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From Chapter 2: 

“More Than an Address on the Map”
Water Issues

The arroyo forming the boundary of the original lot that my 
mother purchased in 1941 ran toward and drained into the nearby 
Santa Cruz River. It was part of what would become known as 
the Julian Wash, although it was dry for most of the year. Water 
flowed in the arroyos that made up this wash only during heavy 
rains, and it did not cause problems for the people who lived in 
our barrio. However, the ever-expanding Davis-Monthan Air 
Force Base, located more than six miles from our neighborhood, 
needed to address a problem with water flooding its airstrips 
whenever heavy rains arrived. In the late 1940s, the city devised 
a plan to divert the surplus water from the air force base to the 
Santa Cruz River. The city and federal governments teamed up 
to construct a seven-mile flood diversion channel to funnel the 
water in a southwesterly direction. The newly excavated water-
ways near Davis-Monthan were designed to connect to the Julian 
Wash.1 

 In 1952, when the project was completed, the arroyo 
located behind our house could not handle the new quantities of 
water, and it overflowed in all directions. Water ran through our 
home and all the other homes on Farmington Road. Flooding in 

this neighborhood persisted until waterways associated with the 
Julian Wash were deepened, widened, and coated with concrete 
in the 1960s. Eventually, water was channeled into a retention 
basin closer to the river about a mile south of our house near 12th 
Avenue south of Silverlake Road.2 Until then, people and cars 
were often swept away in the unsafe washes on our side of town. 
At nine years old, I witnessed my tío Tony use an extension cord 
to save a man hanging onto a tree branch for dear life in the rap-
idly moving water.

Despite these types of calamities, my parents did not pick 
up and move. They considered acquiring land and building their 
home to be a significant life accomplishment. It provided their 
family with a stability not easily acquired by people in their 
social class, and it was a major financial investment. After a 
rainstorm, when the subsequent flooding subsided, they quietly 
brought out the brooms, disconnected and pulled out the stove 
and other appliances, moved beds and furniture, and started 
cleaning up. As a small child, I had to join in by picking up the 
tangled, often unidentifiable refuse that had gotten caught in the 
cracks of the floor, or had wrapped itself around table legs, or was 
lodged underneath the couch. My family’s endurance of these 
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types of hardship exemplify how race and class became inscribed 
in our barrio because elected officials and administrators felt 
comfortable ignoring the environmental injustices. Although my 
parents and other families in our barrio were investing in the city 
through paying property and other taxes, the city was not equally 
investing in them. This inequity was compounded further by the 
fact that my parents, like many other brown families with an 
enduring historical presence in Tucson, had spent their lives and 
labor in helping to build the city that was so blatantly ignoring 
their needs. 

In 1951, city officials had approved the construction of 
subdivisions on the east side, such as Wilmot Desert Estates. 
They devoted resources and approved the delivery of utilities 
and services to this new housing development near Speedway 
and Wilmot, about ten miles east of downtown. But residents of 
Barrio Kroeger Lane, located only a mile from downtown, still 
needed to rely on wells for water. Thus, in 1951, my parents and 
twenty-eight other property owners came together to voice their 
concerns about not having water delivered to their homes. The 
petitioners claimed that all the water in their area “now comes 
from shallow wells and seems to be high in bacteria count.” 
Outhouse waste seeping into the soil and finding its way into the 
water table accounted for this contamination. The barrio residents 
and petitioners also expressed concern that the lowering water 
table in their neighborhood had caused some wells to dry out.3 

After this item appeared in the newspaper, city officials 
granted the residents’ request and delivered water to our barrio. 

The lowering water table, however, had grave consequences for 
the Kroeger Lane residents. When I was a child, our backyard 
had many fruit trees and a milpa (garden) that provided us with 
a variety of seasonal vegetables. We had grapes whose vines 
attached themselves to trellises, added to the greenery, and made 
for a cool and inviting outside space. We had a chicken coop, 
and I often accompanied my mother when she collected the eggs 
in the mornings. Unfortunately, I also witnessed my grandmita 
slaughter chickens by grabbing them by the head and swinging 
them in circles in the air. Although it was horrifying to watch, 
I could not look away because her actions were so quick and 
effective. Roosters would crow at all hours because everyone on 
Farmington Road had chickens, which freely roamed the neigh-
borhood and even jumped fences.

By 1973, when I left for college, nothing grew in our yard. 
The bushes that sprouted lilac flowers and honeysuckle vines had 
dried up, and even the most resilient of plants, like oleanders, had 
started their decline. By that time, people passing by could not 
have helped but notice the emptiness that surrounded our small 
three-bedroom white house with its blue wood roof. My mother 
fought the barrenness and continued to plant all sorts of bushes 
and trees that she bought and that relatives gifted her, but every 
plant met the same fate. Chita finally had to make peace with 
remembering the greenery that once surrounded her because, by 
1973, only resilient weeds survived, and Farmington Road had 
become an uninterrupted line of vacant lots. 

From Chapter 3: 

“Werewolf Loose in the Barrio”
Pinocchio

Television brought Disney characters into people’s homes. 
My mother often joined me to watch the nationally televised pro-
gram Walt Disney’s Wonderful World of Color, which premiered 
in 1961 and aired around 5:30 on Sunday afternoons. I enjoyed 
the more comedic characters like Goofy, but found most of the 

other characters, including Mickey Mouse, rather boring. But I 
religiously watched the show in the hope of learning more about 
Pinocchio. Although I knew he was make-believe, I latched onto 
the story because it sent a message of possibility. Most produc-
tions focused on Pinocchio’s adventures and that his nose would 
grow when he told a lie. The wooden puppet learned that engag-
ing in deceit never paid off. But Pinocchio also wished to become 
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Raised in an adobe house built 
by their mother, the author takes 
readers to a mid-20th century 
barrio that existed on the social 
margins of Tucson, Arizona 
despite sitting a little more than 
a mile away from the central 
business district. 

The house on Farmington Road 
that Lydia Otero grew up in 
offered them the opportunity 
to observe the encroachment 
of a major highway and 
environmental hazards that 
would impact the family’s quality 
of life. 



human, a “real” boy. 
One day, Pinocchio 
woke up and everyone 
around him celebrated 
his transformation into 
a boy. I loved that story. 
Each night, I prayed for 
a miracle that I would 
wake up a boy in the 
morning. In a world 
that insisted on making 
children fit into “boy” 
and “girl” categories, 
this hoped-for trans-
formation offered the 
solution that would 
make everything in my 
life feel right and make 
things easier for me.

I was the youngest of the six children that Chita raised, and I 
was the only one that challenged assigned gender expectations. 
My mother kept a close eye on me, and I often noted a pondering 
look on her face. I observed her watching me once as I practiced 
cowboy tricks for hours with the toy gun that my aunt Mercy 
had gifted me for Christmas when I was seven. I kept an eye on 
my mother too. Did she really think that she could stop me from 
being different? Maybe she wished just as hard as I did for a rem-
edy, but I am sure we wished for different outcomes. Since I felt 
out of place in the “girl” role, I often felt like I disappointed my 
mother. I picked up on her embarrassment when she was asked 
by distant family members why I did not wear dresses, why I did 
not comb my hair, or why I did not look like a “girl.” She would 
often respond that I was a tomboy or that I was going through a 
phase. I internalized what I sensed as humiliation, and I compen-
sated by trying to persuade myself that I was superior to others—
and from somewhere else. Taking this position made me feel less 

vulnerable to judgment, and 
it also allowed me to distance 
myself from societal expecta-
tions. 

Also when I was around 
seven, a friend of the family 
came to our house and asked, 
“So you’re Lily? [This was 
a family nickname for me.] 
You’ve grown so much. Are 
you a boy or a girl?” I replied, 
“I’m adopted.” Not able to 
fight for my right to be who I 
was, I retreated into an imagi-
nary world. Enthralled by 
President John F. Kennedy, I 
began to weave a story where 
he had a brown child and sent 
it away. 

In my child’s mind, the possibility of change became my ally, 
and I awaited the morning when things would be righted and I 
would wake up a boy. Until that happened, I waited for a mem-
ber of the Kennedy family to knock on the door of our house on 
Farmington Road to claim me. 

 “1951 Seen as Earliest Date for Flood Diversion Project,” Star, June 29, 
1947, p. 2.

 Dick Casey, “Diversion Channel Job Nears Half-Way Point: Ditch to Ease 
Peril from D-M,” Star, May 21, 1964, 

 p. 19. 
 “Petition Asks for City Water,” Citizen, March 28, 1951, p. 6. Even in my 

lifetime, the lack of city services created personal hardship. Without running wa-
ter, we bathed in large tin containers brought inside the kitchen. There are photos 
of me looking too old to be wearing a diaper. I used to feel ashamed of these 
pictures until I realized that we did not get an inside toilet until I was five years 
old. I had two choices: the outhouse or the diaper. I cannot describe the horror of 
looking down the hole in the seat in the outhouse, not to mention the stench. Our 
house was not connected to the city’s sewer system until 1960.
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Valentine’s birthday gathering, 1959. Author is in the middle, behind the cake.  
Photo by Rita Otero Acevedo


