Discussion Worksheet

Marc Reisner, Cadillac Desert, Chapters 1, 3, and 4

(include page numbers with your notes, if appropriate)
Phase One – What the author really said
Summarize the points Reisner makes about:

. . . the capacity of the American West (excluding the Pacific Northwest) to support settlement.

. . . forces leading to the rapid settlement of the West.

. . . forces behind the vast 20th Century program of dam construction.

. . . what was wrong with all this.

Note other striking points/passages from the reading.

Phase Two – What I think about that
Evaluate the legacy of John Wesley Powell in surveying, and planning a future for, the Western frontier.

Do you find yourself in sympathy with Reisner’s viewpoints?  Why or why not?

What would a reasonable plan for Western land and water development look like? 
Discussion Worksheet

Samuel Clemens (Mark Twain), Life on the Mississippi
Chapters 1, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, and 17
(available online at http://www.online-literature.com/twain/life_mississippi)

Phase One – What the author really said

What particulars of the Mississippi’s physical behavior did a cub pilot need to become familiar with, in order to best guide a steamboat?
Note other striking points/passages from the reading.

Phase Two – What I think about that
Given the social standing of major river pilots at the time, how appropriate was the means of training new pilots?
How could property laws for Mississippi riverbank land have been better adapted to deal with the unusual things going on in that environment?
Consider a major river with another type of dominant channel pattern (pick one of the other patterns).  What river Mississippi piloting considerations would disappear in this new environment, and what new types of piloting considerations would become important?
Discussion Worksheet

John McPhee, The Control of Nature, Chapter 1: Atchafalaya
(include page numbers with your notes, if appropriate)

Phase One – What the author really said

Summarize the points McPhee makes about:

. . . the natural relationship of river and land in southern Louisiana.

. . . the success of human attempts to control the river.

. . . side effects of human attempts to control water and defend land.

. . . groups of people with special interests in the way the Mississippi is controlled.

Note other striking points/passages from the reading.

Phase Two – What I think about that
How much hope do you have for the ongoing attempts to control the Mississippi in Louisiana?

Are there ways that a large human population and productive economy could live more at harmony with the natural processes going on in this huge delta region, rather than trying to control them to fit human expectations?
One theme that appears in McPhee’s book is the idea that people who take on the responsibility of controlling natural systems, then become the targets of the petitions and grievances of multitudes affected by those systems.  Do you see other examples of this in the world today?

Discussion Worksheet

Marc Reisner, Cadillac Desert, Chapters 11 and 12
(include page numbers with your notes, if appropriate)

Phase One – What the author really said

This section of the book might be titled, Doubts about Dams.  Summarize the points Reisner makes about:
. . . problems associated with dam building.

. . . problems associated with irrigation projects.

Note dam/irrigation projects Reisner describes as currently in development.
Note other striking points/passages from the reading.

Phase Two – What I think about that
State and evaluate the kinds of arguments made by people supporting dam/irrigation projects.

Give your own evaluation of the Mississippi diversion proposal.
Besides information on bedrock, faults, etc., what other specific geological information about a river itself would you want to have in order to evaluate a proposed dam installation? 

Discussion Worksheet

John McPhee, The Control of Nature, Chapter 3: Los Angeles Against the Mountains
(include page numbers with your notes, if appropriate)

Phase One – What the author really said

What things make the San Gabriels a mountain range especially likely to produce debris flows?
List the specific steps that McPhee describes as “loading and firing the gun” of debris flows in this area.
Describe the measures that Californians have taken to control or live with this aspect of nature.

Note other striking points/passages from the reading.

Phase Two – What I think about that
Give your assessment of the degree of success Californians have had in dealing with the problem.

A common response to many of the situations we’ve read about is, “Those people shouldn’t be living there in the first place!”  But there are hazards (both for humans and environment) in a lot of otherwise-hospitable places occupied by humans.  What general principles would you apply, when assessing any patch of ground, to decide (1) whether the hazards are significant enough that citizens of the nation should be prohibited from living there, (2) whether limits on population density are appropriate, and (3) if occupation is allowed, how much of the financial burden of disasters should fall on the individuals affected, and how much on the society as a whole?
