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Grand Coulee Dam: From Jackrabbits to Electricity

The Dam Project
• Timeline
• Dam Construction
• Jobs Creation
• FDR Visits 
• Life Magazine
• Seattle Times
• Newsreels
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Timeline

• 1933 - Excavation of overburden begins in December
• 1934 - MWAK underbids competitors with $30M bid for “low 

dam”
• 1934 - Construction of roads, bridges and “engineers town” 

begins
• 1935 - Congress authorizes development of Grand Coulee 

Dam and the Columbia Basin Project.
• 1935 - Bureau of Reclamation issues Change Order #1 for 

“high dam” foundation
• 1937 - Consolidated Builders Inc. secures contract to 

complete the high dam
• 1941 - Grand Coulee Dam is essentially complete  and the 

Left Power Plant begins to operate 
• 1942 – Water level behind the dam rises to full 380 feet
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Dam Construction
• More than 22 million cubic yards of "overburden" 

removed from the dam site 
• 9,500 tons of steel used in the framework for the dam
• 12 million cubic yards of concrete poured, with a 

maximum 536,364 cubic yards of concrete poured in 1 
month

• Two-mile long conveyer belt used to haul away the 
excavated earth and rocks

• Landslides became a serious problem. A landslide in 
March 1934 dumped 1.5 million cubic yards back into 
the excavation

• In cold weather, steam was circulated through pipes to 
keep newly poured concrete from freezing. 

• In warm weather, the problem was how to cool the 
concrete. The solution was 2,000 miles of cooling pipes, 
embedded in the dam
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Grand Coulee Dam/Hoover Dam Comparison
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John L Savage

Jobs Creation
• Franklin Delano Roosevelt supported Grand 

Coulee Dam for its public power aspect (as 
opposed to private) and for its jobs creation 
opportunity

• More than 12,000 people found work on the dam 
at one stage or another, with a peak payroll of 
6,000  

• Seventy-two died on the job, mostly from falling 
or from having something fall on them. Contrary 
to myth, none were buried in the concrete

• Skilled laborers, such as carpenters and 
electricians, received up to $1.20 an hour, but the 
average worker received 85 cents an hour
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FDR Visits in 1934 and 1937
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Life Magazine – October 1937
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Seattle Times – July 1936
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Newsreels

• Short documentary film containing news stories and items of 
topical interest

• Prevalent between the 1910s and the late 1960s. 

• Typically presented in a cinema, newsreels were a source of 
current affairs, information, and entertainment for millions of 
moviegoers. 

• Newsreels were typically exhibited preceding a feature film

• Also dedicated newsreel theaters in many major cities in the 
1930s and ‘40s

• Some large city cinemas also included a smaller theaterette
where newsreels were screened continuously throughout the day.
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Grand Coulee Dam: The Dam 
Was Only Part of the Project

• Life Before the Dam
• Building New Towns
• Roads, Bridges and 

Railroads
• Clearing Lake Roosevelt 

Basin
• Cemeteries and Graves 

Relocated

15

Life Before the Dam
• When construction began, there was virtually 

nothing at Grand Coulee but the river, 
jackrabbits, and rattlesnakes. 

• No paved roads.
• No bridges over the river, only small private 

ferries
• The closest railroad spur was 30 miles away
• The closest towns were Almira, Wilbur, 

Hartline, Creston and Nespelem with a 
combined 1930 population of 1,462
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Building New Towns

• MWAK built a town called Mason City to house workers 
and their families

• Bureau of Reclamation built Engineers Town, which was 
a model community

• The present city of Coulee Dam includes both towns and 
was incorporated in 1959

• Other towns that sprung up were wide open and rough, 
reminiscent of early frontier towns

• Grand Coulee, which sprang up in 1933, became the 
center for sin and vice

• The town soon earned several nicknames, among 
them “The Cesspool of the New Deal” and the 
“Toughest Town in North America.” 17

Roads
• No paved roads served the dam site prior to 

construction
• Only dirt roads leading to a private ferry 

service
• In early 1934, the State authorized $600,000 to 

build roads to the dam site
• First road was 28 miles from Coulee City 

through the Grand Coulee, now covered by 
Banks Lake (now SR 155) and was relocated as 
part of Banks Lake construction

• Second Road was 22 miles from Wilbur (now 
part of SR 174)
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Bridges

• Coulee Bridge 1936 (downstream 
of dam) (SR 155)

• Kettle Falls Highway Bridge 1941 
(SR 395)

• Kettle Falls Railroad Bridge 1941 
• Kettle River Railroad Bridge 1941 

• (3 miles north of Jct. of SR 20 and SR 
395)

• Fort Spokane Bridge (Spokane 
River) 1941 

• Washington State Department of 
Highways (SR 25)
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Coulee Bridge 1936 
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BridgesKettle Falls Highway & 
Railroad Bridges 

Kettle River
Railroad Bridge
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Railroads
• 31 miles of new railroad 

track Odair to Grand 
Coulee Dam

• 30 miles of track 
relocation Kettle Falls to 
Northport

• 6 miles of track 
relocation from Kettle 
Falls to Boyds
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Railroads
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Lake Roosevelt
• Reservoir reaches upriver about 150 miles, 

depending on depth
• Depth of the lake varies from 380 feet deep 

at Grand Coulee Dam to about 14 feet deep 
just below the Canadian border

• When full (elevation 1,290 feet above sea 
level), it impounds 9 million acre-feet

• Level of the lake is dictated by hydropower 
and flood control operations

• Lake level can fluctuate by 82 feet 
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Clearing Lake Roosevelt 
Basin

• 10 Towns Flooded and/or 
Relocated

• Town and Indian Cemeteries 
Relocated 

• Elevation 1,310 clearing line
• 100,000 acres
• 3,000 WPA workers
• $10 million
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Clearing Lake Roosevelt Basin

Lincoln County
• Peach - first town flooded, but not relocated
• Lincoln – relocated, now a boat launch
• Keller - relocated
Ferry County
• Gerome flooded
• Inchelium -relocated
• Daisy - relocated
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Clearing Lake Roosevelt 
Basin

Stevens County
• Gifford - relocated
• Kettle Falls - moved 3 miles east next to 

Meyers Falls, which was absorbed by the 
new Kettle Falls

• Marcus - relocated
• Boyds – relocated 
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Cemeteries and Graves Relocated

• 33 cemeteries originally identified 
• 1,388 (or more) graves relocated
• Continued well past the filling of the reservoir as the side slopes sluffed 27
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