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These capitalists generally act harmoniously and in concert, to fleece the people.


—ABRAHAM LINCOLN


If you can’t trust a man’s word, you can’t trust his signature.


—WARREN A. BECHTEL


We’re more about making money than making things.


—STEPHEN D. BECHTEL


There’s no reason for people to hear of us. We’re not selling to the public.


—STEVEN BECHTEL JR.


We will never be a conglomerate. At least not on my watch.


—RILEY P. BECHTEL


The company’s goal has always been to be the best.


—BRENDAN BECHTEL





PREFACE



Mission Accomplished


APRIL 2003


American soldiers had seized Saddam Hussein’s opulent Republican Palace in some of the fiercest fighting of the entire Iraq War. Iraq was smoldering in ruins, “conquered” by President George W. Bush. Its cities bombed out. Baghdad’s museums and shopping centers, villas and military bases, looted, its hospitals torched. Aerial bombardment of the colossal royal palace—the official headquarters of the Iraqi presidency—was tactical as well as symbolic. Under a turquoise dome considered an architectural wonder of the world, the palace held valuable Iraqi government documents in addition to priceless art and furnishings.


Overlooking the Tigris River, the palace had been built in 1958 by the US-sponsored monarch King Faisal II, who was assassinated in a bloody coup before he could take up residence. Its capture by US-led troops, forty-five years later, was emblematic of the victorious return of American influence in the Persian empire—an oil-rich region that had eluded the West since its puppet Faisal was overthrown.


Joining American Special Forces as they sorted through the rubble of the fortress—once the sex and porn parlor of one of Saddam’s two sadistic sons, Uday—was a select group of employees of the San Francisco–based construction company Bechtel. “This place is surreal,” Bechtel’s Thor Christiansen said of the sumptuousness of the grounds now occupied by the “Bechtelians,” who were overseeing the US government’s $3 billion job to rebuild war-torn Iraq.


Saddam, Uday, and his other son, Qusay, had fled during the final air strikes on the palace, but evidence of the debauchery remained, from gold-plated Russian Kalashnikovs, to mirrored beds, to photos of Uday beating naked women. Uday called one room that served as a torture chamber his Tower of Babylon. “Saddam’s ‘I’m-on-crack’ decorating style had been left untouched,” is how a State Department official described the scene. Strewn throughout the sprawling complex were pornography, designer wardrobes, fine wines, liquor, Cuban cigars, heroin, swords and submachine guns, and boxes of handguns amid piles of Guns & Ammo magazines. Hundreds of photos of nude Playboy magazine “Playmates” donned the bedroom walls, along with portraits of President Bush’s twin twenty-one-year-old daughters, Jenna and Barbara, and posters of Iraqi university coeds whom Saddam’s sons trolled for sexual encounters.


Outside bronze gilded gates and white marble colonnades was a network of manmade lakes and the remnants of Uday’s personal zoo. Abandoned and starving lions and cheetahs paced in cages as American soldiers fed them whole live donkeys and sheep from adjacent pens. The luxurious presidential compound encompassed some 1.7 square miles of the wealthy Karada district of Baghdad. A small city, it had six-lane avenues, swimming pools, a hospital, a gymnasium, a fleet of hundreds of European sports cars, and a cloistered dormitory that housed the Hussein men’s harem. Peacocks and gazelles roamed the pine and eucalyptus forest surrounding swan-laden ponds. An American diplomat found it reminiscent of “Sinatra’s Vegas for all the red velvet and brass.”


An ironic shrine to American culture and excess—from the stockpile of Kentucky bourbon to the Playboy Mansion–inspired pleasure palace—Saddam’s headquarters was an emulation of Western greed and imperialism. Most mocking of all was that Bechtel—the privately held, secretive American corporation that epitomized the extreme and unfettered capitalism that Saddam claimed to loathe—was now rooted in the heart of his kingdom.





A month earlier, on March 19, 2003, Americans had awakened to learn that the United States had invaded Iraq. After the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, the Bush administration determined to wage war against Saddam, claiming he was harboring Al Qaeda terrorists and hiding weapons of mass destruction—allegations that turned out to be false. Iraqis, who would rush in to overthrow their tyrannical dictator, as Bush officials described the projected bombardment, would welcome the so-called shock and awe campaign. The thousands of American soldiers would be greeted as liberators. The assault, called Operation Iraqi Freedom, would cost $50 billion, Bush assured the public, and would end with Iraq a democratic jewel and strategic US ally in the turbulent Middle East. The “script,” as a US foreign service officer on the ground later described it, “imagined Americans being greeted as liberators like in post D-day France, with cheerful natives rushing out to offer our spunky troops bottles of wine and frisky daughters.”


It didn’t work out that way.


“My fellow Americans: Major combat operations in Iraq have ended,” Bush told the country on May 1, 2003, just forty-two days after the invasion began. The president addressed the nation from the aircraft carrier USS Abraham Lincoln, appearing under a dramatic banner stating “Mission Accomplished”—a premature assessment. Twelve years later—after the loss of nearly five thousand American and more than a hundred thousand Iraqi lives and with a cost of $2 trillion and rising—the US military was still mired in the country, while Al Qaeda’s splinter group, the barbaric ISIS, was seizing Iraqi territory and trying to establish a caliphate.


“What did work out was a luxurious compound in the heart of Baghdad on the banks of the Tigris where the thousands of Americans who would remain behind could work, shop, eat, and relax in a palatial, $750 million embassy,” as one account described it. The transformation of the Republican Palace into the base of the American occupation provoked the Iraqi people. “The World’s Largest Public Relations Failure,” a government official depicted the arrogance and insensitivity of the subjugation. “We placed our new seat of power right on top of his old one, just as the ancient Sumerians built their strongholds on top of fallen ones out in the desert.” The world’s largest embassy on the 104-acre campus known as the Green Zone was the size of Vatican City—the equivalent of eighty football fields, six times larger than the United Nations in New York City, and two-thirds the acreage of Washington’s National Mall. As with the lights of Las Vegas, astronauts can see the vast compound from outer space.


The construction of the fortress-like embassy, with its fifteen-foot-thick walls guarded by US Marines and the private security firm Blackwater, was shrouded, as was the cost to American taxpayers that would swell to more than $1.3 billion. The identity of the companies working on the compound was largely secret. The classified undertaking was part of the sensitive transition from military to civilian control. All construction workers had to have US security clearances in order to be cleared to work on the building. A number of sources report that Bechtel was one of the contractors, though the company denies that it was.


A world unto itself, the top secret, self-sufficient project was comprised of twenty-one buildings including a central utility power plant, a domestic water and sanitary sewer system, and its own telecommunication system and defense force. Six apartment buildings housed thousands of American contractors, military personnel, diplomats, and staff from eleven government agencies, whose recreation options included tennis courts, movie theaters, swimming pools, gymnasiums, a food court, and what one resident described as “the world’s worst bar scene” at a place named Baghdaddy’s. All of it starkly out of context in Mesopotamia, after all, “the biblical Eden.”


A “hideous modernist bunker,” as a British journalist characterized it, the building “scowls at the world” and is “an insult to a city of great historic visual culture.” Few of the thousands of Americans dared venture beyond the fortified “bubble,” also called Emerald City, into the violence beyond its walls. More than a concrete bunker, the bastion symbolized the labyrinthine trail from 1950s CIA assassinations and coups in the region to the twenty-first-century Arab Spring. Even more shadowy than Bechtel’s role in building of the super-embassy was its role nearly half a century earlier in building the original palace for King Faisal II—Stephen D. Bechtel’s coveted ally and client in the Middle East.





US construction giant Bechtel National Inc. arrived in Iraq in April 2003, along with US troops, even before President Bush had declared the war over, and with the first lucrative government contract to rebuild the country. The influx of Bechtel engineers into Baghdad came immediately after the bombing of Saddam’s palace. Bush had launched the reconstruction of Iraq a week after the invasion, and Bechtel was the primary recipient of hundreds of millions of dollars of government contracts with its profits guaranteed. The company was among a handful of American firms that had made sizeable political contributions to Bush’s Republican Party before receiving a secret invitation to bid on the lucrative postwar government reconstruction contract. The largest nation-building program in history, it dwarfed even the post–World War II Marshall Plan to rebuild Germany and Japan. “War began last week. Reconstruction starts this week,” the New York Times reported. Even before asking the UN Security Council to authorize military action against Iraq, the Bush administration had been quietly soliciting proposals for peacetime rebuilding. “We were the ones who famously helped paste together feathers year after year, hoping for a duck,” wrote a former State Department official of the reconstruction undertaking.


Bechtel received the coveted contract as the principal vehicle to fix the entire Iraqi infrastructure: the power grid, water supply, sewage system, roads, bridges, seaport, airports, hospitals, and schools. The government’s decision to waive competitive bidding under the aegis of “national security” provoked little attention among lawmakers or the media in the United States, though European allies criticized as “exceptionally maladroit” the unseemliness of inviting bids from “only well-connected domestic companies.” For Bechtel, it was business as usual. Due to its relationship with Dick Cheney, Halliburton received most of the “contractor” and conflict of interest attention during the war. This, ironically, on the whole, left Bechtel overlooked by the media.


Priding itself as the company that can “build anything, any place, any time,” Bechtel grew from a scrappy Nevada road-grading operation at the dawn of the twentieth century to the world’s largest construction company. Initially established in a geography inhospitable to humans, Bechtel became the prototype for taming remote and forbidding landscapes as exemplified by its historic signature project, Hoover Dam. “The bigger, the tougher the job, the better we like it,” company president Stephen Bechtel once bragged to Fortune.


Claiming to have worked on more than twenty-five thousand projects on all seven continents, Bechtel’s far-flung enterprise has always been obscured by its privately held structure and paternalistic family dynasty. Bechtel claims to be able to handle any project, no matter how challenging or how remote its location. As the leading engineering and construction firm in America, Bechtel has reaped billions in profits, thanks to its quasi-government posture, an unprecedented revolving door between its San Francisco headquarters and Washington’s inner sanctums, and a business model based on federal contracts that are antithetical to the company’s free-enterprise espousals.


Bechtel has had closer ties to the US government than any other private corporation in modern memory. No other corporation has been so manifestly linked to the presidency, with close relationships to every chief of state from Dwight Eisenhower forward. For nearly a hundred years, Bechtel has operated behind a wall of secrecy with its continually evolving military-industrial prototype. Newsweek once attributed the company’s success to its “wheeling and dealing not only in private operations but with governments themselves.”





The Profiteers is not a business biography but an empire biography—the story of how a dynastic line of rulers from the same American family conducts its business. European and Asian dynasties go back hundreds of years. In a nation as young as the United States, the Bechtel family is a rarity as one of a handful of American industrial giants that have continued to dominate through five successive generations.


This book is a portrait of an American corporation so potent, and with such a global reach, that it has its own foreign policy that has often been at odds with US foreign policy. Bechtel is “an entity so powerful, so international in scope, that its officers . . . could move to the CIA, the Department of Defense, and the Department of State respectively as if they were merely shifting assignments at Bechtel,” wrote the California historian Kevin Starr.


Its wielding of unelected power is a cautionary tale, although unheeded by a nation that in recent decades embraced private concentration over public distribution of wealth. Still, for all its outsize ambitions and profits, the family empire has been ruled by stunningly prosaic figures.


To comprehend this system of revolving-door capitalism and the part the Bechtel family has played in it, one must go back to the company’s regional western beginnings. It is a classic American story of money and power, bootstraps and courage, brawn and genius.


Or at least that’s the myth of the Bechtel family dynasty.



Wild West Capitalism


Like all stories of empire building, the rise of Bechtel—one of the first megacompanies born and bred in the American West—is a complex tale of technological ingenuity and corporate craving. “Wild West capitalism at its most earnest,” a Nobel physicist described one of Bechtel’s gigantic twentieth-century construction projects located in the Mojave Desert. In their century-long quest, five generations of Bechtel men have harnessed and distributed much of the planet’s natural resources—hydroelectricity, oil, coal, water, nuclear power, natural gas, and now solar geothermal power and asteroids.


Bechtel’s position as the fourth-largest private company in America in 2013—after the Cargill food-processing company, Koch Industries, and Dell computers, according to Forbes—must be taken at face value since its voluntarily reported revenues that year of $37.9 billion are not subject to federal Securities and Exchange [SEC] regulation. “What appears to an outsider as an almost paranoiac preoccupation with privacy is instead a strategic business policy with several motives,” as one account depicted the company’s historic resistance to public scrutiny. Bechtel family members and a select group of top executives and their spouses hold its stock, and guard financial as well as personal details. One of the world’s wealthiest families, the Bechtels are preoccupied with security and the need for personal bodyguards. The family once petitioned a California court to have their voter registration records sealed, and family members’ personal assets are held in the name of a private corporation. “In fact, if they had their way, they would be known only by their customers, a few key Cabinet members and perhaps a dozen bankers,” wrote journalist Mark Dowie. Since many of the company’s activities have long been concealed by a shield of privacy, journalists and historians face unusual challenges in piercing that shield.


Bechtel is part-and-parcel of what has been called the Corporate West—a community that throughout the twentieth century, and before, preached the gospel of the free market, although government stood as its primary business partner. The relationship began with the railroads, especially in California. In the twentieth century, the main pillars of the California economy followed this pattern: Agribusiness, Banking, Energy, and Transportation. Following World War II, the pattern continued with Defense construction that would ultimately spin off into the software industry centered in northern California. In many respects, Bechtel not only stood as the quintessential example of the Corporate West, but also spearheaded that path for others, where the West moved East, and then globally.


Bechtel’s obscurity—the protection from public scrutiny its private corporation structure affords—allows it to operate below the radar. With no public stock, no public reports, and thus no public scrutiny of its operations or profits, the company enjoyed benefits that other public corporations in America do not share.


Bechtel Group Inc. grew after the mysterious death in 1933 of its founding patriarch, Warren A. “Dad” Bechtel. Dad, who first determined to “break” the Colorado River as if it were a wild horse, and who, with primitive mastery of the steam shovel, had built the founding fortune, left no succession plan. His three sons—Warren Jr., Stephen, and Kenneth—vied for control of the family company. (Not unusual for the era, the only daughter, Alice Elizabeth, was not in the running, nor was her husband, Brantley M. Eubanks, even though he held an executive position with the firm.) After a string of legal machinations, the rival brothers settled on middle son “Steve,” who would later become known as “Steve Sr.” after the birth of his only son, Steve Jr. Senior would forge the company’s deep ties to national and international politics, and establish the close relationship between Bechtel, numerous American presidents, and the intelligence community—first through the Office of Strategic Services (OSS) and then its successor, the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA).


In 1960 Steve Sr. turned over the business to Steve Jr., who doubled the size of the organization and oversaw the company’s worldwide expansion that transformed it into the geopolitical powerhouse it is today. In 1990 Steve Jr. relinquished control to his son, Riley, who remains chairman of the board. In August 2014 the sixty-one-year-old Riley turned over the presidency to his son, Brendan. At the time, Riley had a net worth of $3.2 billion, putting him among the fifty wealthiest people in America and making him the 127th richest person in the world.


Specializing in what it calls “multiyear megaprojects,” Bechtel received $24 billion in new contracts during 2013. Its fifty-five thousand “employees”—most of whom are subcontractors—are divided among projects in six “markets”: civil infrastructure; communications; government services; mining and metals; oil, gas, and chemicals; and power. Its website lists dozens of “signature projects” that read like a roundup of nearly every high-profile undertaking throughout the world. The Channel Tunnel between London and Paris. The Dulles Corridor Metrorail Extension in Washington, DC. The Bay Area Rapid Transit (BART) system in California. The San Francisco–Oakland Bay Bridge. The Trans-Alaska Pipeline System (TAPS). Boston’s Central Artery/Tunnel Project known as the “Big Dig.” The construction of ninety-five airports throughout the world, including Hong Kong International, Gatwick in London, Doha in Qatar, and McCarran in Las Vegas. It has built 17,000 miles of roads, eighty ports and harbors, 6,200 miles of railway, a hundred tunnels, fifty hydroelectric plants, thirty bridges, and twenty-five entire communities, including the futuristic Saudi Arabian city of Jubail—a $20 billion project hailed as the largest project in construction history.


The company has laid tens of thousands of kilometers of pipeline, enough to circle the earth twice, including plans for the Keystone from Canada to the United States, slated to be one of the longest crude oil pipelines in the world. A leader in the liquefied natural gas market, Bechtel has built a third of the world’s liquefaction capacity, not only throughout America but also in Australia, Egypt, Algeria, and Russia. The website describes the company’s involvement in many of the largest and most visible projects for the US Department of Defense (DOD) and the Department of Energy (DOE). Bechtel is building the nation’s massive radioactive-waste treatment plant in Hanford, Washington—a $12.2 billion contract courtesy of the DOE. Under contract with the US Navy and US Army, Bechtel has constructed more than thirty bases and airfields on numerous Pacific islands.


But the industry to which Bechtel is most closely linked is that of nuclear power and weaponry. Describing itself as a “global leader in design and construction of nuclear power plants for the past 80 years,” Bechtel completed the world’s first nuclear plant at Arco, Idaho, in 1951. The nation’s first experimental breeder reactor—called the National Reactor Testing Station—was the beginning of the nascent electric power generation industry that a decade later would lead to a worldwide expansion of nuclear power plants. The company made history when its nuclear fission plant supplied energy to generate electricity for the first time anywhere in the world. Then, four years later, Bechtel built America’s first major nuclear power plant in Dresden, Illinois. By the end of the 1960s, Bechtel had completed twenty-seven nuclear power plants in the United States, three thermonuclear plants in South Korea, and was consulting with numerous foreign governments about their nuclear programs. It then received contracts to clean up Three Mile Island in Pennsylvania and Chernobyl in the Ukraine after disastrous nuclear accidents at those facilities in 1979 and 1986, respectively.


As part of President George W. Bush’s effort to privatize the country’s national nuclear warhead complex, the government solicited bids in the mid-2000s to transition “to industrial standards and capitalize on private sector expertise.” DOE received three bids and awarded the coveted multiyear, multibillion-dollar contract to a Bechtel-led partnership to manage the country’s premier national laboratories—Los Alamos in New Mexico and Lawrence Livermore in California—in addition to other key nuclear facilities in the country.


Considered the crown jewels of what Bechtel describes as “the U.S. Nuclear Security Enterprise,” Los Alamos and Livermore are legendary for developing the atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945. The University of California had managed the labs as a public service since their inception more than a half century earlier. But Bechtel was in it for the money, and the transition to a for-profit venture resulted in a tenfold increase in management fees—costs that would be paid by taxpayers. The takeover of the labs by private industry prompted Republican congressman David Hobson to complain that they had become “a playground for political patronage.”


Indeed, the succeeding generations of Bechtel men have navigated—if not designed—the powerful and profitable symbiosis between government and industry. Politically reactionary, the family has long been identified with the Republican Party. Like their archconservative corporate peers, they advocate a consolidated, freewheeling capitalistic, monopolistic economy unrestrained by government oversight or taxation. In 2013 much of the budget of Grover Norquist’s advocacy group, Americans for Tax Reform, came from just a few sources, including two private giants—the Bechtels and the Koch brothers. Throughout the decades of its existence, Bechtel leaders have nurtured and polished its image as “a deep-pocketed, well-wired member of the global power elite,” according to one published account, “an image referred to internally as the ‘mystique.’ ”


Despite its fiercely antiregulatory, antigovernment stance, the Bechtel family owes its entire fortune to the US government, dating back to its first Depression-era construction projects in the western United States. The company tenet of free enterprise obfuscates the fact of its dependence upon government. “Bechtel espouses the standard free-market philosophy—get out of our way and let us build—while it simultaneously cultivates and manipulates government policy at home and abroad,” as one account described the company’s historic private-public tango. “It uses government to secure new contracts and subsidies, to open new markets and to win protection against risks.” Somehow, the irony seems lost on them, as epitomized by Steve Jr.’s rebuff of an interview request by Newsweek: “There’s no reason for people to hear of us. We’re not selling to the public.”


It seemed that Steve Jr. embraced the legend of Dad Bechtel’s Horatio Alger–like biography. The privately financed 1949 hagiographic tale of the so-called Bechtel achievement depicted the accomplishments of a self-made man who rose to greatness despite “frequent discouragements.” It was a narrative that “showed what men could do in the free air of America after the humblest of beginnings.” But this rags-to-riches arc belies the real Bechtel story: the creation of a regional corporate power in the American West subsidized by the US government. “The California settlement had tended to attract drifters of loosely entrepreneurial inclination, the hunter-gatherers of the frontier rather than its cultivators, and to reward most fully those who perceived most quickly that the richest claim of all lay not in the minefields, but in Washington,” wrote Joan Didion of the money and power in her native land.


Dad Bechtel personified the caricatured mogul of the new western industrialism that blossomed during the Great Depression. Fashioning a fruitful coalition with the federal government, Bechtel and a handful of his peers shaped a resource-based empire that would dominate national affairs for decades to come. At its heart was the then largest civil contract ever let by the US government—the dam that remade the American West.


“Western builders will build the Hoover-Boulder Dam, a Western project in the West for the West,” gloated the Pacific Builder in 1931 when a Bechtel-led California-based consortium won the historic US Bureau of Reclamation contract. Dad Bechtel’s “single most remarkable achievement up to that time was the invention of a folding toothbrush that fit neatly into a vest pocket.” Two years later, he would derive $2 million in profits (roughly $600 million in today’s terms), and his company would suddenly be one of the preeminent engineering and construction firms in the world.





PROLOGUE




The Spy with a Fan Club


Shouting at Barack Obama, a young Israeli activist implored the president to free Jonathan Pollard—America’s most controversial Jewish prisoner. It was March 2013, during Obama’s first official trip to Israel, and the president was addressing a throng of students in Jerusalem when the Hebrew-speaking heckler interrupted. Pollard, who has served nearly thirty years in a federal prison in North Carolina for passing classified information to Israel during the early 1980s, has provoked sympathy, outrage, and extensive pleas for clemency. His lifetime sentence—unprecedented in its harshness, considering that he was charged neither with treason nor spying for an enemy state—has divided the Jewish community in the United States and beyond. Since Pollard’s 1985 arrest, the cause célèbre has inspired every Israeli prime minister—from Yitzhak Rabin to Benjamin Netanyahu—to petition every US president—from George H. W. Bush to Barack Obama—for his release.


At the heart of what one journalist called “the endless Pollard intrigues . . . is one haunting question towering above all others: Just why has Jonathan Pollard been imprisoned so long?” His offense, spying for a friendly government, carries a median two-to-four-year penalty. In his plea agreement, Pollard admitted guilt to a single count of disclosing documents to an ally foreign government. He expressed remorse, apologized, agreed to cooperate with the US government in its damage assessment, and was promised by prosecutors he would have his sentence commuted to time already served. So in 1987 when a US District Court judge in Washington, DC, reneged on that promise—citing that Pollard’s interview with a journalist violated his plea agreement—Pollard was shocked by the double-cross. The courtroom on Constitution Avenue—teeming with dozens of reporters and Pollard friends and supporters—erupted with shrieks from stunned spectators when the life sentence was announced. He had received a more severe sentence than the numerous other spies arrested in 1985 in what the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) christened the “Year of the Spy” for the numerous high-publicity espionage cases of the “last gasps” of the Cold War.


The moment the sentence was pronounced, a “Free Jonathan Pollard” crusade was born. Hundreds of Jewish organizations mobilized, representing millions of members. Israel considered him a soldier for Zion, and efforts were mounted among both Israeli and American Jewish groups to seek his release. The groundswell spread through intellectual and celebrity circles, with dozens of movie stars and academics calling on US presidents to review the case. “The Spy with a Fan Club,” as Washingtonian magazine dubbed him, Pollard was emblematic of the post–Cold War shift in American intelligence and foreign policy in the run-up to the collapse of the Soviet Union. Caught in the crossfire between the diplomats of the State Department and the chauvinists in the military, between Arabists and Zionists, neocons and pragmatists, Pollard was the poster boy for the trampling of civil liberties under the guise of national security. “Whoever has studied the Pollard case keeps wondering what the government is hiding,” a venerable journalist described the “ ‘Catch-22’ Plight” of the imprisoned spy. Decrying the “bullying tactics” of federal prosecutors, the Wall Street Journal opined that “Even Pollard Deserves Better Than Government Sandbagging.”


Revelations in 2013 by former US National Security Agency contractor Edward Snowden that the United States had spied on at least two Israeli prime ministers brought new frostiness to Israeli-American relations—and new life to the “Free Jonathan Pollard” movement. A number of high-level US intelligence, diplomatic, and military officials joined the escalating campaign to protest the sentence and call for mercy.


Then, anti-Pollard sentiments were inflamed when, in August 2014, Snowden revealed that “Israel has been caught carrying out aggressive espionage operations against American targets for decades,” an allegation denied by Israeli officials, who insisted that Jerusalem stopped spying on the United States after the conviction of Pollard in the late 1980s.


At the heart of the complex case of Jonathan Pollard is the Bechtel corporation and the netherworld of espionage and national security it inhabited. Later events would show how Bechtel’s interests were served by the pro-Iraq, anti-Israeli foreign policy “tilt” of Ronald Reagan’s presidential administration, and how Pollard had threatened those interests. That world would be a maze of covert intervention and shifting alliances. In the middle of this world were the Bechtel executives turned Reagan Cabinet members—Caspar Weinberger and George P. Shultz.


Weinberger especially went to great lengths to insure Pollard would never be free to tell his story—a story that would have included Bechtel’s long-standing business relationships with Israel’s enemies in the Middle East—especially Saddam Hussein.








PART ONE




WE WERE AMBASSADORS WITH BULLDOZERS


1872–1972





This extreme reliance of California on federal money, so seemingly at odds with the emphasis on unfettered individualism that constitutes the local core belief, was a pattern set early on.


—JOAN DIDION, Where I Was From





CHAPTER ONE



Go West!


A “tall, beefy man with a bull-like roar,” Warren Augustine Bechtel, whose legacy would be one of the greatest engineering achievements in American history, came into the world on September 12, 1872. The fifth in a family of eight children, he was raised on a hardscrabble farm near Freeport, Illinois. His parents—Elizabeth Bentz and John Moyer Bechtel—were descendants of pioneer Pennsylvania German families. When he was twelve, his parents moved to Peabody, Kansas, where they eked out a living “at a time when he saw many men missing an arm or a leg from service in the Civil War,” as one account described the setting.


It was a backbreaking childhood that he fantasized about escaping from an early age. Because he was tasked with farm chores since he was a toddler, Warren’s schooling was confined to the winter months when the crops lay beneath frozen ground. Like many of his contemporaries, he hated farming as only a farmer’s son can, but he disliked the classroom with equal fervor. Still, his father, who was also a grocery store proprietor, insisted that he finish high school. In 1887 the first railroad came through the area, and during the summers, Warren hired himself out to the construction crews to learn grading and machinery. He also worked for neighboring ranchers, branding cattle and driving herds. But his passion was the slide trombone, which he practiced while roaming the land. He dreamed of playing the instrument professionally.


Upon graduation at the age of nineteen, he hit the road with an ensemble of performers who called themselves the Ladies Band. He hoped music would spare him a future in farming. “Either the music of the ladies’ band was very bad or the Western audiences were lacking in appreciation,” the New York Times would later describe the venture. “The troupe came to grief in Lewiston, Ill., and the young slide-trombonist was stranded.” Disheartened, he returned home to the unwelcome plow to raise corn for livestock feed. He remained there until 1897, when he became infatuated with a slender brunette named Clara Alice West. She was visiting relatives in nearby Peabody. After a fleeting courtship that alarmed her affluent Indiana parents, the two married, and Warren ventured into the cattle business. He embarked on his scheme to fatten Arizona draught steers as they awaited slaughter in the Kansas stockyards. But the bottom dropped out of both the corn and cattle markets to record lows at the end of the nineteenth century, leaving the newlyweds bankrupt. With their infant firstborn son, Warren Jr., their personal possessions, a slip grader, and two mules, they struck out for Indian Territory, where the Chicago, Rock Island and Pacific Railway Company was putting new lines westward from Chickasha in what is now Oklahoma.


Earning $2.75 per day—a good living for a man with his own mule team—Warren found the work plentiful, as rail companies were expanding westward with boomtown gusto. His nascent construction company consisted mostly of muscle and ambition. As the railways forged west, so too did the little Bechtel family, with Warren grading track beds in Indiana, Iowa, Minnesota, and Wyoming. Though a rugged and itinerant existence, the couple was optimistic, and welcomed the birth of their second son, Stephen Davison, while visiting Clara’s parents in Aurora, Indiana.


When he was offered a job as gang foreman with the Southern Pacific Railroad in Reno, Nevada, during the winter of 1902–03, Warren was grateful for the opportunity. Eager for a more secure financial position, he had set his sights on the West Coast and the post–Gold Rush promise that existed in California. Warren embraced newspaperman Horace Greeley’s famous 1871 career advice to a young correspondent: “Having mastered these, gather up your family and Go West!”


“I landed in Reno with a wife and two babies, a slide trombone, and a ten-dollar bill,” Warren later recalled. The railroad supervisor who had promised him the job had gone bust. Twenty-seven years old, Warren lived with his wife and small sons in a converted railroad boxcar. Discouraged, he hitched a ride on a buckboard to Wadsworth, Nevada—a remote railroad site on the banks of the Truckee River known for its wild mustang herd and native Paiute population. He found a job there as an estimator for the Southern Pacific, earning $59 a month. “He was learning all the time, but he seemed to me a natural engineer,” his supervisor later recalled. An engineer who worked with him during those early days described him as “a horse-drawn fresno-scraper type of contractor”—meaning an old-fashioned laborer who had come up the hard way on the railroad construction gangs.


A series of jobs ensued from which Warren acquired technical experience in lieu of a formal education. From Wadsworth, he moved to Lovelock, Nevada, where he became a gravel pit superintendent at a quarry. He, his wife, and two young sons were a familiar sight at the primitive migrant job sites. He soon acquired the nickname “Dad,” as his ubiquitous brood called him. He bounced around various posts, gaining a reputation for efficiency and, especially, for mastering the newfangled modern transportation and construction equipment—most conspicuously the giant excavating machine called the steam shovel. “Many of the old-timers were reluctant to have anything to do with the big, belching mechanized monsters,” according to one account, “but Bechtel put them to immediate—and profitable—use.” That specialty brought him to the attention of an inspector for a construction firm, based in Oakland, California, that had a contract to build the Richmond Belt Railroad and to extend the Santa Fe line into Oakland.


In 1904 Dad moved his family to Oakland, where a third son, Kenneth, was born. The city, named for the massive oak forest that dominated the landscape, was surrounded by redwoods, farmland, and rural settlements. Even then a sad relative to booming, raucous San Francisco, located six miles west across the San Francisco Bay, the city’s future as Northern California’s busiest seaport was not yet apparent. Still, its sunny and mild Mediterranean climate lured an increasing number of immigrants from throughout the country, and its population (eighty-two thousand upon the Bechtels’ arrival) would double in just six years. A few blocks away from their Linden Street home, tracks of the interurban electric line to San Francisco were being laid. Dad had the contract to fill the swamp at the head of Lake Merritt for Oakland’s Lakeshore Park.


By 1906, Dad was ready to strike out on his own. At thirty-four years old, he obtained his first subcontract with the Western Pacific Railroad, building a line between Pleasanton and Sunol. This independent undertaking marked the birth of the modern Bechtel company. Dad began assembling the team of colleagues that would help him make construction history. For an extortionate fee, he rented the impressive Model 20 Marion steam shovel that had been memorably developed for the Panama Canal construction. When he purchased the imposing machine, thanks to a loan from his well-to-do father-in-law, his company was officially launched. His steam shovel was in great demand, and he undertook ever-larger railroad projects while expanding into building roads, tunnels, bridges, and dams. In large white block script, he stenciled “W. A. BECHTEL CO.” onto the red cab door. It would be another sixteen years before he would formally incorporate his business. Home now to a family of five, their residential boxcar was called WaaTeeKaa for the combination of their three toddlers’ baby names: “Waa-Waa” for Warren, “Tee-Tee” for Steve, and “Kaa-Kaa” for Kenneth.


“Still largely undeveloped, California was booming . . . and, with the recent addition of the steam engine, railroads couldn’t lay track fast enough to link the new west to the rest of the country,” a newspaper described the moment. A man of unlimited ambition, Dad expanded his vision to the western slope of the Rocky Mountains, where he came into contact with the imposing and pugnacious sheep-ranching Wattis brothers of Ogden, Utah. W. H. and E. O. Wattis were the founders and chief executives of the Utah Construction Company—one of the great railroad construction firms of the West—who were devout members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. The sons of a forty-niner “whose trek to California ended six hundred miles short in . . . northern Utah . . . they were reared in the dynamic, enterprising environment of Brigham Young’s Mormon commonwealth,” wrote historian Joseph E. Stevens. They were notoriously reluctant to work with non-Mormon “gentiles.” But they admired Dad’s abilities and resourcefulness and, as W.H. reportedly put it to his brother: “Might as well ask him in as to have him bitin’ our feet.”


The Wattis brothers wielded extraordinary political power in Utah. David Eccles, patriarch of the single largest Mormon fortune, leading tither to the church, and the father of Marriner Eccles, who would later become chairman of the Federal Reserve Board, supplied most of their capital. (The Eccleses’ formidable Utah Corporation was an international conglomerate of mining, shipping, and construction involved in the production of iron, coal, and uranium ore on three continents.) The Wattises gave Bechtel his most lucrative jobs to date: three large contracts for railroad lines in Northern California and central Utah. His work with the Northwestern Pacific Railroad required more sophisticated construction techniques, and he became the first contractor in the country to replace the horse- and mule-drawn freight teams with chain-driven, gasoline-powered dump trucks. At a yard in San Leandro, he retrofitted 1912 model Packards and Alcos with dump bodies. Referred to later as the “coming of age” period for the Bechtel organization, the completion of the last 106-mile stretch of the Northwestern Pacific line signaled the beginning of the company’s rise. “I never expected to have that much money in a lifetime,” the unlettered son of a small-town grocer confided to a friend upon receiving his nearly $500,000 payment.


Now flush, he turned his attention to family—which included daughter Alice Elizabeth, born in 1912—purchasing a spacious Victorian home and furnishing it lavishly with rare Oriental rugs that had been exhibited at the 1915 Panama-Pacific International Exposition in San Francisco. He chose the Estudillo Avenue house in nearby San Leandro, where the children would have “more room to grow.” Evocative of his farm upbringing, the house was surrounded by acres of tomatoes and elaborate flower gardens. A tennis court on the grounds affirmed the family’s fresh wealth.


But just as the official history of the company smooths over the “near misses, the bad judgment calls, and the numerous failures” of Dad’s early climb—as an academic critique of the corporate culture of Bechtel portrayed his dismal performance in the cattle, farming, and grading enterprises, not to mention the nomadic lifestyle to which he subjected his young family—so too are his subsequent fiascos whitewashed. “It is difficult to connect the sober-headed, hard-working straight-shooter depicted in the official history with the man whose main ambition on leaving home, for instance, was to play the slide trombone with a largely female dance band,” wrote Canadian postcolonialist professor Heather Zwicker.


Despite the revisionist and mythologizing company narrative of Warren A. Bechtel’s entrepreneurial individualism—the American exceptionalism that would be much ballyhooed by later generations of Bechtels—in the years following the Northwestern Pacific windfall, Dad made a string of bad calls. Smug with his newfound success, “and still fancying himself the wheeler-dealer of his youth,” according to Friends in High Places: The Bechtel Story—The Most Secret Corporation and How It Engineered the World, by Laton McCartney, he sank tens of thousands of dollars into an unsuccessful Oregon gold mine, followed by several hundred thousand more invested in a folding toothbrush company that tanked. The salvation of his fortune and future would lie not in the up-from-the-bootstraps chronicle that would become family legend, but with the US government. With government patronage, Bechtel was able to build a network of tracks and highways throughout the land at the very moment that railroad expansion and the automobile industry were exploding.


Sales of Henry Ford’s iconic black Model Ts had passed the five hundred thousand mark by 1918—giving the Ford Motor Company a veritable monopoly, as a Ford was driven by more than half the car owners in America. Dad was not alone in recognizing that all of these cars needed roads to travel on, but he was among a handful of California builders positioned to capitalize on the new construction market. The Federal Aid Road Act had been approved in 1916 to meet the overwhelming demand, resulting in the creation of the US Bureau of Public Roads. Bechtel lobbied for a role, and in 1919 received the first federal highway contract in California. He first built the Klamath River Highway near the Oregon border; the scenic byway, considered an engineering marvel at the time, jutted through volcanic rock and granite. The following year, he built another highway for the federal government in Los Angeles County that ran through the rugged San Gabriel Canyon; this one required a bluff to be blasted down with the rarely used powerful explosive, picric powder. Next was the Generals Highway in Sequoia National Park, named after the largest, most famous giant sequoia trees—General Sherman and General Grant—and famous for its steep, often-impassable switchbacks. Then came the job of making additions and improvements to the highway system in Yosemite National Park, followed by contracts in New Mexico and Arizona to double track the Santa Fe Railroad from Gallup to Chambers.


Dad, fleshy and always well groomed, gained a reputation for keeping his jobs orderly and his equipment in top condition. He espoused a “cleanliness is next to godliness” motto. He wore a trademark felt fedora and gold watch fob, and his dapper style set him apart from the workers on his many sites. Known for his hearty appetite, he hired the finest cooks and bakers he could find to accompany him to his worksites. Since his California labor force was composed mostly of what he called “eye-talians,” his cooks became expert at cooking spaghetti, for which Dad acquired a penchant. A stickler for verbal agreements and handshake deals with his associates—“When you can’t trust a man’s word, you can’t trust his signature,” he would declare—he also insisted on fifty-fifty partnerships. “Dad had no patience with 51-49 arrangements,” a former partner once said. “He used to say ‘No man with a sense of self-respect wants to be controlled on that kind of percentage.’ ”


Although the business of road and railroad construction was steady and profitable, Bechtel began turning his attention to oil—the coming boom that accompanied the automobile. Predicting a surge in the development of the West’s oil and gas resources to meet the energy needs of a growing industrial economy, Bechtel envisioned a network of refineries and pipelines snaking throughout the country. The vision turned out to be prescient, heralding the establishment of an alliance between the Bechtel corporation and the largest oil and gas companies in the nation and, ultimately, in the world. Situated as he was in the heart of a flourishing American West, Dad garnered more contracts than he could manage, and in 1921 he partnered with a fellow Bay Area entrepreneur named Henry J. Kaiser. An “egomaniacal small-time construction tycoon,” Kaiser joined Bechtel in building major arteries that wound along the entire West Coast. The company took off in 1929 with the firm’s first gas line for the Pacific Gas and Electric Company (PG&E). Building more than a thousand miles of pipeline for Standard Oil and Continental Gas, he amassed a fortune of more than $30 million by the end of the 1920s, making his company one of the largest construction firms in America.


At fifty-eight years of age, Dad was once again self-satisfied with his role as a newly minted western mogul. He gloried in the national and international influence he and his western partners exercised. He might have been content to enjoy the luxuries of his life, and the sweep of his enterprise, if not goaded into a construction challenge being called the “Eighth Wonder of the World.”


When the Herbert Hoover administration announced in 1929 that it would accept bids to dam the Colorado River, Dad was leery. “It sounds a little ambitious,” he remarked drily to his protégé, Kaiser, about building the world’s tallest dam in a forbidding desert gorge. But when Kaiser compared the gargantuan project with the Egyptian pyramids and the Great Wall of China, promising that the Bechtel name would be etched on a bronze plaque at the dam’s crest in perpetuity, Dad was sold. That year he was the first western builder to become national president of the Associated General Contractors of America—a booster organization and powerful lobbying group—and he planned to brandish his political clout in both the state capital in Sacramento and in Washington’s inner circles. His petitioning would pay off.


Meanwhile, Kaiser’s company followed the same path as Bechtel, by raking in government contracts for roads, dams, public works, and later the Kaiser shipyards.





CHAPTER TWO



Follow the Water


For twelve million years, the nation’s wildest river snaked and slashed to its final destination in the Gulf of California. Then, one winter day in 1935, a massive wedge of concrete successfully plugged the destructive 1,450-mile Colorado River, ending its tempestuous journey in Black Canyon on the Arizona and Nevada border. The largest public-funded project up until then, Hoover Dam ushered in what author Marc Reisner has called “the most fateful transformation that has ever been visited on any landscape, anywhere.”


The Colorado is not the longest, widest, or most abundant of American rivers. It has never been a major transportation or commercial thoroughfare, as its quarter-million-square-mile drainage basin meanders through some of the most rugged and desolate land in all of North America. Instead, what has defined it throughout history is its violent, irrepressible personality. “The Colorado has always been best known for the scars it left on the landscape, among them the greatest of all natural works, the Grand Canyon, a testament to the river’s primordial origin and its compulsive energy,” wrote Michael Hiltzik in Colossus: Hoover Dam and the Making of the American Century. “No river equaled its maniacal zeal for carving away the terrain in its path and carrying it downstream, sometimes as far as a thousand miles. No river matched its schizophrenic moods, which could swing in the course of a few hours from that of a meandering country stream to an insane torrent.”


But thanks to a Bechtel-led consortium of little-known western construction companies, the unruly river was finally tamed, puddling up behind the six-million-ton curved concrete arch. As tall as a sixty-story skyscraper, as wide as two football fields at its bedrock base, and embodying enough concrete for a sixteen-foot-wide highway from San Francisco to New York City, Hoover Dam was an engineering epic. The greatest dam ever built in the entire world, Hoover “unequivocally announced the untapped industrial capacity of California and the West,” as California historian Kevin Starr wrote. The project made a lot of money for a lot of men, but it propelled Bechtel into a condition approaching that of a corporate nation-state.


How the formation of the famous Six Companies joint venture came about has taken on mythological proportions. Over time Bechtel emerged as the primary builder of the dam, so that today the company website highlights it as its flagship megaproject. What is undisputed about the consortium’s provenance is the fact that on a February morning in 1931, a group of twelve West Coast contractors assembled at the Engineers’ Club in San Francisco. “Two were aging Mormons who had graded the roadbed for the Western Pacific when it went through Utah,” Fortune magazine reported about the meeting. “Two others mixed railroad work with general contracting. One specialized in sewers and tunnels, one was a bridge builder, one a building contractor, and one . . . a sand, gravel, and paving man.” The dozen men had a conspicuous lack of formal engineering education, but an entourage of engineers, lawyers, and bankers were on hand to advise.


Although they were the most powerful contractors in the West, none had the singular capacity to scrape together the $5 million bond required by the surety companies underwriting the construction of the dam—the largest bond ever written on a single job. The men, most of whom had never met one another, “came together to do collectively what they could not do individually: to set up an organization to bid on and build the huge dam on the Colorado River,” as Fortune described it.


There were actually eight companies represented at the meeting: Henry J. Kaiser Co. of Oakland; W. A. Bechtel Co. of San Francisco; Morrison and Knudsen of Boise, Idaho; the Wattis brothers from Utah Construction Co. of Ogden; MacDonald & Kahn Co., Inc., of San Francisco; J. F. Shea Co. Inc. of Los Angeles; Pacific Bridge Co. of Portland, Oregon; and General Construction Co. of Seattle. But when it came time to naming their group, Kaiser insisted on calling it Six Companies, borrowing the name from the six tongs of San Francisco’s Chinatown—the Chinese crime families’ equivalent of the Mafia that mediated clashes between rival factions. “Hocking everything but their shirts, they could barely scrape together the few million dollars they would need to buy enough equipment to begin the job,” Reisner, the renowned American environmentalist and water management expert, described the dubiousness of the venture. Each of the eight firms was required to put up $500,000 toward the bond. The $1.5 million contributed by Bechtel and Kaiser combined gave them a resounding 30 percent equity in the project. Six Companies Inc. was incorporated in Delaware, just two weeks before the bids were to be submitted.


Symbolic of all that was right and wrong with America, Boulder Dam (renamed Hoover Dam in 1947) created the water and energy infrastructure that would power the rest of the century’s burgeoning development in the American West. Sunbelt metropolises never before envisioned—Los Angeles, Denver, Las Vegas, Phoenix, San Diego—would become a sudden, slightly daunting reality. The central thrust of the massive population shift from the East to the West depended upon the control of water and energy, and Bechtel would be firmly installed as a powerbroker in exploiting the western resources of water, coal, uranium, oil, and gas. Depicted throughout as a New Deal Depression-era public works project, the dam was in reality a government-funded private enterprise “put in motion by the business-oriented Hoover administration to help the landowners of the Imperial Valley of Southern California,” according to Unreal City: Las Vegas, Black Mesa, and the Fate of the West, by Judith Nies. The journey to Hoover Dam had begun in the early 1920s, when a burgeoning California set its sights on the Colorado River as a source of both water and electricity. More than half of the entire American West’s ten million population lived in California, and even though the state’s tributaries contributed little to the Colorado River, the voracious developers of San Diego and Los Angeles began pushing Congress to authorize a dam that would primarily benefit California. Most of the water and nearly two-thirds of the hydroelectricity generated by the dam would go to light up Los Angeles and make California the wealthiest state in the country. Developers and political leaders in the other six riparian states were outraged by the blatant water grab—especially Colorado, Wyoming, and Utah, which collectively contributed more than 83 percent of the runoff.


On November 24, 1922, representatives of all seven states—including New Mexico, Nevada, and Arizona—had met at a dude ranch on the outskirts of Santa Fe to divvy up the river’s annual estimated 17.5 million acre-feet of water. Then–US commerce secretary Herbert Hoover, longtime promoter of public-private partnerships in the name of what he called “economic modernization,” brokered the contentious gathering. That night, in the Ben Hur Room of the Palace of the Governors, they finally applied their signatures to the negotiated Colorado River Compact that separated the river basin into “upper” and “lower” divisions, arbitrarily partitioned at Lees Ferry, Arizona. The compact allotted 7.5 million acre-feet to each segment, with whatever was left a sop to Mexico. The state legislatures in seven state capitals bickered, and eastern politicians on Capitol Hill railed against allocating millions for a project in the hinterland. Finally, six years later, Congress took control and authorized construction of a dam, and hydrologists and geologists for the US Interior Department stepped up their exploration for a site on the lower Colorado.


For a quarter century, Frank T. Crowe had envisioned backing up the Colorado River near the walls of Black Canyon. A legendary engineer, Crowe was often compared with George Washington Goethals, the hard-driving army officer who oversaw the building of the Panama Canal. The six-foot-three Crowe was “wild to build this dam, the biggest dam ever built by anyone anywhere,” he told a magazine writer. “I had spent my life in the river bottoms, and Boulder meant a wonderful climax—the biggest dam ever built by anyone anywhere.” Born in Quebec in 1882, Crowe had studied civil engineering at the University of Maine. So eager was he to jump-start his dam-building career that he skipped his 1904 commencement and hurriedly joined the US Reclamation Service. Over the next twenty years, he built dams in Idaho, Wyoming, and Montana, all the while maneuvering to become the contractor for the world’s largest dam. Cultivating contacts within both the public and private sectors, he immersed himself in the early design work. He wanted to go down in history as the greatest dam builder in the world.


By 1924, Crowe had become the general superintendent of construction for the Bureau of Reclamation. But he eagerly left the government to join Six Companies, where he would become the consortium’s secret weapon. As a former government insider, the man whose motto was “Never my belly to a desk” knew the bureau’s bidding process and was acquainted intimately with all 119 of the complicated specifications for the dam. He also possessed inside technological information unknown by rival bidders that could radically reduce traditional construction costs and guarantee sizeable profits to the partnership. He crafted the consortium bid to total $48,890,955—coincidentally just $24,000 more than government engineers had calculated and a whopping $10,000,000 below the highest bid. Not surprisingly, on March 4, 1931, the bureau awarded the contract to Six Companies, whose offer—as Crowe well knew—was the lowest among the three competing bids. Such preciseness of a bid had never been seen before in construction history in the American West.


Despite congressional grumbling, the government ultimately did not begrudge what were astronomical profits for the era. “When the last bills are paid and the turbines begin to turn, the Six Companies will have turned a profit estimated at $7 million and upward for all their work,” Fortune magazine wrote. “The U.S. is willing to pay a good profit for a good dam built rapidly.” At $165 million, the Boulder Canyon Project Act—signed into law by President Hoover—would be the largest congressional appropriation in American history until that time.


“In All the President’s Men, Deep Throat tells [Washington Post reporter Bob] Woodward to ‘follow the money,’ ” according to authors Peter Wiley and Robert Gottlieb. “For the Southwest, it is a question of following the water, the resources, the migratory trails. Where they lead tells us not only about the Southwest but about the future direction of the United States,” the two wrote in their definitive Empires in the Sun: The Rise of the New American West.





CHAPTER THREE



Hobo Jungle


Built at the height of the Great Depression, under the most harrowing and inhumane conditions, by the country’s hungriest men, Hoover Dam was a towering metaphor for the overwhelming challenges facing a desperate nation. Conceived by a river runner, designed by a civil engineer, facilitated by an indecisive president and hostile Congress, brutally micromanaged by an arrogant contractor, overseen by a handful of calculating corporate titans, and built by circus acrobats and Indian skywalkers, the feat was a historic convergence of implausible circumstances. A marvel of design, engineering, architecture, and construction, it stands as a stark emblem of humanity’s conquest over nature, if not the subjugation of the American frontier.


The government’s plan called for Six Companies to move ten million cubic yards of rock in order to build the largest hydroelectric power plant in the world, create a massive reservoir, and erect an entire town to house and provide services for thousands of workers. Many scientists believed it could not be accomplished—that the six-million-ton structure placed between two earthquake fault lines in the canyon floor and lodged between two vertical rock walls would never be stable. Naysayers feared that the weight of the lake created by the dam would provoke massive tremors and “unleash a flood of biblical proportions.” One engineer recalled, “We were all scared stiff.”


A week after Six Companies won the bid, Crowe took the Union Pacific Railroad to dusty Las Vegas, Nevada—a remote desert town inhabited by five thousand souls. By the time he stepped off the train, Crowe, “like a general preparing for a major battle, had planned his strategy,” wrote historian Al M. Rocca in America’s Master Dam Builder: The Engineering Genius of Frank T. Crowe. “The enemy, notorious Black Canyon, arrayed an impressive list of natural obstacles.” Having been designated chief engineer on the project, he drove to the isolated dam site thirty miles to the southeast. The “road” consisted of two vanishing tracks through the sand. “When one set of tracks grew too soft to follow, cars simply moved over a few feet and forged a new trail,” he described it according to dam historian Dennis McBride.


Crowe understood that the job would require an army of men and machines, and that maximizing profits would depend upon the skilled management of both. “He knew it would take the best in heavy equipment: tractors, dump trucks, shovels, jackhammers, drills, and concrete buckets,” wrote Rocca, his biographer. “And what about his army? Who would serve in Frank Crowe’s army?” He would be shocked to see that thousands of unemployed men had already made their way to Las Vegas from every corner of the country, hoping to be the first applicants when the hiring began.


America had hit rock bottom, the national unemployment rate soaring to 25 percent. One out of every four heads of household were out of work. Millions wandered from state to state in search of a job, and when word spread of the dam construction, they poured into Nevada in droves. Within weeks, more than ten thousand prospective workers were loitering around the train depot and the temporary Six Companies headquarters in downtown Las Vegas, resembling what one account called a “hobo jungle.” They would compete for fifteen hundred jobs. “Instead of the young miners they expected to hire, the Six Companies employment office in Las Vegas faced long lines of workers of every age and background—some in three-piece suits—from all over the country,” according to one report. “Many arrived with families and children and were living in tents or cars if they had them . . . The unemployed patiently waited for someone to die or be fired.”


“This will be a job for machines,” Crowe told the New York Times, emphasizing that the scale and development of modern machinery would set the project apart from anything previously constructed in America. Mack engineers built the largest truck ever—a huge 250-horsepower vehicle capable of moving 16 cubic yards of earth. General Electric constructed the most sophisticated X-ray unit of its time to photograph 24 million square inches of pipe welding. Lidgerwood Manufacturing produced steel ropes three and a half inches in diameter capable of lowering 150 tons of concrete or steel into the construction pit. The most ingenious invention of all would be a motor-driven rig set on a 10-ton chassis that supported four massive platforms carrying thirty 144-pound rock drills. Becoming the project’s historic signature device, it enabled the workers to drill and place dynamite and then drive away before the explosion.


The first challenge at the dam site was the most complex and treacherous: diverting the Colorado through four tunnels, two on each bank, that would draw the river off its course and leave the original riverbed dry for construction. Workers drilled and dynamited through 3.5 million tons of volcanic rock to build the tunnels—each three-quarters of a mile long and, at 56 feet, as wide as a four-lane highway. Three feet of concrete, manufactured a mile upstream at a plant erected by Six Companies, lined each tunnel, which was capable of carrying 200,000 cubic feet of water per second. Barges transported generators, jackhammers, and air compressors to the site, access roads and railroads were built, and power lines were strung. Workers raised a 98-foot-high cofferdam on the Nevada side, 600 feet downriver from the inlet portals of the diversion tunnels.


On November 13, 1932, the entrances and exits of the two Arizona tunnels were blasted open, and, within seconds, a convoy of more than a hundred trucks began dumping loads of rock and muck into the river’s path. The next morning, the river finally abandoned its long-worn course and gushed into the shiny new tunnels. Still, work continued for another year. A second 66-foot cofferdam was built downstream before the engineers turned their attention to the 700-foot concrete dam and began digging down to bedrock to lay the foundation. One and a half million cubic yards of silt and gravel were dredged and hauled away, and more than six thousand sticks of dynamite were fired before striking bedrock at 139 feet below the surface of the river. The solid-rock river bottom was pumped dry through a network of pipes in preparation for the concrete-pouring phase of the famous convex arch.


In June 1933 a giant bucket suspended from a cable spanning the gorge dumped the first load of 60 million tons of concrete that would form the dam’s iconic streamlined face. The “pour” went on twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, for nine months, with a bucketful dropping every seventy-eight seconds. Crews simultaneously built two giant spillways, four intake towers, penstocks to carry water from the intakes to the turbines, 222 miles of electricity transmission lines from the dam to Southern California, and diversion tunnels to control irrigation to California’s lush Imperial Valley farms.


On January 31, 1935, a steel bulkhead gate weighing more than a thousand tons was lowered onto the canyon floor, closing off the fourth and final diversion tunnel. The Colorado River, now barred from its ancestral path, began pooling behind the futuristic monolith. Completed two and a half years ahead of schedule, using 3.25 million cubic yards of concrete, Hoover Dam glared white against the desert canyons. “The structure spanned ideology as it spanned Black Canyon,” wrote historian Roger Morris, “joining public purpose and private enrichment in a marriage the West . . . took for granted.”





CHAPTER FOUR



That Hellhole


Just as the construction statistics were significant and legendary, so too was the human toll. The safety violations and labor unrest that characterized Hoover Dam’s construction site would become synonymous with Bechtel over the coming decades, dogging the company all the way into the next century and earning for Dad Bechtel the reputation as the “bête noir [sic] of American labor,” wrote Laton McCartney. Corporate profits were astronomical, as Frank Crowe kept the project moving way ahead of schedule, with workers paying the price. Crowe’s worksite “resembled a battlefield on the eve of the clash of armies,” wrote Michael Hiltzik.


Frustrated by conflicting orders from Six Companies partners, Crowe threatened to quit at one point, prompting the bosses to form an executive committee headed by Bechtel. Installed like a pasha in a sumptuous Spanish colonial–style hacienda high above the scorching construction site, the hulking Bechtel—along with son Steve—summoned Crowe to informal “board meetings” that he held every Saturday afternoon during a pinochle game. Steve had become vice president of Six Companies and was in charge of purchasing and expenditures. The cost of labor, materials, and equipment had plummeted as the Depression deepened, swelling the profit margin greatly. The government contract paid $8 for every cubic yard of earth excavated, while the actual cost to Six Companies was $5.50. The contract provided $850 reimbursement for each house built in Boulder City—the government-sponsored community for dam workers and their families—but the company built them for $145. The project had proceeded so far ahead of schedule that by early 1932, Six Companies had recovered its $5 million surety bond and “pocketed an additional $1 million in contract incentives,” according to one account.


More than twenty-one thousand famously taut and muscled men had worked on the dam as miners, nippers (steel cutters who ran the drills over to the miners), chuck tenders (drill placers), muckers (unskilled laborers who removed dynamite debris), shovel operators, cat skinners (bulldozer operators), electricians, and powder men (dynamite placers). High scalers performed the most audacious tasks, rappelling along the sheer cliffs, stripping them clean of any loose rocks and scree fields that often broke loose and killed workers below. The walls needed to be totally clean where the concrete dam and the canyon would meet. No cranes could adequately remove all of the debris, so the job was left to the four hundred high scalers, who quickly gained the reputation as fearless acrobatic show-offs. Held only by slender ropes, they scrambled across the towering walls like monkeys, carrying their tools and water bags. Once suspended in their swing-like seats bolted to the rock, they pulled out forty-four-pound jackhammers, drilled holes, and inserted dynamite. Former sailors, ironworkers, and circus performers, their daredevil showmanship and athletic contests irked Crowe, whose hotheaded and demanding nature left little room for humor.


Called “Hurry-up Crowe” for the breakneck speeds he demanded in order to maximize profits for Bechtel and fellow corporate bosses, he pushed his laborers hard in summer temperatures that averaged from 120 to 130 degrees on the floor of Black Canyon. As Reisner wrote, “Besides the hazards of the construction work (the falling rock, the explosives, electrocution, behemoth machines), besides the hazards of off-hours (fist fights, drunken binges, social diseases from the whores who camped about); besides all this, there was the heat.” With no shade and little fresh drinking water, body temperatures rose high enough to push men into comas. In one five-day period alone, fourteen workers died from heat prostration. It was not until a visiting team of Harvard University physiologists came to the site in the summer of 1932 that dehydration was identified as a leading cause of death. The diversion tunnels often reached a smothering 140 degrees and were thick with carbon monoxide, resulting in many deaths. Six Companies deliberately misdiagnosed these deaths as pneumonia to skirt legal culpability.


Almost daily, the wives and children ensconced in nearby Boulder City heard ambulances heading to the dam site. “That siren—oh, it scared you ’cause you wondered if it might be your husband,” recalled the wife of a pipe fitter whose heat stroke rendered him nearly unconscious. Six Companies did not provide first aid or medical service on the canyon floor as the human misery and death rate rose. Instead, Crowe drove his men harder, with three shifts working around the clock, seven days a week.


A particularly gruesome blasting accident underscored the lack of workplace safety, drawing the ire of Nevada state officials who cited Six Companies for illegal practices such as using gasoline-fired engines in unventilated spaces. Claiming the job site was effectively a federal reservation and not a mining operation, Bechtel and his partners contended it was “exempt from the prying attentions of state mining inspectors.” The group did not carry liability insurance, and Dad Bechtel “showed up in Las Vegas with a corporate attorney bobbing in his wake,” according to one account, to settle all accident claims “quickly, quietly, and privately.” They would furtively settle at least fifty cases of carbon monoxide poisoning.


Still, the Big Six could not keep the horrendous working conditions secret from the outside world, and the situation drew the attention of the once formidable, now besieged, Industrial Workers of the World. Once the most powerful labor union in the American West, its membership rapidly declined during the 1920s as it became a hotbed of radicalism. Headquartered 1,700 miles away in Chicago, the Wobblies began agitating, and by August 1931, more than two-thirds of the workforce threatened to strike. Their grievances were notable for their rudimentary benefits: free ice water, helmets instead of crude baseball caps boiled in tar, payment in real money rather than the scrip negotiable only at the company store. “We feel it’s a crime against humanity to ask men to work in that hell-hole of a heat at Boulder Dam for a mere pittance,” the American Federation of Labor (AFL) wrote to the US secretary of labor. Workers claimed they were underpaid compared with laborers throughout the Southwest. They were charged half their wages to live in unsanitary conditions in the company town. Indeed, although the government contract estimated wages of $5.50 a day, workers were paid an average of $4. Meanwhile, racism and anti-Semitism were rife, and Asians and African Americans were barred from employment. Bechtel and his partners blamed the workers’ dissatisfaction on outside Communist rabble-rousers, and the Hoover administration was obsequious toward the contractors. “They will have to work under our conditions or not at all,” W. H. Wattis told the San Francisco Examiner. Crowe stood firm against his disgruntled men, and the strike collapsed for lack of support from either the state of Nevada or the federal government.


In the November 1932 presidential election, a whopping 78 percent of voters registered in Boulder City cast their ballots for Franklin D. Roosevelt. “In the town that was building a great monument to his name, Hoover had been trounced by a margin of more than three to one,” wrote Hoover Dam historian Joseph E. Stevens. Word of FDR’s victory spread like wildfire through the construction site, as workers rejoiced, shouting, “He is elected!”


Harold L. Ickes, FDR’s newly appointed interior secretary, who was a progressive former newspaperman, wasted no time in challenging Six Companies’ appalling labor practices. He launched a federal investigation into the workers’ complaints. In response, Dad dispatched his acolyte Henry Kaiser—the consortium’s de facto lobbyist—to Washington, DC, to oversee a public relations blitz and deflect Ickes’s criticism. Kaiser’s whirlwind speaking tour and media campaign gained national attention, as he flooded members of Congress, newspapers, and government officials with press kits and propaganda including thousands of copies of a hastily published book about the dam—what was described as a “crisis-filled narrative called So Boulder Dam Was Built.” Ensconced at the opulent Shoreham Hotel, Kaiser “coaxed and manipulated, grandstanding his way toward successful appropriations, contracts, and loans,” wrote Wiley and Gottlieb. Undeterred by what he called “a telegraphic bombardment,” Ickes ordered Six Companies to pay its workers in dollars, charged it with seventy thousand violations of the eight-hour day, and fined the group $350,000. But Kaiser’s Washington glad-handing paid off, and the fine would eventually be reduced to $100,000.


“Flooded gorges and an unsavory company town led to more than a hundred dead, violent labor unrest, and bloody racial bigotry,” one history drew the final conclusion. Still, Six Companies made a profit of more than $10 million, and Dad had gained a national reputation as a rough, often callous, operator.





“This is a good time to see what the rest of the world is doing,” Dad told his partners in the summer of 1933, claiming to have been invited by Joseph Stalin’s government to visit the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR). Now that he was suddenly the most famous builder in the world, the Soviets supposedly sought his expertise. Hoover Dam was not yet completed, but he felt confident he could leave the project not only in Crowe’s capable hands but also in those of his three sons now installed on the job.


Given Bechtel’s—and Six Companies’—rabidly antilabor, anti-Communist, anti-Socialist corporate culture, it seems implausible that Stalin would invite Dad to visit Russian technological sites. The United States had not officially recognized the Soviet Union since the US intervention against the Bolsheviks in their 1917 civil war. All that would soon change, thanks to FDR, who, in a few months, would formally acknowledge Stalin’s Communist government and dispatch the first American diplomats to Moscow since the coup. Still, the United States had no certified representation in Russia during the summer of 1933, so Bechtel’s mission as the first American contractor to inspect the Soviets’ great dams and subways was momentous, at the least, for its lack of institutional protection.


In the midst of an infrastructure offensive, the Soviet government was rapidly building hydroelectric dams throughout the country. Dad was eager to inspect its handiwork and consult with that government’s top scientists and engineers, according to the company’s history. Of particular interest to him—and presumably to the US government as well—were the recently completed Dnieprostroi Dam near Kiev, the renowned Magnitogorsk dam in the Ural Mountains, and, especially, the fabled Moscow subway.


In early August 1933, accompanied by his wife and daughter, Dad set sail from New York City bound for France and then on to Austria by train. He left Clara and Alice in Vienna—apparently under instruction from Soviet authorities that he travel alone to the Russian capital. Once in Moscow, he spent three productive days and nights at the historic National Hotel near the heart of Red Square and the fortified Kremlin. He got on well with his Russian hosts, by all accounts, but on the fourth night before he was to depart for Kiev, he died suddenly in his hotel room from what the New York Times described as “an overdose of a medicine which he had been taking for several years on doctors’ orders.” Just fifteen days shy of his sixty-first birthday, the legendarily tough and robust Bechtel fell into what his family would later characterize as a diabetic coma from an insulin overdose. “Fumbling with a syringe, he injected himself with insulin, something Clara had always done,” according to one account of the death. “Whether through unfamiliarity or grogginess,” he gave himself too much and slipped into death on the night of August 28, 1933.


Meanwhile, his stunned widow and daughter were stranded in a foreign country a thousand miles from Moscow. The frosty American-Soviet relations made it nearly impossible for the family to retrieve Dad’s body. According to the Bechtel version of events a well-connected Austrian count named Zucatur who had become enamored with the twenty-one-year-old Alice during her brief stay in Vienna. Zucatur had reportedly been on the verge of proposing marriage at the time of Dad’s death—after just a three-day tryst, according to family lore—and although the romance fizzled, Zucatur was able to intercede to get Dad’s body transported back to Oakland for burial.


Warren A. Bechtel—along with the Wattis brothers—was among the three founding fathers of Six Companies who didn’t live to see the completion of the dam. For the surviving founders, the dam’s dedication marked the creation of an epic international empire that would enrich them all beyond any notions. With an unprecedented building organization, an unparalleled inventory of modern technological equipment, and the crowning achievement of what was being called one of the greatest feats of mankind, the Six Companies men were unmatched in their position as the earthmovers of the world. Leading the way for the Bechtel family firm would be the middle son, Steve, who, after a brief power struggle, became president. The company’s assets would soon mount into the billions, its projects emerging on every continent.


Behind it all would be the legacy of Hoover Dam. Steve would trace Bechtel’s tremendous success to its roots in Nevada’s Black Canyon. “Coming at the time it did, [Hoover Dam] was very important,” he told an interviewer in 1984. “It put us in a very prime position . . . as being [regarded as] big-time thinkers, real thinkers.”





CHAPTER FIVE



Wartime Socialists


“Warren Bechtel was a very successful businessman. But the man who really dreamed great dreams and put them into effect was Steve,” said a close colleague. Destined to lead the company—as much by default as ability, given his siblings’ personality disqualifications—Steve was exceedingly smart, determined, confident, and driven. In contrast, his brother Warren Jr. was “aggressive, boisterous, charming—the archetypal hail-fellow-well-met,” as one account described him, who enjoyed both whisky and women to excess. Though Dad’s firstborn Warren Jr. was the obvious heir apparent, as well as his father’s favorite, he lacked the resolve and intensity to oversee the next phase of the Bechtel empire. Third son Kenneth’s reserved temperament was also unsuited for the rugged world of construction. Although he was the most studious and contemplative of the three sons, and might have been a natural leader as a result, his disdain for his father’s partners and employees was off-putting to company insiders.


The sons owned equal shares of the company—Dad had given them each 5 percent upon incorporation in 1925 of W. A. Bechtel Co.—but Steve had pushed for more, against Dad’s objections. At the time of Dad’s death, lawyers were preparing for a legal battle. But Warren and Ken deferred to the more tenacious Steve, and named him president of the company. “They wanted me to lead, and naturally, I was glad to do it,” he told an interviewer somewhat disingenuously.


Born on September 24, 1900, to Warren and Clara, Steve was the second of their four children. He was “on the job from infancy,” the New York Times reported, “living with his family in make-shift railway carriages on rugged construction sites as he grew up on the Pacific coast.” He graduated from Oakland’s Technical High School in 1916 and shipped out with the US Army’s Twentieth Engineers Expeditionary Force to serve nineteen months in World War I—“burning up the French countryside as a motorcycle dispatch rider,” according to a company profile. Upon his return in 1918, he enrolled at the University of California at Berkeley, intending to study engineering. But his college career was tragically cut short during his sophomore year. In the fall of 1919, the car he was driving struck three pedestrians, killing a mother and daughter and seriously wounding the survivor.


Steve was traveling to a dance at the Claremont Country Club with a carful of classmates when his speeding car hit a local dentist, H. G. Chappel, his wife, Jessie, and daughter, Elizabeth, on November 8, 1919. The car skidded 136 feet after the collision, Oakland police reported. Although Steve was arrested and charged with manslaughter, he was never prosecuted.


“The incident, which the Bechtel organization would go to great pains in later years to cover up—including, for a time, concealing the fact that Steve had even attended Berkeley—was, according to friends, a deeply scarring one for Bechtel, and accounted for much of his subsequent obsession with secrecy,” wrote McCartney. Despite the seriousness of the accident, the charges were dismissed. “There was no explanation, either then or later, why Bechtel was not prosecuted.”


Soon after, he dropped out of college and joined his father’s business, punching rail lines and highways through the California wilderness. In 1923 he married Laura Adeline Peart—a fellow student he had met at Berkeley—and they moved across the hall from his parents in the swanky Art Deco apartment building that Dad and his partners had built near Lake Merritt in Oakland. Decades later, in 1998, Time magazine portrayed him as a visionary who as early as the 1920s foresaw an American expansion into energy and turned his company toward pipeline construction. By the time he was in his midtwenties, he was managing all of Dad’s rapidly expanding pipelining projects, and even “went east to talk to the Continental Gas people” about bidding on a 1,500-mile gas line from Tracy, California, to Crockett, Texas, according to company reports. “As a newcomer from the Far West, he had to do some first-rate selling.”


But it was his position as chief administrator of Six Companies that gave him the proficiency to transform Bechtel into the world’s largest contractor. Second in rank only to the indomitable Frank Crowe, Steve gained a reputation on the job site for ruthlessness and precision. His farsightedness was opportune, informed as it was by his wartime experience in France. He was “more sophisticated and worldly than his father, who, for all his success, was, at bottom, a knockabout earth-mover who threw up dams and gouged out mountains to make way for the roads and railways, never thinking much further ahead than the next job,” as one account explained the difference between father and son.


“The ancient Western dream of an advanced industrial economy controlled at home and able to compete nationally is brighter now than it has ever been,” historian Bernard De Voto wrote in a 1946 Harper’s essay about the modern-day miracle of the Six Companies consortium. From Hoover Dam on through World War II, Bechtel and what Fortune magazine called the “lusty, uninhibited men” of Six Companies—sometimes individually, sometimes together—pursued a moneymaking, precedent-setting confederacy with the US government. By the end of the 1930s, following political turmoil in Europe, the federal government began focusing on national defense, and Six Companies would transition from earthmovers and dam builders to industrialists with billion-dollar defense contracts. Of all the Six Companies principals, Bechtel would be positioned to profit the most handsomely, landing the lucrative shipbuilding contracts that would make Steve a central figure in the American war industry. In the early 1940s, Bechtel and his associates thrust themselves into the top echelons of America’s shipbuilding and steel works. Leading into World War II, they shrewdly maneuvered into the key recipients of US military contracts.


By then, the Bechtel company had reached a turning point that propelled it into the economic stratosphere. The pivotal moment came when Steve brought a college classmate into the fold. John Alex McCone was a year behind Steve at Berkeley. The two had become friends before Bechtel dropped out of school. Born in San Francisco on January 4, 1902, McCone was the scion of a Scotch-Irish family that had been in the machinery business for generations, having started an iron foundry in Virginia City, Nevada. He graduated with an honors degree in mechanical engineering and went on to work first as a riveter in the boiler shop of an ironworks factory, and then as a surveyor and foreman with the steel erector crews of a construction gang. In 1931, ten years after the two met at Berkeley, McCone became sales manager of the Consolidated Steel Corporation in Los Angeles. At the time, Steve was in charge of purchasing for the Hoover Dam construction project, and the two reconnected when McCone visited him to try to sell steel to Six Companies. By the time the dam was completed, Consolidated had supplied Six Companies with fifty-five million tons of steel, insuring McCone’s swift ascension to top executive at Consolidated Steel. The men had forged a powerful personal and professional bond. They vowed to stay in touch after the dam project, and in 1937, when Steve was eager to expand his company beyond construction, he sought McCone.


“Steve’s vision was of energy—all types of it, but particularly of oil as a universal power source,” a colleague described his interests. For years, he had directed Bechtel’s pipeline construction throughout the West, and he began thinking about how California’s oil refineries depended upon pipeline engineering firms located east of the Rocky Mountains. As a steel salesman, McCone had a powerful set of contacts in the oil industry complementary to Bechtel’s own connections to Standard Oil Company of California (SOCAL) and Continental Gas dating back to the late 1920s. What Steve foresaw was a tilt westward of the nation’s industrial complex, and he brainstormed with McCone on ways to capitalize on the shifting winds. “Steve and I shared a sense of imminent change,” McCone recalled, “of great projects about to break at last upon the West. We were sure we could have a place in them.”
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