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This extreme reliance 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

In 1492 the natives discovered they were Indians;

They discovered they lived in America;

They discovered they were naked;

They discovered there was sin.

—Eduardo Galeano, Children of the Days
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INTRODUCTION

PHOENIX, 1982: A PATTERN SET EARLY ON
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In 1982 Robert Redford starred in a modern cowboy western called The Electric Horseman. Set in Las Vegas in the early 1980s, the story was about a former national rodeo champion—and current alcoholic—who made his living pitching cereal as a “breakfast of champions” for a giant American food conglomerate. The corporation merchandised his former glory by sending him out into rodeo arenas mounted on a beautiful horse, both cowboy and horse trimmed in glowing electric lights. Often too drunk to remain upright on his horse, the electric horseman in the saddle was frequently a cowboy double substituted by the corporation.

Then, in one existential moment in a Las Vegas ballroom, the cowboy (Redford) decided he had been a commodity long enough and rode the horse off the stage, out through the endless corridors of casino slot machines, down the Las Vegas Strip, and into the magnificent wilderness of Nevada’s purple mountains. The movie had all the elegiac themes of the contemporary American West: soulless corporations, feckless media in the character of Jane Fonda as a television reporter, the symbolic lone cowboy striking out on his own, and the transformative power of western spaces. The movie was a huge success.
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About the same time the film was in the theaters, a man named Leon Berger—not a household name—had his own existential moment. As director of the Indian Relocation Commission located on East Birch Street in Flagstaff, Arizona, he resigned from his job with a public statement of shocking clarity: he called the congressionally mandated relocation of ten thousand Navajo people the equivalent of “American genocide.” Berger, who had once worked for Senator Barry Goldwater, was an unlikely rebel.

Thousands of Navajo families were being expelled from a 4,000-square-mile reservation that was jointly occupied by the Navajo and Hopi Indians. Located some 150 miles northeast of Flagstaff and ending some 25 miles before Monument Valley, the entire reservation was known legally as the Executive Order Reservation of 1882 and geographically as Black Mesa. In 1974 Congress passed a poorly conceived bill that divided the surface of the Executive Order Reservation on a fifty-fifty basis between the two tribes. As a practical matter, only a handful of Hopi, who lived clustered in villages at the rocky edge, were affected, but thousands of Navajo families, who lived in sheepherding camps spread out in the interior, had to be moved. Black Mesa was so isolated it was not mapped in the grid system of the US Geological Survey until late in the twentieth century.

Berger had been handpicked to direct the commission. But as the man charged with removing thousands of Navajo families from the newly delineated Hopi lands, he was no longer able to ignore the realities of an impossible job. For one thing, no one had ever accurately counted the number of Navajo to be moved; for another, no planning had been done to buy alternative land or provide social services or build housing to relocate them; and finally, the Navajo relocation marked the first time in a hundred years that a boundary issue between two tribes was being settled by removing uncounted thousands of the opposing tribe. Why hadn’t the usual arrangement of alternative public lands and a financial settlement been worked out as compensation? This last was a question no one seemed able to answer, especially since that was the solution already in motion to compensate the Passamaquoddy Indians of Maine who otherwise might have requested the removal of many prominent Boston and Philadelphia families from their ocean-front property on the Maine coast.

Berger’s incendiary resignation brought unwanted publicity to certain complex details that had theretofore remained invisible. As it turned out, those same disputed Navajo-Hopi lands contained the largest untouched coal deposit in the country. Black Mesa was made of coal. Mapped and measured by the Arizona Bureau of Mines, the Black Mesa Coal Field lay entirely beneath the Hopi-Navajo lands and held more than 21 billion tons of valuable low-sulfur coal. (“The Black Mesa Field,” said the Keystone Coal Industry Manual, “is totally within the jurisdiction of the Navajo and Hopi Indian tribes.”) Two huge strip-mining sites on the reservation lands were already in operation, feeding coal to two massive power plants that ran air-conditioners in Los Angeles, pumped water from the Colorado River into Phoenix, and illuminated dazzling neon signs in Las Vegas. One plant, called the Mohave, was ninety miles south of Las Vegas. Another, called the Navajo Generating Station, was one of the largest generating stations in the country and was located in Page on the Navajo reservation at the Arizona-Utah border. It had little to do with the Navajo because the tribal government had no ownership. More than half of Navajo families did not have electricity.

More nuanced interpretations of the relocation began to emerge on a daily basis. But before the details behind Berger’s remarkable announcement could gain media traction, another event distracted public attention. The Electric Horseman himself was coming to Phoenix.
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The iconic image of an astonishingly handsome Robert Redford on the party invitation for a celebration of Hopi arts and culture was from The Electric Horseman, a modern cowboy in a dusty denim jacket, his hand raised to the brim of his cowboy hat, squinting off to a distant horizon. The invitation seemed both wonderfully glamorous and a window into the New West. “For the good purpose we will gather,” promised the invitation in both Hopi and English. The celebration, sponsored by an Indian education group called Futures for Children, included a press conference at the Valley National Bank Building; an exhibit of Native American–themed paintings, photographs, and sculpture at the Gallery Wall in Scottsdale; and a dinner at the Marriott Mountain Shadows Hotel.

My invitation came from a photographer friend, Susanne Page, whose book about the Hopi was to be launched as part of the celebration. We had been neighbors in Washington, DC, when I was working as a speechwriter in Congress, and in 1973 I got to know her more when a graduate school friend, Steve Hirst, came to Washington to lobby with the Havasupai Indians. At that point, I knew little about Indian history, but one of the congressmen I worked for was on the Interior Committee, formerly known as the Committee on Public Lands. The Havasupai lived in the bottom of the Grand Canyon in the staggeringly beautiful Havasu Canyon, but had originally lived, hunted, and grazed livestock on the plateau and farmed the side canyon only in the summer months. In 1881 the government surveyor gave their plateau lands to white settlers and confined them to a reservation at the bottom of the Grand Canyon. (There are as many terms to describe Indian lands as the Inuit have for snow—allotment, leasehold, trust title, treaty, checkerboard—so I am giving only the general outlines of the Havasupai claim.) They were lobbying for a bill that would redefine their reservation back to the 1881 lands. Their strongest opponent was the national Sierra Club, whose leaders distorted the Indians’ position and maintained that the Havasupai reservation must be included as part of the Grand Canyon National Park. I put Steve in touch with Susanne Page, who had just published a much-praised book of photography about the Navajo and was chair of the Sierra Club’s national committee on Native American issues. Susanne’s committee passed a resolution supporting the Havasupai bill, opposing the national directors of the Sierra Club. I called an editor at the Washington Post who was sufficiently interested in the split in the Sierra Club’s position that the paper ran an editorial in favor of the Havasupai and questioning the national Sierra Club.

By 1982 I had just revisited some of this story with Steve and his wife, Lois, because in August I had made a trip down into Havasu Canyon to visit. By then they had lived on the Havasupai reservation for more than a decade, and Steve had written a book about the Havasupai, which included their remarkable perseverance over four generations in pushing for the return of their original lands. (By air the village of Supai is only 35 miles from Grand Canyon Village; by car it is roughly 128 miles, the last 8 of which are by foot or horseback down an old streambed into the canyon.) After the hike in, I understood what it had meant for their leaders to negotiate the marble halls of Congress. We laughed about the Sierra Club’s fear of the tribe’s commercializing the Grand Canyon because the morning I had been sitting by the natural swimming pool at the bottom of Havasu Falls, a helicopter from Las Vegas had choppered in, depositing an Australian film director and two actresses/hookers.

Thus, I saw this invitation for the Hopi celebration as being in the same spirit of restitution for past wrongs. I thought an event that recognized the value of Native Americans’ voices and cultural achievements was both historically enlightened and forward thinking. Because Hollywood films have claimed such a large space in the American imagination and have long presented a pseudohistory of the American West—a simple morality tale of good (white cowboys, cavalry, settlers, homesteaders, ranchers) versus bad (dark Indians)—I thought the use of a Hollywood movie star to present a counternarrative was both interesting and newsworthy. I also thought it would be fun to meet Robert Redford.

A week before Christmas in 1982, I flew to Phoenix from Boston with a press credential from the Atlantic Monthly. I had proposed a short article along the lines of “New Voices from the New West,” and editor Mike Curtis gave me a letter. In truth, I couldn’t have been more misinformed.

On December 16, 1982, a well-tailored and glamorous Robert Redford arrived at the Phoenix Press Club to launch a three-day celebration of Hopi arts and culture. Accompanied by the chairman of the Hopi Tribal Council and a retinue of well-known Native American artists such as Hopi Dan Namingha, photographers, authors, publishing executives, and filmmakers, he told the crush of reporters on the twenty-first floor of the Valley National Bank Building how “at home” he felt on the Hopi mesas. Noting the national historical significance of the Hopi villages, he pointed out that Old Oraibi, a pueblo village on the tip of the rocky peninsula called Third Mesa on the road between Tuba City and Gallup, was the oldest continually inhabited settlement in the United States. He also said, rightly, that archaeological evidence dated back to 1140. Historical documents recorded by a priest in the conquistador Coronado’s exploring party described entering a Hopi village in 1540.

The only Navajo associated with the event were a small group of protesters who clustered outside the entrance to the Valley National Bank, twenty floors below the press club, handing out flyers to anyone who would take them. The single fact sheet thrust into my hand reproduced excerpts from Leon Berger’s resignation statement and described some of the anomalies that led to congressional passage of the Hopi Land Settlement Act in 1974, a bill that I actually remembered because I had been working in Congress when the bill was making its way through committee hearings.

The tone of the press conference was not oriented to probing questions because the entire press corps jumped to its collective feet in a standing ovation the minute the movie star entered the room. Only one lone reporter from a small Arizona newspaper asked Redford how he felt about supporting a relocation project that affected thousands of Navajo families and was characterized as “a tragedy of genocide and injustice.” The reporter was booed before he even finished the question.

Redford was unfazed. He stepped back and gestured to Abbott Sekaquaptewa, the Hopi Tribal Council chairman, to take the microphone. Leaning on two canes, the result of severe arthritis that he had had since he was a teenager, the tribal chairman was articulate and passionate in his defense of the Hopi cause in pressing for return of lost ancestral lands, particularly the 1882 Executive Order Reservation that had been allocated to the Hopi, but invaded by the Navajo. Sekaquaptewa, who had been tribal chairman off and on since 1962, and who was known among congressional staffers for his dramatic testimony, explained that for more than a century, Hopi lands had been encircled by the Navajo reservation until the Hopi reservation had been reduced to a small island in the midst of the “mighty Navajo.” He described the ten-year lawsuit between the two tribes and said the Hopi won because of steady encroachment by the Navajo on land that did not belong to them. He did not employ the dramatic style he had used during congressional hearings when a public relations firm was writing his testimony, but he was effective. “This was a centuries-old land dispute,” he masterfully concluded. “This case went all the way to the Supreme Court. The Hopi won. The law is the law. The question is, do you believe in enforcing the law or not?”

After that, there were no further questions about the Navajo relocation project. Or about who wanted the coal that lay under the lands from which the Navajo were being removed. Or how the coal was being used to bring water and electricity to the parched desert cities of the Southwest. Or about where the profits from these massive strip mines were going. Anyone witnessing the scene could be excused for not delving more deeply into whether there was far more complexity to this story than a boundary issue between two fractious Indian tribes. The basic story line told in every mainstream newspaper from Boston to Los Angeles was that these two tribes were the Arabs and Israelis of the American western desert.

It was at this point that I had my first nagging doubts. I wondered how it could have been a centuries-old dispute when a century earlier, the Navajo, who then numbered around eight thousand people and had mostly lived in New Mexico, were still recovering from having been rounded up by Kit Carson and the US Army and confined in a miserable labor camp at the New Mexico–Texas border for five years. When they were finally released in 1868, their former lands had been taken over by white settlers or miners, and they were sent to a small reservation at the Arizona–New Mexico border, which even at the time was recognized as inadequate. How could a “centuries-old” dispute have developed in the intervening twelve years? Then while driving to the gallery in Scottsdale, I had another question: How could the Hopi sue the Navajo? There was no court in the American legal system authorized to hear such a case. That’s why Indian peoples were always coming to Washington to petition Congress. Only Congress had authority over the status and boundaries of Indian lands. A congressional colleague, a Stockbridge Indian from Wisconsin, introduced me to the idea of legal theft when it came to Indian lands. Always ask: How did the law get to be the law? Why do anything illegal, he proposed, if you have the power to rewrite the laws?

Robert Redford, however, was a superstar supporter who was hard to refute. He made intelligent films about the modern West, owned a ski resort in Utah, had married into a Mormon family, founded the Sundance Film Festival for independent moviemakers, and was an outspoken environmentalist and board member of the Natural Resources Defense Council. His pedigree as a liberal activist included raising money for progressive Democratic candidates such as Arizona’s governor Bruce Babbitt—later a presidential candidate and secretary of interior in the 1990s—and making public appearances for Mo Udall, then chair of the US House Interior Committee, and Stewart Udall, former secretary of interior. It was impossible to imagine him on the side of extraction and energy corporations. Symbolically, having Redford on the stage with Abbott Sekaquaptewa validated the Hopi version of events. And that was what the television cameras and the newspaper reporters recorded.

If, however, I had not moved on to the Scottsdale art gallery for the evening cocktail party, my doubts might have slipped away. The reporters from the afternoon press conference were explicitly not invited. But if they had been, they too might have come up with a few other queries. They might have noticed the vice president of Peabody Coal chatting with a vice president from the Bechtel Corporation, the largest engineering and construction company in the world. Peabody Coal was strip-mining those same Navajo and Hopi lands on Black Mesa, extracting close to 15 million tons of coal a year—at the time it was the largest strip mine in the country—that were feeding two Bechtel-built generating stations. Bechtel was also in the process of constructing a three-hundred-mile open-air aqueduct that would pump water from the Colorado River up over three mountain ranges into arid Phoenix and Tucson. Unimaginatively named the Central Arizona Project (CAP), the aqueduct and its fourteen pumping stations were the most expensive federally financed civil engineering project since the Hoover Dam. Observant reporters might have identified a vice president from New York–based Equitable Life Insurance, the single largest financier of mineral exploration in the country.

If the other reporters had done a little corporate research, they might also have discovered that Equitable Life along with Bechtel were owners of Peabody Coal through a private holding company. Not only did the Peabody Holding Company not have to report profits because it was not a publicly traded company, but each of its constituent entities (Newmont Mining, Boeing Corporation, Equitable Life, Bechtel, and Fluor Engineering) had a large public relations department that issued its own press releases about the “good” Hopi and the “bad” Navajo. As Susanne Page later observed to me, “That was probably the only time these men were ever assembled together in one room.” No photographs allowed.
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“Barry, come out and join us,” Governor Bruce Babbitt called to a white-haired man hovering on the edge of the terrace during the $500-a-person cocktail reception. Senator Barry Goldwater was Arizona’s most famous politician, the man who almost single-handedly had taken the Republican Party away from eastern moderates and put it in the hands of states’ rights, small-government, no-tax, individual self-reliant western conservatives who had elected Ronald Reagan in 1980. Our little group included the Arizona governor, several of his aides, and Mary Wedge, a friend of mine from Phoenix who was active in local politics. Everyone, including me, congratulated Senator Barry Goldwater on looking so healthy after being only three weeks out of Ted Dietrich’s clinic for open-heart surgery. “And who is this?” Goldwater turned to me, peering curiously through his heavy black-frame glasses. Governor Babbitt repeated what he had been told, that I was a former congressional speechwriter, former environmental assistant secretary in Massachusetts, and currently on assignment for the Atlantic Monthly. Goldwater was smiling and about to shake my hand when he registered what the governor had said. His smile vanished, his face hardened, and he turned on his heel and walked away so rapidly he left me with my arm extended in midair.

“Wow,” breathed a shocked aide to the governor. Everyone was speechless, even the unflappable Governor Babbitt. But as I retrieved my dangling arm and watched Barry Goldwater’s rapidly retreating back disappear into the illuminated dazzle of the gallery, I had a thought of great clarity: there is something here that Barry Goldwater doesn’t want me to see.

When I looked around the room with new eyes, I saw a scene of corporate money and power. It looked like a Washington fund-raiser. The men in the room represented a significant cross-section of Wall Street, Washington, and the West. The Indians were not the major players. The real story was about energy and resources, about how coal was going to be used, and about who would make money. I had unintentionally intruded on the people whose companies were in the process of creating a new Hoover Dam, and with it the water and energy infrastructure that would fuel the next thirty years of metastasizing growth in the West. The irony was that the few people at the time who understood the implications of burning 15 million tons of unfiltered coal a year were the Indians, both Hopi and Navajo, whose traditional people had a very different point of view from the tribal council members. They saw the boundary issue as having been manipulated in order to remove the people who lived on top of the coal and therefore in the way of the strip mining. They knew that coal dust caused pollution and health problems, turned water toxic, pumped out groundwater in the desert, and caused drought. But those Indians couldn’t get to the microphone.
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Northern Arizona might seem remote, but it is a spot where five cultures come together—Hopi, Navajo, global energy corporations, Mormons, and assorted US government agencies. The question that I, like many others, did not ask was why were Robert Redford, Barry Goldwater, and corporate executives from giants like the Peabody Holding Company together at a fund-raiser for the Hopi Tribe? The movie that had far greater relevance to the Phoenix gathering than The Electric Horseman was Chinatown, Roman Polanski’s 1974 moody thriller about how money and power shaped the way that Los Angeles obtained its water supply in the early twentieth century. Based on true events, the story revolved around the men who set up dummy land companies to buy out the ranchers and farmers of Owens Valley, a rich valley two hundred miles to the north of Los Angeles in the Sierra Nevada foothills, with a lake and a river and constant groundwater from the mountain snowmelt. Future plans involved pumping the water from the valley into Los Angeles for municipal use and surrounding valley lands for agricultural development. Real estate development became the source of the city’s great fortunes. Although the Owens Valley–Los Angeles aqueduct was built in 1913, the movie placed those events in the 1930s.

In the 1930s Phoenix and Las Vegas were just waking up. They were still tiny towns surrounded by scorching deserts. Las Vegas, in the Mohave Desert, had a population of five thousand and Phoenix, in the Sonoran Desert, forty-eight thousand. But they had seen the template for growth. It involved water, electricity, air-conditioning, and, most important, federal money. In the 1930s the federally financed, but privately built, Hoover Dam was under construction only thirty miles from Las Vegas, and most of the water and hydroelectricity would go to California, making it the wealthiest state in the country. The formula required political power in Washington. As Joan Didion wrote in Where I Was From, about political attitudes in California where she grew up, the local mythology of individual self-reliance was not the real engine of wealth. “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.”

By the 1960s Los Angeles needed more electricity. Phoenix needed more water for agriculture and the housing developments that Del Webb was building. They needed to replace the groundwater that had been pumped out in such quantities that large cavities were opening up at the edges of highways. As the fastest-growing city in the country, Las Vegas doubled or tripled its population every decade. It too had subsidence as groundwater was pumped out. Although the small-government, individual-responsibility culture did not believe in bureaucracy, the casino owners knew they had to plan for water and electricity. In short, the urban Southwest was not a desert miracle, but required another new Hoover Dam to produce more inexpensive electricity and water. The key word was inexpensive.

Although the struggle over Black Mesa lands continues to be described as a local issue or a “centuries-old land dispute” between two tribes, it is actually an example of a global phenomenon in which giant transnational corporations have the power to separate indigenous people from their energy-rich lands with the help of host governments. What is not so well known is how it happens in America. Black Mesa is a domestic example of a global syndrome.

If a group photograph had been taken at that Phoenix reception in 1982, it would have included not only Barry Goldwater and Robert Redford, but also the executives from the five corporations of the Peabody Holding Company as well as the heads of twenty-three utilities who needed the water and energy equivalent of a new Hoover Dam.

This is a story of how they got it. And how they are losing it.


PART I


CHAPTER 1

EVERYONE COMES FOR THE MONEY
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“Two years! Two years in Las Vegas!” Bette Midler was lamenting. It was January 2010, in the last week of her two-year run at the Colosseum at Caesars Palace. “Who could believe it? I’m exhausted.” Then she lay down flat on the stage and called out to the wings, “Celine, come back. All is forgiven.” The forty-three-hundred-seat Colosseum had been built for Celine Dion, who was the headliner there for several years before Bette.

“Donny and Marie, cross the street! Help me out!” she yelled, pointing in the direction of the Flamingo, where Donny and Marie Osmond’s digitized twelve-story portrait filled the facade. She sat up and looked accusingly at the audience. “I know what you’re thinking. You’re probably saying to yourself, ‘They couldn’t PAY ME ENOUGH to play Las Vegas for two years.’ Well-l-l-l . . . ” She held a three-second beat before she singsonged, “YOU’D BE WRONG-NG-NG-NG-NG.”

The entire audience simultaneously experienced a thunderclap of recognition and exploded with laughter. We knew what she was saying. Las Vegas is all about the money. Everyone comes for the money.

Unlike Marie Osmond, who makes her home in Las Vegas, Bette Midler is a quintessential New Yorker, famous for her public commitment to environmentalism and green space, a commitment that is of little interest in Las Vegas. For one thing, there is no green space or even much public space in the city. The best way to stop a promising conversation is to use the word sustainability. Environmentalism is viewed as an affectation of people from the East. Las Vegas is not a community-building kind of place. Las Vegas is a place where people come to avoid reflection, start new lives, make their fortunes, gamble on the mathematics of chance. The go-it-alone individualism of the culture, however, did not stop the Divine Miss M from bringing to the audience’s attention a recent catastrophic event of nature. A week before this performance, on January 12, 2010, a massive collision of tectonic plates had occurred twenty-nine hundred miles away in the Caribbean. The island of Haiti had been devastated by the accompanying earthquake.

“The Caesar Salad Girls will be in the lobby as you leave,” she trilled to the audience after her multiple curtain calls. “They will be collecting money for Haitian relief. I will personally match every dollar you contribute.” Statuesque chorus girls in sequins, five-inch high heels, and full stage makeup moved majestically through the crowd as their baskets were filled with poker chips and bills of many denominations. They represented another world from the fragile island in the Caribbean where a magnitude 7.0 earthquake had toppled 280,000 buildings, killed 220,000 people, and left more than 1 million people homeless.

Las Vegas is a city divorced from nature—and proud of it. Located in the middle of the Mohave Desert, it gets four inches of rain a year and has a climate like Baghdad. As a chef at one of the better restaurants put it, “Don’t talk to me about sustainability. Las Vegas is like putting a man on the moon. It has no water. Nothing grows here. And half the year, it’s over a hundred degrees.” It was a testament to the artistry and personality of the Divine Miss M that most in the audience reached deep into their wallets and gave to the victims of Haiti’s geologic misfortune, probably thinking something like that could never happen in Las Vegas.

Las Vegas has no real downtown, no civic spaces, no historic buildings, no public parks, and no commemorative plaques—no public history. It is known for its philosophy of round-the-clock Fun and a No-Limits sensibility. City leaders—a small group of gambling oligarchs—promote the glamour and spectacle of Las Vegas as a classless neon metropolis where anyone from any economic background can live like royalty, as long as he or she has a credit card or a lot of cash. Las Vegas is designed to alter perceptions: gambling substitutes for income, night is interchangeable with day, the scale of excess refutes the idea of scarcity. As an international destination with 39 million visitors a year and fourteen of the largest hotels in the world, the city attracts more tourists than all of Great Britain. It is home to Steve Wynn, sometimes known as the Medici prince, who created an eight-acre mini Lake Como on the Strip, complete with computerized fountains that dance to Broadway show tunes. Wynn also conceived of Shadow Creek Golf Course, a 350-acre tournament-level course in North Las Vegas that was transformed into a piece of Scotland with lakes, waterfalls, and emerald-green fairways. But a curious visitor might have questions: with six months of summer temperatures over one hundred degrees and annual rainfall of four inches, where does the water come from to keep its lawns and golf courses green? Such a question confirms that the questioner comes from the Land of No Fun, or, in my case, Massachusetts.

The geologic fate of Haiti, however, was a reminder that nature is always with us and that Las Vegas is more vulnerable than it may appear. Water is a problem. As temperatures rise, more than two degrees over the past three decades, drought is an ongoing problem and air-conditioning is required for longer periods. In its own way, Las Vegas has stretched its natural resources to the limit. If a visitor starts driving around the desert bowl in which Las Vegas is located, another arrangement of nature starts to suggest itself. Behind Hoover Dam is Lake Mead, from which the townships of Las Vegas valley get 90 percent of their water supply. In January–February 2010 Lake Mead was at its lowest level since the reservoir was filled, with strange objects poking out of the water. Large peninsulas of rock and dry inlets began to appear where water used to lap the shore. At what used to be the Overton marina, cracked hardpan that used to be former lake bottom stretched as far as the eye could see, even though a sign from the long-vanished marina still announced “Boat Slips Available.” And what about all that electricity that lights up the desert sky so vividly that astronauts 285 miles in space can see the Strip? (The only other man-made object that used to be visible from space was the Great Wall of China, but when I was in China my guide said air pollution from China’s use of coal has occluded the Great Wall.) What fuels that electricity?

Coming up over Railroad Pass at night, 30 miles southeast of Las Vegas, a visitor sees a panorama of 100 square miles of shimmering orange lights, one of the most concentrated illuminated displays in the world. The lights appear to dance because of convection currents coming up off the desert floor. The orange color comes from high-pressure sodium lights. At Railroad Pass, desert optics make a visitor think that the illuminated city is only a few miles away and surrounded by empty desert because of the abrupt darkness at the outer edge of city limits. But a visitor couldn’t be more wrong.

Las Vegas is like an atomic particle, with a bright nucleus surrounded by dense dark matter. The dark matter contains some of the most militarized real estate in the world. Nellis Air Force Base has individual parcels that are equivalent in size to Delaware, Rhode Island, and Connecticut. There is some irony that the premier city in a state famous for its no-tax, small-government, hyperconservative political culture exists within an economy that is buoyed by billions of dollars from the federal budget, spent by personnel from many government agencies. The Nevada Test Site, for example, is run by the US Department of Energy (formerly the Atomic Energy Commission), with offices in North Las Vegas. The atomic test site begins 65 miles northwest of the city limits and covers approximately 1,350 square miles. Some old-timers who were children in the 1950s still tell stories about how their families woke up in the predawn hours on test days and sat in lawn chairs in front of their trailers (no housing was being built) to watch the atomic blasts light up the sky. In an effort to make atomic tests seem more benign, the government called them “events,” as in “Event Annie.” Rather than watching a lethal nuclear blast of a weapon that had destroyed Hiroshima and Nagasaki, locals viewed the test as a dramatic spectacle and a tourist attraction. The Flamingo offered women guests an “atomic hairdo” for $75. The Desert Inn served an “Atomic Cocktail.” Casinos like Benny Binion’s took guests up to a spot on Mount Charleston that overlooked Frenchman Flat to watch the blasts. “Wear sunglasses,” everyone was told. The governor redrew the state seal to include a mushroom cloud.

The curious visitor might ask about the water supply and wonder about the shrinking Lake Mead, from which Las Vegas gets 90 percent of its water. The visitor might also speculate about why more than the average number of supermarket aisles are lined with plastic gallon jugs of water. Has the fallout from underground nuclear tests reached groundwater? “Oh, no,” old-timers say. “That radioactive groundwater is flowing toward Death Valley. Our drinking water comes from Lake Mead.” Still, they urge you to drink bottled water. The level of Lake Mead has dropped 130 feet, so much that it has triggered laws that require the Southern Nevada Water Authority to seek new sources of water. Presently, the authority is following the Los Angeles–Owens Valley model and has bought water rights to a valley 200 miles north of Las Vegas that has a high groundwater level from mountain snowmelt. The authority has received permission for a right-of-way across federal land and plans to pump the water south to Las Vegas by pipeline.

Another section of Nellis, Area 2, is the largest aboveground weapons storage complex in the United States. This is where the bombs are stored during atomic testing at the Nevada Test Site. Other parcels have names such as the Tonopah Test Range or Area 52, run by Sandia National Laboratories; Creech Air Force Base; the Tolicha Peak Electronic Combat Range; and the now-famous top-secret Area 51, technically part of Edwards Air Force Base but run by the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), where U-2 surveillance aircraft such as the supersecret Oxcart were tested and from which the unmanned drones currently operating in the skies over Pakistan and Afghanistan are said to be “piloted.”

The US Navy SEALs who mounted the raid on Osama bin Laden’s compound in Pakistan supposedly built a mock facility and practiced helicopter drills somewhere within the Nellis Air Force Range (formerly the Nevada Test and Training Range), some 5,000 square miles of land area and 12,000 square miles of restricted airspace. The men and women who work at these sites live in Las Vegas or in North Las Vegas and commute every day by air shuttle to McCarran Airport or North Las Vegas Airport. They send their children to the many private schools in Las Vegas.

The point is that Las Vegas is far more connected to world events and to Washington than it may seem. It is mistakenly characterized as an entertainment capital, a weekend getaway, a place to get married or divorced quickly, a conventioneer’s paradise, or a glamorous setting for popular movies and television shows.

People think that modern Las Vegas began in 1946 when Bugsy Siegel had his epiphany in the desert and saw a vision arising out of the parched sands. He saw men in tuxedos, women in evening gowns, gorgeous bejeweled showgirls, and crowds of people partying, gambling, and throwing away money like confetti at a luxurious hotel-casino called the Flamingo. That’s the Hollywood version.

Other versions point out that Las Vegas is actually the most sophisticated military border town in the world, a shadow capital for the planet’s largest military power. Author and former Las Vegas resident Sally Denton describes Las Vegas’s style of opulence and extravagance as having radiated out to become the dominant style of money and power in America. More than money and power, Las Vegas is where the dark markets of America intersect with the upper world markets of “free-market capitalism.” As the old Mafia saying goes, “There’s a million dollars’ worth of groceries, and there’s a million dollars’ worth of influence.” Influence is the Vegas style. The Las Vegas word juice—as in “He’s got juice” or “He’s a juice merchant”—embodies the combination of money, power, influence, and the nuanced ability to cultivate and wield political power.
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