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OUR ANCESTORS

❖ O’odham believe to be descendants of the Huhugam. 

❖ The Huhugam were prehistoric North American 

Indians that lived between 200 to 1450 A.D. 

❖ They occupied a big area of south-central Arizona 

from Flagstaff to the Mexico border mainly along the 

Gila and Salt rivers. 

❖ The word Huhu-gam in O’odham/Pima language means 

“those who have vanished.”

❖ There are O’odham in San Xavier who are 

descendants of Sobaipuri Indians. 

❖ Sobaipuri Indians “were an Upper Piman group who 

occupied southern Arizona and northern Sonora (the 

Pimería Alta) in the 1400-1800s. They were a 

subgroup of the O'odham or Pima, surviving members 

of which include the Tohono O’odham”-Dr. Deni 

Seymour.  



EARLY LIFE OF O’ODHAM 

❖ O’odham were river people, seminomadic 
and hunter/gatherers.

❖ All had to do with the terrain/land. 

❖ In San Xavier we were considered river 
people (Akimel O’odham) since we lived by 
the Santa Cruz River (Ali Akimel) and we 
have been farming for time immemorial. 

❖ Eastern end of Main Reservation:  
Seminomadic. O’odham generally spent 
summers in their "field villages" in the 
desert near water. Then during winter they 
would stay in "well villages," by mountain 
springs.

❖ Further West: Hunters and Gatherers.

My great-great grandmother Martina Arnita



My great grandparents Frank & Anselma Rios with my grandma and her siblings My grandma Lena Rios Ramon



ANCESTRAL LANDS OF THE O’ODHAM 
❖Pre-contact, O'odham inhabited an enormous area of land in the southwest, 

extending South to Sonora, Mexico, north to Central Arizona, west to the Gulf of 

California, and east to the San Pedro River. 





DISSERTATION RESEARCH

❖ Dissertation research begins with allotment then explores the following times/eras 

within San Xavier history:

-San Xavier Cooperative Farm

-Southern Arizona Water Rights Settlement Act (SAWRSA)

-Defenders of O’odham Land Rights 

-San Xavier Allottees Association Inc.

❖ The idea of my dissertation research topic began with my Auntie Julie and conversations 

we had. 

❖ My dissertation is going to be a living document to be shared with my district, tribe and 

others to help educate. 

❖ Structure of my dissertation is community-based research: In the past, academic research 

within Indigenous communities have used little to no input from members of the community 

being studied and their research is published in the perspective of the researcher (outsider). 

Community-based research brings communities together and the participants work with the 

researcher to answer research questions. Participants will also help design the research, 

share knowledge with other community members, and contribute their knowledge to 

produce results that are beneficial to the community.



ALLOTMENT ERA 1887-1934
❖ In 1887, the General Allotment Act also known as the Dawes Act was created. 

The purpose of the act was to give each Native American person a piece of land 

of 40, 60, 80 or 160 acres, so they could farm, ranch or harvest timber on the 

lands. 

❖ The U.S. Government believed that if Native Americans were given individual 

plots of land to harvest on, they would do well and become assimilated into 

American culture as middle-class farmers. O’odham in San Xavier were farms 

already. This Act was the direct responsible for the loss of 90 million acres of 

Native American lands. 

❖ In 1890, the San Xavier Indian Reservation lands were allotted. 

❖ There were 292 allotments, which total 41,000 acres at that time. 

❖ When Federal Government assigned allotments, you did not have to be from San 

Xavier. Allotments were given to any O’odham in San Xavier at that time. 

❖ Currently, there are 1,800 allottees/landowners that have interest in these 

allotments. 

❖ Allotments are passed from one generation to the next. Thus, land interests 

becomes fractionated, meaning that their ownership can be very small 

percentage.  

❖ Following Allotment there was the Reorganization Era 1934-1953, ending 

allotment and when tribal governments were first established. Peter Blaine Sr. 

was the man at the forefront of this and helped create the first constitution for 

O’odham. 

San Xavier del Bac Mission around 1900.
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WATER ISSUES

❖ As noted, throughout time families in San Xavier farmed the land and they 

used an intricate canal system to irrigate fields designed by their ancestors 

the Huhugam (Erickson, 1994; Blaine, 1980; Ramon-Pierson, 2015). 

❖ Also, the Santa Cruz River, was right at their backdoor and was the only 

place on the Tohono O’odham Nation where irrigation agriculture was 

possible (San Xavier Coop Farm website). 

❖ Unfortunately, the water in the Santa Cruz River was taken and used up by 

settler colonial authorities such as the City of Tucson. This caused 

O’odham farming to become a thing of the past. 

❖ O’odham did not want the traditional ecological knowledge of their people 

to die out. Plus the allotment era had introduced individualism to San 

Xavier, but O’odham had always been relational. 

❖ In 1971, a group of Allottee members got together in San Xavier and 

“formed a cooperative of landowners in order to piece some of the lands 

back together and find a way to farm it as a whole,” (San Xavier Coop 

Farm website). 





Photos courtesy of San Xavier Cooperative Farm

San Xavier Cooperative Farm 
Present Day





WATER ISSUES

❖In 1975, the Tohono O'odham pressured the federal government to file suit 

against agribusiness owners, copper mines, and the city of Tucson, who were 

draining water from the aquifer beneath the San Xavier District (Ramon-Pierson, 

2015). In the end Congress passed the  H.R. 5118 - 97th Congress: Southern 

Arizona Water Rights Settlement Act (SAWRSA) in 1982, granting 50,000 acre-

feet of water a year to San Xavier through the Central Arizona Project (CAP).

❖This allowed for the farm to be productive for the community again. In 1991, 

the San Xavier Allottees Association, Inc.(SXAA) was formed to help educate and 

assist landowners of allotments or allottees on the San Xavier Indian 

Reservation.

❖The SXAA assists allottees as a group and individually to manage land related 

concerns including water rights, economic development and environmental 

protection. 

❖In 2004, there were amendments made to SAWRSA. 





Santa Cruz Properties 

Proposed Land Development

❖ In the late 1970s, a proposed land development was brought 

to San Xavier by a non-Native developer, James “Jim” 

Rothschild Jr., who was in charge of the operation, Santa Cruz 

Properties Inc. 

❖ Rothschild gained approval from BIA, tribal attorneys, San 

Xavier District Chairman John Narcho, and the Papago Tribal 

Council Chairman Josiah Moore in 1983.  At this time, the San 

Xavier Community nor Allottees had been consulted. 

❖ The six-phase development proposed would have been a 90-

year lease on 18,000 acres of uninhabited land –16,000 acres 

belonging to allottees, and 2,000 acres tribally held by San 

Xavier District. It would have included “a resort hotel, two 

country clubs with golf courses, commercial and industrial 

zones, a government center and housing for 100,000 people,” 

(Zanger, 1985). 



Santa Cruz Properties 

Proposed Land Development

❖ By word of mouth the San Xavier Community found out about the 

proposed land development. 

❖ Some were for the development while others were not. 

❖ Tribal members against the development formed a group called 

Defenders of O’Odham Land Rights and took on Santa Cruz 

Properties. 

❖ There were hearing and meeting held throughout the mid-1980s and 

it made newspaper headlines. The Tucson Weekly did a series of 

articles. 

❖ The Defenders were able to stop the development from happening. 

❖ This then led to the Sa Xavier District creating a General Land Use 

Plan, Vision Plan and Community Plan





Questions?
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