix, do not collect property tax. But the District raises more revenue through taxing property than selling water. So there’s no incentive to choose, say, a xeriscaped concrete courtyard over an above-ground splash pool.

Utah, in fact, ranks second in the nation in per capita water use, behind Nevada. In a twenty-seven-page report subtitled “Why do we use so much water, when we live in a desert?” the Utah Division of Water Resources emitted a collective duh when it arrived at this stupefyingly obvious conclusion: “Today, Utah citizens enjoy irrigated green lawns on relatively large lots, primarily because of the large quantities of inexpensive water.”

The deeper I delved into the District’s case, the weaker it looked. In a pamphlet called “Top Ten Reasons Why Utah Needs the LPP,” the District claimed that the water would benefit “primarily the children and grandchildren of current residents.” But only 5 percent of Utahns live in the counties that will draw that water. And the growth is not driven by bunny-like fertility but by migration, much of it from out of state.

Perhaps the pamphlet’s most peculiar claim is that the pipeline “provides more water at a lower cost than other alternatives.” Thompson told me that reducing water use by 1 percent per year and transferring farm water to towns would cost more than $1.5 billion—about as much as building the pipeline. Three-fourths of that figure, a cool $1.1 billion, is the cost of replacing lawns with something else. The District calculated that homeowners would shell out an average $10,000 for new professional landscaping. Even if everyone could afford that, it’s apples and oranges—a private decision, as opposed to a pipeline financed by state taxpayers.



After a few days in Dixie, my head was spinning with circular logic: we must grow grass, therefore we need water, therefore we must get more water, therefore we can grow more grass. In what sounded to me like the last gasp of Manifest Destiny, this frugal state may break the bank to grow bluegrass on red rock.

But I assumed that the free market would settle things. If bond investors are willing to risk $2 billion to water this rock, more power to them. This is how the city of Colorado Springs financed its own $825 million pipeline. If Thompson’s math is correct, those investors will earn a fortune on interest; if Van Dam is correct, they’ll lose their shirts.

But here’s where the story gets strange. No banks or private investors are financing this project. The lender for the Lake Powell Pipeline will be Utah taxpayers.

“The state came down to us in the 1990s and said, Look, you’ll never be able to provide the water for the people coming here,” Thompson told me. “They asked us to look at a pipeline. That idea did not originate in St. George. It originated in the state capitol.”

This explained a lot. The District does not provide convincing arguments to reporters or opponents because it doesn’t have to. The decision to build the pipeline had already been made by the Utah legislature, which in 2006 authorized the treasury to lend the District the funds. According to a Salt Lake Tribune story last January, the state has already spent $33 million just on plans and permits.

As for opposition, Utah is essentially a one-party state. Republicans hold an eighty-two to twenty-two supermajority in the legislature. Its four US representatives are Republican. Though Salt Lake City has had a long procession of Democratic mayors, no Democrat has been elected governor since 1980, and there hasn’t been a Democratic senator since 1970. State leaders have all lined up behind the pipeline. In February 2017, after President Trump ordered approval of Dakota Access and Keystone XL, Utah governor Gary Herbert wrote to the White House requesting that the Lake Powell Pipeline “be determined a ‘high priority’ infrastructure project, with environmental reviews and approvals expedited.” The Utah congressional delegation followed suit with its own letter, urging that the review process be completed by 2018. When Trump approved the decision to slash Grand Staircase–Escalante National Monument, a section of the excised land contained the proposed route of the pipeline.

Still, I knew enough about land and water to surmise that the true beneficiaries of those master-planned exurbs would be the developers. What surprised me was that the unbuilt tracts didn’t belong to ranchers or farmers. The largest landowner in St. George is the State of Utah, which has been selling off a tract totaling sixty-eight thousand acres—roughly 15 percent of the city—projected to one day house forty thousand people. This includes Desert Color, with its future sunbathers on fake lakes. In all, development of the tract could boost the city’s population by 50 percent.

As much as I appreciated a bootstrapping tale of local pluck, or the idea that a golf course launched an entire region, what caused this desert to blossom in the 1970s was the interstate highway system—I-15 passes right through St. George—and air-conditioning fueled by cheap electricity, both of which were delivered by massive public projects. Like many Sunbelt cities, this one would barely exist without the faraway reign of tax-and-spenders. And the current boom isn’t the result of individuals developing their property, or of citizens exercising their personal freedom by moving here. It’s engineered by the State of Utah, irrigating its own desert metropolis. If they build it, people will come.



Who is this oasis for? I drove up the Santa Clara River to the west side of Washington County. The subdivisions advertised themselves with petroglyphic fonts and Kokopellis: Lakota Ridge, Anasazi Hills, Chaco Bench, Kachina Cliffs. None of the golf-cart pilots I saw appeared to belong to the above-listed peoples.

But then what a shock—at a roundabout on Wapatki Trail, my eye spied an Indian! He clung, twenty feet off the ground, to a slab of sandstone that protruded from the xeriscape. He was nude but for a loincloth, jute sandals, and a feather in his hair. Lashed to his back were three more slabs of sandstone.

Alas, the Native American was a bronze statue, and if he were to summit his crag, he would peer down at pueblo-style mansionettes. But as I reached the westernmost village in the county, a plain metal sign proclaimed: Shivwits Paiute Indian Reservation. Out here the houses were stucco rectangles—no green grass or, for that matter, exotic cactus, just sagebrush and cheatgrass and tumbleweeds. I stopped at the one place of business, a gas station, to get a Coke. The actual Paiute working the register looked nothing like his ripped bronze ancestor. For starters, he wore clothes.

I knocked on the door of the home of Lawrence Snow, the band’s land-resource manager. As we stood in his yard, he looked downvalley and said, “The houses are coming closer and closer. It’s like Las Vegas. If they all lived up here, I’d feel crowded. Everything they love about the place, you can kiss it goodbye.”

Snow didn’t think the pipeline would affect the Shivwits band, who had negotiated a water settlement with the federal government a few years back. He said that the biggest problems here were the same ones facing many other rural parts of the country—unemployment, poverty, the opioid epidemic. With his finger, he scratched pie charts into the dust on the hood of his minivan. “When there are so few of us, the problems seem bigger.”

The Shivwits band is small indeed: just 305 members, of which only about 100 live on the reservation. In 1954, at the urging of Utah senator Arthur Watkins, the United States “terminated” the Utah Paiute bands, rescinding their recognition as a tribal nation. It was an attempt to force the Paiutes to assimilate and resulted in a spike in disease, malnutrition, and alcoholism. The tribe, which includes five bands, was finally able to reverse the termination in 1980. Its official website puts a fine point on the ordeal: “The Paiute Indian Tribe of Utah is engaged in the long, slow climb back from near destruction by the invasion of European settlers and Mormon Pioneers. Their numbers, once in the thousands, dwindled to less than 800.”

The history of this continent is one of colonists pushing indigenous people off the land. A decade ago, author Rich Benjamin noticed that, while the country at large is becoming more diverse, small cities in the West are filling mostly with more white people. He concluded that they were fleeing larger cities for what he called Whitopia: towns that were at least 85 percent non-Hispanic white and booming with more new white arrivals. Places like Bend, Oregon; Coeur d’Alene, Idaho; and Fort Collins, Colorado. His prime example was St. George, which in 2006 was 89 percent non-Hispanic white. In the previous six years, it had jumped 40 percent in population; of those new arrivals, 84 percent were white.

“Most whites are not drawn to a place explicitly because it teems with other white people,” he wrote in Searching for Whitopia. During three months of research in St. George, Benjamin, who is Black, found residents to be exceedingly polite, with strong anti-immigrant views. They look for neighborhoods with “higher property values, friendliness, orderliness, hospitality, cleanliness, safety, and comfort. These seemingly race-neutral qualities are subconsciously inseparable from race and class in many whites’ minds,” he wrote.

The effect is that Whitopia is only getting whiter. This is not an accident of the free market; it’s engineered by public policy. Last century, as whites fled cities for the suburbs, public money flowed into those suburbs for freeways, police departments, and schools. Now
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