
 

Bonneville Dam 
 

The Columbia River Basin is the most  
hydroelectrically developed river system in the world.  

More than 400 dams – 11 run-of-the-river mainstem dams – generate  
more than 21 million kilowatts. 

 
 

 
Truly, in the construction of this dam we have had our eyes on the future of the Nation. Its cost will be returned to the 
people of the United States many times over in the improvement of navigation and transportation, the cheapening of 

electric power, and the distribution of this power to hundreds of small communities within a great radius.  
-- Franklin D. Roosevelt, 1937 

 
Bonneville Dam, mile marker 146.1, was first in a series of dams that transformed the Columbia River from a free-
running river to a series of lakes that the federal government manages for hydroelectric generation, transportation, 
flood control, and irrigation. Built under Franklin D. Roosevelt’s Public Works programs, Bonneville provided jobs 
during the Great Depression and electricity that fueled industry in the Northwest economy for decades. It also 
covered the Cascade Rapids and its ancient native fishing sites.  
 

1920s, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 301 Report identifies multiple dam sites on the Columbia. 
1933, work begins on the federally funded Bonneville Dam during the Depression. 

1937, Roosevelt signs the Bonneville Power Act, which creates the Bonneville Power 
Administration. Director James D. Ross sets uniformly low rates around the region, creating a 
rate structure conducive to industrial development. 

1938, Bonneville is completed with 10 generators and a fish ladder. Ross obtains $10.75 million 
for rural electrification to build transmission lines from Bonneville to Vancouver, The Dalles, 
Eugene, Aberdeen, and eventually to Grand Coulee Dam. 

1982, a second powerhouse adds 8 generators and moves the entire town of North Bonneville,  
built during the dam’s first construction phase. 
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The Cascade Rapids 
 

In 1938, they made all kinds of promises that have almost never been kept.  
They promised to replace everything that was inundated. That meant fishing sites and home sites . . . . 

I get angry. I fight for this country, then get that kind of treatment. 
-- Delbert Frank, quoted in Empty Nets: Indians, Dams, and the Columbia River. 

 
Bonneville Dam stands at the western edge of the Columbia River Gorge, where a series of landslides over the past 
thousand years, created a wild chain of rapids known as the Upper, Middle and Lower Cascade Rapids. This rocky 
riverbed, where the Columbia once constricted and churned made boat passage impossible, fishing prime, and 
created an ideal site for dam building in the 20th century. In the 1850s, steamboats came into use above and below 
the rapids, and in the 1860s a portage railroad bypassed the worst of the Upper Rapids. By the 1870s, the Corps 
began blasting the rapids, completing Cascade Locks in 1896 and making the Columbia navigable to The Dalles. 

 

 
 

The Chinookan Cascades Indians occupied the north side of the Cascade Rapids. The  
Cascades served as early arbiters of river passage around the region, a position little 
understood by early explorers and trappers. In the 19th century, one portaged around the 
rapids by carrying canoes on land or by wading in the rocky shallows on the river’s edge. The 
Cascade Indians determined the terms of contact and passage for Euro-Americans by 
requiring payment for passage around the rapids. By the mid-19th century, the Cascades 
people had been decimated. However, some Cascades remained in the region, intermarrying 
with settlers and other native peoples. Their land was never ceded to the U.S. government and 
when Bonneville covered the Cascade Rapids, it drowned 35 native fishing sites. The Corps 
promised replacement sites to the Cascade, Yakama, and Wasco Indians who fished at the 
falls, a promise that has only recently begun to be fulfilled. 
 
Left, Cascade Indian woman, Whylick Quiuck, by Edward S. Curtis. Courtesy University of Oregon 
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