
Cien Años de Pura Vida
A member of the Corazones de Espe-
ranza, Jesse Vidalez, celebrated his 
100th birthday at the Casa de Cuentos 
on Sunday, August 8th. His actual 
birth date is September 9, 2021. He 
relates his story of growing up on 
the Westside of San Antonio in the 
book, Still Here (bit.ly/still-here-
book), published by the Esperanza 
Peace and Justice Center in 2018. An 
aspiring singer and songwriter, Jesse, 
remained close to his beloved mother 

until he finally met his true love, Victoria. Many happy 
recuerdos and memories have been part of Jesse’s life and 
at, 100 years, his memories remain sharp. ¡Feliz Cumplea-
ños, Sr. Vidalez from the Esperanza staff, board and Buena 

gente! Eres una inspiración! May good health and good 
friends continue to bless you and your family. 

West side Rising: 
How San Antonio’s 1921 Flood Devastated a City and Sparked a Latino 

Environmental Justice Movement
By Char Miller

On September 9, 1921, a tropical depression 
stalled just north of San Antonio and within 
hours overwhelmed its winding network of 
creeks and rivers. Floodwaters ripped through 
the city’s Latino West Side neighborhoods, kill-
ing more than eighty people. Meanwhile a wall 
of water crashed into the central business district 
on the city’s North Side, wreaking considerable 
damage.

The city’s response to this disaster shaped its 
environmental policies for the next fifty years, 
carving new channels of power. Decisions about 
which communities would be rehabilitated and 
how thoroughly were made in the political arena, 
where the Anglo elite largely ignored the inter-
locking problems on the impoverished West Side 
that flowed from poor drainage, bad housing, and 
inadequate sanitation.

Instead the elite pushed for the $1.6 million 
construction of the Olmos Dam, whose creation 
depended on a skewed distribution of public 
benefits in one of America’s poorest big cities. 
The discriminatory consequences, channeled 
along ethnic and class lines, continually resur-
faced until the mid-1970s, when Communities 
Organized for Public Services, a West Side 

grassroots organization, launched a success-
ful protest that brought much-needed flood 
control to often inundated neighborhoods. This 
upheaval, along with COPS’s emergence as a 
power broker, disrupted Anglo domination of the 
political landscape to more accurately reflect the 
city’s diverse population.

West Side Rising is the first book focused 
squarely on San Antonio›s enduring relationship 
to floods, which have had severe consequences 
for its communities of color in particular. 
Examining environmental, social, and political 
histories, Char Miller demonstrates that disasters 
can expose systems of racism, injustice, and 
erasure and, over time, can impel activists to 
dismantle these inequities. He draws clear lines 
between the environmental injustices embedded 
in San Antonio›s long history and the emergence 
of grassroots organizations that combated the 
devastating impact floods could have on the 
West Side.

For more questions call 
210-228-0201 or email 
esperanza@esperanzacenter.org

Published September, 2021 by
Trinity University Press 

$29.95*
Preorder at:  
bit.ly/WestSideRising
* Obtain a 20% discount using  
 promo codes: 
Esperanza, WPA or MACRI. 
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Jesse celebrates his birthday by being the first one to take a swing at the first of 
his two piñatas. The gathering at Casa de Cuentos included family & friends.

A dapper Jesse Vidalez on 
his birthday at 100 years 
of age. 


