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supplies to ensure the long-term viability of irrigated
agriculture within the District’s 140,000-acre service area.

I also would like to thank Dr. Kent LaCombe and his
staff at the Water Resources Collections and Archives at the
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While I have worked to thoroughly document all of the
sources I have used to compile this book, any errors in fact or
interpretation are my own.
A Madera family poses for a photo in the late 1800s. Photo courtesy
of Madera County Library, California History Room, Digital Archives.

						— Jeff Crider
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A man watches logs float down the Madera Flume. Photo courtesy of
Madera County Library, California History Room, Digital Archives.
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— Thomas Greci, General Manager

A busy Madera street scene in the 1930s. Photo courtesy of Madera County Library, California History Room, Digital Archives.

Introduction
Madera County is California’s 11th most productive agricultural county, producing $2 billion worth
of agricultural commodities, including almonds, pistachios, milk and grapes, according to the 2017 crop
report from the Madera County Agricultural Commissioner’s Office.
No economy can be sustained without water, let alone one based on agriculture. Madera County’s
economic success is, therefore, inextricably linked to Madera Irrigation District, which has focused its
efforts over the past century on one primary objective: to provide farmers with the water they need to
nourish their crops and recharge the local groundwater basin.
But while farmers knew from the earliest days that agriculture couldn’t survive long-term in the San
Joaquin Valley without supplemental water from the rivers flowing down the west slopes of the Sierra,
bringing water from snow-fed rivers to Madera area farmlands proved to be far more difficult than
anyone could have imagined.
Indeed, while Madera Irrigation District celebrates its 100th anniversary this year, the District’s
history and local farmers’ efforts to bring water to local ranches actually stretch back nearly 150 years.
That’s because there were actually two Madera Irrigation Districts.
The first Madera Irrigation District lasted for only a few years — from 1888 to 1893 — and was
litigated into near insolvency by Miller and Lux, the giant cattle and meatpacking firm that didn’t want
any competitors challenging its use and control of the San Joaquin River.
Miller and Lux owned more California land than any other company in the late 1800s and early
1900s and routinely filed suit against newly formed irrigation districts to avoid paying taxes to
them. Such taxes which would be used by districts to pay for reservoirs, canals and other irrigation
infrastructure that Miller and Lux had no interest in funding.
But before delving into Madera Irrigation District’s history, it’s helpful to consider what Madera
County was like in the pioneer days and how its economy evolved as Madera became the terminus
for California Lumber Company’s famous 62-mile flume as well as a base camp for visitors bound for
Yosemite and, most importantly, as pioneering farmers discovered the valley’s agribusiness potential.
The first chapters provide historical descriptions of Madera County from its earliest pioneer days,
when it was still part of Fresno County, as well as the achievements of Madera’s earliest pioneers,
including the famous California Lumber Company sawmill and its successors, the Madera Flume and
Trading Company and the Madera Sugar Pine Lumber Company. The evolution of farming is also
documented along with the early recognition that a dam, reservoir and canal would be needed to provide
irrigation water for farming and to replenish the local groundwater basin.
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Downtown Madera in the late 1800s. Photo courtesy of Madera County Library, California History Room, Digital Archives.

recognized early on that they could best address local water needs by working with
state and, ultimately, federal agencies to achieve the District’s strategic objectives.

This book describes the efforts of Madera County’s early pioneers, including
Isaac Friedlander and Thomas E. Hughes, as well as Miller and Lux and the
company’s repeated efforts over a span of half a century to litigate Madera-based
irrigation districts out of existence.

Madera Irrigation District eventually sold both the site for Friant Dam and
Millerton Lake as well as its water rights on the San Joaquin River to the U.S.
Bureau of Reclamation. But by working cooperatively with the federal government
as it built the Central Valley Project, Madera Irrigation District was not only able to
achieve its own long-term water and flood control objectives, but it was able to help
farmers throughout the San Joaquin Valley to gain access to Sierra Nevada water
supplies. Friant Dam is the northern point of the 152-mile-long Friant Kern Canal,
which provides water from Sierra Nevada rivers to San Joaquin Valley farmers as far
south as Bakersfield and the southern point of the Madera Canal, which spans north
to Chowchilla and services Madera Irrigation District.

Indeed, after Madera County voters overwhelmingly approved the formation
of the second Madera Irrigation District in 1920, Miller and Lux filed a series of
lawsuits, using the same legal tactics it employed three decades before when it
litigated the first Madera Irrigation District into near insolvency.
Madera Irrigation District’s first dozen years of existence were marked by
its continual efforts simply trying to survive Miller and Lux’s repeated efforts to
destroy the District or otherwise undermine its plans to build the necessary water
infrastructure to serve Madera County farmers and forestall, at least in the early
days, the overdrafting of the local groundwater table.

Madera Irrigation District subsequently contracted with the Bureau of
Reclamation to build the laterals needed to distribute Central Valley Project water
to the farmlands of southwest Madera County.

This book documents the seven-year truce between Miller and Lux and Madera
Irrigation District in the 1920s when the District tried without success to develop a
dam and storage reservoir near Friant in collaboration with Miller and Lux through
another entity called the San Joaquin River Water Storage District.
This book also notes how frustration with the litigation-related delays in
building Friant Dam and related irrigation infrastructure prompted a 1931 effort
by the Madera Taxpayers Association to dissolve Madera Irrigation District. But
Madera Irrigation District not only won a vote of confidence from California’s
Attorney General, but pressed ahead with its plans, purchasing land for its longawaited dam near Friant.
Madera Irrigation District’s leaders were tenacious. Through their
perseverance, they not only fought Miller and Lux in court — and ultimately
prevailed — but they pushed forward with plans to build the Friant Dam, the
520,500 acre-foot Millerton Lake storage reservoir and the Madera Canal, projects
that were ultimately built by the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation as key components of
the Central Valley Project.
While Madera Irrigation District was created to provide water for irrigation and
groundwater replenishment in western Madera County, the District’s leaders also
8

The District further expanded its distribution system and obtained additional
Pre-1914 water rights through its 1950 purchase of the Madera Canal and Irrigation
Company, which was founded in 1888 using water rights and canals originally
developed by Isaac Friedlander, one of Madera County’s most famous pioneers,
in the late 1800s. The additional water rights provide water from Big Creek, a
tributary of the Merced River near Fish Camp; the North Fork of Willow Creek, a
tributary of the San Joaquin River; and the Fresno River.

This book discusses the impact of the 2006 settlement involving a coalition
of environmental and sports fishing groups led by the Natural Resources Defense
Council, which required farmers to give up roughly 18 percent of the water
captured behind Friant Dam in an effort to restore salmon runs along the San
Joaquin River.

This book also describes Madera Irrigation District’s evolving role in the Central
Valley Project as well as the District’s involvement in a 1950s State Supreme Court
case challenging a Bureau of Reclamation law limiting federal water project water to
use on farms of 160 acres or less.

Granted, concerns over groundwater overdraft have been present since Madera
Irrigation District’s earliest days and even prompted consideration of the idea of
creating a water bank in the late 1990s and early 2000s. But, as Madera Irrigation
District officials learned, creating a water bank is easier said than done.

Of course, the availability of water for Madera County farmers is not only
determined by Mother Nature and by the contracts that Madera Irrigation District is
able to negotiate with the Bureau of Reclamation and other agencies. The availability
of water is also affected by the imposition of increasingly complex environmental
regulations that require large amounts of water to flow through rivers to the sea in
an effort to restore and improve habitat for salmon and other wildlife species.

Azurix, an Enron subsidiary, tried to develop a water bank under the 13,600acre Madera Ranch property, but faced fierce opposition from Madera County
farmers who feared the company would sell the water to other districts.

The District has since abandoned the water banking plan in favor of developing
a Groundwater Sustainability Plan in collaboration with three other Madera County
agencies, which aims to bring the local groundwater basin into a sustainable balance
by 2040.
This book describes all of these significant events and initiatives in Madera
Irrigation District history and concludes with information regarding the District’s
latest efforts to boost groundwater supplies through various initiatives, including
“on farm” recharge programs, which involve spreading water during periods of high
water availability as a way of recharging the local groundwater basin.
The on-farm recharge programs are increasingly being adopted by water
districts across the San Joaquin Valley and could be a significant long-term strategy
in the sustainability plan Madera Irrigation District is developing in coordination
with neighboring districts.

Madera Irrigation District faced similar opposition when it purchased the land
and tried to develop a water bank of its own.
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— Jeff Crider

The Early Days																 Chapter 1
Early accounts of the San Joaquin Valley are almost poetic
in their descriptions of the area.

Savage operated several trading posts in the Sierra foothills. But as Arax and
Wartzman note, “being both exploiter and savior proved to be an impossible
juggling act.”5

John Muir described the valley in springtime as “one smooth, continuous bed of
honey-bloom, so marvelously rich that, in walking from one end of it to the other, a
distance of more than 400 miles, your foot would press about a hundred flowers at
every step.”1

In 1851, Savage was recruited to lead the famed Mariposa Battalion into the
mountains to subdue the recalcitrant Indian tribes, including Chief Tenaya, during
which time he reportedly became one of the first white men to set foot in Yosemite
Valley.6

Before the Gold Rush, the valley’s grasslands were replete with wildlife,
including pronghorn antelope, deer and elk.2

But while Savage eventually negotiated several peace treaties and tried to
minimize conflicts between white settlers and local Indian tribes, Savage was
shot and killed in 1852 by another man named Walter Harvey after Harvey and
his men had massacred several Indians on a reservation near the Kings River.
Savage had denounced the killings and called for an investigation by the United
States Indian Commission.

Settlers were quick to recognize the richness of the soil,” Robert de
Roos writes in The Thirsty Land. “Even before the gold hysteria had worn
off, men began to move into the great valleys: one time miners became
farmers.”3
The prairie-like lands surrounding Madera, which was initially part of Mariposa
County and later Fresno County in the early days, eventually attracted their share
of farmers, too. But during the mid-1800s, the influx of white American settlers
invariably came into conflict with indigenous Indian tribes that had been living in
the Sierra Nevada for thousands of years.
Some of the most famous conflicts in what is now Madera County involved
James Savage, a young mountain man from Illinois who was widely respected by
local Indian tribes, partly because he had made the effort to learn how to speak their
languages.
“He could speak five Indian tongues in addition to German, French, Spanish and
English — the perfect polyglot to cash in on a Gold Rush that lured dreamers from
every nation,” Mark Arax and Rick Wartzman wrote in their historical account of
early San Joaquin Valley history, adding, “He took no fewer than five Indian brides
and put their fathers and brothers to work in the gold mines. He then happily traded
for the gold they found, taking in tens of thousands of dollars of precious ore in
exchange for cheap trinkets.”4

A hearse in Madera in the late 1800s. Photo courtesy of Madera County Library, California History Room, Digital Archives.
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Isaac Friedlander 															 Chapter 2
California’s Wheat King played pivotal roles in Madera
County’s economic history, including developing some of
the area’s first irrigation projects.

irrigation systems using water from Sierra Nevada rivers in a January 1963 article
for The Madera County Historian.
“Use of water of the Fresno River for irrigation of valley lands (other than the
natural flooding of pasture lands) seems to have been initiated in 1871 or 1872
by Isaac Friedlander who had earlier acquired large holdings of valley land in the
general vicinity of what is now Madera,” Barnes wrote, adding that Nathan C. Sweet
gathered information regarding Friedlander’s earliest activities from the Fresno
Expositor, one of Fresno’s first newspapers.

While James Savage captured headlines for his involvement with Indian tribes,
Isaac Friedlander is the man most often credited with putting Madera on the map.
Frequently described as a San Francisco capitalist with massive land holdings,
Friedlander was the visionary who persuaded San Joaquin Valley farmers to plant
wheat, a crop that flourished with such tremendous yields that California quickly
became the nation’s largest wheat producer.

“The earliest entry is that of July 5, 1871, to the effect that Friedlander sent
word — apparently from his San Francisco office — to begin work on the Big
Creek Ditch, to turn water from Big Creek, a tributary of (the) Merced River,
across the divide into the watershed of the Fresno River,” Barnes wrote, adding
that Friedlander’s plan was to build a dam near what is now Madera and to use the
diverted water to irrigate farmland.

It didn’t take long for Friedlander to gain fame as the “California Grain King”
and for opening markets for wheat in England and Australia.7
“Scarce a blade of grass grew in California that did not bend to his power and
pass through his hands at some stage between planting and consumption,” the
Chicago Tribune wrote in a July 28, 1878 article following Friedlander’s death, which
heralded him as “absolutely monarch of the wheat market as (William) Ralston was
prince of finance during his brief, meteoric career.”

“On October 23, 1872, Friedlander made a filing on the waters of the Fresno
River in the amount of 445 cubic feet per second at a point where he proposed to
build the dam, about 2 1/2 miles northeast of what is now Madera,” Barnes wrote.
“Following the filing, he immediately went about securing rights of way for his
canals and ditches. Prior to this time, an engineer named Alfred Poett, formerly
with the East Indian Irrigation Service, had laid out a system of canals and ditches
extending from the dam and between Fresno River and Cottonwood Creek.”

Indeed, by 1884, six years after Friedlander’s death, California led the nation in
wheat production with 57,420,188 bushels.8
Friedlander didn’t act alone, however. Working with other investors, including
W.S. Chapman and Moses Church, Friedlander became one of the largest
landowners in the San Joaquin Valley with holdings that included large swaths
of today’s Fresno, Madera and Merced counties. News reports indicated that
Friedlander owned more than 100,000 acres of San Joaquin Valley land.

Barnes noted that just as Friedlander was developing Madera County’s first
irrigation system, the California Lumber Company, the precursor of the Madera
Flume and Trading Company, was busy building its famous 62-mile long wooden
flume, which would use water to transport the company’s freshly logged pine trees
to Madera, where the logs would be cut up into lumber or used to make doors,
trays and fruit packing boxes before being loaded onto trains for shipping across
California and the West.

Friedlander was also involved in some of the first irrigation projects in Fresno
and Madera counties, according to Harry Barnes, Madera Irrigation District’s
first Chief Engineer. Barnes chronicled Friedlander’s pioneering efforts to develop

Horses were essential for transportation as well as farm work in the late 1800s. Photo courtesy of Madera County Library, California History Room, Digital Archives.
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“The (California Lumber Company) already had a ditch near Soquel, which trapped a tributary of
the North Fork of the San Joaquin River, to bring water to the watershed of the Fresno River for use in
the flume when water in the Fresno River was not available. Apparently, Friedlander saw possibilities in
this because, in June, 1875, he and W.S. Chapman agreed to reconstruct and enlarge the Soquel Ditch to
take all the water of the North Fork of the San Joaquin River into the Fresno River watershed. In return,
the lumber company could take from the Fresno River all the water it needed to operate its flume and
relinquish any claim to Fresno River water otherwise. This left Friedlander and Chapman owners of Big
Creek and Soquel Ditches and water rights on the Fresno River, but with the obligation of serving the
flume of the California Lumber Company with water through various feeder ditches between Soquel and
Madera.”
Barnes said the water at the lower end of the flume just below the dam was to be used for irrigation
purposes. He added that the arrangement was continued by the lumber company’s successors, including
the Madera Sugar Pine Company, “until about 1930 when the use of the flume was discontinued.”
Friedlander and Chapman’s interests are documented in the records of the Fresno Dam and Canal
Company, Barnes wrote. The Madera Canal and Irrigation Company, for its part, was founded on
December 8, 1888, 17 months after Friedlander’s death as a successor to Friedlander and Chapman and
several of their successor companies. This gave Madera Canal and Irrigation Company the ability to
acquire, hold and dispose of water and water rights.
According to Madera Irrigation District records, the Madera Canal and Irrigation Company initially
provided water to irrigate roughly 15,000 acres of land, including the Howard and Wilson Colonies and
the John Brown Colony near Madera.
Madera Irrigation District acquired the Madera Canal and Irrigation Company in 1950. Barnes, for
his part, worked as an engineer for the Madera Canal and Irrigation Company before joining Madera
Irrigation District in 1920 as its first Chief Engineer.

Men gather outside Tighe & Breyfogle, a popular men’s furnishings store in the early 1900s. Photo courtesy of Madera County Library,
California History Room, Digital Archives.
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The Birth of Madera 														 Chapter 3
Madera County’s first settlers included prospectors and
farmers fleeing oppression in the South following the
Civil War. But the decision to build a sawmill on land
donated by Isaac Friedlander was the catalyst that led to
the creation of Madera as the business center of what was
then the northern part of Fresno County.

there. Merchants rushed in to build stores, saloon(s), barber shops and hotels.
Almost overnight, the region was thrown into competition with Fresno and Berenda
to determine under whose aegis the commercial life of this section of the valley
would flourish.”

The first colony-type farm settlement in Madera County was the “Alabama
Settlement,” which was established in 1868 by three Southern plantation owners
who were looking to create a new life for themselves “Out West” after the Civil
War.

“Thus the California Lumber Company was born,” The Madera County Historian
continued, “and its directors proceeded to erect its flume from the sawmill in the
mountains to the valley, in the direction of Borden.”

When a group of businessmen from Merced announced plans in 1873 to create
a lumber business near Oakhurst that would be connected with the railroad town of
Borden via a V-shaped flume, Borden’s economic future seemed assured.

California Lumber Company proceeded quickly to build its flume, which
arrived within 15 miles of Borden by November of 1875. Then trouble began.

“The founding of the Alabama Settlement stemmed from the feeling of
oppression suffered by old families of the South during the reconstruction period
following the Civil War,” Charles W. Clough writes in his 1968 book, Madera,
adding, “Many had lost their homes, positions or plantations, and looked to the West
for lands upon which to begin life anew.” 9

Negotiations broke down between the California Lumber Company and
the citizens of Borden over the price of their land. That’s when Borden’s destiny
evaporated in favor of a new city to the north that would be built on land owned by
Isaac Friedlander, California’s Wheat King.

Three plantation owners from Alabama and Mississippi created the “Alabama
Settlement,” including Judge Samuel Holmes, Major C.A. Redding and Levin
A. Sledge. They built their colony around a site near the future Central Pacific
Railroad line that would later be named Borden after Dr. Joseph Borden, a Southern
physician who hosted Central Pacific Railroad President Leland Stanford during his
visit to the area in 1872.

Instead of demanding a high price for his land, Friedlander donated the land
that California Lumber Company needed for its planing mill and the terminus of its
flume. He also offered the company one half interest in the town site he had laid out,
which was just four miles north of Borden.
“Suddenly, Borden was out of the running; it had tried to strike too hard a
bargain, and that decision changed forever the history of Madera County,” The
Madera County Historian wrote. “The company accepted Friedlander’s generous
offer, and the deed was conveyed on September 6, 1876. William H. Thurman, the
lumber company’s manager, conceived the name, ‘Madera,’ and on October 11,
town lots went on sale. … The planing mill was constructed at what became Sixth
and E Streets, and by November 1876, the building of the new town was underway.”

For a while, it seemed as if Borden would become the economic center of
northern Fresno County — Madera County wasn’t formed as a separate county
until 1893.
“The prospects for Borden were bright,” The Madera County Historian writes in its
December 1995 report.
“It was supported by a nucleus of industrious, politically astute, and well
educated planters from Dixie. The railroad built a depot and installed a turntable

A family poses for a photo in Madera in the late 1800s. Photo courtesy of Madera County Library, California History Room, Digital Archives.

16

17

Photos taken in Madera in the late 1800s include the Madera Tribune print shop (top photo) and a water tank being pulled by horse-drawn carriage. Photos courtesy of Madera County Library, California History Room, Digital Archives.
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The New Southern Hotel (above) was welcoming guests in downtown Madera by the late 1800s. Photo courtesy of Madera County Library, California History Room, Digital Archives.
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Madera’s Famed Lumber Companies 										

Chapter 4
While the 62-mile flume successfully delivered logs from
the Sierra to Madera for milling and shipping by rail to
markets across California and the West, Madera’s famous
lumber companies had a turbulent history.

The U.S. Government
Sues Madera Lumber
Company

In fact, within a year of commencing full operations in Madera, the California
Lumber Company faced a financial crisis as a result of the drought of 1877, which
created a sense of panic across the San Joaquin Valley.
“Lumber piled up in the Madera yards awaiting customers who never came,”
The Madera Tribune wrote in a May 2, 2017 historical report, which noted that the
California Lumber Company was forced into bankruptcy and its properties were
taken over by a bank in San Jose.
But it didn’t take long for some of the bank’s officers to see that the concept of
running a lumber company with a ready made flume and a planing mill next to a
railroad depot made sense.

While Madera owes its existence to the launching of California Lumber Company
and its 62-mile flume, the U.S. government accused the lumber company and its
successors of launching and sustaining its business by stealing timber from public
lands.10

“On May 21, the officers of the bank, led by a man with the unusual name of
Return Roberts, incorporated another lumber company, the Madera Flume and
Trading Company. This successor to the California Lumber Company continued
the Madera logging operation and helped save the town from an early death. Two
sawmills were created in the mountains, and soon lumber was once more making its
way down the flume to the new little village of Madera,” The Madera Tribune wrote.

According to an April 25, 1891 report in the Los Angeles Times, the U.S. government
filed suit against the Madera Flume and Trading Company “to recover damages in the
sum of $86,833.94, alleged to have been sustained by reason of the trespass of the
defendant upon Government land in Fresno county, from which it was alleged to have
carried off an immense amount of timber, from April 1878 to July 1890.”

Tragedy struck again in 1881, however, when a fire broke out and completely
destroyed the lumberyards in Madera. But the lumberyards were rebuilt and
regained their productivity, producing lumber for customers throughout the West.
The Record-Union in Sacramento marveled over the plant’s productivity in a June
16, 1888 report.

An unidentified man stands atop Madera’s 62-mile flume. Photo courtesy of Madera County Library, California History Room, Digital Archives.
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“This lumber is all floated down the flume to Madera, where adjoining the
railroad track the storage yards and factory are located. Here are manufactured
doors, sash, blinds, mouldings, mill work, and all manner of fruit boxes for shipping
and also raisin curing apparatus. The factory is run by steam power, gives steady
employment to 75 men, and distributes its products to every railroad station from
Madera to El Paso, Texas.”
21

By the late 1890s, however, a nationwide depression had weakened the Madera
Flume and Trading Company to the point where the company was taken over
by a new company. Return Roberts partnered with Elmer H. Cox and Arthur
Hill, a Michigan lumber magnate, to create the new lumber company, which was
incorporated on May 8, 1899 as the Madera Sugar Pine Lumber Company.

Various views of Madera’s famous flume (left) as well as an 1896 photo of workers at Thurman Mill who cut the logs from the western slope of the Sierra into lumber, doors, moulding, fruit packing boxes and other wood
products. Photos courtesy of Madera County Library, California History Room, Digital Archives.

According to The Madera Tribune, the Madera Sugar Pine Lumber Company
rebuilt the lumber flume and extended it. The company also started using logging
railroads to supplement the logs that floated down the mountain through the flume.
“By the 1920s, seven locomotives were used to bring timber to the mill,” The Madera
Tribune wrote in its May 2, 2017 report.
The Great Depression of the 1930s brought the famous logging operation to a
final end, but the business overall was financially successful.
“The Madera Sugar Pine Lumber Company existed for more than three
decades and made money nearly every season,” The Madera Tribune wrote, adding,
“It harvested more than 50 million board feet of timber annually and continued
to pump life into Madera County’s mountains, foothills and valley. Then, in
1931, economic depression again raised its ugly head. Once more, a nation-wide
depression destroyed the market for lumber, and the last log was finally cut.”

The Madera Flume and Trading Company offered an explanation but challenged
the amount of damages sought by the government. “The defense admitted that
owing to the fact that the lines of the land claimed by the Government were not
properly defined, it might have committed a trespass; but denied that that the
Government was damaged in the sum named,” the Times wrote.
The Madera Flume and Trading Company had previously offered the
government a certified check for $41,000 to settle the complaint, but the
government refused and pressed forward, eventually winning its case, according
to an April 25, 1891 report in the San Francisco Chronicle. But while the jury
recognized the merits of the government’s case, it was in no mood to punish the
lumber companies and awarded the government a verdict for a mere $1,200.

MADERA FLUME AND TRADING COMPANY

The Madera Flume and Trading Company employed over 400 men and churned out an average of
120,000 feet of lumber per day, according to a June 16, 1888 report by The Record-Union in Sacramento.
Photo courtesy of Madera County Library, California History Room, Digital Archives.
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A Base Camp For Yosemite 												 Chapter 5
While Madera owes its existence to Isaac Friedlander’s
decision to donate land to California Lumber Company
for the terminus of its famous lumber flume, other
entrepreneurs were quick to develop Madera into a base
camp of sorts for travelers bound for Yosemite.
In fact, former President Ulysses Grant stayed overnight in Madera in a highly
publicized 1879 trip to Yosemite. The former president and famed Civil War
general, whose term ended in 1877, was accompanied by John S. Washburn, who,
along with his brothers, Henry and James, not only developed a toll road leading
into Yosemite Valley, but the historic hotel complex now known as the Wawona
Hotel.
In 1882, the Washburn brothers formed the Yosemite Stage and Turnpike
Company, which transported tourists from Madera to Yosemite Valley via Wawona.
Early newspaper reports regularly cited Madera as the place where travelers
from the across the U.S. and overseas came to spend the night and catch a
stagecoach bound for Yosemite. Many visitors could hardly wait for spring to see
Yosemite’s sheer granite cliffs and magnificent waterfalls, particularly after heavy
winter snows.
“Although the regular stages from Madera to the Yosemite valley will not
commence running until on or about May 1st, great numbers of Eastern and English
tourists are already on the road to that famous spot in private conveyance and on
horseback,” the Record-Union newspaper in Sacramento wrote in an April 27, 1880
report, adding, “One of the reasons for this great excitement arises from the fact
that the snows upon the Sierra are deeper than ever before known at this season of
the year, and that the warm weather that will at once set in will produce sights in
the wonderful Yosemite that will eclipse all former ones since our acquaintance of
California. It is reported that already the Bridal Veil, the Nevada, Ribbon and the
Yosemite, with its 2,600 feet of falls, are increasing their volume daily, and that they
will probably prolong their matchless exhibitions well into June, so deep and packed
is the snow on the mountain tops which forms the water sheds of the Merced river.”
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Left: In 1882, the Washburn brothers developed the Yosemite Stage and Turnpike Company, which
transported tourists from Madera to Yosemite via Wawona. Photo shows members of the Washburn
family, from left to right, Edward Washburn, John Washburn and Abby Washburn. Photo courtesy of the
Mariposa Museum and History Center, Inc. Right Top: Artist rendering of the Yosemite Hotel in Madera
Right Bottom: Lobby of the Yosemite Hotel. Photos courtesy of Madera County Library, California History
Room, Digital Archives.
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Miller and Lux															 Chapter 6
While Isaac Friedlander was busy converting the San
Joaquin Valley into America’s wheat basket, two other
German immigrant entrepreneurs — Henry Miller and
Charles Lux — were buying up even larger tracts of valley
land to use for their burgeoning beef business.

manufacturing firms. An anomaly in a nation still clinging to its family farm
tradition, Miller & Lux was the only agricultural corporation ranked among the
nation’s top two hundred ‘industrial enterprises’ at the century’s turn.”14
But while Miller and Lux made headlines for their business acumen and market
success, California farmers looked at the company’s operations and tactics with
alarm.

The two immigrants, who started as butchers in San Francisco, formed a
partnership in 1858 and developed a business that supplied beef for California’s
rapidly growing population following the Gold Rush.

“By the time the first fences went up to enclose what had formerly
been open range, the public was startled to discover that a cattleman
named Henry Miller owned or controlled half a million acres,” Bernard
Taper wrote in an article for AmericanHeritage.com, adding, “His first
fence — a board fence it was, for barbed wire had not been invented yet
— was sixty-eight miles long.”15

“Miller and Lux brought their skills to gold rush California and had the foresight
to recognize that the state’s true business frontier existed in San Francisco, not in
the Sierra foothills,” David Igler writes in his 2005 book, Industrial Cowboys.11

Owning so much California land also put Miller and Lux in a position to control
much of the state’s most precious resource: its water.

Together, with Miller’s expertise in cattle ranching and Lux’s connections to
financial circles, the two German immigrants would not only control the wholesale
market for meat in San Francisco, but dominate the beef supply chain as well.

“(Henry Miller) was one of the first to perceive that water was more
precious to California’s future than gold,” Taper writes, adding, “He
sought out naturally irrigated land for pasture, taking up his positions
along the state’s waterways like a general deploying his forces on a
battlefield.”16

“This strategy involved a simple yet innovative process of backward integration
— first, they purchased as much cattle as they could stock on rented land, and soon
after that they purchased the grazing land itself and produced their own cattle,” Igler
wrote.12

And while Miller and Lux built thousands of miles of levees and irrigation
ditches as well as three canals and a 350-foot dam across the San Joaquin River, they
did so to serve their own interests. Independent farmers and irrigation districts that
attempted to use San Joaquin River water were considered a threat that Miller and
Lux routinely dispatched through the courts.

By the late 1800s and early 1900s, the Miller and Lux company was not only the
largest landowner in California, but one of the largest “industrial enterprises” in the
country.13

German immigrants Henry Miller and Charles Lux formed a partnership in 1858 and developed a business that supplied beef for California’s rapidly growing population during and after the Gold Rush. Miller & Lux
Corporation eventually acquired more than 1 million acres of California land, which they converted into cattle ranches. Photos courtesy of the Milliken Museum of Los Banos.
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“The firm dominated Pacific Coast meat markets with annual sales exceeding
$5 million in 1913,” Igler wrote, adding, “The corporation’s herd of one hundred
thousand cattle grazed upon 1.25 million acres of company land in three western
states. …The firm’s innovative and imperious founders, Henry Miller and Charles
Lux, had created a vast machine to engineer the natural landscape and regulate
the geography of western meat production. At one end of the business were
concentrated the lucrative meat markets that fed San Francisco’s burgeoning
population. The other end fanned out horizontally from San Francisco into the
San Joaquin Valley, northern Nevada, and eastern Oregon. In these hinterlands,
Miller & Lux mobilized capital and labor to a degree far surpassing most eastern

Miller and Lux also controlled a 50-mile section of the Kern River and acquired
majority ownership of the San Joaquin and Kings River Canal and Irrigation
Company.
Miller and Lux also wielded its power on the east side of the Sierra, where it also
owned thousands of acres of land. In 1902, the company filed suit in Nevada against
every farmer using water from the Walker River, which the company claimed as its
own, according to a July 19, 1902 report in the Los Angeles Times.17
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“Miller & Lux’s activities ultimately fostered enduring contradictions between
the Far West’s natural and social landscapes,” Igler writes in Industrial Cowboys.
“Conflicts over the control of natural resources produced and exacerbated these
contradictions, as they transpired simultaneously in the courtrooms, legislatures,
and marketplace and on the land itself. In each forum the central issue remained
consistent: who held the right and power to engineer the landscape for market
production?”18

The Monopolization
of Land Ownership
Slowed California’s
Early Development

Ownership of the land was one issue. Another involved water rights and the
struggle between riparian and appropriative water rights.
“The fundamental issue revolved around the question of which of two theories
should prevail — that of riparian rights, derived from English common law, which
asserts that the owner of land along the banks of a stream has the right to the full,
undiverted flow of the stream in front of his property; or the ‘appropriationist’
doctrine, which holds that water may be siphoned off as legitimately needed. In
California, Miller fought for the riparian theory and managed after two hearings to
convince the state supreme court (though its four-to-three decision was tainted with
a suspicion of bribery) that the law was on his side. So crucial was the issue at the
time that a political party of irrigationists was formed, which was concerned solely
with fighting the great cattleman’s position and obtaining the right to divert water
from the streams for use by the settlers.”19

While California’s cities experienced significant growth during the second half of the
19th century, the San Joaquin Valley grew at a disproportionately slow rate, largely
because of companies like Miller and Lux and real estate speculators like William S.
Chapman and others who owned most of the land.
“Speculators like Miller and Chapman were one of the reasons that relatively little
of California’s best lands were open to homesteading or preemption by ordinary
settlers, and why growth in the state proved so disappointing between 1870 and
1900,” Cameron Ormsby writes in her report, “Land Speculation in Fresno County:
1860-1891.”

In Madera County, this fight against Miller and Lux, for what was really the
right of settlers to use water from Sierra Nevada streams to nurture their own
independent farming operations, would last for half a century. It was only through
the steadfast determination of Madera County residents and businesses that Madera
Irrigation District ultimately prevailed.

“During the 1870s and 1880s, eight of the eleven western states grew faster
than California,” Ormsby continued, adding, “For a state that had seen such
promising economic and social development during the mid nineteenth
century, stagnation was a harsh blow. Disillusioned boosters and farmers
alike saw the monopolization of land ownership as the single biggest factor in
retarding California’s growth.”21

But Madera Irrigation District faced a daunting task.
As Arax and Wartzman write, “Miller governed more land and more
riparian water rights than any other citizen in America. At the height of
his holdings, he controlled two rivers and owned 1.3 million acres and
more than 100,000 head of cattle, a principality that extended across
three states. Miller’s empire was so huge that people used to say he
could ride his horse from Canada to Mexico and sleep every night on a
ranch that was his own.”20

Mark Arax and Rick Wartzman trace the monopolization of California’s land
concentration to the corrupt practices employed by wealthy individuals and
government officials following the Mexican American war.
“On the eve of America’s takeover of California, the Mexican government had rushed
to reward its close friends, both Mexican and American, by placing more than 8
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million acres of land in the hands of 800 people. Unlike what happened in the Spanish days,
thirty such grants had been awarded in the San Joaquin Valley, including a 48,000-acre
ranch along the main branch of the Kings River. Many grantees hadn’t bothered with surveys
or filing paperwork; some couldn’t muster a single document backing up their claims. Into
this mess stepped the U.S. Land Commission for California, a final arbiter to determine
which Mexican grants were bogus and which ones would carry the new government’s
imprimatur,” Arax and Wartzman wrote, adding that the Land Commission ultimately became
an agent for monopolization.22
Miller and Lux were particularly aggressive in filing legal challenges against Mexican land
grantees as a way of expanding the company’s real estate empire.
“Miller & Lux targeted such properties because the Mexican (and in some cases American)
owners faced debt as a result of taxes, legal expenses, and the decimation of cattle herds
during the 1860s,” David Igler writes in Industrial Cowboys, adding, “Miller & Lux acquired
rancho properties — including large portions of sixteen former Mexican land grants located
between San Francisco and the San Joaquin Valley — on a scale unequaled by any of its
peers. By the end of the 1860s, Miller & Lux owned well over 300,000 acres of grazing land,
and over half of this acreage derived from former Mexican land grants.”23
But rather than acquire this land for speculative purposes to sell for a higher price at a later
date, as many speculators were doing, Miller and Lux transformed these former Mexican
ranchos into cattle ranches that supplied their beef packing operations in San Francisco.
Miller and Lux, Chapman and others also acquired large quantities of $1.25 government
scrip, which was issued to help Civil War veterans purchase land, but the scrip program was
riddled with fraud.
“The scrip were sold in large blocks for as little as fifty cents a piece and hoarded by San
Francisco capitalists such as William Chapman and Isaac Friedlander. Chapman and
Friedlander teamed up with Moses Church and amassed 170,000 acres in the Tulare Lake
basin and another 80,000 acres around Fresno. It would take years for some of these
holdings to be subdivided into twenty-, forty- and eighty-acre parcels and sold to small- and
medium-sized farmers for a ten-fold profit. Often the land was never broken up but simply
passed from one behemoth to another. By 1871, after twenty years of statehood, California
found itself a more stubborn oligarchy than at any time during Mexican rule. Nine million
acres of its best land were held by 515 men.”24
German immigrants Henry Miller and Charles Lux worked as butchers in San Francisco before
forming their famous partnership. The photo above shows a meat market operated by the Barnett
family in Madera in the early 1900s. Photo courtesy of Madera County Library, California History Room,
Digital Archives.

Miller and Lux, however, would eventually become the largest landowner of them all with
more than a million acres of California land in its possession by the turn of the 20th century.
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The First Madera Irrigation District 										

Chapter 7
Miller and Lux and other large landowners litigated the
first Madera Irrigation District into “near insolvency”
after five years.

Madera area farmers and businesses were among the first in California to take
advantage of the law.
“It was designed to give residents of any portion of the state the right to acquire
water rights without regard to the desires or opposition of the big landed properties
in the same district; and it is thought that its operation will result in the breaking
up of these immense farms and pastures into small orchards and vineyards,” the San
Francisco Chronicle wrote in a December 12, 1891 report.

The period from 1882 to 1892 was a decade of considerable growth in Madera.
A January 1, 1892 report in the San Francisco Chronicle highlighted Madera’s rapid
growth, noting its population of 1,500 and “many substantial buildings, two large
churches, an excellent public school system, a bank, a Masonic temple, a number of
fraternal societies and several good hotels.”

Madera’s residents were particularly supportive of the creation of an irrigation
district to support the growth of their agriculture-based economy.

Madera’s prosperity was fueled not only by the burgeoning lumber sales
of the Madera Flume and Trading Company, but by the continued growth and
diversification of Madera’s farmlands, which were found to be particularly well
suited for the cultivation of table grapes.

“Immediately after the passage of the Act, a district called the Madera Irrigation
District was created in Fresno County,” the Chronicle said in its report, adding, “A
board of directors was appointed, which decided that it would be necessary to raise
$850,000 for construction of the necessary canals and purchasing water rights. A
special election was held, at which the question of issuing bonds was submitted to
the people. The result showed how high the law stood in favor of the people, for of
the 250 votes cast, 243 were in favor of issuing the irrigation bonds, and but seven
were against the proposition.”

“From 1885 to 1887, sufficient rains fell to support those nascent
agricultural ventures,” historian Bill Coate wrote in a September 2007
article for the Madera Tribune.25
“By 1888, however, the rainfall dropped precipitously. The drought
of that year threatened to call a halt to the forward march of
prosperity from farming, and Maderans turned their attention to
much needed irrigation. The people were aroused from their slumbers
and recognized the fact that the very life of the locality depended
on bringing water to the land in order to redeem it from its desert
character.”

“Immediately after the passage of the act, the Madera Irrigation District was
created in Fresno county,” the Los Angeles Times wrote in a December 12, 1891
report.
The nascent district, which included 305,000 acres of potentially irrigable
farmland, was led by prominent businessmen, including G.W. Mordecai, a
Bosewood, Virginia native and co-founder of the Bank of Madera who fought with
Robert E. Lee’s troops in the Confederate Army during the Civil War.

Fortunately for Maderans, a solution was on the horizon with the formation of
Madera Irrigation District in 1888.

“In 1888, (Mordecai) was elected one of the directors of the Madera Irrigation
District, and in the present year was re-elected and is now president of the board,”
the Sacramento Record-Union wrote in a February 8, 1891 report.

The creation of Madera Irrigation District was made possible by the Wright
Act of 1887, which provided the legal framework for farmers and other business
interests to organize irrigation districts to acquire water rights and property needed
to distribute water for irrigation purposes throughout the state.

But even though the legal foundation for Madera Irrigation District had been
established with the Wright Act, the district faced a series of lawsuits from Miller
and Lux and other large landowners who challenged everything from the legality of
the district’s bonds to the validity of the bond election to the constitutionality of the
Wright Act itself.

The Madera Flume as it makes its way across farm fields east of Madera. Photo courtesy of Madera County
Library, California History Room, Digital Archives.
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When a vote was taken, the majority of those in attendance voted in favor of creating Madera
County.

Directors till at last, discouraged and almost insolvent, the district was disorganized.”

“The bonds were at once issued, and then commenced one of the longest and
most exciting legal battles that has been fought in the courts of California,” the San
Francisco Call wrote in a December 12, 1891 report. “Not only the proprietors of
the great ranches in Fresno, but in Colusa and what is now Glenn County and to
other sections of the State armed themselves with the best legal talent that could be
procured and joined in the fray.”

The legal assault by large landowners had exhausted the will of Madera residents
as well.
“The Madera Irrigation District was disorganized by an almost unanimous vote
of the people about three years ago,” the Examiner wrote in its 1896 report, “and,
although there are thousands of acres of land here which are susceptible to irrigation
and which would be more benefited by a system of irrigation than any other district
in the State … it is doubtful if the landowners who are in favor of an irrigation
district care for a repetition of their former experience in attempting to put the
Wright law into active operation.”

Litigants challenging the constitutionality of the Wright Act and the formation
of Madera Irrigation District included Miller and Lux, the Charles Lux estate, J.B.
Hagin, J.D. Bliss, the California Pastoral and Agricultural Company, and the Sierra
Vista Vineyard Company, the Call wrote.
“These are all large landowners in the district and they were
opposed to the law because the burden of taxation created would fall
on them. Small property owners wanted their lands irrigated and were
willing to be assessed, but not so the capitalists, who had large tracts
which they were using for grazing or holding for speculative purposes,”
the Call wrote.

Indeed, the Examiner concluded that the people of Madera had lost their will
to fight against Miller and Lux and other large landowners, which were effectively
blocking the development of small family farms in Madera County.
“The people here recognize the principle of the Wright law as being
correct,” the Examiner wrote, “but the circumstances with which they
are surrounded robs them of the fruit it should bear. They see the tax
coming and dread it, as they fear its proceeds will be used solely for the
purpose of carrying on litigation. They will have to wait either for the
consent of the large corporations or a simplification of the laws before
they will ever realize an irrigation system controlled by a quasi public
corporation.”

The litigation involving Madera Irrigation District was eventually appealed to
the California Supreme Court, which ruled in favor of the constitutionality of the
Wright Act in a decision the Call said was “of the highest importance to irrigation
interests of the State.”
But Miller and Lux and other large property owners appealed the decision and
assessed themselves to keep the litigation going. They ultimately prevailed over
Madera Irrigation District, having legally and financially exhausted the District and
its proponents.

The people of Madera County would, indeed, take a break from fighting Miller
and Lux and other landed interests opposed to forming an irrigation district.
But Maderans would eventually voice their support for an irrigation district again,
and when they did so the second time, the district would be even more determined
to fight for not only its right to exist, but for the right of Maderans to have a reliable
and accessible water supply.

Madera Irrigation District was disorganized in 1893 after facing five years of
relentless litigation, even though the Wright Act continued to hold up in court.
According to a December 4, 1896 report in the San Francisco Examiner, “The
California Agriculture and Pastoral Corporation, an English corporation, Miller
& Lux, the Nevada Bank, Mintern Bliss and a few large landowners assessed
themselves to the extent of 15 cents an acre per annum for the purpose of fighting
the district when it was in existence and, as a result, the matter was taken to
the Supreme Court twice, and litigation, seemingly without end, confronted its
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Thomas E. Hughes,
“The Father of Fresno,”
Helps Create Madera
County

“No one ever said who sounded the alarm that night, but the presence of William H. Hughes
did not go without notice,” Coate wrote, adding that the younger Hughes was Fresno’s fire
chief.
What the Fresno meeting attendees didn’t know, however, was that Thomas Hughes had
just purchased the 3,300-acre Chapman Ranch outside of Madera, which he wanted to
subdivide and sell for homes, ranching and other development.
“What he needed to make his plan work were a few friends in high places,” Coate wrote in
his March 3, 2018 report in The Madera Tribune, adding, “If county division succeeded, he
would be working with a new board of supervisors that would be more sympathetic to his
ideas for colonizing north of the river than Fresno County supervisors.”

One of Madera’s biggest boosters in the early days was Thomas E. Hughes,
otherwise known as “The Father of Fresno.”
In a series of articles for The Madera Tribune, historian Bill Coate describes Hughes
as a quintessential civic booster whose investments in various businesses and real
estate had transformed Fresno from a village into a town.
“He was one of the organizers of the First National Bank and formed the Fresno Fruit
Packing Company,” Coate writes in a March 3, 2018 report in The Madera Tribune,
adding, “Hughes also built the Fresno gas works and the Fresno racetrack and
fairgrounds.”
But Hughes and his son also played key roles during a January 28, 1893 meeting
at Kutner Hall in Fresno when a public vote was taken to break off all of the Fresno
County land north of the San Joaquin River to form Madera County.
“Six railroad cars full of Maderans filled Fresno’s Kutner Hall that night,” Coate wrote
in a March 22, 2018 report in The Madera Tribune. “At about 6:30 p.m., someone
sounded the fire alarm, and immediately all of the Fresnans ran out to find the fire.
In the meantime, several of the leading figures of rebellion, including Thomas E.
Hughes, organized the meeting. When the Fresnans, unable to find the fire, returned
to the hall, they found Miles Wallace with the gavel and the vast majority of the seats
occupied by Maderans.”
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Maderans Try Again 														 Chapter 8
Irrigation district proponents filed initial water rights
claims on the San Joaquin River in 1916 and 1919. Voters
approved the formation of the second Madera Irrigation
District in 1920 — again with overwhelming support.

the expense of the project, the land to be benefitted standing as security for the
bonds. The project will irrigate practically the entire west end of Madera County.”
Even Miller and Lux was reportedly supportive of the plans for the future
water district, according to a November 3, 1916 report in the Oakland Tribune,
which appeared just over two weeks after the death of Henry Miller, who cofounded the giant meat packing and cattle ranching firm.26

For many years, Madera County’s small farmers were not only frustrated
by Miller and Lux and other large landowners who opposed the formation of a
regional irrigation district. They were also annoyed by the periodic flooding of the
San Joaquin River as well as by the loss of the river’s water, much of which flowed
unutilized across the San Joaquin Valley on its way to the Sacramento-San Joaquin
Delta, where it ultimately found its way into the sea.

“Edward F. Treadwell, attorney for Miller & Lux, Inc., who was in Fresno
a few days ago, conferred at Madera with Madera County men who are forming
an irrigation district and talked favorably of the dam,” the Oakland Tribune wrote,
citing John M. Griffin, secretary of the Madera Chamber of Commerce, as the
source for its information about the meeting.

By 1916, however, some 23 years after Miller and Lux and other landowners had
litigated the first Madera Irrigation District out of existence, a group of 40 leading
citizens of Madera, including 33 farmers, created the Madera Irrigation Bureau to
revisit the idea of establishing an irrigation district. They wanted to capture and
store the waters of the San Joaquin River not only for flood control purposes, but
to provide greater benefit for farmers across Madera County so that they wouldn’t
overpump the valley’s groundwater basin.

California’s State Engineer W.K. McClure, for his part, also endorsed
preliminary plans for the formation of what would become the second Madera
Irrigation District.
“The project is sound,” McClure told the Times in a statement for an October
13, 1919 report. “The conclusions drawn by engineer Louis Hill in his report on
the feasibility of the district in regard to the amount of water available and the duty
of this water are also sound. If the district is formed within the next year, inside of
ten years Madera will be one of the best counties in the State.”

Trustees for the group, including J.G. Roberts and E.M. McCardle, not only
filed water rights claims on the San Joaquin River in 1916 and 1919, but they hired
the Los Angeles-based engineering firm of Quinton, Code & Hill to develop plans
for a reservoir near Friant that would store the waters of the San Joaquin and two
other rivers — the Fresno and the Chowchilla — for the productive irrigation of
300,000 acres of Madera County land.

The Times report added that the campaign to organize the future Madera
Irrigation District was being carried out jointly by the Madera Chamber of
Commerce, the Madera County Farm Bureau, and attorney A.L. Cowell of
Stockton, who was secretary of the Irrigation District Association of California.
By January 1920, when the idea of forming Madera Irrigation District was to
be formally decided by Madera County voters, support for the new district was
overwhelming.

“Work on the project will probably be done in the name of the Madera Irrigation
District, of which E.M. McCardle and J.G. Roberts of Madera are directors,” the
Los Angeles Times wrote in an August 13, 1917 report, adding, “It is a mutual concern.
The land owners will bond the district, under the State laws, and sell bonds to cover

“Landowners of the proposed Madera Irrigation District voted
today, 1633 to 52, in favor of organizing the district, which will
comprise 350,000 acres in Madera County,” the San Francisco Chronicle
wrote in a January 4, 1920 report.

This Madera Mercury report from July 16, 1917 is included in the “Harry Barnes Papers,” which are
housed in the Special Collections of the Tomás Rivera Library at the University of California, Riverside.
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Left: A 1923 photo of a Madera barber shop. Right: An interior view of Hunter’s drugstore.Photos courtesy of Madera County Library, California History Room, Digital Archives.

Left: Inside view of Thurman Manufacturing Co. Right: An early view of downtown Madera. Photos courtesy of Madera County Library, California History Room, Digital Archives.

“Plans for the project call for a dam across the San Joaquin river near Friant to
make a reservoir holding some 420,000 acre-feet of water.”
But while the new Madera Irrigation District was formed with overwhelming
support from Madera County voters, the plan was immediately opposed by both
Miller and Lux as well as G.W. Mordecai, who had served as president of the
previous Madera Irrigation District, which survived only five years before being
forced to dissolve after being besieged by lawsuits by Miller and Lux and other large
property owners.
By this time, both Miller and Lux and Mordecai had their own plans to form
smaller irrigation districts, though neither of their plans were supported by the state
because they relied on groundwater. But unlike the short-lived Madera Irrigation
District of the late 1800s, Miller and Lux would find the newly organized Madera
Irrigation District of 1920 to be a much more formidable and tenacious legal
opponent.
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Miller and Lux Strikes Again 												 Chapter 9
The giant meat packing and cattle ranching company filed
a series of lawsuits to prevent Madera Irrigation District
from building a storage dam and other infrastructure
along the San Joaquin River.

lawsuits challenged the validity of the proceedings of the Madera County Board of
Supervisors in organizing the District in the first place while another lawsuit sought
to remove Miller and Lux lands from the district.27
The intensity of the legal conflict between Miller and Lux and Madera Irrigation
District, and its ramifications for Madera business interests and the development
of its economy, prompted the Madera Rotary Club to invite representatives from
both sides to state their respective arguments in two separate speeches in 1922,
transcripts of which were published by the Rotary Club.28

California’s largest newspapers wrote excitedly about Madera Irrigation
District’s plans to build a 290-foot dam and 400,000 acre-foot reservoir along the
San Joaquin River near Friant.
The Los Angeles Times described Madera Irrigation District’s plans
as “one of the most important developments in irrigation that has ever
been undertaken in California,” one of the largest dams in the world,
and one of the first to produce hydroelectric power, according to a
December 20, 1920 report.

Edward F. Treadwell, attorney for Miller and Lux, complained that his
company, its current leader, J. Leroy Nickel, and its recently deceased co-founder,
Henry Miller, were being publicly vilified and that members of the public were
being fed misinformation through erroneous press reports.29
“He must be thrown down, and there must not be left in the
affections of a single person in Madera County one kindly thought of
old Henry Miller, but he must be pictured as a swine, groveling in his
own filth, and he must be pictured as a man vile and filthy, disregarding
the rights and privileges and the best interests of this territory, in order
to make room for these men who have self appointed themselves as
being alone competent to complete the development of this country,”
Treadwell said his remarks to Rotary Club members.30

Madera County voters approved a $28 million bond initiative to fund the dam
and reservoir project in a July 1921 election. In addition to providing construction
funds, the bond initiative provided money for Madera Irrigation District to begin
condemnation proceedings, which included an October 1921 lawsuit against Miller
and Lux to condemn 650,000 acre-feet of San Joaquin River water for storage
purposes behind the proposed dam near Friant.
An October 12, 1921 report in the Santa Ana Register said the lawsuit was “the
largest condemnation suit ever filed in California.”

He added, “In order to destroy Mr. Nickel, whom mere fate has burdened with
that load of responsibility on his shoulders and who is trying to do what has become
necessary by the passing away of the man who built up this twenty-five percent of
Madera County — they have to vilify him by calling him in print names that would
shame any man, and make him ashamed to look his own sons and daughters and wife
in the face …”31

Other Madera Irrigation District actions included a 1920 lawsuit against the
Gravelly Ford Canal Company, a Miller and Lux subsidiary, to determine Gravelly
Ford’s water rights.
Madera Irrigation District’s actions were fiercely contested by Miller and Lux,
however, which soon filed more than 20 lawsuits against the district contesting
every aspect of the District’s plans, including a lawsuit to prevent the district
“from ever diverting any water from the San Joaquin River.” Other Miller and Lux

Nickel, in fact, had actually signed a contract on behalf of Miller and Lux in
which the company agreed to share its water with Madera, Treadwell said.
“I have in my hand a written contract signed by this corporation and signed by the
name ‘J. Leroy Nickel.’ In that he gave without practically any conditions or strings
on it of any kind, he gave to this county the right to divert all of the water of the San
Joaquin River, and put it on the plains of this county, in excess of these amounts:

Original copies of the 1922 speeches given before the Madera Rotary Club by Edward Treadwell of
Miller & Lux and Sherwood Green, on behalf of Madera Irrigation District proponents, are included in
the “Harry Barnes Papers,” which are housed in the Special Collections of the Tomás Rivera Library at
the University of California, Riverside.
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Madera Irrigation District, he said, was needed to confront the “historic
problems” associated with the erratic flows of the San Joaquin River.

he allowed them to divert all of the water over 2000 feet, between October 1st and
February 15th of every year. He allowed them to divert all the water over 3000 feet
during the period from February 16th to March 1st. He permitted them to divert all
of the water over 4000 feet between March 1st and April 1st, and all of the water of
the river over 5000 feet between April 2nd and September 30th of every year.”

“If you could go with me,” Green said, “from the snow fed brooks, which joining
make the San Joaquin river, down that river through our own arid plains and those
of the west side, which are calling for water, and into the delta lands where flood
water is a danger and a menace, and on through to the tide lands of the bay, the river
would tell you of its three great problems, that of irrigation, that of flood control
and that of distribution of flow, so that during the late summer months, a sufficient
amount of fresh water would meet the salt to continue to form a fresh water dam,
and preserve the tide lands from ruination.

Treadwell added, “One of the most distinguished engineers in the state, Mr.
Louis Till of Los Angeles, made a written report, and in this report he said that
under that contract, there was sufficient water to irrigate the whole 350,000 acres
of land in Madera County, granted by Miller and Lux and by the signature of J.
Leroy Nickel, by that contract. And, if I personally have any apology to offer in
regard to it, it is the serious doubt in my mind now, looking back over the past,
whether we had proper foresight in protecting our own interests in granting these
invaluable rights. But these ruthless men violated the very little bit of conditions
that were put into that contract, which they had agreed to, and which was signed
by them. They violated it and disregarded it and allowed it to be annulled. For
what purpose? In order that this whole matter could be thrown into interminable
litigation, so that they could employ engineers and attorneys, by the score, and carry
this thing on for years and years and years, without accomplishing anything.”32

“Each average year, 1,900,000 feet of water flows down the San Joaquin
River; enough to irrigate 1,000,000 acres of land when taken with the Fresno
and Chowchilla rivers, and such pumping as is necessary to preserve a proper
underground water table in irrigated districts.”
Green said the three problems of the San Joaquin River are due to the highly
seasonal nature of the river’s flow.
“More than two-thirds of the total annual flow of the river comes down in the
spring and early summer months with the melting of the winter snows,” he said,
adding, “If all of this water might be spread upon the one million acres of land
during the period of the natural flow there would be too much for that short time
and as the summer advanced too little. It becomes then necessary to store a portion
at least of the flood waters of the river.”

Treadwell also likened Miller and Lux to Caesar, and complained that his
company had been betrayed, just as Caesar had been betrayed thousands of years ago.
In his rebuttal argument, Sherwood Green, a Madera attorney, told Madera
Rotary Club attendees that Treadwell’s remarks were both dishonest and misleading.
“Such remarks as I may make will not be pointed with personal venom, nor will
I rely on any ancient history of the Romans, nor yet on Shakespeare’s plays. For after
all,” Green said, “neither Anthony nor Caesar nor Brutus were interested in the
problems of the San Joaquin River. Any reference made to these personages by Mr.
Treadwell could only be made for the purpose of turning our minds backward more
than 2,000 years, when we have every need that our attention be focused upon our
problems, the solution of which will require looking forward and not backward.”33
Green added that Madera Irrigation District and its plans for a dam and reservoir
would not only provide Madera County farmers with water they need to irrigate
their crops, but help maintain the integrity of the local groundwater basin, provide
flood control and other benefits.

Green said storing water in the proposed dam near Friant would not only benefit
farming, but provide critical flood control and ensure a means of combatting salt
water intrusion on lands in the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta.
“If the problem of irrigation from the San Joaquin was to be solved,” he
said, “it was necessary to form an irrigation district in Madera County, as
the tool with which an irrigation project could be completed by a united
group of people. In August 1916, there was formed the Madera Irrigation
bureau, a group of forty of the leading citizens of this community, thirtythree of whom were farmers, all of them men who felt that the flood
waters of the San Joaquin had wasted into the bay long enough.”34
40

“Let us consider that gift,” Green said. “Mr. Treadwell did not tell you that he
personally drew this contract. He did not tell you that he so drew it that it would be
impossible for us to build a storage project at all under its terms, and thus so long as
the contract was binding upon us it ended forever any possibility of doing the very
thing we were attempting to do. Mr. Treadwell did not tell you that the contract
provided for the exclusion of Miller & Lux lands within the district which in itself
would make it financially impossible for the district to proceed. Mr. Treadwell did
not tell you that Miller & Lux got the first flow of the river, and that if anyone else
was entitled to water out of the river, those amounts should come out of that portion
allotted to the Madera district and not of Miller & Lux …

But Green said the effort to form an irrigation district was complicated by Miller
and Lux, which owned almost all of the land bordering the banks of the San Joaquin
River for more than 60 miles.
“Under the laws of this state,” he said, “owners of the lands bordering a stream
have the right to have even the flood waters of the stream flowing past their lands
undiminished in quantity and quality. This right is commonly called a riparian right.”
Green said there were only two ways of dealing with Miller and Lux to address
the irrigation and flood control needs of Madera County residents. “One is to
condemn this riparian right of Miller & Lux to have flood waters flow uselessly past
their lands; the other to come to an agreement with that corporation.”

“Mr. Treadwell did not tell you that the contract was by its own terms to be
adjudicated valid and a perpetual injunction placed upon this district, preventing it
from ever taking or claiming the right to take any of the water of the river, except
upon the terms of an agreement which was to prevent the storage of that water.”

Reaching an agreement with Miller and Lux proved to be difficult, however.
“Recognizing this right of Miller & Lux to have even the floodwaters of the river
flow uselessly past their lands, the Madera Irrigation bureau spent from August
1916 to February 1920, three and a half long years in an endeavor to so shape their
plans as to gain the approval and cooperation of Miller & Lux. This problem was
complicated by the fact that 60,000 acres of Miller & Lux lands lie in the heart of
the Madera Irrigation District, constituting one-sixth of its entire area.

In essence, Green said, Miller and Lux’s “gift” was no gift at all. “The gift
of Miller & Lux to every man, woman and child in Madera County, of
which Mr. Treadwell has boasted, was by his own sleek connivance, so
framed and drawn as to render it utterly impossible to have a storage
irrigation project of any kind or type under its terms, and I say to you
that we want no more gifts of that type from Miller & Lux or any one
else.”36

Green said Miller and Lux used water mainly to create pastureland instead
of lucrative field crops and, as a result, had no financial interest in supporting an
irrigation district.
“Accustomed to short season irrigation, Miller & Lux have developed a plan
of farming suited to vast areas and producing wild grasses of comparatively low
value. They took the position that the higher cost per acre of a storage water system
could not be adapted profitably to the type of farming which they are using on their
vast areas, and we all know who have lived as their neighbors, that it has not been a
Miller & Lux policy to undertake that intensive type of cultivation and development
which has produced such high returns per acre in the irrigated portions of the great west.”35
But while Treadwell complained that Madera County residents did not
appreciate Miller and Lux’s “gift” of water to them, as outlined in the contract he
described at the Rotary Club meeting, Green said Treadwell was deceitful and that
the “contract” had been written in a way that would prevent the creation of water
storage and irrigation projects.
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A Truce in the “Seven Year War” 											 Chapter 10
Miller and Lux and Madera Irrigation District agree to
form a new water district to develop a dam and storage
reservoir near Friant that representatives from both
organizations would manage.

News of the end of hostilities between Miller and Lux and Madera Irrigation
District was celebrated in news reports across California.
“A big step forward has thus been taken in the progress of Fresno and Madera
counties,” the Los Angeles Times wrote in its September 12, 1922 report.
“The peace pact is one which injures no one and benefits a whole community for it
includes a project for developing storage facilities to cost eventually $10,000,000.
The new irrigation will render productive another million acres of land.
The agreement thus opens wonderful new farm and orchard prospects in this
favored section of central California. All these advantages many contented farmers
might have been already enjoying but for the seven year war between the rival
factions. …

The long and bitter fight between Miller and Lux and Madera Irrigation District
proponents, a struggle the Los Angeles Times called a “seven year war,” came to an
abrupt pause in September 1922, when both sides agreed to create a new district
that would be jointly controlled by board members selected by both sides.
The settlement, announced locally with the type of banner headlines used only
for major historical events, involved an agreement to create the San Joaquin River
Water Storage District.

“Everyone, therefore, will welcome the news of this happy climax. Now the
engineers can get busy and fresh work will be supplied for many laborers. New crops
and new sources of income will before long be available and another ounce of plenty
added to the great cornucopia of California prosperity.”

Eight hundred thousand acres of land along the San Joaquin River would be
made available for settlement as a result of the agreement, which involved Miller
and Lux, Madera Irrigation District and the West Side Water Storage District,
according to a September 14, 1922 report in the Plumas Independent in Quincy.
“The boundaries of the proposed district will be determined immediately by
two engineers, one selected by the Madera interests and the other by Miller & Lux,”
the newspaper wrote, adding, “The board of directors will consist of nine members,
four selected by Miller & Lux, four by the other landowners in the district, and the
ninth member chosen by these eight. They will represent districts equally divided
between the east and west sides of the San Joaquin river. Pending the formation of
the district, litigation between the parties will be held in abeyance.”
The Plumas Independent added: “The Madera Irrigation District, the West Side
Water Storage District and the reclamation districts formed by Miller & Lux will be
dissolved and their property and water rights assumed by the new district.”
The newspaper also noted that “construction of a great storage dam, in Fresno
county near Friant, will be one of the first enterprises undertaken by the new body.”

This special edition of the Madera Mercury is included in the “Harry Barnes Papers,” which are housed in
the Special Collections of the Tomás Rivera Library at the University of California, Riverside.
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Frustration Mounts 														 Chapter 11
The San Joaquin River Water Storage District fails to
realize its promise, setting the stage for renewed litigation
between Madera Irrigation District and Miller and Lux.
Farmers in Chowchilla consider leaving Madera Irrigation
District and partnering with Merced Irrigation District
instead.

This project has been at a standstill for several years while negotiations between
the storage district officials and Miller and Lux for the purchase of water rights and
physical properties have been under way. These negotiations are not yet in final form.”
Meanwhile, the sad reality began to sink in across the region that litigation with
Miller and Lux would soon resume and that it could still be years before Madera
Irrigation District would be able to deliver on its initial promise of providing water
storage and irrigation facilities using San Joaquin River water.

While initial steps were taken to form the San Joaquin River Water Storage
District, including the appointment of Madera Irrigation District Chief Engineer
Harry Barnes as its resident engineer, farmers across Madera County became
increasingly frustrated as the promised water storage and irrigation projects failed
to materialize.
By 1926, local news reports were quoting prominent Madera County residents
calling for Madera Irrigation District to pull out of the San Joaquin River Water
Storage District and to develop the region’s water supply on its own.
Madera residents weren’t the only ones expressing their impatience with the
lack of progress. By 1927, farmers and other business people in Chowchilla were
talking about seceding from the San Joaquin River Water Storage District and
partnering with Merced Irrigation District instead.
“The desire of Chowchilla chamber interests to withdraw from the San Joaquin
River Water Storage District and to obtain water from the Merced project is
prompted … by a desire that something should be speedily done to solve the water
scarcity in the Chowchilla region and because Chowchillans were ‘tired of waiting
for something to be done by the San Joaquin River Water Storage District.’ ”
“The Chowchilla lands were included in the old Madera Irrigation District,
which abandoned its plans for watering Madera County lands and joined with a
larger project proposed by Miller and Lux for irrigating 550,000 acres of lands in
Madera County, and the west sides of Fresno, Merced and Stanislaus Counties.
An early plumbing supply store in Madera. Photo courtesy of Madera County Library, California History Room,
Digital Archives.
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The Growth of Small Family Farms in Madera							

Chapter 12
Henry Miller’s death in 1916 resulted in the eventual
selling of Miller and Lux lands in Madera County and
elsewhere as the company struggled to pay state and
federal estate taxes. But the selling of Miller and Lux
lands also led to a dramatic growth of small family farms
in Madera in the 1920s and to a corresponding increase in
demands for irrigation water so as to lessen the pressure
on the local groundwater basin.

The sale of another half million acres of Miller and Lux land was announced
in early 1926, and included large and small tracts in Madera, Merced, Fresno, and
Stanislaus Counties.
“The sale of the property will break up for the first time one of California’s
historic estates and the distribution by sale will enable thousands of small ranchers
to acquire choice tracts in the richest dairying and diversified farming sections of
the great valley,” the Oakland Tribune wrote in a March 3, 1926 report.
The sale of these lands helped stimulate local population growth, which
increased from 3,444 in 1920 to 4,665 in 1930, as well as the diversification of
Madera County’s economy.37

While Miller and Lux owned more land than anyone else in California in the
late 1800s, the company was forced to begin selling some of its land after Henry
Miller’s death in 1916 to pay state and federal inheritance taxes.

“Diversification of county crops and settlement of additional lands has
considerably increased shipments out of the county, which have grown from 1500
in 1920 to 3358 in 1925, these figures not including grain shipments, and being an
increase of 137 percent,” the Los Angeles Times wrote in a March 7, 1926 report.

“One of Henry Miller’s fundamental policies was never to sell his land,” the
Los Angeles Times wrote in an April 8, 1918 report. “This policy was maintained
strictly up to the time of his death, but with the enormous inheritance taxes, the
corporation must break the hard and fast rule for once at least.”

“During the same period, 1920 to 1925, the number of teachers in the county
schools has increased from 109 to 149, or 37 percent, and the enrollment from 3593
to 4840.”

But as Miller and Lux began to sell its lands, more land also become available to
farmers seeking to develop their own family farms.

The Times also said Madera’s banks were reporting their largest deposits to date.

A December 21, 1919 San Francisco Examiner report noted the sale of 30,000
acres of Miller and Lux land near Madera “at stable prices and easy terms.”

“This condition is due to Madera County’s wide diversification of products,
ranging through grain, cotton, lumber, granite, fresh and dried fruits, raisins,
vegetables, dairying, poultry, cattle and sheep, making a total cash crop and product
turnover for the year equal to the total assessed valuation of the county,” the Times
wrote, adding, “The bank examiners on their visits here have made the statement
repeatedly that the loans of Madera County banks are better diversified than those
of almost any county in California due to the above conditions. This progress has
been made in spite of the fact that much of the land is yet held in large tracts, not
intensively developed. Ten large landowners still control 300,000 acres of the
county’s agricultural lands.”

“The land on the Southern Pacific Line and the state highway cuts through
the property,” the Times wrote, adding, “This land is particularly adapted for the
raising of fruits, peaches, figs, apricots, etc.”
An advertisement by Umbsen, Kerner and Elsert in the January 9, 1920 San Francisco
Examiner stated: “There has never been a chance to buy any of the Miller & Lux lands before.
This is the first opportunity. The land is particularly well adapted to the raising of figs,
apricots, Thomas seedless and Muscat grapes. It will be sold preferably in section tracts on
easy terms. We urge all persons interested to communicate with this office at once.”

The Times noted, however, that Madera’s development would continue as Miller and
Lux, James Curran and other large landowners continued to sell their lands.

Madera and other San Joaquin Valley communities saw an increase in the number of family farms with
the sale of Miller & Lux’s vast land holdings. Photo courtesy of Madera County Library, California History
Room, Digital Archives.
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Early Groundwater Overdraft 											 Chapter 13
The lack of an irrigation system in the early 20th century
not only resulted in groundwater overdraft, but it
eventually prevented Madera County farmers from
getting loans.

wrote, adding that Madera Irrigation District’s plans to import irrigation water
were seen as a positive development because it would help replenish the local
groundwater supply.
Early groundwater overdraft in the Madera area was also documented by Harry
Barnes, who served as Madera Irrigation District’s first Chief Engineer and later as
Chief Engineer of the San Joaquin River Water Storage District before resuming his
duties as Chief Engineer of Madera Irrigation District again.

Madera County’s agriculture-based economy experienced significant growth
in the 1920s and thereafter as Miller and Lux and other large landowners sold
increasing amounts of their land.

“The measurements obtained show just what the farmer has found out by
expensive experience, namely that the water table is consistently going deeper,”
Barnes wrote, adding, “The rate of drop has not been constant either by years or by
localities. In years of plentiful rainfall it can be presumed that more water finds its
way underground. Also in such years there is less pumping and therefore, less pull
on the underground supply. Some wells have been found to drop as much as twelve
or fifteen feet within a couple of years. Others have not dropped more than a half a
foot per year, aside from variations of locality and season, however, and the causes
of these fluctuations each year finds that the water table of the year as a whole is
substantially lower than the preceding year.”38

But given the seemingly endless delays in developing water storage facilities
along the San Joaquin River, farmers often had no choice but to irrigate their crops
by increasing their pumping of Madera County’s already over-tapped groundwater
basin.
The groundwater overdraft problem started years before the second Madera
Irrigation District was established, according to an April 25, 1920 report in the San
Francisco Chronicle, which documented a groundwater study of the Madera County
area by Federal Engineer A. Lincoln Fallows, who strongly condemned plans by
Miller and Lux and G.W. Mordecai to form water districts in the area that would
rely on groundwater pumping.

Madera’s groundwater situation was also investigated by the State Department
of Engineering as part of its effort to develop a State Water Plan, Barnes wrote.39

“The ground water levels throughout the area have been seriously lowered in
the past thirteen years and particularly so within the past three years,” the Chronicle
wrote of Fallows’ observations, adding, “That this lowering is due to too heavy
drafts upon the underground reservoirs with insufficient replenishment is shown
by the facts that where much pumping was the rule the levels had already been
materially lowered by 1916, the last of a series of abnormally wet years, and on the
other hand the water table has apparently not gone down, even at the present time,
where there has been little or no pumping.”

“The conclusion of the State Engineer in this is that over the period of 1921-1929
this area had pulled out of the ground an average of 61,000 acre-feet a year more
than went into it and this with an average irrigated area of only 69,000 acres. This is
to say, taking wet years and dry years, the supply was 61,000 acre-feet less than the
use, the difference being made up by water that had accumulated underground. It is
the using up of this accumulation that causes water levels to fall. With 80,000 acres
being pumped on, as at present, it is obvious that the yearly deficiency is a good deal
more and the increasing drop of the water table shows it,” Barnes wrote.

The need for groundwater replenishment was, therefore, apparent.

Madera County’s continuing groundwater overdraft was also a concern to the
Federal Land Bank, which refused to lend money to Madera County farmers due to their
reliance on groundwater as well as the lack of supplemental water supplies. The bank
outlined its concerns in a letter to the Madera Chamber of Commerce, which Barnes
quoted in his memorandum to the Madera Irrigation District Board of Directors.

“The existing groundwater supplies, while generally satisfactory in quality, are
insufficient in quantity for even the lands now drawing upon them,” the Chronicle
A young boy plays in the Madera flume. Photo courtesy of Madera County Library, California History Room,
Digital Archives.
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Madera Irrigation District also faced further pressure in February 1931, when a
federal appeals court ruled that the district could not issue more than $500,000 of
its $28 million bond issue from 1921 until it actually acquired legal rights to divert
water from the San Joaquin River.

“The reason loans are not being granted in this area is primarily
because this area is to a very large extent dependent upon ground water
for an irrigation supply, and the fact that the record of lowering water
table indicates quite conclusively that the draft on this supply is in
excess of replenishment,” the bank wrote.

The mounting legal pressure failed to deter Madera Irrigation District’s resolve,
however.

“Already,” the bank continued, “considerable (sections) of this area (have)
pumping. Of this condition, your body is presumably quite familiar. We are unable
to see how agriculture in that area can continue without either an abandonment of
considerable acreage or the importation of water from other sources.”40

Indeed, in October of 1931 Madera Irrigation District moved ahead and
purchased 282 acres of land near Friant in the area where the district believed the
long-awaited dam and storage reservoir would be built.41

So with this continuing groundwater overdraft taking place each year, Madera
County’s farmers became increasingly concerned and frustrated by the continued
legal obstacles that prevented Madera Irrigation District from developing the
necessary water storage, flood control and other infrastructure along the San
Joaquin River.
Seen in this context, the resumption of litigation between Miller and Lux and
Madera Irrigation in 1930 — 10 years after the formation of the district — had to
have been particularly frustrating for farming interests across Madera County.
A December 2, 1930 report in The Fresno Bee highlighted the critical issues at
stake in one of the Miller and Lux lawsuits against Madera Irrigation District.
“The suit involves the entire question of the irrigation district’s right to
appropriate water from the stream above the point where the stream flow might be
of benefit to a riparian owner,” the Bee wrote, adding, “The action is looked upon
by legal and irrigation authorities as one of the most important pieces of irrigation
litigation to come before a California court in years.
“Miller and Lux assert that they are entitled to a court order that their lands
are riparian to all water of the San Joaquin River, and restraining Madera Irrigation
District or any irrigation district from diverting or storing any water from the river
for any purpose until it has passed the Miller and Lux lands. The complaint alleges
that the plaintiffs are owners of riparian lands and entitled to all water from the river
for irrigation purposes and for watering stock.”

An early home furnishings store in Madera. Photo courtesy of Madera County Library, California History Room,
Digital Archives.
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The Push to Dissolve Madera Irrigation District 							

Chapter 14
The Madera Taxpayers Association called for the
dissolution of Madera Irrigation District in 1931, citing the
ongoing litigation and delays in developing a storage dam
and related infrastructure.

•
•

Madera Irrigation District Chief Engineer Harry Barnes disputed the Taxpayers
Association’s claims in a November 12, 1931 statement he developed for District
board members to serve as their talking points on the issue.“To say that the district
has nothing to show for its ten year effort, part of which was in cooperation with the
San Joaquin River Water Storage District, is not correct,” he wrote.

While Madera Irrigation District continued to fight Miller and Lux in court for
the right to store and divert San Joaquin River water, mounting frustration with
the seemingly endless litigation prompted a group of farmers to form a taxpayers
association that called for the dissolution of the 11-year-old water district.

“The district has acquired a large amount of engineering and legal data that
are a necessary adjunct to the organization of the district and carrying out of
whatever plan may be followed. Surveys of canal lines etc. were made early in the
proceedings and were extended by the storage district. A lot of work has been done
in connection with the dam and in proving the suitability of the dam site, to the
satisfaction of the state engineering department. One of the first acts of the district
was the purchase of gravel lands near Friant in anticipation of the construction of the
dam. The purpose of this purchase was to cut down the cost of concrete in the dam
and in structures throughout the district and the property has been held since, with
that idea in mind. The mere fact of the possession of this gravel pit by the district
caused the gravel companies to come down about 15% in the price at which they
offered to furnish rock and gravel to the district for its dam and other works.”43

According to an October 24, 1931 report in The Fresno Bee, the Madera
Taxpayers Association sent a petition to California Attorney General U.S. Webb
calling for the dissolution of Madera Irrigation District on the following grounds:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

The proposed water supply is inadequate.
The proposed cost is prohibitive.
Ten years (of) litigation has settled nothing.
Nearly half of the district is undeveloped and will remain so.
The Wright Act is entirely the wrong method to handle our 		
situation.
The proposed power development cannot be depended upon.
The cost of pumping water is cheaper than the proposed plan
and the underground water table has not been developed to its
maximum.
The district has no water rights.
Any existing water rights or property rights can be protected.
Local problems can best be solved locally.
The water situation in the San Joaquin Valley can eventually be
solved by some statewide plan.

Barnes also said there was strategic value in having Madera Irrigation District
continue to fight Miller and Lux.
“It is true that in the case of litigation it is difficult to point to specific and
tangible results from it as yet, other than that apparently the district was forced up
against these issues and it was held necessary to fight them through, if the district
could ever hope to retain its identity and be allowed to work out some way to secure
water for this area.
“The maintenance of the condemnation suit of the district on the reservoir site
and upon the grass land waters of Miller & Lux are held as extremely important,
as these actions of Madera (Irrigation) District have been followed by the filing
of similar suits by Fresno Irrigation District. The priority remains with Madera
(Irrigation) District as long as the suits are actively maintained by the district.”

Downtown Madera in the 1930s. Photo courtesy of Madera County Library, California History Room, Digital
Archives.
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No irrigation bonds can be sold.
Chamber of Commerce report and Miller and Lux answer show
plan of district (is) not feasible.
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Barnes also noted that the Madera Irrigation District Board of Directors saw value in continuing the fight.
“The directors consider that the filings on the San Joaquin River are of positive value and that they
should be retained. … The dam site above Friant has been purchased for the purpose of
improving the strategic position of the district on the river.”
In other words, the possession of this dam site puts the district in a position that the district must be
reckoned with by any interest that desires to store or divert water at this point.
It is for these reasons, Barnes wrote, that the directors of Madera Irrigation District oppose dissolving
the district as “too much would be lost.”44
Madera Irrigation District’s directors also believed that they should represent the views of the
majority of the District’s property owners and not a small faction of District opponents, Barnes wrote.
Attorney General U.S. Webb, for his part, ultimately sided with Madera Irrigation District and
denied the request of the Madera Taxpayers Association to dissolve the District.
“In denying the request, Webb declared that he was ‘convinced that the district and its officers should
be permitted to continue for a reasonable time in a sincere effort to solve the district’s many problems.’ ”45
However, Webb also noted that Madera Irrigation District was involved in more than 30 lawsuits,
mostly with Miller and Lux, and that the district must develop an economical system of irrigation.
Webb stated that it was Madera County’s largest landowners who wanted the district to dissolve.
He said those requesting dissolution of the District represented 62 percent of the District’s acreage,
but only 20 percent of the District’s landowners. “It appears that owners of large acreages favor the
dissolution, while small resident owners still have faith in the district’s possibilities,” he said.46

Maderans cool off on a hot day in the 1930s by lining up to take a swing into the city pool. Photo courtesy of Madera County Library,
California History Room, Digital Archives.
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The Tides Turn 															 Chapter 15
The legal winds in major court cases involving Miller &
Lux started blowing in Madera Irrigation District’s favor
as early as 1930, but picked up velocity after the Attorney
General refused to dissolve the district.

In March of 1932, the Third District Court of Appeals also refused to declare
Madera Irrigation District “null and void,” settling an issue in a preceding case by
Miller and Lux against the Madera County Board of Supervisors. The same court
also refused the plaintiff’s request to exclude 5,000 acres of land from the Madera
Irrigation District. According to a March 9, 1932 report in The Fresno Bee, the
court “declined to grant an order of exclusion because no attempt was made by the
corporation to ‘describe the lands which are already irrigated by other means than
the district, so that any order of exclusion could be made.’ ”

The filing of a petition by the Madera Taxpayers Association to dissolve Madera
Irrigation District was undoubtedly the low point of the district’s turbulent early history.
But the November 1931 decision by Attorney General U.S. Webb to refuse the
request of landowners to dissolve the 11-year-old District was also a critical validation
of the District’s efforts that enabled the struggling agency and Madera County
farmers to witness a turning of the legal tide in Madera Irrigation District’s favor.
The legal shift in Madera Irrigation District’s direction had actually started
earlier, in October 1930, when Miller and Lux lost a decade-long court battle to
remove its lands from the district.
“The ten year effort of Miller and Lux to keep its lands outside
the Madera Irrigation District officially came to an end today with
the filing here of a decision by the third district court of appeals,
dismissing the application of the company for a writ of mandate against
the directors of the irrigation district,” The Fresno Bee wrote in an
October 16, 1930 report.
Just over a year later, in November 1931, the Third District Court of Appeals
dismantled another one of Miller and Lux’s lines of attacks by upholding the
legality of actions taken by the Madera County Board of Supervisors to approve the
formation of Madera Irrigation District in the first place.
“The action was brought against the board by Miller and Lux, Inc., large
landowners, on the technical ground the board had never been given due legal notice
concerning the organization of the district,” The Fresno Bee wrote in a November
20, 1931 report, adding, “The appellate court upheld the Madera County Superior
Court in deciding due notice had been given by the district.”
1913 wine cellar in Madera. Photo courtesy of Madera County Library, California History Room, Digital Archives.
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A Change of Plans															 Chapter 16
Madera Irrigation District’s plans for a dam near Friant
become a critical component of the proposed statewide
irrigation system that would eventually become known as
the Central Valley Project.

State and federal officials determined in an 1873 report that the only way to
effectively solve California’s water problem was to develop the infrastructure
necessary to redistribute the state’s water resources.
“A commission headed by Lieutenant Colonel B.S. Alexander went
out to study the Sacramento and San Joaquin rivers in 1873,” de Roos
wrote. “In its report to President Grant, the Alexander Commission
projected a system of canals which included the idea of a Sacramentoto-San Joaquin water exchange.”48

While Madera County farmers grew increasingly frustrated by the seemingly
endless litigation with Miller and Lux, which initially prevented Madera Irrigation
District from bringing its water storage and delivery plans into fruition, Madera
County was far from alone in facing such problems.

California’s first State Engineer, William Hammond Hall, convinced the
Legislature in 1882 to grant $100,000 for additional studies “to provide a system
of irrigation, promote drainage and improve navigation of the Sacramento and San
Joaquin Rivers.”49 But the Legislature failed to appreciate the strategic value of Hall’s
work and refused to provide additional funding for water project surveys and related
research.

Farmers in many areas of the San Joaquin Valley faced similar legal battles with
Miller and Lux, which continued to fight efforts by local irrigation districts to tax its
lands and tap the rivers that the firm had largely controlled for nearly half a century.
But while Madera Irrigation District and other San Joaquin Valley agencies
spent the 1920s and early 1930s fighting for their rights to develop water supplies
and related infrastructure within their respective service areas, state officials
were increasingly trying to figure out how to develop a statewide plan to address
the chronic water problems that had been vexing farmers in the San Joaquin and
Sacramento Valleys ever since California became a state.

It wasn’t until 1919, nearly 40 years later, before government officials made
another effort to identify solutions to California’s chronic water problems. That’s
when Colonel Robert Bradford Marshall, Chief Hydrographer of the United
States Geological Survey, outlined a plan for a statewide water system in a letter to
Governor William D. Stephens.

Robert de Roos describes the crux of California’s water problem in his 1948
book, The Thirsty Land.

“The Marshall Plan proposed a series of storage reservoirs on the Sacramento
River system. Two large canals were to carry water on both sides of the Sacramento
Valley into the San Joaquin Valley,” de Roos wrote, adding, “The Marshall
Plan is generally credited with being the master pattern for the present Central
Valley Project, although many changes have been made in Marshall’s original
conception.”50

“Nature, which delivers water only during the winter and spring,
provides too much water in the Sacramento Valley and not enough
in the San Joaquin,” he writes, adding, “Two-thirds of the rain and
snow of northern California fall in the Sacramento watershed, and
the Sacramento Valley has only one-third of the arable land of the
two valleys. And only one-third of the rain and snow reaches the San
Joaquin Valley, which has two-thirds of the arable land.”47

The Marshall Plan stimulated additional studies by the state, which
by the early 1930s felt increasing political and economic pressure to
develop a statewide system to address the water storage, flood control
and irrigation needs of the Sacramento and San Joaquin Valleys.
The need for a major water solution was particularly acute in the
San Joaquin Valley, where the lack of irrigation systems resulted in
excessive groundwater pumping.

Madera street scene in the 1930s. Photo courtesy of Madera County Library, California History Room, Digital Archives.
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Madera Irrigation District Chief Engineer Harry Barnes was a prolific letter writer who frequently reached out to the top state and federal officials for information and guidance on how MID could best secure the water
infrastructure projects needed by the District’s growers. The “Harry Barnes Papers,” which are housed in the Special Collections of the Tomás Rivera Library at the University of California, Riverside, include copies of
letters Barnes wrote to President Franklin Roosevelt, Interior Secretary Harold Ickes and Bureau of Reclamation Commissioner Elwood Mead discussing the Central Valley Project.

Madera County voters, for their part, also recognized the need for a different
approach to address water storage, flood control, irrigation and groundwater
overdraft problems that were statewide in nature.

In a March 25, 1933 letter to the state Assembly, Madera Irrigation District
President T. S. Coffee said the District itself supported the concept of the Central
Valley Project because the continued overdraft of Madera County’s groundwater
basin was unsustainable.

In August of 1933, voters within Madera Irrigation District voted 389 to 24 to
cancel a $27.8 million bond issue that was originally authorized in 1921 to finance
construction of the District’s proposed water storage, flood control and irrigation
system.53

“Careful record has been kept of the wells in this area for the past
twelve years, which indicate that the water table is regularly falling,”
Coffee wrote, adding, “In common with other areas in the valley in
similar case, it is therefore only a matter of time until pump lifts in the
district become impracticable for the raising of all ordinary crops.”51

Four months later, residents of the City of Madera provided an “avalanche of
votes” in favor of the Central Valley Project, with 1,464 in favor and 61 opposed to
the project, according to a December 21, 1933 report in The Fresno Bee.54
Prior to the election, the Madera Irrigation District Board of Directors had also
voted unanimously to support the Central Valley Project.

The groundwater situation in the southern San Joaquin Valley was even more acute.
“By 1933 pumping plants were almost as numerous as houses in the southern
San Joaquin Valley,” the Work Project Administration wrote in its 1942 book, The
Central Valley Project.

“It is realized that the plan is not ideal and that there are features in it that are
not to the exclusive interest of Madera Irrigation District,” the District said in a
statement published December 19, 1933 by The Fresno Bee, “but we appreciate that it
is a co-operative plan which can only be worked out on a give and take basis, and the
Madera Irrigation District is willing to do its share in co-operating to make the plan
feasible.”

“It soon became plain that the underground water deposits were being
overdrawn. In the orange belt north of Lindsay, wells that had struck water at from
35 to 120 feet in 1921 had to be dug as deep as 60 to 220 feet ten years later. In this
section of the valley, where the original bedrock is closer to the surface, some of the
wells drew salt water. By 1936 more than 20,000 acres of highly developed land had
to be abandoned because of the falling water level, and water was being overdrawn
on more than 400,000 acres.”52

The District added, “Madera County is proceeding largely on faith in the
reasonableness and fairness of the water project authority in administering the
central valley’s project. We are assuming that Madera County will be able to
procure sufficient water to apply the same beneficially and that we can get it at a
price that we can afford to pay. What that price may be and what the amount of
water may be will depend on so many factors which still remain to be worked out
by and through the water project authority that it is impossible at this time to obtain
definite figures thereon. Meanwhile, the district and the county have subscribed
to the campaign in favor of the water plan bill, and consider that properly and fairly
administered, the plan should be of great benefit to Madera County in securing a
gravity water supply to aid in replenishing the steadily disappearing ground water
supply which is now being overdrawn for irrigation in the county.”

While Madera Irrigation District spent the first dozen years of its existence
trying to develop water storage and distribution infrastructure as an independent
agency, the District realized by 1933 that the plans the District initially developed to
serve its own needs would likely need to be modified as public support increased for
a statewide water solution known as the Central Valley Project.
But Madera Irrigation District continued to play a critical role and was a force
to be reckoned with even as state and federal agencies worked to develop the
Central Valley Project. This is because of the District’s ownership of the site for the
proposed dam near Friant as well as its San Joaquin River water rights, which still
had to be determined as part of its ongoing litigation with Miller and Lux.
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The Feds Step In 															 Chapter 17
The Central Valley Project proves to be too costly for
California to finance on its own. It then becomes a federal
project managed by the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation in
1935.

“Attorney J.E. Woolley of San Francisco, representing Miller and Lux, stated in
this letter that the company owns 75 miles of 200,000 acres of property along the
San Joaquin River in Madera, Fresno, Merced and Stanislaus Counties and that, as a
large riparian owner, the company feels that the proposed diversion of waters from
the river will result in destruction of property rights.”

While the Central Valley Project started off as a $170 million state project that
was approved by voters in a December 19, 1933 election, state officials eventually
asked the federal government to step in to manage and fund the project.

Vandegrift told the Oakland Tribune he was hopeful that Miller and Lux’s
concerns could be addressed through negotiation rather than by litigation.
Miller and Lux eventually agreed to sell its San Joaquin River water rights to the
U.S. government for nearly $2.5 million, effectively removing a hurdle that had
previously prevented Madera Irrigation District and others from gaining access to
river water for decades.59

“One hundred and seventy million dollars was needed — and it couldn’t be
found,” the Work Projects Administration wrote in its 1942 book, The Central Valley
Project.55

Madera Irrigation District, for its part, was specific in what it asked the U.S.
Bureau of Reclamation to do. According to a September 7, 1937 report in The Fresno
Bee, the District asked the Bureau to ensure the following:

“The state of California tried to sell bonds to secure the money. But 1933 was
not a good year, the depression was serious, and it was hard to persuade people to
buy these bonds. … Finally it became clear that unless the United States Congress
made funds available the whole idea would never get beyond the planning stage.”56

•

Congress subsequently passed an appropriations bill, and on December 2, 1935,
the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation took over the Central Valley Project. “The Bureau
immediately began checking plans and estimated cost, making more studies of its
own, and designing the dams and canals.”57

•
•

Perhaps to no one’s surprise, Miller and Lux initially opposed the
Central Valley Project, voicing its opposition in letters to several state
officials, including California Director of Finance Rolland Vandegrift
and Attorney General U.S. Webb, citing the company’s riparian water
rights associated with 200,000 acres of property and 75 miles of the San
Joaquin River in Madera, Fresno, Merced and Stanislaus Counties.

•

Madera Irrigation District’s Board of Directors also reiterated its position that
the District not finalize any agreement to purchase water or power from the Central
Valley Project without taking into consideration the viewpoints of the District’s
landowners.

“Please construe this letter,” Miller and Lux attorney J.E. Woolley wrote, “as a
demand on the part of my clients that no steps be taken to carry out this program on
account of the inevitable injury that will result to them if the same is carried out.”58

Once the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation made an offer to purchase the Friant Dam
site and Madera Irrigation District’s San Joaquin River water rights, the District had
the proposal reviewed by its attorney, Stephen Brand, one of the most prominent
water law experts in California.

This Madera News report from June 5, 1939 is included in the “Harry Barnes Papers,” which are housed
in the Special Collections of the Tomás Rivera Library at the University of California, Riverside.
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That the Madera Canal be built to a capacity to adequately serve
the District’s lands and that it be ready for use by the time the
Friant dam is built.
That Madera Irrigation District be given the opportunity to 		
purchase enough water to meet the needs of the District.
That the cost of the water for Madera Irrigation District be no
higher than water provided to other water project customers.
That Madera Irrigation District be given the opportunity to buy
back its properties if the Central Valley Project is ever abandoned
by the federal government.
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Workers deliver material for the banks of the Madera Canal distribution system. Photo courtesy of R. Hernandez for the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation.

Madera Irrigation District executed its contract with the U.S. government for
the Friant Dam site, the gravel land near the dam and other items for $300,000 on
June 5, 1939, according to a McClatchy Newspaper Service report of the same date
that was published in The Fresno Bee.
“Under the contract, the Madera Canal, to extend from Friant to Ash Creek
above the head of Berenda Slough, is to be built by the government concurrently
with the Friant Dam and is to be available for use by the time the dam is completed,”
the Bee wrote, adding, “No water can be offered for sale from the Friant reservoir
to any area or unit before the Madera Irrigation District is given the opportunity to
obtain water to which it is entitled.”
While prices for Central Valley Project water had not yet been determined at
the time of the initial agreement, the contract did specify how much water Madera
Irrigation District could potentially receive as well as its priority status in obtaining
such water.
“The District is entitled to purchase up to 270,000 acre-feet of water annually
from the project which shall include not less than 15 percent of the total class one
water available. In all but the driest years, this means a supply of 120,000 acre-feet
of class one water alone,” the Bee wrote.

Workers prepare the ground for the Madera Canal distribution system prior to jacking 48-inch concrete
pipe. Photo courtesy of R. Hernandez for the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation.
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A New Era Begins 															 Chapter 18

Madera County agriculture flourished with the securing of Central Valley Project water supplies, as
evidenced by this 1943 crop report from Madera County Library’s California History Room.

Optimism sweeps the valley as dam and canal
construction are finally underway.
The Fresno Bee described the economic impact of Friant Dam and canal on
Madera Irrigation District’s service area in an October 15, 1942 report.
“Madera County has more than 2,000 farms, the majority of them in
the valley district,” the Bee wrote, adding, “Irrigation here is necessary
for all soil crops, with the exception of dry farmed grains. Most of the
irrigation is from wells with electric pumps. However, the long awaited
completion of the Friant Dam of the Central Valley Project, twenty
miles east of Madera, will revolutionize the agricultural industry of
Madera County.”
According to the Bee, “The level valley section (of Madera County) contains
approximately 450,000 acres, including some 110,000 in irrigated orchards,
vineyards, dairy and alfalfa farms, cotton fields and vegetable gardens, and 200,000
acres devoted to the dairy farming of wheat and barley.”
Madera County’s biggest crop in 1941 was cotton, the Bee reported, with
60,000 acres and a cotton crop valuation of $4.5 million. The second biggest crop
was grapes, with 25,000 tons of the raisin variety with a value of $1.5 million, and
11,800 tons of fresh grapes, valued at $145,380. Other major crops included wine
grapes, barley, alfalfa and truck garden products.
The Bee concluded that construction of the Friant Dam and related
infrastructure, combined with growing visitation to Yosemite National Park, would
continue to strengthen and diversify Madera County’s economy.
“With unusual recreational assets in the mountain region, mineral wealth, a
diversified farm development and the prospect of an irrigation supply which will
enhance the productiveness of its acres, Madera County is looking forward to even
greater progress in the next two decades than in those just passed.”
Many dams, bridges and roadways were built by the Work Projects Administration during the Great
Depression, including the Yosemite Road in Madera County. Photo courtesy of Madera County Library,
California History Room, Digital Archives.
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Dreams Eventually Become Reality 										 Chapter 19
Construction of Friant Dam and the Madera Canal
proceed despite the outbreak of World War II, with the
dam being completed in 1944 and the canal in 1945.

Indeed, 46 years, if you count from 1888, the year the first Madera Irrigation
District was formed, and 24 years since 1920, when the second Madera Irrigation
District was approved by Madera County voters.
But there was still another hurdle to overcome. The Madera Canal was not
completed all the way to Madera at that time.

World War II delayed construction work on Friant Dam and the Madera Canal,
but the two projects were on a short list of federal water projects that continued
despite wartime shortages of manpower and steel.

The final stretch of the canal itself wasn’t completed until a year later. But when
the project was completed, it was celebrated during a June 10, 1945 ceremony that
attracted close to 500 people, including I. Tielman, who worked as a construction
engineer in 1900 on two reservoirs east of Madera that had been built by the Madera
Canal and Irrigation Company.

The War Production Board initially suspended construction of the dam and
canal during the first year and a half of World War II, but afterward ordered their
completion in 1943 to facilitate war-time food production, according to a December
20, 1943 report in The Bakersfield Californian.

“Teilman was one of many early day leaders who saw in the canal completion
fulfillment of a dream of more than half a century, that of bringing to the thirsty
lands of the county the waters formerly wasted in Spring floods,” the Bee wrote in a
June 11, 1945 report produced by McClatchy Newspapers Service.

Madera residents and farmers also knew that Madera Irrigation District
customers were legally in a “most favored” position to receive water from Friant
Dam once it became available, Madera Irrigation District President J.A. Secara told
The Fresno Bee in an interview published September 13, 1942.

“President W.S. Hills of the Madera County Chamber of Commerce,
sponsoring organization for the celebration, said the canal will change
the county in future years from a predominantly grazing agriculture to
a region of intensively cultivated diversified farms.”

“This provision was inserted by the Madera directors when they made the
agreement under which the local district transferred the Friant Dam site to the
government,” the Bee wrote, adding, “It was designed to insure this district ‘most
favored’ status as regards water from the Friant project.”60

U.S. Bureau of Reclamation Commissioner Harry W. Bashere, for his part,
called the completion of the Madera Canal “the forging of a strategic link in the
Central Valley’s Project,” in a statement published June 15, 1945 in the Bee.

“If there was no war,” the Bee continued, “the contract provision would assure
water for Madera district lands at an early date. Since there is a war, it is difficult to
say how soon the remaining 4 percent of the dam and the remainder of the FriantMadera Canal can be completed. Whenever the job is finished, however, it will find
the Madera District ready to proceed.”

Two weeks later, the water level at Millerton Lake reached the spillway crest for
the first time, with the dam storing 436,550 acre-feet of water.
But while it would still be a few more years before Madera Irrigation District
and other agencies would finalize water contracts with the U.S. Bureau of
Reclamation, the District did obtain 88,000 acre-feet of water from the dam in
1945 through a temporary contract.

It took almost two years to complete that final 4 percent of construction.
Madera Irrigation District President J.A. Secara opened the 84-inch valve that
poured water from Millerton Lake into the Madera Canal during a June 4, 1944
ceremony, which, according to the McClatchy Newspapers Service, would “climax a
50 year effort in which residents of the county have spent more than $1,000,000 to
obtain an irrigation supply from the San Joaquin River.”
Construction of Friant Dam. Photo courtesy of the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation.
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Left Top: The construction of Friant Dam. Photos courtesy of Madera County Library, California History Room, Digital Archives. Left Bottom: Double cantilever cranes, popularly called “Hammerheads,” stand 72 feet above
the deck of the long construction trestle that spans the Friant Dam site. The cranes, which have a lateral reach of 300 feet, pick up and deliver buckets of concrete used in the construction of the dam.
Photo courtesy of the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation.
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Center: Thousands line up to see water released from Friant Dam into the Madera Canal on June 4, 1944. Photo courtesy of Madera County Library, California History Room, Digital Archives. Right: Officials celebrate the
opening of the Yosemite Road at Friant Dam. Photo courtesy of Madera County Library, California History Room, Digital Archives.
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Motorists line up to see water flow into the Madera Canal for the first time. News reports estimated that more than 3,000 people came out to see the event. Photo courtesy of Madera County Library, California History Room,
Digital Archives.

“Deliveries in the Fresno River began in April, but as the canal was not
completed until later, deliveries to Ash Creek and Berenda Slough did not begin
until early in June,” The Fresno Bee wrote in a September 12, 1945 report, adding,
“Of the 88,000 acre-feet, 26,000 acre-feet were spilled into Ash Creek and Berenda
Sough, the remainder to Cottonwood Creek, the Fresno River, Berenda Creek and
Dry Creek, and the Madera Canal and Irrigation Company canals.”

Chowchilla Farmers Secede From Madera Irrigation
District To Form Their Own District
Chowchilla area farmers had been voicing their interest in potentially seceding
from Madera Irrigation District since the late 1920s due to litigation related delays
in the construction of Friant Dam and related irrigation infrastructure.
But even though Madera Irrigation District eventually secured a priority
position to receive irrigation water from Friant Dam following its construction
as part of the Central Valley Project, Chowchilla area farmers still wanted their
independence.
In 1949, Madera Irrigation District’s Board of Directors consented to allocating
water to the future Chowchilla Irrigation District “if and when it is formed,”
according to an August 7, 1949 report in The Fresno Bee.
“The allocation would be a portion of the water guaranteed the Madera
Irrigation District under its May 1939 contract with the United States, and would be
based on the proportion of the present MID acreage to be included in the proposed
new district,” the Bee wrote.
Chowchilla Irrigation District was formed in late 1949. It later merged with the
LaBranza Water District in 1988. Chowchilla Irrigation District currently serves
over 400 landowners on 85,000 acres of land in southern Merced and northern
Madera counties.

Madera Irrigation District President J.A. Secara turns the valve letting Central Valley Project water
behind Friant Dam flow into the Madera Canal for the first time on June 4, 1944. Photo courtesy of Madera
County Library, California History Room, Digital Archives.
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The Next Challenge														Chapter 20
Madera Irrigation District spends the 1950s building
lateral pipelines to distribute irrigation water to Madera
County farmland.

construction costs, the money available was not sufficient to build ditches to serve
more than about half of the District.61
Madera County voters subsequently approved a second construction contract of
$5.2 million in February of 1959 to finish the District’s distribution system.

While building Friant Dam and the Madera Canal were major accomplishments,
lateral pipelines still needed to be built to deliver irrigation water to farmlands
across Madera Irrigation District’s service area.

“The vote was 1,139 in favor of the project, and only 271 opposed,” The Fresno
Bee wrote in a February 4, 1959 report, adding, “The canal system will bring water
to 40,000 acres of farming land, mostly in the southern and central sections of the
county.”

In 1951, the District entered into an $8.3 million contract with the U.S. Bureau
of Reclamation to build a water distribution system, but due to rapidly rising

Left: After completing construction of Friant Dam and the Madera Canal, another big milestone took
place in 1951 when Madera Irrigation District signed its first contract with the Bureau of Reclamation
for Central Valley Project water. Sitting in the front row from MID are D.V. Romans, C.A.
Ridgeway, John Allen, Richard Boke, Hugh Rodgers, John A. Franchi and A. T. Roberts. The back
row includes Carl McCollister, T.A. Jennings, V. Gordon, W. Sell, E. Shauback, J. Roduner and D.
Peckinpah. Right: Madera Irrigation District celebrated its second contract signing with the Bureau of
Reclamation in 1956. Pictured here in this contract signing photo are, seated, D. Peckinpah, J.A. Franchi,
B.P. Bellport, D. Campbell and F.G. Brady. The back row includes D. Brown, R. McNiel, E. Sullivan, D.
Romans, J. Engle, E. Stinnel, C. Cavin, and T. Sagouspe.
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Downtown Madera in the 1950s. Photo courtesy of Madera County Library, California History Room, Digital Archives.
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Left: Madera Canal Distribution System field crew conducts laboratory tests of concrete being placed at a concrete drop and roading crossing. Center: Early view of the Madera Canal distribution system. Right: Early
views of workers building the Madera Canal distribution system. Photos courtesy of R. Hernandez for the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation.
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Madera Irrigation District Acquires The Madera Canal and Irrigation Company		
			
					
		
					
Chapter 21
The purchase was intended partly to increase Madera
Irrigation District’s distribution system. But the
acquisition also gave Madera Irrigation District some of
Madera County’s oldest water rights as well as the historic
canals originally developed by Isaac Friedlander.

a January 20, 1987 interview, adding, “This partnership, as a trustee, was entrusted
with Friedlander’s water rights, irrigation properties and considerable acreage
following the death of Friedlander in 1878.”62
Madera Irrigation District Chief Engineer Harry Barnes described Madera
Canal and Irrigation Company’s holdings in an April 1932 memorandum to the
District’s Board of Directors.

Officials from the Madera Canal and Irrigation Company periodically
approached Madera Irrigation District about purchasing the company and its
associated water rights.

“Water rights of the Madera Canal & Irrigation Company consist of the first 200
cubic feet per second of the water of the Fresno River as it flows at the dam east of
Madera,” Barnes wrote. “This includes water from the South Fork of Merced River
and North Fork of the San Joaquin River, which is diverted into the Fresno River
watershed under rights of the Canal Company. These rights have been adjudicated
by the State Supreme Court. The combined rights of the company normally yield
from 20,000 to 35,000 acre-feet per year at the dam. The season is usually over by
the first week of July, for all practical purposes.”63

Madera Irrigation District initially passed on such opportunities, but decided to
purchase the company in 1950 as a way of expanding the District’s irrigation water
distribution system.
Madera Canal and Irrigation Company’s original ditches were built in 1873 by
Isaac Friedlander, the famous Madera County pioneer who donated land initially
used to establish Madera in its present location.

The Madera Canal and Irrigation Company also had an extensive network of
canals and ditches.

The Madera Canal and Irrigation Company, for its part, was founded on
December 8, 1888, 17 months after Friedlander’s 1878 death. Once established, the
Madera Canal and Irrigation Company had the ability to acquire, hold and dispose
of water and water rights and irrigation canals initially developed by Friedlander, his
business partner, William S. Chapman, and their successor companies.

“Physical properties of the Madera Canal & Irrigation Company are stated to
include upwards of a hundred miles of ditches and small laterals,” Barnes wrote.
Interestingly, the Madera Canal and Irrigation Company faced its share of legal
challenges over its use of both Big Creek and San Joaquin River water in the early
1900s.

Keith Emmert, a former president of Madera Canal and Irrigation Company,
said Thomas Hughes, a prominent Fresno and Madera County pioneer, also had an
ownership interest in the company.

John R. Hite, a San Francisco millionaire with mining interests in the Sierra,
filed suit against both the Madera Canal and Irrigation Company and the Madera
Sugar Pine Company, as an intervenor, challenging their use of the waters of Big
Creek, “which Hite claimed he was entitled to use for operating his celebrated mine
in Hite’s cove.”64

“Thomas Hughes, who built the Hughes Hotel in Fresno and developed the
Hughes Addition in Madera, formed a partnership with E.W. Chapman, Wm.
Howard, R.M. Nelson, A.R. Campbell-Johnson, and R.L. Dixon,” Emmert said in

Both Madera Canal and Irrigation Company and the Madera Sugar Pine
Company survived the legal challenge, however.

Madera Irrigation District has Pre-1914 rights to divert water from Big Creek, a tributary of the Merced
River, and the North Fork of Willow Creek, both of which are located near Fish Camp. The Big Creek
diversion channel is pictured here after a winter snowfall. Madera Irrigation District acquired these
water rights in 1950 when it purchased the Madera Canal and Irrigation Company. The Big Creek
diversion channel and other Madera Canal and Irrigation Company canals were originally built in 1873
by Isaac Friedlander, the famous California Grain King who played a key role in the founding of Madera.
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“Judge Cocoran decided in favor of the defendant and the intervenor, their
interests being identical, and by his decision the waters of the stream will continue
to be used, as they now are, for irrigation and lumbering in Madera County,” the
79

But despite his three decades of service to Madera Irrigation District, Barnes eventually lost
the support of the majority of the District’s Board Members, who called for his resignation as a
result of a dispute involving a group of “dissident” growers who not only opposed the proposed
contract for Central Valley Project water, but launched an effort to remove 20,000 acres of
northeast Madera County land from the District.

San Francisco Chronicle wrote in an October 26, 1901 report, which also revealed that
other water interests were funding the lawsuit.
“During the trial it transpired that the Crocker-Huffman Land and Water
Company was paying the expenses of the action and had a contract with the plaintiff
whereby it should have the benefit of all the waters he might recover,” the Chronicle
wrote, adding, “It was the company’s purpose to divert the water for use in Merced
County.”

The dissident growers found a voice for their opposition in Madera Irrigation District Director
Arnold Salisberry.
“Salisberry’s dissension caused the California Districts Security Commission to reject the
contract,” The Bakersfield Californian wrote in a November 3, 1950 report, adding, “Barnes’
stand in the controversy was never made public, but off the record comments of directors
indicated he sided with Salisberry.”

Madera Canal and Irrigation Company also faced a lawsuit from Miller and Lux
and the San Joaquin and Kings River Canal and Irrigation Company, of which Miller
and Lux was also a majority stakeholder. “It was in this action that Miller and Lux
set up the direct claim to all the waters of the San Joaquin River and every one of its
tributaries,” the Los Angeles Times wrote in an October 2, 1903 report.

Before he joined Madera Irrigation District as its first Chief Engineer in 1920, Barnes worked
as an engineer for the Water Resources Branch of the Office of the State Engineer.

A settlement was reached, however, which preserved the status quo, at least as
far as Madera Canal and Irrigation Company was concerned.

He had previously worked for four years — from 1914 to 1917 — as the engineer for the
Madera Canal and Irrigation Company following a four-year stint with the U.S. Department of
Agriculture in its Office of Irrigation Investigations, beginning in 1910.

Harry Barnes

“The compromise is a distinct victory for Miller and Lux, inasmuch as the
title of the plaintiffs to the water of the North Fork of the San Joaquin is admitted,
because, by the terms of the settlement, it is Miller and Lux who say when the
water shall be taken, and in what volume,” the Times wrote. “On the other hand, the
defendant company secures all that it has ever had, so that it loses nothing except the
right — of possible future value — to take water for irrigation purposes in August
and September of each year.”

Madera Irrigation District’s first Chief Engineer guided the District for its first
30 years from 1920 to 1950.
The man leading Madera Irrigation District through the first 30 years of its turbulent
existence was Harry Barnes, a highly experienced engineer who graduated from the
University of California’s College of Civil Engineering in 1906.

By the time Madera Irrigation District acquired Madera Canal and Irrigation
Company, however, Miller and Lux was no longer a threat and Madera Irrigation
District could utilize its water rights as well as the company’s infrastructure and
integrate it with new laterals being built by the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation.

Barnes is an important figure in Madera Irrigation District history because he helped
guide the District through the toughest challenges of the first three decades of its
existence, including the litigation with Miller and Lux, the efforts by the Madera
Taxpayers Association to dissolve the agency, and the challenges associated
with ensuring that the interests of Madera farmers and other local residents were
safeguarded as the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation took over the management and
construction of Friant Dam and the Madera Canal.

While Madera Irrigation District acquired the Madera Canal & Irrigation Company in 1950, the canal
company had contemplated selling its assets to MID at least as far back as 1932, according to letters
contained in the “Harry Barnes Papers”, which are housed in the Special Collections of the Tomás
Rivera Library at the University of California, Riverside

Barnes also served as Chief Engineer of the San Joaquin River Water Storage
District, which Madera Irrigation District jointly operated with Miller and Lux officials
during their temporary “truce” from 1923 to 1929.
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The 160-Acre Limit 														Chapter 22
While the completion of the Central Valley Project
enabled Madera Irrigation District and other water
agencies to deliver critical water supplies to San Joaquin
Valley farmers, a legal question emerged involving the
legality of selling federal water project water to the state’s
largest growers.

compelling the District to exclude 939 acres of their 1,259-acre ranch because the
160-acre limit would mean their entire ranch would not be able to receive Central
Valley Project water.
But Madera County Superior Court Judge Arthur C. Shepard ruled in
November 1951 that the 160-acre limitation clause in Madera Irrigation District’s
contract for Central Valley Project water was unconstitutional.
“He declared that the clause was invalid because it deprives the landowner of his
property without due process of law and damages his property without providing
for just compensation,” the Santa Rosa Press-Democrat wrote in a November 26, 1951
report.

A U.S. Bureau of Reclamation law adopted by Congress in 1902 prohibited the
federal government from delivering water to farmers who owned more than 160
acres of land.
“Congress regarded such a limitation necessary to justify spending public funds
for private benefit,” Paul S. Taylor of the University of California wrote in a 1950
article for The Western Political Quarterly.

The restriction was also invalidated in a separate court case less than a year
later involving the Ivanhoe Irrigation District in Tulare County. In the second case,
Superior Court Judge Benjamin C. Jones ruled that “California must prevail where
there is a conflict with federal reclamation law” and that “the excess land provisions”
of Ivanhoe Irrigation District’s water contract with Courtney McCracken “are
beyond the contractual powers of the district.”65

“The policy, stemming from the Pre-emption Act of 1841 and the Homestead
Act of 1862, was designed to distribute the benefits of the public domain widely, by
favoring actual settlers against monopolists and speculators of that day,” he wrote.

The California Supreme Court later ruled in 1957 that the federal government
“lacks jurisdiction to impose restrictions on the amount of water a landowner may
use when restrictions are based on the amount of property he owns.”66

But the 160-acre limitation was challenged by water districts and farmers
across the San Joaquin Valley, including Harry Barnes, Chief Engineer for Madera
Irrigation District, who called the restriction “unworkable” in a 1947 report
published by The Bakersfield Californian.

The U.S. Supreme Court later issued a ruling in 1958, which reversed the
California Supreme Court finding.

Barnes, in fact, said the restriction made no sense, since everyone would be able
to tap the irrigation water that filtered into the ground regardless of how many acres
they owned.

“At issue were contracts by the Reclamation Bureau with the Ivanhoe and
Madera Irrigation Districts for Central Valley Project water, and the Santa Barbara
County Water Agency for water from the Cachuma project,” the Oakland Tribune
wrote in a June 24, 1958 report.

“Water brought into the district will raise the ground water table under the
excess land to the same extent as under the non-excess land,” Barnes said. “By the
same token, the excess landowner can put down a well and tap that augmented
underground supply and enjoy the same benefits as the non-excess landowner.”

However, despite these various court rulings, the federal government did not
strictly enforce the 160-acre limitation embodied in the 1902 law. The Reclamation
Reform Act of 1982 later revised the acreage limitation to 960 acres.

Madera Irrigation District ultimately wound up in court over the 160-acre
limitation when Phillip Albonico and his wife, Jane, petitioned for a court order
Undated historical photo of workers standing by a water storage tank. Photo courtesy of Madera County
Library, California History Room, Digital Archives.
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Soviet Water and Reclamation
Specialists Tour Friant Dam and
The Madera Canal During
The Height of The Cold War
The 1960s were a particularly tense time in U.S.-Soviet relations. But that didn’t stop a team of Russian water and reclamation specialists from visiting the
Madera Canal and Friant Dam as part of an educational exchange involving the two countries.
The Soviet water and U.S. Bureau of Reclamation specialists arrived in the Fresno area in late August 1963 and toured water facilities operated by
the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation, Madera Irrigation District and Ivanhoe Irrigation District in Tulare County. Their month-long tour also included water
installations in other Western states.
Their visit was part of a 1962 exchange agreement between the U.S. and the U.S.S.R., which included opportunities for American water specialists to
visit Soviet water projects, according to an August 29, 1963 report in The Fresno Bee.
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Flood Control																Chapter 23
The Battle for Hidden Dam.

Hidden Dam was finally completed in September 1975, providing 90,000 acrefeet of water storage and flood control protection for Madera County. The earthen
dam is 163 feet and 5,730 feet long, according to the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers.

While Madera Irrigation District spent most of its early history fighting to bring
Sierra Nevada water to Madera County’s farmland, the District grappled with a
challenge of a far different sort in the 1950s and 1960s — flood control.

The dam creates the two-and-a-half-square-mile reservoir known as
Hensley Lake. The lake was opened to day-use recreation, including water skiing,
fishing, swimming, in June 1978. The lake, which also provides supplemental water
for Madera Irrigation District, is named for John Jackson Hensley, a local settler and
cattle rancher.

Madera Irrigation District documented damage caused by flooding in a 1976
historical report.
“In 1955 severe flooding occurred in Madera County in nearly all of the natural
streams,” the District wrote, adding, “The Fresno River at Madera reached an
instantaneous peak of over 14,000 cubic feet per second and all the small streams
overflowed their banks.”
The flooding prompted calls for immediate construction of a new dam, called
Hidden Dam, which was planned for a site on the Fresno River 18 miles east of
Madera. The Madera County Board of Supervisors and the Agriculture Committee
of the Madera Chamber of Commerce both advocated the project.
But even though damaging floods took place again in 1958, federal, state and
local agencies struggled to come up with funding for the much needed flood
control project.
In 1968, Madera Irrigation District asked voters to approve the District’s
participation in a $3.6 million multi-agency contract to build Hidden Dam.
They did so by a 9-to-1 margin, with 1,319 votes in favor and only 136 opposed.67
But even with voters’ approval, and with further urgency for flood control
created by the floods associated with the famous El Niño winter of 1968-69, it
would be another four years before construction work would begin on the longawaited project.

Hidden Dam Signing

The push for Hidden Dam emerged after severe flooding took place along the Fresno River in the 1950s, but federal, state and local agencies struggled to come up with funding for the much needed flood control
project. In 1968, Madera Irrigation District asked voters to approve the District’s participation in a $3.6 million multi-agency contract to build the dam. They did so by a 9-to-1 margin. Hidden Dam was finally
completed in September 1975, providing 90,000 acre-feet of water storage and flood control protection for Madera County. The photo above shows the signing of the Hidden Dam Contract on August 5, 1968.
Standing from left to right are MID Directors John Franchi, W. Ernest Wattenbarger and Wayne Steele and, sitting from left to right, General Manager Frederick Bandy, Board President Paul Melikian, and MID
Director M. Rader Roberts. Photo courtesy of Madera Irrigation District.
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Environmental Litigation													 Chapter 24
Farmers lose 18 percent of their water as a result of an
18-year lawsuit by a coalition of environmental and
sports fishing groups seeking to restore salmon runs and
riparian habitat along the San Joaquin River.

“The settlement arose when both sides decided that a negotiated
agreement would serve their interests better than either having to risk
losing big in a judge’s ruling,” The Fresno Bee wrote in a March 12, 2008
report.
But the settlement also put a lot more pressure on Madera County’s already
overstretched water supplies. Given such a scenario, it’s no wonder many Madera
County residents were fascinated with creating a water bank. But the idea of
creating and maintaining a water bank also proved to be much more controversial
than anyone could have imagined.

While the Central Valley Project provided farmers in Madera County and
elsewhere with critical water supplies from the San Joaquin River, a new threat
emerged just before those contracts came up for renewal.
In December 1988, a coalition of 13 environmental, sport fishing and
commercial fishing organizations filed suit in U.S. District Court in Sacramento to
force the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation to study the environmental effects of Central
Valley Project contracts before renewing them for another 40 years. The coalition,
led by the Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC), was focused on restoring
the salmon runs and other riparian habitat along the San Joaquin River that had
disappeared as use of the river’s waters increased.
The NRDC filed the lawsuit just two months before 28 contracts for 2 million
acre-feet of water from the Friant Dam and the Friant-Kern and Madera Canals
were set to expire.68
While the NRDC complaint initially challenged the federal government’s
proposal to renew the Friant water users’ 40-year water service contracts without
an Environmental Impact Statement, its complaint was later amended to include a
claim under the Endangered Species Act as well as a claim alleging that the operation
of Friant Dam violates California Fish & Game Code Section 5937, which requires
dams to release sufficient water to keep fish in “good condition” below the dam.
The NRDC lawsuit continued for 18 years until October 2006, when a
settlement was reached that required farmers to give up roughly 18 percent of the
water captured behind Friant Dam in an effort to restore salmon runs along the San
Joaquin River.

Madera Ranch as it looks today. Photo courtesy of Madera Irrigation District.
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Interest Mounts in Creating a Water Bank at Madera Ranch 				

Chapter 25
The idea of creating a water bank to protect Madera
County farmers from extended periods of drought has
always been alluring. So, too, have fears that entities
controlling that water would sell it to other agencies in
Los Angeles or elsewhere.

Perrett’s initial hydrological studies were favorable and indicated
there was not only room at the Madera Ranch site for groundwater
storage, but that such efforts were needed given the amount of
groundwater overdraft that had taken place in Madera during the
preceding 40 years.
“Ongoing monitoring and studies demonstrate that the Madera Groundwater
Basin, including the groundwater table underlying the ranch, is in a state of overdraft
that has been exacerbated by the drought periods of 1976 -77 and 1987 -1992.
Groundwater levels in the Madera Basin dropped from 10 to 120 feet from 1960
to 1990 and the approximate average annual decline in static groundwater levels
within the Madera Irrigation District is 1.25 feet per year. Currently, the depth of
groundwater in the Madera Ranch is, on the average, 40 feet below pre-drought
levels; thus, there should be space in the basin for groundwater recharge.” 72

California’s precipitation patterns have always been erratic, with years of heavy
precipitation occurring relatively infrequently compared to the years of below
normal rainfall and snowfall. As a result, the amount of water available from the
Sierra can vary significantly from year to year.
So, with this being Madera County’s reality, it was only a matter of time before
people would explore the concept of developing an underground water bank.
A Stanislaus County businessman named Heber Perrett made a big splash with
this idea when he suggested using his 13,600-acre Madera Ranch property seven
miles southeast of Madera as the site for a groundwater bank in an August 13, 1996
proposal to the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation.

Many local growers were intrigued by the idea of groundwater banking because
by 2001, Madera County farmers’ water consumption had far outgrown the amount
of surface water Madera Irrigation District could supply to them through the Central
Valley Project and other sources. Indeed, by the end of the 20th century, farmers
were pumping enough water out of the Madera basin to supply about half of their
irrigation needs.73

The Natural Heritage Institute describes Perrett’s proposal and the Bureau of
Reclamation’s interest in the water bank idea to support the Central Valley Project
in a 2001 report, which is available online.69

“Groundwater pumping in the Madera basin is estimated to supply about one half
of Madera County’s irrigation needs,” the Institute wrote in its report. “The Madera
Irrigation District provides surface water deliveries to a 128,294 acre service area
adjacent to the Madera Ranch site. The ten-year average of surface water deliveries to
the Madera Irrigation District service area is 95,557 acre-feet per year.” 74

“The Bureau was interested in the Project to store state reserve account
water,” the Institute wrote. “This reserve account is designed to assist the USBR in
meeting the requirements of the Central Valley Project Improvement Act (CVPIA),
improving CVP operations, and for drought year water supplies. An estimated
390,000 acre-feet of surface water was proposed for storage in the Madera Ranch
Groundwater Bank Project, with 100,000 acre-feet reserved for critically dry years.” 70

The Institute’s report found that the Madera Ranch presented a favorable location
for water banking because of its proximity to existing water delivery infrastructure.

Perrett’s offer to sell the property prompted the Bureau of Reclamation to
investigate “the physical suitability of the Madera Ranch site for banking water.” 71

“The Madera Ranch Groundwater Bank Project site is ideally located to take
advantage of existing water project facilities for the conveyance of recharge water to
the site,” the Institute wrote.
“The Madera Ranch site is situated near the southern portion of the DeltaMendota Canal and the Mendota Pool, potentially enabling surplus Central Valley
Project (CVP) water to be conveyed to the project site — with the construction

Madera Ranch as it looks today. Photo courtesy of Madera Irrigation District.
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With such intense local opposition, the Bureau of Reclamation abandoned
the idea of purchasing Perrett’s property for water banking purposes. But Perrett
managed to find another buyer who would bring even more notoriety and
controversy to the water bank project—an Enron subsidiary called Azurix Corp.

of minimal facilities — for percolation into the basin. Additionally, the project site
location could also allow for the conveyance of water from the San Joaquin River via
an improved Gravelly Ford, a canal facility that currently can deliver water from the
San Joaquin River to lands adjacent to the Madera Ranch site.”
The Institute added, “The location of the Madera Ranch property above the
Madera Groundwater Basin, its proximity to existing water project conveyance
facilities, and the fact that the property is one of the last large unfarmed pieces of
privately held land in the San Joaquin Valley make it a logical site to investigate for a
potential groundwater banking project.” 75
The project appeared to be so promising, in fact, that it got the attention of Marc
Reisner, author of the highly acclaimed 1986 book Cadillac Desert: The American West
and its Disappearing Water.
Reisner noted how tens of thousands of years’ worth of accumulated groundwater were being rapidly depleted by agricultural and urban uses, so efforts like
Perrett’s to put water back into the ground made a lot of sense to him. Reisner and
Perrett met and developed both a friendship and a business relationship, with
Reisner helping to negotiate with the Bureau of Reclamation to purchase the
property and develop it into both a water bank and a nature preserve.76
But despite the project’s initial promise, opposition quickly took
root, with local residents questioning whether the water bank would
really serve Madera County’s interests or help address another region’s
water shortage. Others worried that water from the water bank would
migrate and cause other problems.
“The project was quickly shot down when a feasibility study indicated that
the water likely would not stay under the Madera Ranch property but would flow
underground to nearby low-lying areas, raising the water table and destroying
farmland,” the Houston Business Journal wrote in a September 3, 2000 report, adding,
“The idea prompted the Madera County Board of Supervisors to pass a new groundwater ordinance in March 1999 requiring a permit to create a water bank and to
export water out of the county.”

Hidden Dam at Hensley Lake.
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The Azurix Debacle 														Chapter 26
One of the biggest accounting frauds in U.S. history
involved Enron Corporation, a Houston, Texas based
energy trading company, whose executives pocketed
millions of dollars from hidden business partnerships
while reporting inflated profits to shareholders.

wrote, adding that the project would “serve as a platform for Azurix to build its
North American resource development and management business.” 77

By the time Enron collapsed into bankruptcy on December 2, 2001, shortly after
the fraud was revealed, the Houston firm had become America’s fifth largest company.

But Azurix encountered stiff opposition to its plans in Madera, which came to a
head during a March 2000 meeting of the Madera County Board of Supervisors.

Enron’s Azurix Corp. subsidiary bought the 13,600-acre Madera Ranch
property from H.D. Perrett in October 1999, slightly more than two years before
Enron’s collapse.

“By the testimony of people here, you’re not wanted here and
neither is your project,” Supervisor Frank Bigelow told Azurix
representative Cole Frates and Fresno lawyer Christopher L. Campbell
in comments reported by The Fresno Bee.78

Enron, in fact, had created Azurix with the idea of tapping water markets
around the world. At the time Azurix purchased the Madera Ranch property, the
company had invested billions of dollars in water companies around the world,
including England, Spain and Argentina.

But while no one could have foreseen Enron’s looming financial problems,
Madera County residents had plenty of concerns about Azurix’s intentions.

Madera County Supervisor Gary Gilbert also questioned Azurix’s offer to “be a
partner with Madera Irrigation District.”

According to Public Citizen, Azurix purchased the 13,600-acre Madera Ranch
from Heber Perrett for $31.5 million in October 1999. Perrett had paid only $8
million for the land eight years earlier.

“It seems like you make all the profit and we take all the heat,” Gilbert said.
Supervisor Gail Hanhart McIntyre added, “Simply because Madera County
is a small county, I don’t want to be a sacrificial lamb for solving the state’s water
problems.”

“Azurix believed that it could accomplish what Perrett and the
Bureau could not: to develop, own and operate a water bank,” Public
Citizen wrote, adding, “Azurix executives had so much confidence
in the project — and were putting so much hope into their entry into
water resource management — that they were willing to invest nearly
four times what Perrett paid for the land.”

The Madera County Board of Supervisors denied Azurix’s request for a permit
to develop a water bank. Local residents even posted signs along Highway 99 telling
Azurix and Enron to leave Madera County and to take their water banking proposal
with them.

Madera County residents worried, however, that Azurix was planning to use its
proposed water bank not for the benefit of Madera County residents and businesses,
but for water agencies in Southern California and elsewhere.

Madera Ranch. Photo courtesy of Manuel Guillen.
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Azurix stated as much in its October 12, 1999 press release announcing the
company’s purchase of Perrett’s Madera Ranch property.

But that didn’t stop Azurix, which came back with second proposal a few
months later, this time to import water from outside Madera County and store it
underneath Madera Ranch. This idea was met with similar opposition and prompted
fears that Madera County’s groundwater could be contaminated with wastewater or
saltwater from other areas.

“The aquifer on the property would be used to store surplus water from local,
state and federal water customers during wet years and would be available for use
throughout the region and state during drier years as the market dictates,” Azurix

The Madera County Board of Supervisors responded by amending its new
groundwater ordinance to require an additional permit to import water into
Madera County.
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Madera County fears were further aggravated when it became known that
Azurix was launching a water-trading Internet site. “The Azurix project was
perceived as a threat, as a means of taking our water and sending it away to the
highest bidder,” Kole Upton, a pistachio and almond grower, told the Los Angeles
Times in a September 30, 2002 interview.
Azurix’s plans subsequently evaporated with Enron’s bankruptcy, while the
Madera Ranch property was taken over by taken over by LSF Madera, a unit of the
Layne Christensen Company.
It wasn’t long, however, before Madera Irrigation District itself would try to
develop a water bank under the Madera Ranch property.
In December of 2004, three years after Enron collapsed into bankruptcy,
Madera Irrigation District resurrected the idea of creating a water bank under the
Madera Ranch property.

Madera Ranch. Photo courtesy of Manuel Guillen.
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Madera Irrigation District Enters the Fray 								

Chapter 27
“MID has always approached water resource issues in
ways that would benefit the water supplies and economy
of the district as well as the county,” Madera Irrigation
District President Ron Pistoresi said in a December 2, 2004
press release announcing the District’s plans to purchase
the almost 14,000-acre Madera Ranch property.

“Eventually, the district figured out that it wasn’t in its interest to pursue the
water bank project,” said Thomas Greci, who became General Manager of Madera
Irrigation District in 2012.
The Madera Irrigation District Board of Directors voted not to renew or
renegotiate the permits it obtained during the 2005-2011 period for the Madera
Ranch Water Bank on April 19, 2016, noting in a press release that many of the
permits and requirements to move forward with the project were “unattainable and
cost prohibitive.”

The District’s plans generated a positive response from Friant Water Users
Authority President Kole Upton. The Friant association delivers water to eastern
San Joaquin Valley farmers from Merced County southward to Kern County.

“This was not a decision that was taken lightly,” added Madera Irrigation District
President Carl Janzen. “The Board believes it is in the District’s best interest to let
the permits expire, as opposed to investing significant District funds and time in
renewing permits for an infeasible project as was contemplated in the permits.”

“This is exciting for me,” Upton told The Fresno Bee in a December 3, 2004
report. “We have the chance to do something proactive and positive instead of
reacting to other things.”

Madera Irrigation District sold approximately 2,700 acres of its Madera Ranch
property to Grimmway Farms in 2008. The District continues to own and operate
the remaining 10,896 acres of grazing land.

But while Madera Irrigation District thought it would stand a better chance of
developing a water bank on its own, it soon ran into resistance.
Madera County and the Taxpayers Association of Madera County filed separate
lawsuits against Madera Irrigation District in October 2005, a month after the
District spent nearly $38 million to acquire the Madera Ranch property. Both
lawsuits alleged that the District had “sidestepped an explosive discussion about
selling water outside the county.” 79
“The deal made by the Madera Irrigation board builds an apparatus to sell our
community’s water out of town,” Dale Lucas, a taxpayer’s association board member
said in a prepared statement that was published October 8, 2005 by The Fresno Bee.
District officials insisted they had no plans to sell water outside Madera County.
Several Madera County farmers later voiced their support for the project. Public
apprehension about the water bank project continued for another decade, however.

Historic photo of State Route 41. Photo courtesy of Herbert Huffman for the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation.
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The Challenge of Stabilizing the Basins 									 Chapter 28
Growing recognition of California’s increasingly
overdrafted groundwater basins in the San Joaquin Valley
and elsewhere prompted Governor Jerry Brown to sign
the Sustainable Groundwater Management Act (SGMA) on
September 16, 2014.

additional water supplies from other districts.
• Improving collaborative water management and coordination
with other agencies.
• Developing additional groundwater recharge projects:
Madera Irrigation District developed three new recharge
basins between 2015 to 2019. These include the Ellis, Berry 		
and Allende Basins. However, the District plans to acquire land
and develop additional recharge basins by 2040. “Locations
and sizes of these new basins will be selected based on land
uses, access to delivery facilities, and soils having appropriate
percolation rates,” the GSP states.
• Expanding the use of On-Farm Recharge programs, which 		
involves intentionally flooding farm fields to replenish the 		
aquifer below: Madera Irrigation District has been promoting
the use of on-farm recharge since 2015. “Preliminary feedback
indicated that the program could be an affordable and practical
water management tool that can assist in moving groundwater
basins, including the Madera Subbasin, toward a sustainable
balance,” the GSP asserts.
Before the GSP was completed, the Madera Irrigation District Board of
Directors directed staff at a June 19, 2018 meeting to ensure that groundwater
would be managed at the district-wide level, a unique approach at the time,
considering this happened before other GSAs began to consider this idea.
The Board also discussed other management options, including a parcel-byparcel approach in which individual landowners would be required to meter,
monitor, report and balance their groundwater. Under the parcel-by-parcel
approach, if individual landowners failed to comply or reach sustainability, they
could be subject to enforcement actions by the Groundwater Sustainability Agency
or by the State of California. But the Board determined that applying this approach
to nearly 5,000 parcels would be a huge cost and expense to landowners.
The benefits of district-level management, on the other hand, include reduced
cost to landowners, reduced monitoring and reporting requirements for individual
landowners, and less invasion of privacy for landowners.
The latest information involving the Groundwater Sustainability Plan is available
at www.maderacountywater.com.

The new law requires the formation of local groundwater sustainability agencies
which must assess conditions in their local basins and adopt locally-based groundwater
sustainability plans. Critically overdrafted groundwater basins, such as those in
Madera County and across the San Joaquin Valley, are required to bring their basins
to sustainable levels by 2040.
On July 12, 2016, Madera Irrigation District established the Madera Irrigation District
Groundwater Sustainability Agency, which became the first GSA in Madera County.
Madera Irrigation District collaborated with other agencies in
the Madera Subbasin to gather the necessary data to formulate the
Groundwater Sustainabililty Plan (GSP), which outlines specific
goals, strategies and tactics needed to bring the Madera Subbasin
to sustainable levels by 2040. The plan, released in January 2020, includes
collaborative input from the City of Madera GSA, Madera Water District GSA,
Madera County GSA and other GSAs in the Madera Subbasin.
The GSP selected the years 1989 to 2014 as the “historical base period” and
estimated the average annual overdraft in the Madera Subbasin to be approximately
165,000 acre-feet.

Modern Madera Irrigation District Recharge Basin

While Miller and Lux controlled the San Joaquin River a century ago, today’s surface and groundwater supplies are increasingly seen as shared resources in which growing numbers of agencies have a stake.
As a result, Madera Irrigation District works collaboratively with other agencies to ensure that it remains a sustainable resource for the future. The photo above shows one of several recharge basins Madera Irrigation
District uses to replenish the local groundwater basin with surface water. Photo courtesy of Manuel Guillen.
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While Madera Irrigation District was operating “close to sustainably,” as of May
2018, according to Carollo Engineers, Inc., Madera Irrigation District’s Groundwater
Sustainability Agency consultant, the GSP outlines several strategies to ensure the
long-term sustainability of the local groundwater basin. These strategies include:
• Rehabilitating aging pipelines to improve efficiencies.
• Investing in new pipelines and reservoirs to expand Madera
Irrigation District’s ability to purchase and store surface water
from a variety of sources whenever it is available.
• Identifying new opportunities to purchase or exchange 		
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Madera Irrigation District in the 21st Century 			
The District is sustaining an increasingly diversified
economy while meeting regulatory requirements
and working with other agencies to stabilize the local
groundwater basin by 2040.

		

		

EPILOGUE

A century ago, Madera Irrigation District was facing a David and Goliath
type battle against Miller and Lux, which filed more than 20 lawsuits against the
District in an effort to either litigate it out of existence, just as it had vanquished
its predecessor agency nearly three decades before, or at least foil its plans to build
a storage reservoir, canal and related infrastructure to provide local farmers with
irrigation water.

Madera County’s economy is still largely based on agriculture, as it was a
century ago, but it is much more diversified today.

But despite facing seemingly insurmountable obstacles, Madera Irrigation
District never gave up and it eventually succeeded in securing water storage and
irrigation water for its customers through what eventually became the Central
Valley Project. Madera Irrigation District obtained even more water rights as well
as an additional distribution system through its acquisition of the Madera Canal and
Irrigation Company.

“The city has worked to diversify the economy, but ours has always been
an agriculture-based economy,” said Dave Loquaci, who has served on Madera
Irrigation District’s Board of Directors since 2014.
The crop mix has changed, too.
“Originally,” Loquaci said, “we had cotton, alfalfa, even sugar beets and grain
crops as well as table grapes, wine grapes and raisin grapes. But as time went by,
growers switched from annual crops to permanent crops, and over the last 20 years,
they switched again. There’s been a huge conversion from Thompson seedless
grapes to nut crops.”

And even though Madera Irrigation District’s acreage has been reduced to a
third of its original size, the agency provides critical water supplies that help support
Madera County’s $2 billion agribusiness industry. Madera County is now the 11th
biggest agriculture county in California, according to the latest figures.
The tourism industry also remains important with roughly 4 million travelers
visiting Yosemite National Park each year, the majority of them entering the park
through Madera County.

Indeed, according to crop reports produced by the Madera County Agricultural
Commissioner’s Office, grapes were the number crop in 2001, producing $134.3
million in sales, followed by milk with $125 million and almonds coming in third
with $87.3 million. By 2017, however, almonds were the number one crop with
$723.5 million in sales, followed by milk with $306.2 million, grapes with $291.9
million, and pistachios with $194.3 million.

California’s political, economic, climactic and regulatory environment is also
vastly different than it was a century ago. While Miller and Lux controlled the San
Joaquin River for decades during the height of its power, surface and groundwater
supplies today are increasingly seen as shared resources in which growing numbers
of agencies have a stake.

Madera Irrigation District General Manager Thomas Greci said the District
has no plans to tell growers what to plant, where to plant, or how to farm. “We’re
keeping away from being a regulatory agency,” Greci said. “We want farmers to farm
and we want to stick to water management.”

As a result, Madera Irrigation District is working collaboratively with other
agencies that not only pump water from the same groundwater basin, but share
responsibility for ensuring that it remains a sustainable resource for the future.

As Madera Irrigation District celebrates its 100th anniversary, the District faces
distinctly different challenges from the ones it encountered a century ago.

Madera Irrigation District was directly involved in the development of the
Madera Groundwater Authority, which included 10 agencies throughout Madera
County that committed to work together to ensure the beneficial shared use of the
local groundwater basin.

Its mission, “to obtain and manage affordable surface water and groundwater
supplies in a manner which will ensure the long-term viability of irrigated
agriculture,” is as challenging today as it was a century ago, but in different ways.
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The District was also an integral member of the Madera Subbasin Groundwater
Sustainability Agency Formation Committee and was recently approved to manage
the Madera-Chowchilla Basin Regional Groundwater Monitoring Plan.

water conservation and of the District’s role in the community.
As part of this effort, District staff made presentations in 2015 at several local
high schools and held a logo design contest for Madera County high school students.
Numerous entries were received with the winning entry coming from Elizabeth
Romero, who received a $250 cash prize from the District. Her design was
adopted by the Madera Irrigation District Board of Directors on July 7, 2015 and
sent to a graphic designer, who digitized Romero’s logo design for use throughout
the District. The update to the logo initiated a rebranding effort for the District
that also included revamping the District’s website to be more user-friendly and
becoming more active on social media.

The District has worked collaboratively with other agencies to develop the
Madera Subbasin Groundwater Sustainability Plan, which provides a roadmap
for water agencies and pumpers to ensure the long-term sustainability of the
groundwater basin.80
Meanwhile, as Madera Irrigation District continues its collaborative efforts
to develop and implement a Groundwater Sustainability Plan, the District has
undertaken several projects to improve its groundwater recharge capabilities. As
noted earlier, these efforts include rehabilitating and utilizing six recharge basins
throughout the District and establishing an “On Farm” Recharge Program, which
involves intentionally flooding farm fields to replenish the aquifer below.

Madera Irrigation District has also recently complemented its investments in
water and energy efficiency with improved financial management that included
significant reductions in the District’s operational costs and the implementation of
supplemental water supply programs that brought new water to the District and
generated water sales revenue, even during drought years with a zero allocation.

At the same time, Madera Irrigation District is increasingly purchasing
water from other sources to supplement the water it receives through its existing
contracts. The District is also increasing its investments in additional infrastructure
to improve its operational efficiencies.

The District’s improved financial management efforts also enabled it to close a
bond refunding on September 17, 2015, which will result in the planned elimination
of Proposition 218 assessments in 2027, 13 years ahead of schedule. The Proposition
218 assessments are restricted in use for U.S. Bureau of Reclamation contract
payments and are not available for general District purposes.

In 2013, the District applied for and received a two-year matching grant of
nearly $600,000 from the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation to improve its water and
energy efficiency. The District used the grant to make Supervisory Control and
Data Acquisition (SCADA) system improvements, including the installation of a
SCADA Master Station at the District’s office, which communicates with 16 solarpowered automated gates and meters and five existing automated facilities.

In 2016, the District again took advantage of favorable market conditions
and refunded its 2008 bonds. By refunding these bonds and including a District
contribution, the District will realize savings of nearly $1 million a year through 2038.

In January 2016, Madera Irrigation District received a U.S. Bureau of
Reclamation WaterSMART grant for the “Lateral 24.2-17.0 Pipeline Improvement
Project.” This project involved the undergrounding of approximately 6,500 feet of
the existing Lateral 24.2-17.0 canal into a 36-inch pipeline as well as construction
of a small basin at the end of the pipeline to capture spills, thus reducing losses and
improving efficiency.

“An annual savings of close to $1 million is significant to the District and our
annual budgeting process,” Greci said, adding, “This will allow the District to
direct expenditures into projects and programs that will advance the mission of the
District without increasing the District’s overall budget.”

Madera Irrigation District is complementing its recent investments in water
and energy efficiency by working to increase public awareness of the importance of

These financial efficiency efforts prompted Standard & Poor’s Financial Services
LLC to raise its long-term rating from A- to A on Madera Irrigation District’s

Indeed, by refunding the 2011 bonds in 2015 and the 2008 bonds in 2016, the
District was able to reduce its outstanding debt by $34 million.
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District of Distinction recipients must demonstrate the completion of
essential government transparency requirements, including conducting ethics
and harassment training for all board members, properly conducting open public
meetings, and filing financial transactions and compensation reports to the State
Controller in a timely manner.

water revenue refunding bonds in September of 2015. And, even more recently, an
upgrade from A to AA- in March 2019.
“The raised rating reflects our view of the district’s strong financial
performance, despite challenging drought conditions, and improved liquidity
position,” Standard & Poor’s credit analyst Tim Trung told The Bond Buyer in August
2015.

Madera Irrigation District also received a District Transparency Certificate of
Excellence from the Special District Leadership Foundation in 2015 and 2018.

Madera Irrigation District receives statewide and national
recognition for its efficiency, financial management and
transparency

While Madera Irrigation District continues to improve its management of
surface and groundwater resources, the District remains closely tied to the valley’s
agribusiness community and to Madera County’s past. Members of the District’s
Board of Directors are all involved in agriculture and all of them have local roots and
knowledge of the area going back over multiple generations.

Madera Irrigation District has received several awards for its water and energy
efficiency, water conservation and financial management initiatives in recent years,
including the Regional Director’s Award from the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation MidPacific Region, which manages the Central Valley Project.

Director James Erickson, who has served on the board since 2014, is a case in
point. His great grandfather, Charles Erickson, came to the San Joaquin Valley in
1876 and started his first farming operation in the Easton area south of Fresno in
1879. He later bought a ranch in Madera in 1924 where James Erickson was born
and raised and continues to live.

Madera Irrigation District received the award on January 20, 2016 for
its collaboration “with Reclamation’s grant programs to conserve and better
manage valuable water resources by implementing Supervisory Control and Data
Acquisition projects, replacing approximately 100 farm turnout meters, installing
flume gates, and equipping ditch tenders with real-time meter reading applications.
The Bureau also commended the district for making “significant
progress in the realms of the water industry, including infrastructure
upgrades, operating under balanced budgets during drought years,
promoting public education on water-related topics, and fostering
cooperation and partnerships with neighboring agencies.”

“When my grandfather first came here, he talked about artesian wells on some
of the property,” Erickson said, adding, “In the 1920s and 30s, the water was
just under the surface. He would talk about digging posts for fences and how the
holes would fill up with water. When they built Friant Dam, he didn’t think it was
necessary! Luckily, he didn’t win that one.”
Erickson’s father, Steven Erickson, also served on Madera Irrigation District’s
board. “Why get on the board? It’s more of a family history thing,” he said. “I have
two sons that farm. We’ve always been looking out to be fair to everyone.”

Madera Irrigation District has also been accredited twice, in 2016 and 2018,
as a “District of Distinction” by the California Special District Foundation for its
achievements in governance, transparency, finances and board conduct.

Director Carl Janzen, who has served on the district’s board since 1998, grew
up in the Dixieland area. “My dad was born in 1920 in a house that’s still standing
there,” he said, adding that his grandparents came to the Dixieland area in 1912.
“They dug a well in 1912 and supposedly the water level was 10 or 12 feet,” he said,
noting that his grandfather farmed the family’s ranch with horses pulling plows.

The District of Distinction is one of California’s highest government honors.
Madera Irrigation District is one of only 34 special districts in California to receive
the award, which is significant considering that there are nearly 2,100 special
districts in California.
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Janzen said his uncle, Dan, was among the first Madera County farmers to
receive water from Friant Dam, which was delivered to them through a canal called
the Janzen Schroeder Ditch.
Director David Loquaci, who has served on the district’s board since 2014, also
has roots going back several generations. His grandfather, Urbano Loquaci, came
through Ellis Island when he was 14 and worked for the Madera Sugar Pine Lumber
Company.
Director Richard “Rick” Cosyns and his family have been farming in the
District’s service area for over 60 years. Albert Cosyns, Rick’s father, moved his
family to Madera in 1959 looking for prosperous land with secure water. Rick has
fond memories of Madera Irrigation District growing up. He remembers his father
saying, “Water in the MID canals is the sign of a good year.” Years later, Rick still
believes this quote to be true.
Meanwhile, Director Brian Davis looks to both the past and the future as a
District Director. With his family’s origins in Madera dating back to the early
1900s, farming and Madera are engrained in Davis’s life. As a new father, he values
the stability of Madera’s water supply so that not only he, but one day his son can
continue the family livelihood of farming in Madera.
But while the District’s directors can share family folklore about the days when
water was far more plentiful in the valley, they are deeply aware of the challenges
Madera Irrigation District faces a century after it was established. They also say
the District is taking proper steps to adjust to new regulatory requirements, while
managing the District and its water resources as efficiently as they can.
“We are moving into the 21st century,” Loquaci said. “We are replacing old
infrastructure as we can. We’re moving as much water as we can in here and we’re
updating our infrastructure to newer technology. We have electronic, satellite
controlled gates and we’re making better use of water.”
Madera Irrigation District staff is also well equipped to deal not only with
current, but future water management challenges, Loquaci said, particularly with
General Manager Thomas Greci and Assistant General Manager Dina Nolan guiding
the District’s operations. “We have wonderful management right now,” Loquaci said.
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Thomas Greci, P.E., General Manager

David Loquaci, Division 1

Mr. Greci was appointed General Manager of the District in March 2012. He is a
registered professional Civil Engineer, and has a Bachelor of Science Degree in Civil
Engineering from California State University, Fresno. His experience in the water
resources field has been divided between the public and private sectors.

David “Dave” Loquaci represents Division 1 of Madera Irrigation District.
Mr. Loquaci and his wife, Joan, live in the City of Madera. They have a daughter,
KC, son-in-law, Brian, and granddaughter, Samara. After graduation from Madera
High School, Mr. Loquaci attended California Polytechnic State University at San
Luis Obispo earning a Bachelor of Science Degree in Food Industries, Mr. Loquaci
then returned to farm in Madera. A life-long resident of the City and County of
Madera, he is a fourth-generation farmer in our community.

Dina Nolan, P.E., Assistant General Manager
Ms. Nolan has a Bachelor of Science Degree in Civil Engineering from California
Polytechnic State University, San Luis Obispo and a Master of Science Degree in
Civil and Environmental Engineering from Stanford University. She is a licensed
Professional Engineer in the State of California with over 20 years of experience in
both the public and private sectors and has worked for Madera Irrigation District for
over 10 years.
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Along with farming the family acreage, Mr. Loquaci is President of Madera Ag
Services, a custom farming company which he co-owns with his brother, Les.
He serves on the Board of Directors for Sunsweet Growers Inc., Nisei Farmers
League, California Prune Marketing Committee, and the Madera County Ag
Boosters. Mr. Loquaci was elected to the Madera Irrigation District Board in 2014.
Richard Cosyns, Division 2
Richard “Rick” Cosyns represents Division 2 of the Madera Irrigation District.
Mr. Cosyns was educated in local schools and received his Bachelor of Science
Degree in Plant Science from California State University, Fresno. He completed a
two year fellowship with the California Agriculture Leadership Program, Class 21
in 1992. Mr. Cosyns has been a general partner in Cosyns Farms since 1977. He
has hands on involvement in the production of almonds, alfalfa, pistachios, and 12
varieties of wine grapes. Mr. Cosyns also owns and operates a honey bee pollination
service and provides farm management services. He has been married to his wife
Lynne for 31 years and they have two children. Mr. Cosyns’ past community and
industry service includes 12 years on the Madera County Planning Commission and
past president of the Madera County Farm Bureau. Mr. Cosyns attends mass weekly
and enjoys participating in outdoor sports and physical workouts. Since 2007, Mr.
Cosyns has served as a Director for the Madera Irrigation District.
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Brian Davis, Division 3

Carl Janzen, Division 5

Brian Davis represents Division 3 of Madera Irrigation District. Mr. Davis is a
4th generation California farmer born and raised in the Ripperdan area of Madera
County. Mr. Davis attended Madera High School, where he was active in the
Future Farmers of America’s distinguished organization. Mr. Davis then attended
California Polytechnic State University, San Luis Obispo, where he earned FFA’s
distinguished American Farmer Award, and later graduated with a Bachelor of
Science Degree in Agribusiness and a Bachelor of Science Degree in Wine and
Viticulture. Mr. Davis began working in his family’s farming operation after college
managing its day to day operations.

Carl Janzen represents Division 5 of the Madera Irrigation District. Mr. Janzen was
born in Madera in 1942 on a dairy farm. He attended Alpha-Dixieland Elementary
School and Madera High School. He is a California State Polytechnic University,
San Luis Obispo graduate with a Bachelor of Science Degree Farm Management.
Mr. Janzen married his wife, Christine, in 1964 and they have two sons.
Mr. Janzen is a retired dairyman and farmer. He previously served on the Madera
Unified School District Board of Trustees. Mr. Janzen was elected to the Madera
Irrigation District Board in 1998.

Mr. Davis also serves as a Director on the Association of California Water Agencies
(ACWA) Region 6 Board. Mr. Davis was appointed to the Madera Irrigation
District Board of Directors in 2014.
James Erickson, Division 4
James “Jim” Erickson represents Madera Irrigation District, Division 4.
Mr. Erickson was born, raised, and still lives on the original home ranch his greatgrandfather bought in 1924 in Madera. He graduated in 1978 from Madera High
School and is a third-generation Fresno State graduate with a Bachelor of Science
Degree in Ag Business. He is married to his high school sweetheart, Lori, and they
have two sons and one daughter.
Mr. Erickson runs a successful farming operation with his sons and has more
than 36 years of experience in the agricultural field. Mr. Erickson is a secondgeneration MID Board Member and has been actively involved in many agricultural
organizations, including past president of the Madera County Farm Bureau.
Mr. Erickson was appointed to the Madera Irrigation District Board of Directors
in 2014.
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