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ABSTRACT 

 
 

 This is a history of Tijuandiego—the transnational metropolis set at the intersection of the 

United States, Mexico, and the Pacific World.  Separately, Tijuana and San Diego constitute 

distinct but important urban centers in their respective nation-states.  Taken as a whole, 

Tijuandiego represents the southwestern hinge of North America.  It is the continental crossroads 

of cultures, economies, and environments—all in a single, physical location.  In other words, 

Tijuandiego represents a new urban frontier; a space where the abstractions of the nation-state are 

manifested—and tested—on the ground.  In this dissertation, I adopt a transnational approach to 

Tijuandiego’s water history, not simply to tell “both sides” of the story, but to demonstrate that 

neither side can be understood in the absence of the other. 

 I argue that the drawing of the international boundary in 1848 established an imbalanced 

political ecology that favored San Diego and the United States over Tijuana and Mexico.  The land 

and water resources wrested by the United States gave it tremendous geographical and ecological 

advantages over its reeling southern neighbor, advantages which would be used to strengthen U.S. 

economic and political power on the continent.  California got the richest lands and ample water 

resources; Baja California got little of each.  With greater access to water and capital, San Diego 

thrived as a U.S. military-industrial hub on the Pacific, consistently able to meet local water 

demands and plan ahead for the future.  Tijuana, on the other hand, found itself constantly trying 



 iv 

to stay afloat.  It had less water, less capital, and was much more isolated from the national 

processes playing out in Mexico.  The city’s development was thus inextricably intertwined with 

San Diego’s—it was much more attuned to the rhythms of southern California than to central 

Mexico.  In some respects, Tijuana emerged as a transborder urban appendage—a place where 

both U.S. and Mexican capitalists sought to take advantage of the unique economic opportunities 

provided by the presence of the political boundary. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 

 This is a history of Tijuandiego—the transnational metropolis set at the intersection of the 

United States, Mexico, and the Pacific World.  Separately, Tijuana and San Diego constitute 

distinct but important urban centers in their respective nation-states.  Taken as a whole, 

Tijuandiego represents the southwestern hinge of North America.  It is the continental crossroads 

of cultures, economies, and environments—all in a single, physical location.  In other words, 

Tijuandiego represents a new urban frontier; a space where the abstractions of the nation-state are 

manifested—and tested—on the ground. 

 Tijuandiego marks the corporeal intersection of the Global North and the Global South—

two conceptually distinct “worlds” which just so happen to meet face-to-face in the Californias.  

Even before the modern border was ever imagined in this place, Tijuandiego had long been a point 

of cultural, political, and ecological intersection.  Here, indigenous peoples like the Kumeyaay and 

the Cucapá faced European incursions with devastating results.  Smallpox and other deadly “Old-

World” diseases—to which the indigenous populations had no immunity—wiped out families and 

communities in droves, profoundly reshaping the social structures and opportunities available to 

those who managed to survive.  Spanish missionaries sought to “civilize” local indigenous 

populations through liturgy and labor.  They were often disappointed with the results.  As the 

decades wore on, Kumeyaay and Cucapá communities across the Californias adapted to European 

occupation, doing what they could to retain their dignity and their autonomy through a process of 

negotiation.  Then, in the early nineteenth century, the Spanish Empire in the Americas began to 

disintegrate, breaking into an assortment of fledgling nation-states intent on establishing and 

maintaining their political independence.  For Tijuandiego, the transition from Spanish Empire to 
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Mexican Republic was more symbolic than anything else; the local mission continued to operate 

into the 1830s, and even after it was secularized by the Mexican federal government, not much 

noticeably changed on the ground.  A more significant transformation came in in the 1840s, when 

the U.S. military invaded Mexico and seized roughly half of its national territory.  With the stroke 

of a pen, Tijuandiego was transfixed from a continental frontier region into an international 

borderland. 

 After 1848, the region was both physically and conceptually divided by the boundary.   

The two sides were understood to exist in opposition to one another—parts of two distinct nations, 

with different priorities and expectations.  San Diego, with its magnificent bay and promising 

backcountry, was understood by the new “sovereigns” of this land as an integral foothold at the 

base of California.  The town thus developed within the broader context of U.S. economic and 

demographic expansion in the American West—first, as a commercial port, fishing haven, and 

tourist destination in the nineteenth century; then, as a major Pacific hub of the U.S. Navy in the 

twentieth.  Tijuana, for its part, was much more isolated from the national processes playing out 

in Mexico.  The overwhelming focus of the federal government was on Mexico City and its 

environs, not tiny Tijuana in the most distant corner of the nation.  Accordingly, Tijuana’s early 

development was inextricably intertwined with San Diego’s—it was much more attuned to the 

rhythms of southern California than to central Mexico.  In some respects, Tijuana emerged as a 

transborder urban appendage—a place where both U.S. and Mexican capitalists sought to take 

advantage of the unique economic opportunities provided by the presence of the political 

boundary. 

 The transnational bonds linking San Diego and Tijuana strengthened after World War II, 

when the expanding labor needs of the United States were met by the extension of the wartime 
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bracero program, inviting Mexican migrants to continue coming to live and work in the United 

States.  Already by the 1950s, Tijuana was a primary destination for migrants from all points 

south—most of whom sought to cross over into southern California, but many of whom ended up 

staying in Tijuana, whether by choice or by necessity.  This influx of humanity to the border was 

made up of mostly young, able-bodied Mexicans, many of them women, who had recently decided 

to leave behind the world they knew for better opportunities in el norte.  This transformed Tijuana 

as a Mexican city and as an economic engine on a global scale.  In the 1960s, multinational 

corporations from the United States and around the world began to take advantage of the cheap 

labor available along the Mexican border, relocating some of the most labor-intensive aspects of 

their global production chains to cities like Tijuana.  In the subsequent decades, Tijuana has 

continued to grow as a transnational hub of manufacturing and assembly—a workshop for the 

world.  San Diego, for its part, has remained a center of military-industrial development on the 

Pacific coast.  Today, Tijuandiego is a key pivot point for human migration, military defense, and 

transnational labor systems in North America; it is a global city par excellence. 

 There are lessons to be learned here about our globalizing times.  Globalization is not just 

a phenomenon that “happens” in the abstract—it takes place on the ground, every day, in places 

like Tijuandiego.  The world we live in does not fit neatly within the confines of national 

boundaries, and it never has.  The history of North America is not the same as the history of the 

United States, Mexico, and Canada; and our long reluctance to think beyond the nation-state has 

hindered our understanding of the continent’s past.  In this dissertation, I adopt a transnational 

approach to Tijuandiego, not simply to tell “both sides” of the story, but to demonstrate that neither 

side can be understood in the absence of the other.  By refusing to separate the history of Mexico 

from the history of the United States, I aim to offer a new perspective on the continental southwest, 



 4 

as experienced by all those who inhabited it.  This is the story of water, capitalism, and 

urbanization in the California borderlands—the place where North supposedly meets South.  

Perhaps that dividing line is blurrier than we imagine. 

 

WHY WATER? 

 Water is the essential element for life on this planet.  For humans, it is the thing that we 

need most in the world, regardless of our age, gender, ethnicity, class, religion, nationality, etc.  

Water is thus a great equalizer—the lifeblood of our collective humanity.  And yet, despite the 

centrality of water to our very existence, we often overlook its power in shaping the trajectories of 

human history.  Water is at the heart of every human endeavor—social, political, cultural, 

economic.  It unifies our species on an ecological level and governs our relationship with the 

natural world.  Determining who gets access to water, however, is naturally divisive—it can mean 

the difference between life and death; poverty and prosperity; sickness and health; cleanliness and 

contamination.  Differential access to water, therefore, has been a contentious feature of all human 

societies—particularly in places where water resources are scarce. 

 Water is not equally shared.  Some people have greater access than others, often for reasons 

of economic inequality, political favoritism, or racial discrimination.  In a place like Tijuandiego, 

where both the people and their water resources transcend the international boundary, the tensions 

of differential access to water are even more fraught.  Those internal community conflicts do not 

go away; instead, they get amplified by the international scale to which local issues are 

immediately elevated.  Traditional community questions—like where to dig a well, or who gets to 

use the water in a local stream—become matters of international concern, debated at the highest 

levels of the federal governments in Mexico City and Washington, D.C.  San Diego’s importance 
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as a U.S. Naval hub meant that those in Washington had an outsized influence in shaping local 

water policy to prioritize national defense.  And despite Tijuana’s relatively small size and 

significance early on, its emergence as an urban buffer to southern California gave it national 

consequence in the eyes of Mexico City.  Decisions on major water projects—like building a dam, 

or an aqueduct, or a cutting-edge desalination plant, for example—reflected the particular priorities 

of those in charge, as well as the financial feasibility of each individual undertaking.  With ample 

funding available from the U.S. federal government, San Diego was consistently more able to meet 

local water demands and plan for the future; Tijuana, on the other hand, found itself constantly 

trying to stay afloat. 

 Prior to World War II, all of the water consumed in Tijuandiego came from local sources.  

For San Diego, it came from a handful of small rivers which form in the coastal mountains to the 

east and flow westward through the backcountry before emptying into the Pacific.  For Tijuana, it 

came entirely from the Tijuana River, whose two main tributaries—Cottonwood Creek in the 

United States and Río de las Palmas in Mexico—converge at a point about five miles below the 

border to form a single stream—the Río Tijuana—which flows in a northwesterly direction 

through the center of town before crossing into the United States and emptying just south of San 

Diego Bay.  Once the United States was drawn into World War II after Pearl Harbor, San Diego 

became a pivotal center of U.S. Naval operations on the Pacific.  The influx of military personnel 

to San Diego forced the city to reckon with its water situation in a time of national crisis.  In the 

context of war, President Franklin D. Roosevelt recommended that the Navy build an emergency 

aqueduct northward to bring Colorado River water to San Diego via the Metropolitan Water 

District of Southern California.  This decision had lasting consequences for the citizens of San 

Diego, whose future water supply would forever after be linked to greater Los Angeles.  In Tijuana, 
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the Mexican government completed a large storage dam and reservoir on the Río de las Palmas 

prior to the war, which provided enough water to sustain Tijuana through the 1940s but was already 

running dry by 1950. 

 Southern California’s tremendous urban growth in the postwar era brought about a full-

scale reorientation of the state’s water resources.  The rich streams of the northern sierras were 

dammed up and funneled down toward Los Angeles and San Diego—much to the chagrin of San 

Francisco and surrounding areas.  By the end of the 1960s, San Diego had diversified its water 

resources to include local streams and aquifers, imports from the Colorado River, and a substantial 

supply from northern California.  Tijuana, on the other hand, still relied entirely on local sources.  

The state of Baja California simply did not have access to comparable economic or hydraulic 

resources compared to its northern neighbor.  Local officials lobbied the federal government for 

assistance, explaining in no uncertain terms that the future of Tijuana depended on access to the 

Colorado River.  But the cost of building an aqueduct from Mexicali to Tijuana was considered 

too expensive by Mexico City, whose own resources were limited and increasingly overburdened.  

Instead, the federal government opted to fund a series of short-term fixes in Tijuana, pressing the 

city to hobble along from one water crisis to the next.  It was not until the late 1970s, when Mexico 

was in the midst of a remarkable but short-lived oil boom, that the federal government finally had 

the funds available to build the Acueducto Río Colorado-Tijuana—the lifeline of the emergent 

border metropolis. 

 

WHY CAPITALISM? 

 Clearly, money matters.  The course of water development in Tijuandiego has been shaped 

not only by the distinct water needs of the two cities, but also by the economic resources available 



 7 

on each side of the border.  After 1848, there was always more capital available to San Diego than 

Tijuana—locally, at the state level, and certainly from the federal government.  There was also 

more water available—in San Diego County, in California, and in the rest of the United States.  

San Diego’s greater access to water and capital thus helps to explain the lopsided development of 

the transborder city from the very start. 

 The relationship between water and capital is cyclical—you need money to develop water 

resources; water resources to expand economic activities; and economic activities to make more 

money.  But water makes a perplexing commodity.  It is elemental to humankind—an essential 

good to which access should be a basic human right.  Yet water is also extremely valuable in 

private hands, and a means to even greater profitability when used toward certain ends.  Whether 

it be agriculture, tourism, real estate, or manufacturing, water has been the economic engine—or 

at least, the fuel—of Tijuandiego’s transborder economy. 

 Accordingly, the battle for control over the region’s water resources between private and 

public interests has been contentious.  Before the turn of the twentieth century, local, state, and 

federal governments hardly played any role in developing the water resources of Tijuandiego.  

Wells were dug, rivers were dammed, and streams were diverted by enterprising individuals who 

sought to utilize the water for a variety of purposes, ultimately for a profit.  As the city of San 

Diego developed around the bay in the late nineteenth century, the municipal government 

negotiated with water capitalists to start delivering some of their water supplies to the growing 

urban population—for a price.  The divide between public and private water interests became more 

pronounced in the early twentieth century, when the municipal government attempted to exert 

greater control over the region’s water resources.  Conflicts abounded—and interests overlapped—

as capitalists and council members tried to navigate their way through the local watersheds.  The 
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city scored a major legal victory in the late 1920s, when the California Supreme Court ruled that 

the city was the rightful heir to the original Spanish pueblo of San Diego—and that it therefore 

retained “paramount rights” to all of the water flowing through its namesake river. 

 Because Tijuana was still a tiny town in a distant federal territory (Baja California did not 

become an official state until 1952), the municipal government had little role in the larger decision-

making apparatus.  Federally-appointed governors—often senior military officials with close 

personal ties to the President of Mexico—were sent to Mexicali to defend and develop the 

Territorio Norte de Baja California in the name of the Mexican nation.  These political-military-

capitalists—most notoriously Esteban Cantú and Abelardo L. Rodríguez, but there were many 

others—recognized and exploited the tremendous opportunities available to them in the 

borderlands.  They governed through a capricious combination of federal direction and personal 

discretion, working with business and political associates in southern California and Mexico City 

to make themselves astoundingly wealthy.  On the Baja side of the border, the leading capitalists 

and state officials were usually the very same people—which meant that economic and political 

power was concentrated in just a few hands. 

 Of course, as any good capitalist knows, money can be a great unifier.  If there are profits 

to be made, things like political boundaries and cultural barriers—even international laws—can be 

easily overcome.  In Tijuandiego, both the water and the capital are transnational, and in both 

cases, there is greater supply on the U.S. side of the border.  The leverage that this has given San 

Diego in its historical relationship with Tijuana is ever-apparent.  Still, the international nature of 

business and resources in Tijuandiego makes its story singular and inextricable. 
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WHY URBANIZATION? 

 This story of Tijuandiego encompasses the history of water and capitalism at the 

intersection of the Californias over the course of more than a century—a century during which the 

world went from rural to urban.  Urbanization was arguably the most transformative phenomenon 

of the twentieth century, and it only continues to accelerate into the twenty-first.  As a species, we 

are fundamentally changing the way we live—the spaces we inhabit; our interactions with one 

another; and our collective relationship with the natural world.  Whether driven by want, need, or 

utter desperation, people have been migrating to cities in search of better opportunities than those 

currently available to them, wherever they may be.  This increasing concentration of human 

populations into urban conglomerations has had profound consequences—not just in the 

immediate vicinities of the cities themselves, but also in the surrounding regions and beyond. 

 Urbanization in southern California has had remarkably far-reaching effects.  The 

emergence of Los Angeles as the principal city and primary transportation hub of the U.S. 

southwest required it to seek additional water resources early on.  By the late 1930s, Los Angeles 

was importing huge quantities of Colorado River water via its own 240-mile-long Metropolitan 

Aqueduct.  In fact, the city was importing significantly more water than it needed to meet its 

current demands, encouraging urban expansion into previously unsettled areas.  It is important to 

note that in southern California, the water came first—it was not brought into the region to solve 

an immediate urban crisis, but to fuel and promote urban growth as envisioned by political leaders 

and economic stakeholders with an eye toward radical expansion of profit.  When San Diego’s 

population exploded during WWII, the city was able to draw on those supplies brought into greater 

Los Angeles a decade prior—for a price.  By the 1950s, plans were already drawn up to capture 

the river water being “wasted” in northern California.  Why not send it down to the people who 
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could actually use it?  Southern California’s remarkable urban growth in the twentieth century 

tilted the scales of power—not only in the state, but also in the country, and on the continent.  

Water and capital came pouring into the region, and the flow has hardly abated. 

 And of course, just like water and capital, urbanization is not neatly bound by political 

barriers.  In Tijuandiego, the international border is a defining feature of the urban landscape.  It 

serves as both a physical and symbolic divider between San Diego and Tijuana; between the United 

States and Mexico; and between the Global North and the Global South.  In one sense, it separates 

a region of widespread prosperity from one of broad poverty and marginality.  Yet the two sides 

are not fully separated—and in fact, they are inseparable.  Together, San Diego and Tijuana form 

an ecological and economic metropolis which binds North and South.  The border, itself, has 

something of a magnetic quality to it, drawing different people, for different reasons, to each side.  

And these distinct pull factors have shaped the corresponding urban spaces that developed on the 

ground.  San Diego, a navy town, benefitted from sustained federal investments in urban 

infrastructure—typically in the name of national defense.  It was thus built, over the course of 

several decades, more-or-less according to plan.  Tijuana, on the other hand, was a vice-town-

turned-migration-hub.  It was built much more informally, with many recent arrivals constructing 

their own homes and neighborhoods with whatever materials they could find.  Throughout 

Tijuandiego’s history, then, the political boundary has differentiated the particular forms of 

urbanization on either side of the border, but the growth of the transnational metropolis has always 

been a single story.  It is time for that story to be told. 
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NEW PERSPECTIVES FROM TIJUANDIEGO 

 This is the story of waterborne political capitalism in the urbanizing California borderlands.  

It explores the transnational fissions and fusions of political and economic power—both grounded 

in access to water—in a region defined by its limited water resources.  It draws from, and seeks to 

integrate, rich streams of scholarship in the fields of environmental, political, economic, urban, 

and borderlands history—from both sides of the border.  As such, it challenges longstanding 

nationalist narratives about the unfolding human history of North America.  By “centering” 

Tijuandiego—an urban space quite literally on the “periphery” of both Mexico and the United 

States—the aim is to show just how deeply intertwined our shared national histories have been. 

 This is a history of “Water in the West,” but on a continental scale.  It builds on the 

foundational works of U.S. water historians by expanding the scope of study beyond the 

international boundary.1  It also brings the pioneering works of Mexican water historians—too 

often overlooked by scholars of the so-called “American” West—into the binational conversation.2  

                                                
1 Some of the foundational works on “Water in the West” include Philip L. Fradkin, A River No 
More: The Colorado River and the West (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1981); 
Donald Worster, Rivers of Empire: Water, Aridity, and the Growth of the American West (New 
York: Pantheon, 1985); Donald J. Pisani, To Reclaim a Divided West: Water, Law, and Public 
Policy, 1848-1902 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1992); Marc Reisner, 
Cadillac Desert: The American West and Its Disappearing Water, rev. ed. (New York: Penguin, 
1993); and Norris Hundley, Jr., The Great Thirst: Californians and Water—A History, rev. ed. 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001), among others. 
2 Some of the pioneering works on water in Mexico include Luis Aboites Aguilar, El agua de la 
nación: Una historia política de México (1888-1946) (Mexico City: Centro de Investigaciones y 
Estudios Superiores en Antropología Social, 1998); Blanca Estela Suárez Cortez, ed., Historia de 
los usos del agua en México: Oligarquías, empresas y ayuntamientos (1840-1940) (Mexico City: 
Comisión Nacional del Agua, 1998); Alejandro Tortolero Villaseñor, El agua y su historia: 
México y sus desafíos hacia el siglo xxi (Mexico City: Siglo XXI, 2000); and Martín Sánchez 
Rodríguez, “El mejor de los títulos”: Riego, organización social y administración de recursos 
hidráulicos en el Bajío mexicano (Zamora, Mexico: El Colegio de Michoacán, 2005), among 
others. More recently, some U.S.-based historians have produced pioneering English-language 
works on water in Mexico as well, including Vera S. Candiani, Dreaming of Dry Land: 
Environmental Transformation in Colonial Mexico City (Stanford, CA: Stanford University 
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Scholars in both nations have long recognized the transnational nature of North America’s water 

resources, but only a few have sought to make this a central feature of their analysis.3  My work 

explicitly emphasizes the shared hydroscape of the U.S.-Mexico borderlands in order to explore 

the social, political, economic, and environmental implications on the ground.  What this 

ultimately reveals is a shared human history, defined by common challenges and mutual 

opportunities, but with unequal means to address them on each side of the border. 

 Despite their inseparable histories, San Diego and Tijuana have occupied very different 

roles in their respective national economies.  And the relationships between center and periphery—

between Washington, D.C. and San Diego; between Mexico City and Tijuana—have also been 

transformed over time.  Thus, by examining how these relationships intersected and overlapped in 

Tijuandiego, my work offers new insights into the transnational political economy of the California 

borderlands.  What developed in Tijuandiego was a binational political capitalism with water as 

its engine.  Transborder urbanization concentrated local, state, national, and global interests into a 

single space, binding the political and economic structures of the region while also intensifying 

the differential access to capital and hydraulic resources on either side.4 

                                                
Press, 2014); Mikael D. Wolfe, Watering the Revolution: An Environmental and Technological 
History of Agrarian Reform in Mexico (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2017); and 
Matthew Vitz, A City on a Lake: Urban Political Ecology and the Growth of Mexico City 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2018). 
3 Some of the key works that focus on transnational water issues include Norris Hundley, Jr., 
Dividing the Waters: A Century of Controversy Between the United States and Mexico 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1966); Helen M. Ingram, Nancy K. Laney, and David 
M. Gillilan, Divided Waters: Bridging the U.S.-Mexico Border (Tucson: University of Arizona 
Press, 1995); Evan Ward, Border Oasis: Water and the Political Ecology of the Colorado River 
Delta, 1940-1975 (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2003); and Marco Antonio Samaniego 
López, Ríos internacionales entre México y Estados Unidos: Los tratados de 1906 y 1944 
(Mexico City: El Colegio de México, Centro de Estudios Históricos, 2006). 
4 On transborder urbanization, see Lawrence A. Herzog, Where North Meets South: Cities, 
Space, and Politics on the U.S.-Mexico Border (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1990); Daniel 
D. Arreola and James R. Curtis, The Mexican Border Cities: Landscape Anatomy and Place 
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 The history of water in southern California—and Baja California—has rightly captivated 

scholars for generations.  Yet most of the analysis has centered on Los Angeles and Mexicali, not 

San Diego and Tijuana.5  L.A.’s water story is the stuff of legend—black legend—famously 

encapsulated in the 1974 neo-noir film, Chinatown.  And the story of water and agriculture in the 

Mexicali Valley is also relatively well-known—perhaps in part because of its own deep ties to Los 

Angeles.  Around the turn of the twentieth century, the infamous publisher of the Los Angeles 

Times, Harrison Gray Otis, bought up most of the fertile land in the valley from Mexican president 

Porfirio Díaz, and, using water diverted from the Colorado River, turned Mexicali into a “yankee 

enclave” of cotton production for the U.S. and international markets.6  The urban water histories 

                                                
Personality (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1993); Eduardo Alarcón, Estructura urbana 
en ciudades fronterizas (Tijuana: El Colegio de la Frontera Norte, 2000); and Tito Alegría, 
Metrópolis Transfronteriza: Revisión de la hipótesis y evidencias de Tijuana, México y San 
Diego, Estados Unidos (Tijuana: El Colegio de la Frontera Norte, 2009), among others. 
5 Among the many works on water development in (and for) Los Angeles, see Remi A. Nadeau, 
The Water Seekers (Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Co., 1950); William L. Kahrl, Water and 
Power: The Conflict over Los Angeles’ Water Supply in the Owens Valley (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1982); Catherine Mulholland, William Mulholland and the Rise of Los 
Angeles (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000); and Steven P. Erie, Beyond 
Chinatown: The Metropolitan Water District, Growth, and the Environment in Southern 
California (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2006).  On water development in the 
Mexicali Valley, see Adalberto Walther Meade, El valle de Mexicali (Mexicali: Universidad 
Autónoma de Baja California, 1996); José Alfredo Gómez Estrada, La gente del delta del Río 
Colorado: Indígenas, colonizadores y ejidatarios (Mexicali: Universidad Autónoma de Baja 
California, 2000); Dorothy P. Kerig, El valle de Mexicali y la Colorado River Land Company, 
1902-1946 (Mexicali: Universidad Autónoma de Baja California, 2001); Pablo Herrera Carrillo, 
Reconquista y colonización del valle de Mexicali (Mexicali: Universidad Autónoma de Baja 
California, 2002); and Benny J. Andrés, Jr., Power and Control in the Imperial Valley: Nature, 
Agribusiness, and Workers on the California Borderland, 1900-1940 (College Station: Texas 
A&M University Press, 2015), among others. 
6 See Dorothy P. Kerig, “Yankee Enclave: The Colorado River Land Company and Mexican 
Agrarian Reform in Baja California, 1902-1944,” PhD diss., University of California, Irvine, 
1988; John J. Dwyer, The Agrarian Dispute: The Expropriation of American-Owned Rural Land 
in Postrevolutionary Mexico (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2008); and Jessica M. Kim, 
Imperial Metropolis: Los Angeles, Mexico, and the Borderlands of American Empire, 1865-1941 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2019), among others. 
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of San Diego and Tijuana are much less familiar to the broader public, but they constitute essential 

pieces of the larger water story of the continental southwest.  Los Angeles, Mexicali, San Diego, 

and Tijuana—along with dozens of other cities and tens of millions of North American citizens—

rely on the very same transnational water resource, the Colorado River, for their mutual survival.  

Identifying all of the pieces of the transnational water puzzle is the first step in trying to solve it, 

as we face the daunting challenges of the future together, as nations and as human beings. 

 Tijuandiego is a place, but it is also an idea.  It is an invitation to think about the U.S.-

Mexico border as a line that unites us, rather than divides us.7  What was once a “line in the sand” 

has developed, over the course of nearly two centuries, into the seam that binds our national 

fabrics.  And transborder urban conglomerations like Tijuandiego—or, for that matter, Ciudad 

Juárez-El Paso, Reynosa-McAllen, Matamoros-Brownsville, and about a dozen others along the 

two-thousand-mile-long international boundary—are the stitches that hold the whole tapestry 

together.  Given the inextricably intertwined nation-states that we have created over the course of 

the past several generations, it only makes sense for us to start seeing our continent’s history from 

a continental perspective. 

 

                                                
7 Among the growing number of works that emphasize the shared human history of the U.S.-
Mexico borderlands, see David J. Weber, The Mexican Frontier, 1821-1846: The American 
Southwest Under Mexico (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1982); Andrés 
Reséndez, Changing National Identities at the Frontier: Texas and New Mexico, 1800-1850 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005); Samuel Truett, Fugitive Landscapes: The 
Forgotten History of the U.S.-Mexican Borderlands (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 
2006); Brian DeLay, War of a Thousand Deserts: Indian Raids and the U.S.-Mexican War (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2008); Pekka Hämäläinen, The Comanche Empire (New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2008); Rachel St. John, Line in the Sand: A History of the 
Western U.S.-Mexico Border (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2011); and Geraldo L. 
Cadava, Standing on Common Ground: The Making of a Sunbelt Borderland (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2013). 
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THE STORY (IN BRIEF) 

 Tijuandiego’s roots run deep.  The modern city is built on the land of the Kumeyaay, who 

inhabited the region’s coastal river valleys for thousands of years before the permanent arrival of 

Europeans in 1769.  Spanish missionaries and their armed compatriots settled beside the San Diego 

River, establishing and maintaining a mission and presidio for the next half-century.  After Mexico 

gained its independence from Spain in the 1820s, the new federal government initiated a process 

of mission secularization, breaking up the Misión San Diego de Alcalá into private ranchos and 

distributing the property to prominent political figures and military officials.  In the 1840s, the 

United States invaded Mexico in a war of northern aggression, the result of which was a territorial 

seizure on a continental scale.  The peace treaty signed in 1848 recognized a new international 

boundary, located exactly one marine league south of San Diego Bay and running eastward until 

it hit the Rio Grande.  In a certain sense, this was the moment when the roots of Tijuandiego finally 

broke through to the surface. 

 Chapter One recounts the gradual “founding” of Tijuandiego over the course of the 

nineteenth century.  For decades after 1848, there was still no transborder city to speak of.  San 

Diego was a small frontier town on the fringes of two nations, and Tijuana was really no town at 

all.  With the arrival of the transcontinental railroad to southern California in the 1870s, people 

from the eastern United States came pouring into the region by the tens of thousands.  But the 

Southern Pacific Railroad had chosen Los Angeles as its southwestern terminus—not San Diego—

leaving the eager tourist town “stranded” at the end of a coastal branch line.  Still, the arrival of 

the railroad set off a land boom in San Diego and its backcountry, spurred on by savvy speculators 

who promoted the region’s unparalleled climate and tremendous agricultural potential.  Of course, 

in order to tap into this potential, San Diego needed to develop its water resources.  Private, for-
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profit water companies began springing up and staking claims to local watersheds throughout the 

region—even those like the Tijuana River, which transcended the international boundary.  Thus, 

by the time Tijuana was officially established as the Pueblo of Zaragoza in 1889, its primary water 

source was already the subject of intense international intrigue.  This is the transnational nature of 

local development in Tijuandiego. 

 Chapter Two takes the story of Tijuandiego into the early twentieth century—a period of 

intensive private water development on both sides of the border.  San Diego’s private water 

companies, mostly owned and operated by wealthy investors from other parts of the United States, 

engaged in a frenzied competition for control over the local rivers and watersheds.  And, like all 

good capitalists, the primary purpose of those engaged in the “water business” was to make a 

profit—not to develop the greatest possible water supply for the future of San Diego.  Once the 

U.S. Navy firmly established itself in San Diego during the First World War, the divergence 

between public and private water interests became especially pronounced.  San Diego’s local water 

situation became a matter of national significance, and the priorities of the federal government 

increasingly took precedence over those of local stakeholders. 

 Meanwhile, Tijuana remained a dusty settlement on an abandoned rancho in the most 

distant corner of the Mexican nation.  To the east, in the fertile Mexicali Valley, U.S. investors 

expanded irrigated cultivation on Mexican land using water from the Colorado River and labor 

from Mexican and Chinese nationals.  When revolution rattled Mexico after 1910, the isolated 

Baja Peninsula became a point of international contention.  Any chaos below the border threatened 

to harm vested U.S. interests—chief among them, the Colorado River Land Company, owned and 

operated by the powerful publisher of the Los Angeles Times, Harrison Gray Otis.  In 1911, a small 

group of Los Angeles-based rebels—led by the radical Mexican anarchist Ricardo Flores Magón—
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encouraged Mexican and indigenous workers in Baja California to rise up against U.S. capitalists 

in Mexicali and Tijuana.  This Magonista Rebellion was short-lived—it was easily put down by 

Mexican federal troops, who were sent to Baja California at the urgent request of those influential 

U.S. property holders below the border.  In Tijuandiego, the Mexican Revolution was a thoroughly 

transnational affair. 

 Chapter Three picks up in the 1920s, when the federal prohibition of alcohol in the United 

States set off a “vice boom” that transcended international boundaries.  Prohibition transformed 

Tijuana into a world-renowned tourist destination almost overnight.  Set directly across the border 

from San Diego, Tijuana was in the perfect position to capitalize on the federal enforcement of 

temperance in the United States.  The town emerged as an international appendage to San Diego—

a place where southern Californians who chafed at the dry laws could find an oasis in the desert.  

U.S. capitalists saw the enormous profits to be made by expanding their business ventures across 

the border, and Mexican officials were more than willing to work with them—for a price.  The 

profits generated from these business arrangements were then spent, at least in part, to provide 

basic public services for the town of Tijuana, including the essential water infrastructure which 

sustained the tourist boom through the 1920s.  But because of the outsized role of U.S. capital in 

funding the territorial government of Baja California, decisions regarding water development were 

made to benefit U.S. stakeholders and their Mexican political allies above all else. 

 In San Diego, private water interests had established firm control over most of the local 

water resources, building dams, reservoirs, and distribution networks throughout the backcountry 

to serve agriculture, industry, and domestic consumers for a profit.  The municipal government of 

San Diego was a relative latecomer to the water business, requiring the city to purchase already-

built storage and conveyance systems from private water companies and to assert its “pueblo 
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rights” to the waters of the San Diego River.  Once the city was granted these rights by the 

California Supreme Court in 1929, plans for municipal water development were determined, by 

and large, by the voting citizens of San Diego.  Throughout the backcountry, the region’s major 

capitalists continued to own and operate the water infrastructure used for irrigated agriculture, 

particularly the lucrative citrus and avocado operations stretching north and east from the city.  

Perhaps not surprisingly, a few of these capitalists attempted to use their money and influence to 

sway public opinion on San Diego’s water strategy—some with more success than others. 

 Chapter Four explores the profound transformations brought on by the Great Depression 

and the Second World War.  Under President Lázaro Cárdenas (1934-1940), Mexico embarked on 

a program of national capitalism which emphasized territorial sovereignty and sought to limit U.S. 

control over the border economy.  Cárdenas promoted a full-scale “colonization” of Baja 

California, using the waters of the Colorado and Tijuana Rivers to stimulate the growth of 

independent agricultural communities granted lands along the border as a bulwark against the 

United States.  The colonization project had remarkable success in Mexicali, where direct access 

to the Colorado River allowed for expansive irrigation after the lands of the Colorado River Land 

Company were expropriated in 1937.  Colonization failed in Tijuana, however—there was simply 

not enough water to satisfy both urban and agricultural demands.  In the context of global economic 

uncertainty, the Mexican federal government managed to exert control over Baja California’s 

limited water resources, but it was unable to reorient Tijuana’s economy away from the pull of 

southern California. 

 With the outbreak of World War II, San Diego’s role as the primary U.S. Naval base on 

the Pacific coast cemented the city’s identity as a “martial metropolis.”  Its population doubled 

between 1941 and 1944, pushing local water resources to the brink of exhaustion.  The emergency 
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aqueduct from Los Angeles solved the city’s immediate water crisis, but because it was conceived 

as a wartime measure, the aqueduct’s route and carrying capacity were not optimally designed to 

meet the water needs of greater San Diego.  The end result was an insufficient water supply for 

the rapidly expanding urban population and an entrenched dependence on Los Angeles for access 

to the Colorado River.  For Tijuana, the pivotal aspect of World War II was the introduction of the 

bracero program, designed to alleviate the shortage of agricultural and other workers in the U.S. 

as men were drawn into the military and defense plants.  The binational labor program drew 

Mexican migrants northward on an unprecedented scale—with Tijuandiego becoming a primary 

conduit for transnational labor. 

 Chapter Five details the explosive growth of Tijuana, San Diego, California, and the greater 

southwest during two decades of postwar prosperity.  Of course, with more people and more 

industry came more water demands.  In order to satisfy the mounting water needs of the military 

establishments in San Diego during the Korean War, the U.S. Navy added a “second barrel” to the 

San Diego Aqueduct, which doubled the volume of Colorado River water brought in from the 

Metropolitan Water District.  Soaring populations in Los Angeles and San Diego initiated a 

statewide reckoning with the “geographic maldistribution” of water resources in California.  In the 

1960s, the state embarked on the greatest domestic water transfer ever attempted—sending huge 

quantities of northern California water through the Sacramento-San Joaquin River Delta; then 

through the farmlands of the Central Valley; and finally, up and over the Tehachapi Mountains 

into urban southern California. 

 Meanwhile, Tijuana faced the challenges of urbanization without the benefit of an imported 

water supply.  By 1960, the city’s population had surpassed 150,000 and was growing at an 

astonishing rate of nearly 10 percent a year.  Local officials knew—and had known for years—
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that the city’s water future depended on the Colorado River, but the prohibitive cost of an aqueduct 

to Mexicali led the federal government to pursue cheaper options.  The Secretary of Hydraulic 

Resources committed to digging deeper wells in the Tijuana riverbed and pumping up additional 

groundwater from the Valle de La Misión, located about 50 kilometers to the south, near Ensenada.  

When this failed to solve the problem, the federal government opted to pursue an experimental 

desalination plant in the nearby beach town of Rosarito.  Again, this failed to be a viable long-term 

solution to Tijuana’s existential water threat.  The city hobbled along from one water crisis to the 

next, as the federal government seemingly exhausted all possible alternatives to the Colorado 

River. 

 Chapter Six shows Tijuandiego as an exemplar of globalization in action.  In the 1960s and 

1970s, San Diego expanded as a center of Cold War military-industrial development, as well as a 

popular destination for sun-seeking tourists from the United States and around the world.  Just 

below the border, Tijuana emerged as a workshop of transnational capitalism.  With the end of the 

bracero program in 1964, fewer Mexican nationals could legally cross into the United States for 

work.  Border cities like Tijuana began to “fill up” with new arrivals, creating “reservoirs” of 

potential cheap labor.  Sanctioned by the Mexican federal government, transnational corporations 

from all over the world took advantage of the situation, establishing maquiladoras, or assembly 

plants, which lowered operating costs while extending global chains of production.  By the 1970s, 

Tijuana’s economy had become a national priority for the Mexican federal government, which 

invested heavily in infrastructure and public works projects in the city throughout the decade.  

Funds were available thanks in large part to the discovery of huge stores of petroleum in the Gulf 

of Mexico, which successive Mexican presidents leveraged for massive foreign loans.  Tijuana 

finally got its own Colorado River aqueduct in 1982—and then the bottom dropped out of the 
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Mexican economy.  Industry and employment collapsed; national capital disappeared; and Mexico 

took its fateful turn toward neoliberalism. 

 Throughout this long history of transnational development, power, prosperity, and access 

to water always favored San Diego and the United States; Tijuana and Mexico lived enduring 

deficits.  Economic and social integrations defined the life of the transborder metropolis, while 

politics and water projects remained mostly—but not entirely—separate.  The result is a history of 

integrated inequality—arguably the definition of globalization.  Welcome to Tijuandiego.
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CHAPTER ONE: 

FOUNDING TIJUANDIEGO, 1821-1889 
 
 

 The drawing of the border at Tijuandiego established an imbalanced political ecology that 

favored San Diego, California, and the United States over Tijuana, Baja California, and Mexico.  

San Diego got the splendid harbor and almost all of the local rivers, which form in the coastal 

mountains and flow through rich agricultural lands before emptying into the Pacific Ocean.  

California got San Diego, Los Angeles, and San Francisco—with gold in its northern hills—as 

well as the fertile Central Valley and the Sacramento and San Joaquin River basins.  And the 

United States got California, Texas, and everything in between—it became an American empire 

on a continental scale.  The harbors, the rivers, the lands, and the resources all went to the United 

States.  But it was not exactly a clean break.  The Tijuana River, the Colorado River, and the Rio 

Grande were divided, severed, and bisected, respectively—creating three new transnational 

watersheds in the most arid region of the continent.  The land and resources wrested by the United 

States from Mexico in the “War for North America” gave the U.S. tremendous geographical and 

ecological advantages over its reeling southern neighbor, advantages which would be used to 

strengthen U.S. economic and political power on the continent. 

 This chapter sketches the emergence of Tijuandiego from the end of the mission period 

through the “founding” of Tijuana in 1889.  Along the way, it explores the inexorable linkages 

between water, capital, urbanization, and agriculture in a particularly challenging environment—

one in which rainfall is scarce and watersheds transcend political boundaries.  Within this context, 

water remained paramount—it opened up all other avenues for development.  Efforts to control 

the region’s limited water resources were thus contentious and relentless.  With the arrival of the 
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railroad to southern California in the 1870s, people from the eastern United States came pouring 

into the region by the tens of thousands.  The remarkable population growth around San Diego 

Bay—from roughly 5,000 people in 1885 to nearly 40,000 just two years later—set the stage for a 

showdown between the expanding urban water interests of San Diego and the scattered agricultural 

interests of the private water companies springing up throughout the backcountry.  Local capitalists 

seized on the opportunities presented by water development, inviting investors from far and wide 

to help build up and exploit the region’s natural resources. 

 Meanwhile, on the Mexican ranchlands directly below the border, a bitter family dispute 

over property ownership stalled the development of the border region for many years.  The fighting 

factions of the Argüello family finally managed to come to a peaceable agreement in 1889, and 

with the help of a talented engineer, Ricardo Orozco, they drew up a detailed urban plan for a 

brand-new Mexican town located directly on the border.  They called it the Pueblo of Zaragoza—

the future site of the city of Tijuana.  At the time, however, the Mexican border region opposite 

San Diego consisted of only about 200 ranchers and small farmers, who had not settled directly on 

the international boundary line, but on lands scattered throughout the Tijuana River valley.  The 

development of Tijuana’s urban core—and the water challenges that came along with it—would 

wait until the 20th century. 

 

THE MEXICAN PERIOD 

 Prior to the 1820s, Tijuandiego remained a tiny, distant outpost on the northern frontier of 

the Spanish Empire in the Americas.  The Misión San Diego de Alcalá, established in 1769 by the 

Franciscan friar Junípero Serra, operated for five decades as a site of social, cultural, and economic 

integration between “pioneering” Spanish missionaries and the long-established Kumeyaay.  After 
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the shock of initial contact—and the concomitant spread of deadly diseases—the surviving 

indigenous population gradually adapted to the presence of the mission in their midst.  The primary 

“mission” of the missionaries was to convert the Kumeyaay to Catholicism—to “save” their native 

souls from eternal damnation.  But this, of course, was not the only aim of the Spanish Franciscans 

in California—they also sought to develop irrigated agriculture and to raise livestock on the 

mission lands in order to supply the presidios, pueblos, and mining camps stretching up the Pacific 

coast.  The Misión San Diego de Alcalá encompassed tens of thousands of acres of fertile farmland 

and pastureland along the banks of the San Diego River, which flowed from the nearby Cuyamaca 

Mountains and emptied into the ocean just north of San Diego Bay.  The padres relied on the hard 

work of indigenous laborers to build irrigation channels and to plant fields of wheat, maize, grapes, 

and other crops on the commonly-held mission lands.  Some indios, as they were classified by the 

padres, were also granted usufruct rights to cultivate their own plots using water from the San 

Diego River.  But despite the best efforts of the Franciscans, the vast majority of the region’s 

Kumeyaay never joined the mission—at least not directly.  Dozens of independent Kumeyaay 

villages remained scattered throughout the coastal interior, with which the “mission Indians” 

retained deep social, cultural, and economic linkages throughout the mission period.1 

 The entire basis for the mission system was rooted in the Spanish conviction that nature—

land, water, plants, animals, soils, minerals, etc.—constituted a divine gift from God to be subdued 

                                                
1 On the California missions, see Steven W. Hackel, Children of Coyote, Missionaries of Saint 
Francis: Indian-Spanish Relations in Colonial California, 1769-1850 (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 2005); Martha Ortega Soto, Alta California: una frontera olvidada del 
noroeste de México, 1769-1846 (Mexico City: Universidad Autónoma Metropolitana, 2001); and 
Lisbeth Haas, Conquests and Historical Identities in California, 1769-1936 (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1995), among others. 
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and exploited in the name of advancing civilization.2  The Spanish crown not only claimed territory 

in the New World, but it also claimed ownership of every earthly element that made up that 

territory.  Thus, the monarch, as absolute sovereign, held title to all land, water, and minerals 

claimed by the kingdom.  Only he or she had the power to grant ownership or usufruct rights to 

communities and individuals.  Water, in particular, was recognized by the crown as the foundation 

upon which society was built—it was a gift from God, received by the monarch, and granted to 

the entire community as a corporate body.  Hispanic water tradition was rooted in the principle of 

proportionality—the idea that everyone in a community had rights to water in proportion to their 

legitimate needs and in proportion to the volume of water available.3  When it came to the Misión 

San Diego de Alcalá, title to the land and water resources remained vested in the crown, with friars 

serving as “trustees” for the native population.  Responsibilities of “trusteeship” included not only 

Christianizing the gentiles and training them as agriculturalists and herdsmen, but also providing 

them with sufficient water for both domestic and irrigation purposes.4  This traditional Hispanic 

emphasis on communal water rights would have a lasting legacy in the region—long after the 

dissolution of the Spanish Empire in the first decades of the nineteenth century. 

 Once Mexico gained its independence from Spain in 1821, the new government sought to 

strengthen its authority over the territory to which it now laid claim.  Mexican officials were 

especially worried that the Spanish crown would continue to exert an outsized influence in Alta 

California, since the missions stretching up the Pacific coast remained tied to the Roman Catholic 

Church via Spain.  Beginning in 1825, the newly-appointed Mexican governor of Alta California, 

                                                
2 Norris Hundley, Jr., The Great Thirst: Californians and Water, 1770s-1990s, rev. ed. 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001), p. 28. 
3 Hundley, Great Thirst, pp. 30, 38-40. 
4 Hundley, Great Thirst, p. 39. 
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José María Echeandía, formally initiated the process of mission secularization.  The aim was to 

impart state power in a frontier region with little loyalty to the emergent Mexican nation.  Governor 

Echeandía issued an “emancipation proclamation” in 1826 declaring that all indios within the 

districts of San Diego, Santa Barbara, and Monterey were freed from mission rule and eligible to 

become Mexican citizens.5  The governor then began breaking up the mission lands into private 

ranchos and distributing the property to prominent political figures and military officers who had 

fought in the war for independence.  The recently “emancipated” indigenous populations—who 

had maintained usufruct rights to the mission lands and waters for the past half-century of Spanish 

rule—would not be granted their own ranchos under the new Mexican regime.  Instead, the 

ancestral territories of the California natives were divvied up by Mexican politicians who sought 

to proliferate the profit-producing cattle ranches up and down the California coast.  In a sense, this 

was a foundational moment for political capitalism in the region—driven by Mexican liberals; 

enjoyed by Spanish Californios; and suffered by indigenous communities.  In 1829, Governor 

Echeandía granted a 25,000-acre tract of ranchland, stretching southeast from San Diego Bay and 

encompassing a sizeable portion of the Tijuana River basin, to a prominent Californio soldier 

named Santiago Argüello.  This was the Rancho de Tijuana—one of the first of nearly two dozen 

large land grants to be doled out by the Mexican government in greater Tijuandiego over the course 

of the next two decades.6 

 Santiago Argüello was born in 1792 into one of the foremost families of Alta California.  

His father, José Dario Argüello, had been a founder of the Pueblo de Los Ángeles, and his mother, 

                                                
5 Hubert Howe Bancroft, History of California, Vol III: 1825-1840 (San Francisco: The History 
Co., 1886), pp. 100-103; Zephyrin Engelhardt, San Diego Mission (San Francisco: James H. 
Barry Co., 1920), pp. 205-214. 
6 See Richard F. Pourade, The History of San Diego, Vol. III: The Sliver Dons (San Diego: 
Union-Tribune Publishing Co., 1963), pp. 61-74; and Ortega Soto, Alta California, pp. 341-449. 
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María Ignacia Moraga, was a niece of the founder of the Pueblo de San José.  Young Santiago 

entered the Spanish Army as a cadet in 1805, and he spent his early military career stationed at the 

presidios of San Francisco and Santa Barbara.  In 1810, he met and married María del Pilar 

Ortega—a fruitful union that would go on to produce more than a dozen offspring.  Santiago, 

María, and their first five children relocated to the Presidio of San Diego a few years later, where 

Santiago would serve as paymaster, then lieutenant, and eventually commander of the San Diego 

Company.  By the time don Santiago was granted the Rancho de Tijuana in 1829, he had 

established himself as one of the leading military figures in all of California.7 

 The pace of land transfers quickened after 1833, when the Mexican congress passed a 

“decree of confiscation” and sent government inspectors to the missions in order to assess the land 

and livestock in preparation for redistribution.  In September of 1834, Misión San Diego de Alcalá, 

the “mother mission” of the California chain, was officially transferred into government hands.  

Over the course of the next decade, the mission’s extensive landholdings would be subdivided and 

given away to the region’s most prominent families.  The largest of these land grants—a colossal 

130,000-acre rancho stretching north along the Pacific coast from San Diego—was awarded in 

1841 to the controversial Californio politician Pío Pico, who had been one of the chief advocates 

of mission secularization since the early 1820s.8  Shortly after don Pío secured his sprawling 

coastal estate, a violent power struggle broke out between the competing political factions based 

in Los Angeles and Monterey.  In February of 1845, don Pío led his fellow abajeños (lowlanders) 

in a successful revolt against the widely-reviled governor in the north, Manuel Micheltorena.  Pío 

                                                
7 William E. Smythe, History of San Diego, 1542-1908: An Account of the Rise and Progress of 
the Pioneer Settlement on the Pacific Coast of the United States (San Diego: The History Co., 
1908), p. 163; Antonio Padilla Corona, “The Rancho Tía Juana (Tijuana) Grant,” The Journal of 
San Diego History, Vol. 50 (Winter/Spring 2004), p. 30. 
8 Pourade, Sliver Dons, p. 65. 
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Pico then took over as governor of Alta California himself in March, relocating the seat of power 

from Monterey to Los Angeles, where he would run the government from his spacious adobe 

headquarters in the pueblo’s central plaza.9 

 For the moment, Governor Pico appeared to have secured his authority in Alta California.  

He was quick to recognize and reward those who had been loyal to the abajeño cause—men like 

Santiago Argüello, whom he appointed alcalde (magistrate) of the Pueblo de San Diego in 1845.  

At this point, the pueblo consisted of about forty wooden and adobe structures built around an old 

dirt plaza on the flatlands below the presidio.  It was home to a few dozen ranchers, merchants, 

landowners, and their families—mostly Mexican Californios with a handful of Anglo-Americans 

and Europeans mixed in.10  The outlying lands were dotted with indigenous settlements, mostly 

Kumeyaay communities concentrated in the river valleys and desert foothills to the north and east.  

Governor Pico took full advantage of his new position to intensify the process of secularization 

and to multiply the distribution of ranchos to his political allies and relatives.  Among the major 

properties don Pío bequeathed to his personal favorites in the months after coming to power was 

the Rancho El Cajon, consisting of nearly 50,000 acres of the region’s richest grazing lands along 

the San Diego River, which he gave to the distinguished Estudillo family; as well as the Rancho 

de La Nación, covering roughly 27,000 acres on both sides of the Sweetwater River, which he 

granted to his son-in-law, the English merchant John Forster.  He also granted the Rancho 

                                                
9 Lucila del Carmen León Velazco and Mario Alberto Magaña Mancillas, “El Periodo Misional, 
1697-1849,” in Breve Historia de Baja California, ed. Marco Antonio Samaniego López 
(Mexicali: Universidad Autónoma de Baja California, 2014), p. 72; Carlos Manuel Salomon, Pío 
Pico: The Last Governor of Mexican California (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2011), 
pp. 68-92; Pourade, Silver Dons, pp. 56-58. 
10 Lawrence D. Taylor, “The Mining Boom in Baja California from 1850 to 1890 and the 
Emergence of Tijuana as a Border Community,” Journal of the Southwest, Vol. 43, No. 3 
(Winter 2001), p. 465; Smythe, History of San Diego, pp. 238-249. 
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Cuyamaca, stretching into the mountains east of San Diego, to Agustín Olvera, who had married 

his neice; and he gave away a large chunk of the former mission lands along the San Luis Rey 

River to an American fur trapper named Jonathan Warner.11  The Californio elite were a tight-knit 

bunch, who used extensive intermarriages to establish and maintain deep familial and commercial 

networks across cultures and generations.  And don Pío could operate with great discretion in Alta 

California—so distant from the nation’s capital in Mexico City—so long as he worked to 

implement the federal government’s vision of large-scale private ranches stretching up the Pacific 

coast. 

 But just as the ink was drying on don Pío’s new land concessions, a decade-long 

geopolitical standoff in Texas was about to come to a head.  Mexico had refused to recognize the 

independence of Texas after its rebellion in 1836, and the Mexican government continued to claim 

sovereignty over the territory in the years that followed.  When the United States formally annexed 

Texas in 1845 and admitted it as the twenty-eighth state of the Union, the long-simmering tensions 

finally reached a boiling point.  President James K. Polk made a half-hearted effort to purchase 

from Mexico the disputed territory between the Nueces River and the Rio Grande, but after his 

insulting offer was flatly rejected by the Mexican government in January of 1846, Polk ordered 

General Zachary Taylor to march his forces south from their base near Corpus Christi to the mouth 

of the Rio Grande.  Taylor and his men then built a fort on the northern bank of the river, trained 

their cannon on the Mexican town of Matamoros across the way, and ordered a blockade of the 

port in order to deny food and supplies to the soldiers and citizens of the town.  This, of course, 

sparked a violent confrontation with the Mexican forces stationed in the area—which, in turn, gave 
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President Polk the pretext he sought to declare war on Mexico and launch an all-out assault on the 

sovereign nation.12 

 Once news of the events in Texas reached California, Governor Pico scrambled to prepare 

for the imminent American invasion.  He hastened to dispose of the rest of the mission properties 

in a desperate attempt to raise funds and secure alliances with those who might be able to help 

defend the territory.  On June 8, 1846, don Pío signed a deed conveying the old Misión San Diego 

de Alcalá, including its nearly 60,000 acres of prime grazing and agricultural lands along the San 

Diego River, to Santiago Argüello, who was being rewarded for having “rendered the government 

important services at all times.”13  This was at least in part a reference to the support that Argüello 

had provided Pico during his revolt against the governor in Monterey a year prior, but the 

circumstances had changed dramatically since then, and Argüello had no interest in trying to fight 

off the American invaders.  The tiny pueblo of San Diego was easily captured by U.S. forces at 

the end of July, and Los Angeles was taken less than two weeks later.  Argüello issued a public 

appeal to his fellow Californios in early-August, imploring them not to resist the Americans and 

insisting that U.S. control of California would finally provide the protection and stability they all 
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needed to prosper.14  This was the most influential political and military figure in San Diego 

assessing the situation and choosing to cooperate with the U.S. invaders for a smooth—and 

perhaps personally profitable—transition of power. 

 Not everyone around San Diego heeded Argüello’s call to surrender, however—a few of 

the most established families remained loyal to Mexico and briefly attempted to fight back, 

although their feeble resistance was short lived.  In Los Angeles, Governor Pico weighed his 

options and decided it was best to flee south into Baja California.  On August 10, he bid farewell 

to those he was abandoning in Alta California and unconvincingly assured them that their “loyalty 

and courage shall be the impregnable wall against which the machinations of the invaders shall 

fall to pieces.”15  This, of course, would not be the case—San Diego, Los Angeles, Monterey, and 

San Francisco were all captured quickly, while U.S. Naval forces in the Gulf of Mexico prepared 

for an amphibious attack on the port city of Veracruz and a subsequent ground invasion of the 

Mexican heartland.  American forces laid siege to Veracruz for two weeks in March of 1847, and 

by early-April more than 8,000 U.S. troops were marching towards Mexico City.  Led by Major 

General Winfield Scott, U.S. forces entered the Valley of Mexico in August of 1847, and by mid-

September they had stormed the Castillo de Chapultepec and claimed control over the ancient 

metropolis.16 

 The Mexican army, under the command of General Antonio López de Santa Anna, was 

forced to flee north toward Querétaro, but not before Santa Ana opened the city jails and released 

                                                
14 Richard Griswold del Castillo, “The American Colonization of San Diego,” in Chicano San 
Diego: Cultural Space and the Struggle for Justice, ed. Richard Griswold del Castillo (Tucson: 
University of Arizona Press, 2007), pp. 40-42; Pourade, Silver Dons, pp. 83-84. 
15 Pío Pico quoted in Pourade, Silver Dons, p. 84. 
16 See Guardino, Dead March, pp. [?]; DeLay, War of a Thousand Deserts, pp. 286-287; 
Winders, Crisis in the Southwest, pp. 120-130; Eisenhower, So Far from God, pp. 253-265. 
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thousands of Mexican prisoners onto the streets and plazas of the capital city he was abandoning.  

Local citizens and newly-freed criminals alike began using stones, muskets, and whatever other 

weapons they could find in a spontaneous riot against the occupying forces.  The irregular urban 

combat quickly turned vicious, as U.S. soldiers responded to provocations with close-range 

artillery fire into crowds and buildings suspected of housing guerrillas.  The brief popular uprising 

was quickly suppressed, and government representatives agreed to begin peace negotiations 

shortly thereafter.17 

 In February of 1848, representatives from both nations met in the Villa de Guadalupe 

Hidalgo, a small town on a hill north of Mexico City, to hammer out the final details of the treaty.  

The main issue at hand was where, exactly, to draw the new political boundary between the two 

reconfiguring nation-states.  Although some of the more aggressive members of the U.S. Congress 

called for the full annexation of Mexico, President Polk—himself an avowed and committed 

expansionist—had no intention of taking the entire country at this time.  From the very start, Polk’s 

primary goal in invading Mexico had been to acquire for the United States the California coastline, 

complete with its splendid natural harbors.  The president and his advisors considered wresting 

control of California from Mexico to be an essential step in establishing American military and 

economic power on the Pacific.  Polk thus pushed for a peace treaty in which Mexico would be 

forced to concede not only Alta California and Texas, but also the enormous territory of Santa Fe 

de Nuevo México which lay in between.  These political negotiations were carried out in the 
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context of armed occupation.  Mexico’s first proposal for the boundary line ran along the 37th 

parallel, just south of San Francisco Bay.  It was rejected outright.  The second proposal ran just 

south of Delmar, about twenty miles north of San Diego Bay, and that, too, was rejected by the 

U.S. delegation.  Ultimately, the negotiators settled on a location that the United States found 

satisfactory: the new boundary would run exactly one marine league south of San Diego Bay, 

extending eastward in a straight line to the intersection of the Gila and Colorado Rivers, and then 

continuing eastward until it reached the Rio Grande at El Paso del Norte, from which point it would 

follow the course of the river all the way to its mouth in the Gulf of Mexico.18 

 In other words, after a sustained two-year invasion, the U.S. aggressors had seized roughly 

half of Mexico’s claimed land—including the enormous territories encompassing the present-day 

U.S. states of Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, California, Nevada, Utah, and parts of Colorado and 

Wyoming.  Along the Pacific coast, the United States had seized the ports of San Francisco, 

Monterey, Los Angeles, and San Diego.  Slightly inland, it had gained the Sacramento and San 

Joaquin River basins, as well as what would become the rich agricultural lands of California’s 

Central Valley.  Down in San Diego, the United States took possession of the glorious bay and the 

string of mountain streams that emptied into and around it. 

 The decision to draw the line just south of San Diego Bay was no accident.  Although most 

of the decision-makers back in Washington had no first-hand knowledge of the Pacific coast, they 

knew enough about California to include all of its greatest assets—harbors and rivers chief among 
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them.19  Yet the chosen location for the international boundary raised a whole new set of problems.  

In addition to dividing Mexico from the United States, the new boundary also split the Tijuana 

River valley between the two Californias; severed the mouth of the Colorado River from the rest 

of its body; and bifurcated the Rio Grande watershed from El Paso del Norte to the Gulf of Mexico.   

The creation of three new transnational watersheds in the most arid region of the continent would 

have major hydropolitical ramifications in the decades to come.  In 1848, however, those long-

term consequences were difficult to imagine.  The drafters of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo 

saw the rivers as convenient political boundaries and important avenues for steamboat 

navigation—they did not consider the use of the river water for social or economic purposes.  

Accordingly, questions about international water rights would loom large over the border region, 

as people on both sides of the boundary came to recognize the real value of these water resources. 

 

A NEW TOWN 

 The “conquest” of California was swift, hastened by military and political collaboration 

between Spanish, Mexican, and Anglo-American elites up and down the Pacific coast.  And, as 

luck would have it, the “discovery” of gold in the hills of Alta California—something which had 

been rumored in Mexico for years already—sparked a mass migration on a hemispheric scale.20  

As the story goes, on the morning of January 24, 1848, barely a week before the signing of the 
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Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, a carpenter named James W. Marshall noticed a few glittering 

specks in the river channel he was digging for the sawmill he was building for James Sutter on the 

American River east of Sacramento.  The two men tested the metal, confirmed that it was, indeed, 

gold of the finest quality, and then braced themselves for what was to come next.  Rumors of the 

discovery reached the eastern seaboard by late summer, before they were confirmed by President 

Polk in an address to Congress in December of 1848.  The gold rush was officially on. 

 Along with the hordes of Anglo-American prospectors who came pouring in from the east, 

miners from Mexico, Chile, and elsewhere in Latin America made their way up las Californias to 

the coveted goldfields of the north.  Many Mexicans had already gained experience with placer 

mining in the San Fernando hills north of Los Angeles, from which they had been extracting gold 

since 1842.21  In and around the pueblo of San Diego, a fair number of townsfolk packed up what 

they could carry and took off to try their luck in the mines.  Despite this minor population drain, 

those who chose to stay in town were met with increased opportunities in the early years of the 

gold rush.  San Diego Bay was a regular stopover point for the steady stream of miners and other 

adventurers coming up the Pacific coast—whether overland or by steamship—which helped to 

stimulate local business.  Both Mexican and American entrepreneurs opened up supply shops, 

restaurants, hotels, and taverns to entertain the migrant prospectors during their brief stays in the 

dusty downtown.22 

 The ranching business also got a major boost, as cattle from both sides of the border were 

driven in large numbers to the mining camps of northern California.  The demand for beef in the 

“gold country” presented the rancheros of southern California with a tremendous market for their 
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livestock, as long as they could get it there.  But with more cattle came more cattle thefts—crimes 

almost always blamed on the local indigenous population.  Up to this point, the most common 

punishment for those accused of stealing had been a heavy lashing, although a considerable 

number of natives were summarily shot or hanged instead.  Killings of this sort were not 

uncommon, since those who committed these acts knew that, in the event of a trial, they would not 

be convicted of murder.23  The San Diego Herald, one of the town’s first newspapers, reported in 

1854 that “whipping has got to be of small account in deterring the Indians from thieving, and we 

have come to the conclusion that the delectable and efficacious remedy of hanging is about the 

best, after all.”24  The indigenous population of California faced endless waves of white settlers 

encroaching on their territory, taking their most cherished lands and oftentimes taking their lives.25 

 On the whole, California’s non-indigenous population grew from some 10,000 persons in 

1846 to more than 100,000 by the time it was ratified as a U.S. state in 1850.  The total indigenous 

population at the time was estimated around 150,000, or about half the precontact level.26  This 

rapid influx of settlers initiated a large-scale transfer of private land holdings from Mexicans to 

Anglo-Americans, as towns and small cities proliferated and commercial and agricultural 

development expanded apace.  Once California was firmly under U.S. control, the property rights 

of the Californios—the Spanish and Mexican dons like Santiago Argüello who had received their 
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sprawling estates through land grants from the Mexican government—were called into question 

and challenged in court.  Argüello had aided the Anglo-Americans in their takeover of San Diego 

and was subsequently rewarded with a commission as captain in the U.S. California Battalion and 

appointed head customs collector of the port of San Diego.  Yet despite his immediate acceptance 

into the new structures of local administration, Argüello’s efforts to legally secure his vast 

territorial possessions with the new U.S. government were met with stiff resistance. 

 The language of Article VIII of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo was clear: 
 

Mexicans now established in territories previously belonging to Mexico, and which remain 
for the future within the limits of the United States…shall be free to continue where they 
now reside…retaining the property which they possess in the said territories…without their 
being subjected, on this account, to any contribution, tax, or charge whatever… In the said 
territories, property of every kind…shall be inviolably respected. The present owners, the 
heirs of these, and all Mexicans who may hereafter acquire said property by contract, shall 
enjoy with respect to it guarantees equally ample as if the same belonged to citizens of the 
United States.27 
 

Despite the guarantee that “property of every kind” would be “inviolably respected,” U.S. officials 

leveled accusations that the California mission lands had been “fraudulently” given away by Pío 

Pico in advance of the U.S. invasion.  Shortly after the takeover, the man who had assumed control 

as military governor of California, Stephen F. Kearny, issued a proclamation declaring that the 

United States would assume a “guardianship” over the mission properties until all claims of 

ownership could be properly verified.28  Then, in 1851, the United States Congress passed a Land 

Act, which required all Mexican landowners in the territories recently ceded to the United States 

to validate their property claims before a U.S. land commission, with a very heavy burden of proof 

falling on the Mexican claimants.  This act essentially forced the Californios to spend large sums 
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of money on lawyers in an effort to prove the validity of their land grants and to defend themselves 

against all comers.  Many were forced to mortgage their ranchos or sell their cattle in order to 

cover hefty litigation fees.  Squatters—both Anglo-Americans and opportunistic Mexicans alike—

established themselves on the rancho lands to stake their claim to what they hoped would be 

declared public domain. Ultimately, Argüello was denied ownership of the mission lands he had 

been granted by don Pío in 1846, but his long-standing rights to the Rancho de Tijuana—which 

now, at least in theory, had an international boundary running through it—were legally upheld by 

the courts.29 

 Surveyors for the United States Boundary Commission arrived in San Diego in the summer 

of 1850 to begin physically delineating the new U.S.-Mexico border.  In charge of the operation 

was Lieutenant Andrew B. Gray, a civil engineer who, upon his arrival to the dilapidated town, 

envisioned relocating it from the foot of Presidio Hill to the broad, flat shores of San Diego Bay.  

Lieutenant Gray convinced a number of prominent local residents that the land around the harbor 

would become much more valuable as the community continued to grow.  At the time, the 

population of San Diego was estimated to be about 650 people.30  One notable resident—a San 

Francisco merchant named William Heath Davis, who had recently married into the esteemed 

Estudillo family of San Diego—got together with a few Californio business partners and bought 
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up 160 acres of land along the waterfront.31  This was to be the new commercial hub of San 

Diego—a “New Town,” as they called it.  In the fall of 1850, Davis invested $60,000 to build a 

wharf and a warehouse for the future city.  The group of speculators managed to interest a local 

army quartermaster in their venture, and the U.S. government established a supply depot and army 

barracks in New Town shortly thereafter.  This gave the small town a steady population of soldiers, 

who happily patronized the spacious saloon at Davis’ new hotel, the Pantoja House.  A few dozen 

homes, a church, and a school were built nearby—as well as a lighthouse on Point Loma alerting 

all passers-by to the emergence of a new U.S. port town just north of the Mexican border.32 

 Despite these early investments in the harbor area, San Diego in the early 1850s remained 

a frontier community of a rugged nature.  Mixed in with the propertied ranchers and merchants 

were a considerable number of transient individuals—many with volatile temperaments—who 

were typically armed with pistols and large hunting knives.  The rough-and-tumble atmosphere of 

the period was colorfully described by an artist named H. M. T. Powell during his two-month stay 

in town: “Gamblers and gambling rife here, Sunday or no Sunday… Everybody gets drunk… The 

gambling and drinking of the officers…and their exceedingly supercilious manners to the 

Emigrants is very reprehensible.”33   Powell vividly described the stabbing and maiming of a U.S. 

                                                
31 Among the Californio business partners were Juan Bandini, José Antonio Aguirre, and Miguel 
de Pedrorena. See Griswold del Castillo, “The American Colonization of San Diego,” p. 53; 
Pourade, Silver Dons, p. 160. 
32 Hardigain Lyman Clower, “San Diego Water,” City Schools Curriculum Project, Works 
Project Administration, 1941, ch. 2. National Archives and Records Administration (NARA), 
Record Group 69: Records of the Work Projects Administration, 1922 – 1944, State Project 
Reports and Research Publications, 1933 – 1943, LB 1570.S38 No. 9 San Diego Water (1941); 
“William Heath Davis, Forgotten Pioneer of San Diego,” San Diego Union-Tribune, Apr. 12, 
2008; Mayer, San Diego, p. 30; Taylor, “The Mining Boom in Baja California,” p. 466; Smythe, 
History of San Diego, pp. 317-319. 
33 H. M. T. Powell, Santa Fe Trail to California, 1849-1852 (San Francisco: Book Club of 
California, 1931), pp. 190-199; quoted in Taylor, “The Mining Boom in Baja California,” p. 466. 



 40 

infantryman, apparently over a gambling debt, as well as a Mexican soldier murdering someone 

in broad daylight with hardly a public reaction and seemingly no repercussions. This was the Wild 

West, after all. 

 The New Town project ran into problems from the start—not the least of which was a lack 

of sufficient drinking water.  For the first few years of its existence, every drop of water consumed 

in New Town had to be hauled from the San Diego River a few miles to the north.  Apparently, 

the army officer who had originally joined Davis in the venture had hired a well digger to dig a 

well near the army barracks, but the job was left half-finished after the hired hand took off for parts 

unknown.  Most residents had been skeptical of the New Town project from the start and had 

remained in the old settlement on the San Diego River; those who had chosen to relocate to New 

Town were starting to move back to Old Town in droves.  One observer, a U.S. surveyor named 

John Russell Bartlett, summarized the situation as follows: “A large and fine wharf was built here 

at great expense; but there is no business to bring vessels here… There is no water nearer than the 

San Diego River, three miles distant… Wood has to be brought some eight or ten miles; nor is 

there any arable land within four miles.  Without wood, water, or arable land this place can never 

rise to prominence.”34 

 By the end of the 1850s, the New Town experiment seemed to have run its course.  The 

center of trade and activity had fully reverted back to Old Town, and the bustling atmosphere of 

the gold rush began to feel like a distant memory.  The cattle market, which had boomed in the 

first half of the 1850s to serve the voracious appetites of the miners in the north, entered into a 

period of sharp decline.  Reports indicate that by 1860, the total number of cattle in California had 
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risen to more than a million—far beyond the needs of the state, and with no alternative markets to 

which the herds could be easily redirected.35  Compounding the difficulties of the rancheros in 

San Diego and Los Angeles was the arrival of enormous flocks of sheep, which were driven by 

the tens of thousands along the Gila Trail from Santa Fe and across the Colorado River at Yuma.  

Not only did these animals compete with the California cattle for sustenance, but they also glutted 

the meat market and sent prices into a downward spiral.36  By the early 1860s, over three million 

cattle, sheep, and horses were overgrazing the California rangeland.37  Surely San Diego had seen 

better days. 

 Unfortunately, things were only about to get more volatile.  In November of 1860, 

Abraham Lincoln was elected President of the United States, and a month later, South Carolina 

seceded from the Union.  By the spring of 1861, ten other Southern states had followed South 

Carolina’s lead, and the United States descended into civil war.  California, on the whole, remained 

loyal to the Union, but a large portion of the Californios in the southern part of the state actually 

sympathized with the Confederacy.  They had felt mistreated by the United States in the fifteen 

years since the American takeover, and they were convinced that another changeover in 

government would help to secure their disputed land claims in the face of unrelenting squatters 
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and other unwanted usurpers.  Of course, many of them also supported the expansion of slavery 

across the country, which was the primary issue at the heart of the conflict.38 

 Then, as if the social and political fracturing were not enough, in January of 1862 a 

powerful storm swept across southern California, causing major flooding in the San Diego 

countryside and washing out roads and buildings in town.  One local observer noted, “It was not 

only a flood of waters falling from the Heavens, but such a South-Easter I have never known, the 

tide backing up the waters of the bay which was running in from the river to a hight (sic) never 

before witnessed by an American.”39  The army outpost in New Town became a muddy 

quagmire—inaccessible by wagon and cut off from its regular supply of fuel.  The volunteer 

soldiers who had remained in the barracks decided that, as a matter of survival, they needed to tear 

up Davis’s wharf and use the lumber for firewood.40  This was the unceremonious end of Davis’s 

New Town—from that point onward, the deserted harbor area came to be known by a different 

name entirely: Davis’s Folly. 

 San Diego was pelted with over five inches of rainfall in January of 1862—more rain than 

had fallen in the entire twelve months prior.41  The flooding was extensive, wiping out not only 
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houses and farms in the backcountry, but also the soils and grasses that sustained the region’s 

livestock.  Without sufficient grasses to graze, the cattle were severely weakened, making them 

particularly vulnerable to the drought conditions that gripped San Diego the following winter.  

Those resilient cattle that managed to survive both the flood and the drought were in such poor 

condition by 1863 that they could no longer be sold on the meat market.  Unfortunately for both 

the cattle and the rancheros, the unrelenting drought continued for another year, wiping out cattle 

by the hundreds of thousands and devastating the rancheros’ already fragile finances.42  Perhaps 

the primary beneficiaries of the region’s volatile climate in the 1860s were the sheep—they could 

survive on a much broader range of forage than the cattle or horses, and thus easily adapted to the 

dry hills and valleys of southern California.  Rancheros replaced their dying cattle with herds of 

sheep wherever they could, not only because sheep were more sensible in the current climate, but 

also in the current economy.  The Civil War had completely disrupted the cotton industry in the 

U.S. South, creating a tremendous new market for wool which the rancheros were more than happy 

to supply.43  By the late 1860s, the age of the traditional Californio had come to a close.  What was 

to come next was anyone’s guess. 

wvvvw 

 The end of the Civil War sparked a new wave of westward migration in the United States 

and quickened the pace of economic development in California.  It was in this context that modern 

San Diego’s celebrated “founding father”—Alonzo E. Horton—arrived to the sleepy coastal town 

and, like Gray and Davis before him, envisioned a great port city just waiting to be built.  Horton 

was originally from New England—another Yankee born with an entrepreneurial spirit and a keen 
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sense of adventure.  He followed a business opportunity to Milwaukee, Wisconsin, in the 1830s, 

where he became a successful cattle trader and real estate promoter.  He then joined the hopeful 

hordes headed west during the gold rush, where he found success again by selling ice, water, and 

other supplies in the mining camps.  In the early-1860s, Horton established himself in San 

Francisco and opened up a furniture store on Market Street.  It was around this time when he first 

heard details about the small southern California town of San Diego and its supposedly 

magnificent bay.  In April of 1867, Horton sold off his belongings in San Francisco and headed 

down the coast on the paddle-wheel steamship Pacific.  Upon his arrival in San Diego Bay, he was 

pleased to discover that the sun-soaked harbor was even better than advertised: “I thought San 

Diego must be heaven on Earth,” Horton later recalled in an interview.  “It seemed to me the best 

spot for building a city I ever saw.”44 

 Horton recognized that the harbor would become the nexus of commerce, transportation, 

and industry for the city, so he revived the push to re-center San Diego along the waterfront.  In 

May of 1867, he purchased from the Trustees of the City of San Diego 960 acres of land directly 

adjacent to Davis’s Folly for 27 cents an acre—a price reportedly considered high by the locals, 

who had lived through the failed waterfront experiment just a few years earlier.  The circumstances 

had changed since then, however, with the settling of the Civil War and the progress made on the 

first transcontinental railroad.  Old Town San Diego still only had a few hundred residents at this 

point, but many more people were on their way.  Horton laid out his new subdivision—which he 
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called Horton’s Addition—directly beside Davis’s Folly.  He built a new wharf, a new school 

building, and a post office before turning his attention to a landmark hotel, which he completed in 

the fall of 1870 and named the Horton House.  This brick structure was 200 feet long, two-and-a-

half stories high, and crowned by an observatory with a view of the bay which the newly-

established San Diego Union described as “the most magnificent in Christendom.”45  Horton used 

his marketing skills to attract settlers from far and wide and to build excitement for the city.  He 

gave away prime real estate to churches and other charitable establishments and convinced the city 

council to set aside 1,400 acres for the creation of the future Balboa Park.46  By 1870, the 

population of San Diego had surpassed 2,000 people—many of whom had chosen to settle in 

Horton’s Addition.  The re-centering of the city on the waterfront was made final in April of 1872, 

when a fire broke out in Old Town and destroyed most of the old business district.47 

 And yet, the water problems that had previously plagued Davis’ Folly still remained.  At 

first, nearly all the water consumed in Horton’s Addition continued to come from the San Diego 

River, hauled to the harbor by wagon and then sold by the bucket or barrel.  Before long, a number 

of local residents had sunk private wells on their property in order to tap into the groundwater 

below New Town.  Some of these wells were developed commercially and equipped with windmill 

pumps and storage tanks—most notably the one next to Horton House, which was capable of 

producing up to 2,000 gallons of water an hour.48  Water carriers would draw from the wells and 

peddle their wares around town for 10 cents a bucket.  The quality of the groundwater was not 
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very good, however, so most residents continued buying their drinking water from the San Diego 

River for 25 cents a bucket.49  The locals would joke about the poor quality of the well water in 

Horton’s Addition: “We boiled it; we screened it; we boiled it again; and then we drank something 

else.”50 

 Thus far, San Diego’s water development had been a haphazard and disorganized affair.  

But a major step toward organization was taken in 1873, when a local resident named Jacob 

Gruendike formed a private water corporation—the San Diego Water Company—and drilled a 

300-foot well in Pound Canyon at the southwestern corner of the future Balboa Park.  The 

groundwater was pumped up to the surface and sent into San Diego’s first piped water system, 

delivering up to 50,000 gallons a day to a number of prominent properties in Horton’s Addition.51  

Still, most residents turned up their noses at the groundwater and clamored for more of the fresh 

water flowing in the San Diego River.  In 1875, the San Diego Water Company received an 

injection of capital from a group of investors, which was used to drill a dozen new wells in the bed 

of the San Diego River and to install a pumping plant and distribution system to move the water 

about the city.  The company built a pair of concrete storage reservoirs on the hill just above New 

Town—in the future neighborhood of University Heights—which could hold up to 170,000 

gallons of water and deliver it by gravity to the homes and businesses below.  This early foray into 

private water development in San Diego had been a marked success—and it helped pave the way 

for other enterprising individuals to enter into the water business in the years to come. 
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LA ADUANA DE TIJUANA 

 Just as the new town of San Diego was beginning to take shape—thanks in large part to 

the vision and determination of its most recent “founder,” Alonzo E. Horton—a gold strike in the 

mountains of Baja California initiated a new wave of U.S. interest below the border.  Ever since 

the international boundary line had been drawn, occasional discoveries of gold in the coastal sierras 

had sparked mini-rushes of eager southern Californians into Baja California with hopes of striking 

it rich.  The first significant find came in June of 1851 in the vicinity of the former Misión Santo 

Tomás de Aquino, a Dominican mission located about a hundred miles south of San Diego near 

the Bahía de Todos Santos (the future site of the Mexican port city of Ensenada).  Although the 

gold discovered here was not of the highest quality, some miners were able to extract more than 

five dollars’ worth a day—a huge haul for the times—and a small town and military garrison soon 

developed around the diggings.52  A number of similar strikes in Baja California throughout the 

1850s and into the 1860s kept hope alive that the fading gold rush in Alta California could be 

revitalized below the border. 

 Of course, a gold rush on the scale of 1849’s was never to be repeated in Baja or Alta 

California.  However, some substantial discoveries on both sides of the international boundary in 

the early 1870s did reignite the gold fever that had previously swept across the region.  In February 

of 1870, a rancher struck gold in the Cuyamaca Mountains northeast of San Diego, and within just 

a couple of weeks, a new mini-rush was on.  The San Diego Union reported in March that the 

discovery had generated intense excitement in town: “A stampede immediately ensued and the 
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road has now for several days been lined with teams of every description and men mounted and 

on foot enroute to the mines.”53  The Julian gold rush, as it came to be known, drew thousands of 

prospectors from coastal California communities deep into San Diego’s backcountry, giving rise 

to a handful of mountainside mining towns like Julian, Banner, and Cuyamaca City, as well as a 

population of future farmers along the San Diego River. 

 Meanwhile, roughly eighty miles to the south, rich veins of gold and silver ore had just 

been uncovered on a rancho belonging to two Mexican brothers, Ambrosio and Manuel del 

Castillo.  This discovery sparked a new wave of migration within Baja California, as many of the 

families who had previously settled around Santo Tomás packed up their belongings and quickly 

made their way north to the mines at Rancho del Castillo.  By August of 1871, the newly-

established pueblo of Real del Castillo had officially replaced Santo Tomás as the cabecera 

(principal town) of the Partido Norte (northern portion) of Baja California.  After a very promising 

start, the extraction of precious metals from the Real del Castillo mines slowed down considerably 

in 1872, due primarily to the lack of readily available surface waters in the region.  Undeterred, 

the Mexican miners adopted a “dry-washing” technique in an effort to cope with the arid 

conditions.  This method involved putting a given quantity of dirt and ore into a conical wooden 

bowl and then tossing the contents up into the air, allowing the wind to separate the lighter 

materials from the heavier metal ore, which would ideally collect at the bottom of the receptacle—

much like winnowing grain.  Despite the miners’ best efforts, this dry-washing technique was not 

very efficient, as only the larger nuggets would settle at the bottom while the flakes and gold dust 

simply blew away.54  In any case, heavy rains in the winter of 1872-73 helped to rejuvenate the 
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mining boom at Real del Castillo, which would go on to produce substantial quantities of gold for 

more than a decade.55 

 Of course, it was not only Mexicans who sought to get in on the action.  The gold boom in 

Baja California also piqued the interest of prospectors and merchants from San Diego and other 

California towns, who made their way south through the Tijuana River valley towards the mining 

camps scattered throughout the peninsula.  By the early 1870s, a number of American stagecoach 

companies had initiated regular service lines from San Diego to the mines at Real del Castillo and 

Santo Tomás, as well as other smaller sites like Japa and San Antonio de las Minas.56  Because of 

this steady influx of “foreign” miners—and the corresponding export of domestic gold ore—the 

Mexican federal government decided in 1874 to establish an aduana (customhouse) on the 

international boundary line in order to tax the precious metals, mining equipment, pack animals, 

and essential supplies moving back and forth across the California border.  A one-story wooden 

customhouse and a small military garrison were built on the property of the Rancho de Tijuana, 

which had passed into the possession of Santiago Argüello’s widow, Doña Pilar Ortega, after her 

husband’s death in 1862.57  The federal employees sent to work at the customhouse resided in San 

Diego, while the small detachment of troops designated to guard the new port of entry stayed in 

the barracks nearby. 
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 The introduction of the customhouse was not at all appreciated by the local community, 

which in 1874 consisted of a handful of ranchers and farming families scattered throughout the 

Tijuana River valley.  According to a Mexican soldier stationed at the garrison, the local 

inhabitants considered the aduana to be “an instrument of oppression and exploitation.”58  They 

complained that the new taxes charged on merchandise coming from the United States caused 

prices to skyrocket, inhibiting their ability to purchase daily essentials.  Indeed, American miners 

crossing over into Mexico remarked how the customs duties levied by the Mexican authorities at 

the aduana often exceeded the monetary value of the equipment and goods being imported.59  The 

locals also accused the federal workers at the customhouse of spending all of their money at an 

American general store just meters from the border, benefiting merchants in San Diego to the 

detriment of the local economy.60  And they were right—the economy of Baja California benefitted 

very little from the new federal presence on the border, as nearly all of the income resulting from 

customs fees either went straight into the pockets of the collectors or was sent back to Mexico 

City.61  What is more, those American miners and merchants who had even the slightest knowledge 

of the landscape could very easily avoid passing by the aduana on their way down into Mexico 

and thus avoid paying the customs duties entirely. 

 While the customhouse failed to regulate the transborder flow of people and goods with 

any sort of regularity, it did bring a sense of formality to border crossing for the very first time.  It 

also laid the groundwork for a very basic tourist industry located directly on the border.  In the 
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years after the aduana was established, a boarding house and a small restaurant were built nearby, 

as well as a patchwork of flimsy stalls and shops selling simple handicrafts and a few manufactured 

goods like rough woolen blankets and brightly colored clothing.62  For the most part, however, life 

in Baja California remained little changed.  It was going to take some major developments on the 

U.S. side of the border before the Rancho de Tijuana would begin its urban transformation. 

 

RAILROADED 

 Although Alonzo E. Horton tends to get most of the credit for creating “modern” San 

Diego, he most certainly did not do it alone.  In 1868, just as Horton was laying out his subdivision 

on the bay, another businessman who had made the journey down from San Francisco, Frank A. 

Kimball, acquired the entire 27,000-acre Rancho de la Nación—with its six miles of waterfront on 

the harbor and its accompanying water rights on the lower reaches of the Sweetwater River—for 

$30,000.63  Before making the purchase, Kimball had done a thorough investigation of the 

property, surveying the land and the river to assess the soils and to find a proper site for a future 

dam and reservoir.  A year later, Frank, along with his brothers Warren and Levi, formed the 

Kimball Brothers Water Company, which was ready to commence operations on the Sweetwater 

River “whenever the capital could be secured, and the people here to require it.”64  That would not 

be for a few years, though—in the meantime, Kimball was happy to use some of the water for 

himself.  In 1869, he began purchasing and planting large quantities of olive and fig cuttings from 

the trees of the former San Diego and San Luis Rey missions.  He also planted oranges from 
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Mexico and lemons after they were introduced from Australia in 1875.65  By the end of the 1870s, 

Kimball had proven the agricultural productivity of his landholdings and was looking for investors 

to make further improvements.  He found one such opportunity with the Santa Fe Railroad. 

 For decades, San Diegans had been talking about establishing a direct rail connection to 

the East.  One promising early venture, the San Diego & Gila Railroad, which planned to connect 

San Diego to Fort Yuma on the banks of the Colorado River, fell victim to the Civil War and never 

materialized.  In 1871, the Texas & Pacific Railway was granted a charter by the U.S. Congress to 

build a line along the 32nd parallel, from eastern Texas, through New Mexico and Arizona, across 

the Colorado River, and thenceforth to San Diego Bay.  Unfortunately, the financial panic of 1873 

left the Texas & Pacific in dire straits, causing Congress to revoke the company’s charter.  In the 

meantime, the major players in the Western railroad business—the Southern Pacific and the Santa 

Fe—were both looking to expand their lines and to increase their market shares.  The Southern 

Pacific took over the Texas & Pacific in 1875.  At this point, the railroad had only made it across 

the state of Texas, and the Southern Pacific had other plans in mind for how to complete its 

transcontinental line.  The city of Los Angeles had offered the company a very fine depot site—as 

well as $600,000—to make LA the railway’s southwestern terminus.  The Southern Pacific 

obliged, completing a line from San Francisco via Los Angeles, Yuma, Tucson, and El Paso, and 

then on to New Orleans and the Gulf of Mexico.  San Diegans felt that they had been cheated out 

of their rightful railroad—and now they were left to fend for themselves.66 
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 Yet the city leaders remained determined to get a rail link to the interior of the country.  

They wanted a grand terminal on the bay—“where rail and tide meet”—as the basis of future 

commerce with the wider Pacific world.67  In the spring of 1879, the San Diego chamber of 

commerce sent Frank A. Kimball to Boston, Massachusetts, to speak with the directors of the Santa 

Fe Railroad and to entice the company into building a branch line to San Diego.  The Santa Fe 

needed a West Coast harbor outlet to maintain its leverage against the Southern Pacific, and its 

leadership listened carefully to Kimball as he pitched the virtues of San Diego Bay.  Kimball was 

a skilled negotiator with a lot to offer, including vast tracts of land and extensive water rights on 

the Sweetwater River.  The president of the Santa Fe Railroad was receptive to Kimball’s 

proposals, and in 1879 the company purchased the Atlantic & Pacific Railroad, which came with 

a land grant across southern California.  Kimball returned to Boston to finalize the deal in the 

summer of 1880.  He offered the Santa Fe Railroad nearly 20,000 acres of his Rancho de la 

Nación—as well as the appertaining water rights—in addition to $10,000 for the necessary right-

of-way.  In return, the Santa Fe would form a subsidiary organization, the California Southern 

Railway Company, and build a railroad from San Diego Bay to a connection with the Atlantic & 

Pacific in San Bernardino County.  The contract was signed on July 23, 1880, with work scheduled 

to begin at the earliest practicable moment.  San Diego was going to get its transcontinental railroad 

at last.68 

 The California Southern Railway Company was headed by Thomas Nickerson, president 

of the Santa Fe Railroad, and its board of directors included the leaders of the Santa Fe plus Frank 
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Kimball.  Because California laws at the time prevented railroad companies from dealing directly 

in real estate, Kimball and the directors of the Santa Fe incorporated the San Diego Land and Town 

Company under the laws of Kansas in January of 1881, for the purpose of developing the fertile 

lands obtained by the railroad company.  Kimball then conveyed to the new syndicate “all the 

rights and franchises” of the Kimball Brothers Water Company, with the intention of building the 

storage dam and reservoir on the Sweetwater River which he had first envisioned when he bought 

the property in 1869.69  The dam site chosen by the San Diego Land and Town Company was 

located right where Kimball had recommended—at a narrow gorge about 7 miles up from the 

mouth of the river.  The Sweetwater Dam was to be financed by the Santa Fe Railroad, built by 

the San Diego Land and Town Company, and utilized by both organizations to grow citrus and 

other crops on the lands of the former Rancho de la Nación.  It would also provide water for the 

emerging settlement of National City, located just south of San Diego on the bay at the mouth of 

the Sweetwater River.70  This was waterborne political capitalism in the gilded age—combining 

hydraulic and transportation infrastructure to increase agricultural production and personal profits. 

Work started on the railroad in the spring of 1881, first linking National City to San Diego, 

and then continuing up the coast to what is now the city of Oceanside.  In order to connect to the 

Atlantic & Pacific line as quickly as possible, surveyors and engineers for the California Southern 

recommended a route to the northeast, through Fallbrook and Temecula Canyon, and then 

continuing north through Colton and Cajon to the connecting point in Barstow.  Local residents 

told the railroad company of the torrential streams that often rushed through Temecula Canyon 
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during heavy rainstorms, but the railroad officials failed to heed their warning.71  The track was 

built through the canyon in the spring of 1882 and reached San Bernardino in the fall of 1883.  In 

February of 1884, as might have been expected, a series of violent storms hit, dumping more than 

40 inches of rain in the area over a four-week period.  The resulting washouts brought boulders 

crashing down onto the tracks and destroyed the line through the canyon.  Between Oceanside and 

Temecula, nearly 30 miles of track were swept away—the crosstie timbers reportedly spotted 

almost 100 miles out to sea.72  After more than a year of rebuilding, the California Southern finally 

completed its railroad to Barstow—and thus its link to the Santa Fe’s transcontinental route to 

Chicago—in November of 1885.  The first train to arrive from the East was greeted with a jubilee 

in San Diego.73 

wvvvw 

 The arrival of the railroad in 1885 set off a land boom in San Diego and its backcountry.  

Cheap land, easy access from the East, and bombastic real estate promoters helped to turn a trickle 

of settlers into a flood.  One of the most attractive features of San Diego, of course, was the 

unmistakable charm of its climate.  Boosters advertised San Diego as the nearest thing to Heaven 

on Earth, and people were willing to come from all corners to see for themselves.  One such person 

was Theodore S. Van Dyke—an author, lawyer, rancher, artist, and engineer who came from 
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Minnesota for health reasons and soon became a pioneering figure in San Diego’s water 

development.  Van Dyke recalled the early months of the land boom, in the summer of 1886, when 

people began pouring in by rail and by sea: “Nearly every one of them bought something, nearly 

one-half of them became immediate settlers, and the majority of the remainder declared their 

intention of returning in the winter to build and remain.”  He offered a vivid explanation why: “It 

was plain that they were in fact buying comfort, immunity from snow and slush, from piercing 

winds and sleet-clad streets, from sultry days and sleepless nights, from thunderstorms, cyclones, 

malaria, mosquitoes and bed-bugs. All of which, in plain language, means that they were buying 

climate, a business that has been going on now for fifteen years and reached a stage of progress 

which the world has never seen before and of which no wisdom can foresee the end.”74 

 People were “buying climate,” no doubt, but they were also buying land, and at a fever 

pitch.  In the summer of 1886, the “professional boomers” arrived on the scene—shrewd 

speculators from Kansas City, Chicago, New York, and elsewhere—who jumped at the 

opportunity to make a quick buck by turning over real estate.  Their business model was to buy up 

large tracts of good land, chop them up into saleable lots, and flip them for a handsome profit in 

the dizzying excitement of the boomtime.  Harrison Gray Otis, a conservative Los Angeles 

businessman who had recently organized the Times-Mirror Company to publish the Los Angeles 

Times, observed San Diego’s whirling real estate boom with trepidation: “I cannot avoid the 

conviction that the excessive inflation of outside lands is unhealthy, unsound, and destined to bring 

disappointment to the inflaters, if I may coin a word.”75  The rampant speculation went on for more 
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than a year, with prices constantly rising and people continually flocking to the city and its 

hinterlands.  San Diego’s population reached 40,000 people during the peak of the boom in 1887—

almost ten times what it had been in 1880. 

 This steady influx of new arrivals in the mid-1880s began to strain the city’s developed 

water supply.  Even by 1884, a year before the arrival of the railroad, a few perceptive individuals 

had already recognized that more quality drinking water and accessible irrigation water must be 

obtained from somewhere if San Diego were going to thrive.  They set their sights on the 

Cuyamaca Mountains to the east, where the average annual rainfall was much greater than it was 

down at sea level.  The real visionary for bringing water from the backcountry to the city was 

Theodore Van Dyke, an avid outdoorsman who, one day during a hike in the mountains, was struck 

by the idea of building a dam and reservoir to supply water to the land and people below.  Van 

Dyke interested a couple partners in the project, William E. Robinson and General S. H. Marlette, 

and together they formed the San Diego Irrigating Company in 1884.  When they first presented 

their idea to the public—“to get the San Diego River water out of the mountains to give the city 

an abundant supply, and reclaim the beautiful tablelands about it”—they were surprised and 

frustrated to be met with indifference and even ridicule.  Van Dyke recalled the townsfolk calling 

him and his associates, “fools monkeying with an impracticable scheme.”76  They struggled to get 

their project off the ground. 

 Things changed with the land boom, however, and in 1885 people began to take a keener 

interest in water development.  Van Dyke and Robinson succeeded in convincing a number of 

local businessmen to join their venture, among them Milton Santee and George W. Marston, and 
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together they incorporated the San Diego Flume Company in May of 1886.77  This re-vamped 

organization had a capital stock of $1,000,000, divided into 10,000 shares of $100 each.  The land 

boom was surging, and investors from overseas began looking for opportunities to cash in.  A 

group of venture capitalists from England bought up $800,000 worth of shares in the undertaking, 

and the San Diego Flume Company quickly went to work on their Cuyamaca Dam.  They chose 

to build the dam on Boulder Creek, in the headwaters of the San Diego River, about forty miles 

northeast of the city.  The Cuyamaca was an earth-fill dam, which meant it was made of layer upon 

layer of dirt and clay, carefully placed and graded, and then lined with a layer of rough rock called 

riprap on the upstream face of the wall.78  When completed in 1887, the dam measured 665 feet 

across, 35 feet high, 145 feet wide at the base, and 15 feet wide on top, creating an artificial lake 

in the Cuyamaca Mountains with a storage capacity of 4 billion gallons, or about 12,000 acre-feet. 

 Cuyamaca Dam sat at an elevation of 4,600 feet, which meant that the water it impounded 

could be easily distributed by gravity to consumers below.  In order to convey that water from the 

storage reservoir to the city, the company set out to build a 36-mile-long wooden flume.  Their 

proposed pathway for the flume ran directly through “Indian territory,” which required them to 

contract with the Indian Agent of the U.S. Department of the Interior for an easement and right-

of-way over certain lands.  The company agreed to pay the necessary fees, as well as to supply the 

indigenous communities along the route with enough water to meet their needs “in perpetuity.”79  

The flume was built using nine million board feet of California redwood lumber.  It measured six 

                                                
77 George W. Marston to Ed Fletcher, Feb. 1, 1932, UCSD Library, Special Collections & 
Archives (SCA), Ed Fletcher Papers (EFP), 17:12; Clower, ch. 4, “The Cuyamaca Flume”; San 
Diego County Water Authority (SDCWA), To Quench a Thirst: A Brief History of Water in the 
San Diego Region (San Diego: San Diego County Water Authority, 2005), pp. 19-20. 
78 Clower, ch. 4, “The Cuyamaca Flume.” 
79 Clower, ch. 4, “The Cuyamaca Flume.” 
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feet wide and a little more than a foot deep, held up by massive triangular trestles made from fine 

Oregon pine and fir, which carried the flume across deep ravines and through narrow mountain 

passes as it wound its way along the southern bank of the San Diego River.  Once it passed through 

El Cajon Valley, the flume emptied its load into the La Mesa Ditch, which carried the water another 

eight miles through pipes to the City Heights area of San Diego.80 

On February 22, 1889, the residents of San Diego gathered to celebrate the completion of 

the flume and the arrival of pure mountain water to the city.  A grand parade marched through the 

center of town, with nozzles on street corners blasting the water a hundred feet into the air to the 

delight of children and adults alike.  Yet unbeknownst to the revelers, this was not the fresh water 

flowing down from Lake Cuyamaca—the Flume Company had placed no valves in their pipes, so 

when they turned the water on to test the flow prior to the celebration, it advanced at a snail’s pace.  

Before the big day, the Flume Company negotiated with the San Diego Water Company to quietly 

borrow some of their water until the necessary work could be finished on the pipes.  The directors 

of the San Diego Water Company apparently “had a good laugh in their sleeves while listening to 

the praises the people lavished on the fine qualities of the ‘new water.’”81  The problem was fixed 

a few weeks later, leading the San Diego Union to triumphantly declare that “this great flume will 

solve San Diego’s water problems for all time.”82 This was perhaps overly optimistic—a recurrent 

theme in Tijuandiego’s hydraulic history. 

 

                                                
80 “William H. Jennings, Water Lawyer,” Oral History Program Interview by Tom Hall, May and 
June, 1965 (Los Angeles: University of California, 1967), pp. 2-4; Ed Fletcher, Memoirs of Ed 
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82 San Diego Union quoted in Dan Walker, Thirst for Independence: The San Diego Water Story 
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BABCOCK AND SPRECKELS 

 The work of the Flume Company centered on the San Diego River, the largest and most 

important stream in the region.  The San Diego Land and Town Company concentrated its efforts 

on the Sweetwater River, which also started in the Cuyamaca Mountains and ran parallel to the 

San Diego River before emptying into the bay below National City.  But these were not the only 

local rivers that could be dammed up and redirected to nearby lands and thirsty people.  Just a few 

miles south of the Sweetwater was another parallel river called the Otay, which emptied into the 

southernmost part of the bay just a few miles north of the Mexican border.  The agricultural 

potential of the Otay Mesa—and the monetary value of the river’s water rights—were immediately 

recognized by real estate magnate Elisha S. Babcock upon his arrival to San Diego in the early 

days of the land boom.  Babcock incorporated the Otay Water Company in March of 1886, two 

months before the San Diego Flume Company, and rapidly began buying up land and water rights 

on the Otay River. 

Babcock, with a few other investors, also purchased the 4,000-acre property known as 

Coronado Beach—consisting of the “tied island” of Coronado and its anchoring tombolo called 

the Silver Strand, which gave shape to the San Diego harbor—and began to lay out the future city 

of Coronado.  The main attraction was to be a flagship beachfront resort called the Hotel del 

Coronado, a wooden Victorian masterpiece boasting 400 luxury guestrooms and all the finest 

amenities.  But because the island of Coronado was essentially a sandbar rising only a few feet 

above sea level, it had almost no fresh groundwater to speak of, and certainly not enough to offer 

the esteemed guests who would be visiting the hotel.  Babcock envisioned building a storage dam 

on the Otay River, not only to supply water to the valley, but also to deliver water to the island of 

Coronado and his planned resort city.  But building the dam and distribution system would take 
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time, and Babcock wanted to take advantage of San Diego’s boom while it lasted.  He incorporated 

the Coronado Water Company in July of 1886 and arranged for the San Diego Water Company to 

lay an 8-inch pipe along the bottom of the bay in order to connect its mainland distribution system 

with the one being built on the island.  The pipe was installed and in operation by early 1887, when 

construction got underway on the Hotel del Coronado.83 

This was just as the boom was reaching its peak, and promoters throughout southern 

California were scrambling to find more investors with deeper pockets to continue funding their 

development schemes.  It was also at this time when John D. Spreckels—a wealthy industrialist 

and entrepreneur from San Francisco, whose family dominated the U.S. sugar trade with Hawaii—

arrived in San Diego for a vacation.  The locals had heard his name before, and they were well 

aware of his family’s fortune.  Spreckels later recalled his arrival to the city in a speech, which he 

delivered without a hint of modesty: “The leading citizens welcomed me and showed me around 

town, and begged me to get into the game of making San Diego the metropolis of the southwest.”84  

Spreckels’ first business venture in San Diego was supplying coal for the engines of the California 

Southern Railroad, which helped to keep the trains running around the clock.  Not long after his 

arrival, however, San Diego’s bubble burst, or at least it began to leak.  There was only so long 

that exchanging real estate every few days for a large profit could carry a local economy—those 

practices did not create wealth, but exhausted it.85  Money tightened at the end of 1887, and by 

1888 people were “scurrying off like rats from a sinking ship.”86 
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85 Smythe, Part IV, Ch. II, “Phenomena of the Great Boom.” 
86 “Speech delivered by John D. Spreckels,” Jun. 13, 1923, UCSD Library, SCA, EFP, 27:8. 
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Those who remained in the city tried to weather the storm.  Elisha Babcock had already 

made enormous investments in Coronado and on the Otay River, so he was not ready to cut his 

losses and move on, like many others.  He turned to Spreckels for funds to finish the marvelous 

Hotel del Coronado in February of 1888, which Spreckels granted in exchange for a leadership 

position in the Coronado Beach Company and part ownership of the hotel.  Spreckels also worked 

with Babcock on his Otay Valley investments, advocating a general need for more water 

development and expanded networks of transportation throughout San Diego.  Thus, Spreckels, 

the sugar heir, set out to develop “a system of impounding dams in the back country, and a street 

railway system which would reach out to even the outlying sections of the city.”87  He and Babcock 

would work together to develop Coronado and the Otay River, but Spreckels had his sights set on 

other streams in the region, as well—particularly Cottonwood Creek, the main tributary of the 

Tijuana River, which forms in the Laguna Mountains on the U.S. side of the border. 

But Spreckels had been preempted on the Tijuana River.  Just as he and Babcock were 

celebrating the grand opening of the Hotel del Coronado, another development company already 

was working to secure water rights on Cottonwood Creek and any other streams they could in the 

binational watershed.  The Mount Tecarte Land and Water Company, incorporated in February of 

1888, intended to utilize both U.S. and Mexican tributaries of the Tijuana River for irrigation and 

domestic purposes—on both sides of the border—by serving lands equally with water according 

to the capacity of the streams.88  The company’s president, W. H. Barton, was in correspondence 

with a group of English capitalists who were looking to invest in the development of the Tijuana 

                                                
87 Ibid. 
88 Apparently, the president of the Mount Tecarte Land and Water Company, W. H. Barton, 
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River system—provided that the company could obtain a concession from the Mexican 

government for the land and water rights required to carry out the project.  In May of 1888, the 

Mount Tecarte Land and Water Company sent a representative, the company’s superintendent, D. 

O. McCarthy, to Mexico City with the full authority to negotiate for the desired concession.  

McCarthy could speak some Spanish, and he brought with him to Mexico City a handful of letters 

of endorsement, written by prominent and influential figures such as California Senator Leland 

Stanford; former Mexican Governor of Alta California, Pío Pico; and American railroad tycoon C. 

P. Huntington.  McCarthy was accompanied on this journey by Mount Tecarte’s chief engineer, 

Lew E. Harris, who brought with him all maps and other data pertaining to the watershed that 

might be of use during the negotiations.89 

 As soon as McCarthy and Harris arrived in Mexico City, they got in contact with the 

Ambassador of the United States, General Edward S. Bragg, who arranged for a meeting with the 

President of Mexico, Porfirio Díaz.  A few days later, McCarthy sat down with President Díaz to 

discuss the possibilities of developing the Tijuana River on both sides of the U.S.-Mexico border.  

McCarthy described his meeting with Díaz in a letter written twenty years later.  He found the 

Mexican president to be “very affable and agreeable,” and after McCarthy finished explaining the 

purpose of his visit to Mexico, Díaz apparently told him: “Mr. McCarthy, there will be no difficulty 

in you obtaining such a concession for your company, I can see at once the great advantages it 

would be to our people living on that frontier, and I will do all in my power to encourage granting 

such a concession.”90  McCarthy remained in Mexico for another three months as he negotiated 

the terms with the appropriate authorities.  In the end, he managed to secure a very liberal 
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concession from the Mexican government, which gave the Mount Tecarte Land and Water 

Company the right to build a storage dam on Cottonwood Creek—a portion of which would be 

located south of the border, since the international boundary line ran directly through the proposed 

reservoir site.  An aqueduct would be built to supply water from the reservoir to the agricultural 

lands of the Otay Mesa, crossing and re-crossing the boundary as it made its way through the 

jagged canyons.  All materials for the construction of the dam, reservoir, aqueduct, and any other 

conduits or ditches deemed necessary for distribution, were to be allowed to cross the border free 

of duty and importation tax.  McCarthy was fully satisfied with the deal he had brokered: “This 

concession was said to be by those best informed on such matters the most liberal concession ever 

granted to any corporation by the Mexican Government.”91 

 

EL PUEBLO DE ZARAGOZA 

 Negotiations between foreign business interests and the Mexican government were 

increasingly common in the 1880s, as President Porfirio Díaz sought capital investments from the 

United States and Europe as a means to expand national development in Mexico.  Díaz also sought 

to attract foreign immigrants—especially those who might bring with them a wealth of knowledge 

and technical skills that could be used to help jumpstart the national economy.  These positivist 

ideas led the federal government to institute a program of “colonization,” with the aim of 

establishing colonias agrícolas (agricultural colonies) in regions throughout Mexico with low 

population densities or with untapped natural resources.  Within this colonization scheme, the 

peninsula of Baja California occupied a prominent position.  In the eyes of those in Mexico City, 

Baja California was a remote and inhospitable territory, sparsely populated and barely a part of the 
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Mexican nation.92  Because of its distance from Mexico City and its proximity to the United States, 

federal officials were constantly fearful of a potential U.S. invasion and subsequent annexation of 

the peninsula.  Ironically, in order to prevent this dreaded scenario from playing out on the ground, 

Díaz took steps to accelerate the colonization of Baja California by granting enormous concessions 

to U.S. land speculators.  He figured that the best way to defend against American invasion was 

through American investment.  The lessons of Texas were long in the learning. 

 In 1883, the federal government in Mexico City passed a formal Colonization Act, which 

invited private companies to survey the terrenos baldíos (vacant lands) throughout the Mexican 

countryside in exchange for one-third of the total land area surveyed.  These companies were then 

given the opportunity to purchase the remaining two-thirds of the surveyed lands—with rights to 

waters and minerals included—at enormously-discounted prices, so long as they agreed to colonize 

the region according to the dictates of the new law.93  Thus, under the Díaz regime, land, water, 

and mineral resources—in other words, nature itself—became a matter of private property, to be 

bought and sold by those who could afford it.  Shortly after the passage of the Colonization Act, a 

German-born Mexican national named Luis Hüller obtained a concession from Díaz for the right 

to survey the “vacant” lands of the Partido Norte de Baja California, comprising more than 18 

million acres from the international boundary line down to the 28th parallel (the modern-day 

border between the states of Baja California Norte and Baja California Sur).94  Hüller then joined 
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forces with a U.S. entrepreneur named George H. Sisson, and in 1885 they formed the International 

Company of Mexico—headquartered in Hartford, Connecticut—to carry out the land survey on 

the Baja peninsula. 

 The International Company established its base of operations at Ensenada, on the Bahía de 

Todos Santos, which had developed into a minor port town in the wake of the gold strikes at Santo 

Tomás and Real del Castillo.95  By 1887, the company had completed its survey of the land and 

was beginning to sell property titles to a wide range of enthusiastic U.S. and European investors.  

The company also started up a steamship operation to transport raw materials to and from the 

United States, as well as to transport the growing stream of passengers between the ports of 

Ensenada, San Diego, and San Francisco.96  Although the colonization project appeared to be off 

to a great start, American interest in Ensenada and the Bahía de Todos Santos was directly tied to 

the land boom in southern California.  When that boom began to peter out in 1888, the International 

Company suffered the consequences.  Land prices dropped off dramatically, and potential 

purchasers simply stopped buying.  The company was forced to sell all of its holdings in Baja 

California to an English corporation, the Mexican Land and Colonization Company, which took 

over operations in May of 1889.  The Compañía Inglesa, as it came to be known in Mexico, 

adopted a different approach to colonization in the region—it abandoned the public advertising 

campaign to draw settlers to urban Ensenada, and instead focused much more systematically on 

exploiting the agricultural and mineral resources of the peninsula’s vast hinterlands.97 
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 Meanwhile, as these colonization projects expanded around the Bahía de Todos Santos, the 

northern border region of Baja California remained surprisingly unchanged.  This was due 

primarily to a long-standing legal dispute between the numerous descendants of Santiago Argüello 

over the lands of the Rancho de Tijuana.  Ever since Argüello’s widow, Doña Pilar Ortega, had 

died in 1879 without leaving behind a will, a multitude of children, nieces, nephews, and 

grandchildren had been engaged in a fierce legal battle for ownership of the property.  By this 

point, most of the Argüellos had relocated to Los Angeles, and the family ranchlands below the 

border had remained untouched for many years.  The southern California real estate boom brought 

added urgency to the situation, however, as all parties recognized the potential profits that could 

be made by opening the ranchlands to urban development.  The two competing family factions—

one led by José Antonio Argüello and the other by Ignacio Argüello—decided that it was finally 

time to put aside their differences and settle the litigation once and for all.   In September of 1888, 

the Argüellos held a family meeting at the customhouse located on their rancho.  Together, they 

decided to split the property into two sections, so that each faction could develop their own portion 

of the land.  They hired a Mexican engineer who had been working for the International Company, 

Ricardo Orozco, to appraise and fairly divide the Rancho de Tijuana between them.98 

 After conducting a thorough survey of the land and drawing up detailed maps and plans 

for development, Orozco proposed dividing the property into a northern and southern portion—

unequal in size, but approximately equivalent in their market value.99  The smaller, northern 

portion, which would benefit from its immediate proximity to the international boundary, would 
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be granted to José Antonio’s clan; while the larger, southern portion, which contained the 

potentially lucrative hot springs known as Agua Caliente, would go to the heirs and successors of 

Ignacio Argüello.100  In addition to dividing the entire 25,000-acre ranch, Orozco also drew up the 

first urban plan for the town of Tijuana, which he called the Pueblo de Zaragoza in honor of the 

Mexican general who had famously fended off the invading French forces at the Battle of Puebla 

in 1862.101  The main settlement would be located directly on the Mexican side of the border, 

adjacent to the customhouse and hugging the western bank of the Tijuana River.  Orozco’s hybrid 

design for the town adopted some classic features of the Spanish colonial era—namely, plazas and 

rectangularism—and combined them with the modern radial street patterns en vogue across 

Europe and in some parts of the United States.102  A short, diagonal street called Callejón Argüello 

would lead directly from the border crossing to the town’s new main drag, Avenida Olvera (later 

to be known as Avenida Revolución).  Orozco recommended that the urban lots which would make 

up the core of the new downtown should also be divided amongst the members of the Argüello 

family, either to be developed commercially or sold to the highest bidder.  He drew a vertical line 

dividing the area of the future town into two sections, and in the same way that the rancho was 

divided, each group of relatives was assigned roughly equal portions of the future town site, with 
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the eastern half going to José Antonio and the western half to Ignacio.  This was apparently 

agreeable to all parties involved, and the official paperwork ending the litigation and establishing 

the terms of ownership was signed on July 11, 1889—the date which today marks the “founding” 

of the modern city of Tijuana.103 

 Of course, Orozco’s Plan de Zaragoza was only a roadmap for the future—it did not will 

the city into existence.  In fact, by the time the plan was drawn up in 1889, the informal town of 

Tijuana had already begun to take shape on its own.  In the fifteen years since the customhouse 

had been established, a cluster of shops, restaurants, and cantinas had sprung up next the border 

crossing to serve the passing prospectors and a small number of curious American tourists.  The 

buildings were mostly one-story wooden structures with false fronts, mixed in with a handful of 

rickety artisan stalls and food stands.104  An American journalist writing for the Nation magazine 

surveyed the scene in September of 1889, reporting: “There are more saloons in Tijuana than 

buildings… Some are in tents, open in the front, with a counter in the center and empty beer barrels 

for seats.”105  The ramshackle town had become something of a tourist attraction since the opening 

of the Hotel del Coronado in 1888, as adventurous hotel guests could pay to ride stagecoaches 

down to the border for a quick visit to “Old Mexico.”  The townsfolk in Tijuana began staging 

bloody cockfights and putting on amateurish bullfighting spectacles for their wide-eyed American 

visitors, who indulged on pork carnitas from the food stands and sipped crude tequila in the pop-

up cantinas lining the nascent tourist strip.  “South of the border” quickly became a haven for 
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sports and gambling events banned in California, including bare-knuckle boxing matches, which 

drew throngs of tourists to the town’s shabby bullring.106 

 This was the Tijuana of 1889—not a precisely-drawn map of colonial plazas and modern 

diagonal streets, as envisioned by Orozco and the Argüellos, but a cluster of rudimentary structures 

built beside the Tijuana River by a handful of entrepreneurial Mexican men and women who saw 

opportunity at the border.  International tourism was a brand-new feature in these parts, however, 

and it would take some time for the industry to develop.  In the meantime, most of the pueblo’s 

roughly 200 inhabitants continued to live as ranchers and small farmers on lands scattered 

throughout the Tijuana River watershed.  The floodplains were conducive to growing staple crops 

for family consumption and additional produce for the market, which was increasingly oriented 

northward.  Urban Tijuana, or the Pueblo de Zaragoza, was designed to take advantage of the 

tremendous land boom in southern California in the late 1880s.  It was essentially meant as a 

Mexican appendage to San Diego—a place that would, in the years ahead, attract major U.S. 

investments in the development of its urban core.  For now, though, Tijuana was just a tiny 

Mexican tourist town in the making. 

wvvvw 

 The real estate boom set off by the arrival of the railroad to San Diego was short-lived, but 

had a lasting impact.  By 1890, the number of people living in the city had leveled off at around 

16,000—down significantly from the peak of 40,000 in 1887, but still roughly three times greater 

than before the boom.  The urban core of San Diego had taken a hit, but the population loss was 

less severe in the backcountry, since most of the recent arrivals had come to the area to farm, not 
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to speculate in real estate.  The population of San Diego County as a whole in 1890 was estimated 

at 35,000 people, or four times what it had been just a decade prior.107 

 This also meant that there were four times more water users—many of them concentrated 

in the urbanizing harbor area, but plenty more spread throughout the region’s numerous local 

watersheds.  The newly-established private water companies—specifically, the San Diego Flume 

Company, the San Diego Land and Town Company, the Otay Water Company, and the Mount 

Tecarte Land and Water Company—would all compete in the years ahead to develop and distribute 

the local water resources of the region for a profit.  As for the urban population around the harbor, 

water pumped up from the banks of the San Diego River no longer sufficed, so city leaders set 

their sights on the fresh mountain streams in the backcountry with plans of securing a municipal 

water supply for the growing population.  Everyone seemed to be in agreement about one thing: 

the development of the region’s local water resources was of primary importance for the future of 

Tijuandiego.  Now the question was: who was going to develop what—and how?
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CHAPTER TWO: 
WATERING AN EMPIRE // DROWNING A REVOLUTION, 1890-1920 

 
 

 In southern California, the extraordinary real estate boom of the 1880s was drawing to a 

close, and the long-running competition between San Diego and Los Angeles for coastal 

supremacy had been definitively decided in favor of the latter.  The Southern Pacific Railroad had 

chosen Los Angeles as its southwestern terminus in the 1870s, leaving San Diego scrambling to 

keep up.  Business interests in San Diego managed to convince the Southern Pacific’s main rival, 

the Santa Fe Railroad, to build a branch line from San Bernardino to San Diego Bay in order to 

establish their own shipping and transportation hub on the Pacific.  This line, built through 

Temecula Canyon, was completed in 1885, initiating an unprecedented land boom throughout San 

Diego County.  But the Santa Fe Railroad also built a coastal “Surf Line” running from Santa Ana 

to Oceanside, which directly connected Los Angeles to San Diego by rail.  After this line was 

completed in 1888, much of San Diego’s railroad traffic was rerouted through Los Angeles, 

significantly reducing the usage of the branch line from San Bernardino.  By 1890, the ascendancy 

of Los Angeles was complete: LA had blossomed into a city of 50,000 people, in a county of more 

than 100,000; while the city of San Diego counted only 16,000 inhabitants, with roughly an equal 

number of people scattered throughout the watersheds of the backcountry.1 

 City leaders in San Diego made every effort to retain their railroad independence from Los 

Angeles, but the situation soon proved beyond their control.  In February of 1891, a massive storm 

swept through the California borderlands on a scale not previously recorded.  Within a span of 

                                                
1 Richard F. Pourade, The History of San Diego, Vol. IV: The Glory Years (San Diego: Union-
Tribune Publishing Co., 1964), pp. 212, 218. 
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only 48 hours, the storm dumped nearly two feet of rain across the region, and in some places, 

substantially more.2  A roaring torrent rushed through Temecula Canyon, tearing out the railroad 

tracks and eliminating the branch line once and for all.  Closer to the border, the San Diego and 

Tijuana Rivers both surged beyond their banks, sending powerful sheets of water on paths of 

wanton destruction that spread out in all directions.3  The tiny town of Tijuana, which had 

developed rather haphazardly beside the river in recent years, was nearly wiped off the map.  It 

reportedly lost more than half of its forty structures, including the aduana (customhouse), the 

church, and the town’s most popular curiosity shop, El Bazar Mexicano.4  In San Diego, the 

floodwaters inundated entire communities, destroying dozens of houses and farms and causing 

considerable damage to local transport and communications infrastructure throughout the river 

valley.  In the aftermath of the storm, residents on both sides of the border recognized the need to 

rebuild their devastated communities on higher ground.  They had been given a clear warning of 

just how unpredictable the rainfall in the region really was—and experienced firsthand one of the 

most dangerous consequences that could come as a result. 

 This chapter tells the story of Tijuandiego and its hinterlands from 1890 to 1920—a period 

of intensive private water development on both sides of the international boundary.  It delves deep 

into the rivalries that formed between competing water interests in San Diego County, as private 

water companies vied for control over the region’s rivers and potential damsites.  It also shows 

how these competing interests actually served to undermine the most efficient and cost-effective 

                                                
2 Ibid., p. 224. 
3 Mexican Consul in San Diego to the Secretary of Development, Colonization, and Industry, 
Apr. 28, 1891.  Universidad Autónoma de Baja California (UABC), Instituto de Investigaciones 
Históricas (IIH), Acervo Documental (AD), Colección Baja California en el Archivo General de 
la Nación (BCAGN), Fondo: Límites México-Estados Unidos (LMEU), Caja 1, Exp. 17. 
4 “Historia de las inundaciones en Tijuana,” El Mexicano (Mexico City), Jan. 23, 2011. 
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development of the region’s water resources.  With just a few notable exceptions, the primary goal 

of those in the “water business” was to build dams and sell water for a profit—not to develop the 

greatest possible supply for the future prosperity of San Diego and its citizens.  Water was 

recognized by capitalists near and far—real estate developers, agricultural producers, railroad 

industrialists, etc.—as the key to unlocking the region’s economy.  The transnational nature of 

local water resources presented both distinct challenges and tremendous opportunities for profit.  

Yet water development was an inexact science—it required trial and error, inviting innovation and 

disaster along the way. 

 Throughout this era, the waterborne political capitalism that drove Tijuandiego’s economy 

remained highly localized in nature.  On both sides of the border, decisions were made by regional 

powerbrokers whose interests were driven by personal profits above all else.  But the division of 

Tijuandiego between the United States and Mexico meant that the two sides were playing by 

different sets of rules.  Electoral politics in San Diego, while democratic in name, were almost 

always influenced by monetary considerations and personal relationships, which generated intense 

competition over the region’s limited water resources.  In the territory of Baja California, political 

control supposedly derived from the federal government in Mexico City, but throughout the long 

reign of Porfirio Díaz (1876-1911), the real powerbrokers in the region remained the major 

capitalists of southern California.  Tijuandiego was still a minor outpost on the fringes of two 

nations—its significance remained tiny in the imaginations of Washington and Mexico City. 

 But the outbreak of the Mexican Revolution in 1910 turned the isolated Baja peninsula into 

a point of international conflagration.  Any chaos below the border threatened to harm U.S. 

economic interests—especially in the Mexicali Valley, where a canal system had been built to 

channel Colorado River water through Mexican territory on its way to irrigate the rich farmlands 
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of the Imperial Valley in southern California.  This vital canal network exposed the vulnerability 

of transnational development—U.S. landholders on both sides of the border demanded that the 

water infrastructure in Mexico be protected at all costs, either by Mexican federal troops or, if 

necessary, by the U.S. military itself.  The threat of sabotage or destruction was especially pressing 

in early 1911, when an exiled Mexican radical, Ricardo Flores Magón, directed an anarchist 

uprising in Baja California from his headquarters in downtown Los Angeles.  The “Magonistas” 

succeeded in capturing the border towns of Mexicali and Tijuana for a matter of months, but were 

eventually overcome by Mexican federal forces sent to the remote territory at the behest of those 

powerful U.S. interests in southern California. 

 The regional power dynamics shifted substantially in the wake of the Magonista Rebellion 

of 1911, when an enterprising Mexican colonel by the name of Esteban Cantú took full control of 

the Northern District of Baja California and essentially ran it as his own personal fiefdom while 

the rest of Mexico was embroiled in civil war.  Cantú established strong personal and business 

relationships with eager U.S. capitalists across the border, helping to expand cotton operations in 

the Mexicali Valley during World War I and overseeing the growth of Tijuana’s emerging vice 

industries—most importantly: gambling, prostitution, and narcotics trafficking.  Cantú proudly 

used a portion of his tremendous revenues on public works projects throughout the territory, 

including the installation of Tijuana’s first piped water system in 1915.  With the end of the 

revolution in 1920, however, Mexico was embarking on a new chapter of national consolidation, 

and the independent “Kingdom of Cantú” had to be reined in. 
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THE DROUGHT AND THE TAKEOVER 

 To begin the 1890s, the water situation in San Diego was in pretty good shape.  The San 

Diego Flume Company had completed its Cuyamaca Dam and flume system in 1889 and was 

delivering fresh mountain water to the agricultural lands of La Mesa and El Cajon, as well as to 

the City of San Diego.  The San Diego Land and Town Company had finished its Sweetwater Dam 

and reservoir in 1888 and was irrigating the lands of the former Rancho de la Nación—now owned 

by the Santa Fe Railroad—as well as providing a domestic supply to National City and Chula 

Vista.  And two of the region’s wealthiest businessmen, Elisha S. Babcock and John D. Spreckels, 

pressed on in their pursuit to develop the rivers of southern San Diego County, initiating survey 

and excavation work at their chosen damsite on the Otay River, located in a rocky gorge less than 

ten miles to the east of the bay. 

 Babcock, who had a background in civil engineering, was still fully in charge of the Otay 

Water Company and insisted on designing the dam himself.  He was working on a new design that 

would incorporate a massive steel plate through the middle of a traditional rockfill structure.5  In 

the meantime, Spreckels began to really flex his wallet.  He bought out Babcock’s shares in the 

Coronado Beach Company and took over the Hotel del Coronado in 1890, then purchased the 

fledgling San Diego Street Car Company and incorporated the San Diego Electric Railway 

Company in 1891.  The first electrically operated railcar in the United States made its inaugural 

run in San Diego the following September.6  Spreckels also managed to acquire ownership of the 

                                                
5 Ed Fletcher, “San Diego’s Water Problem: For Thirty Years A Political Football” [draft], 1931 
[undated], UCSD Library, SCA, EFP, 73:5; Lloyd C. Fowler, “A History of the Dams and Water 
Supply of Western San Diego County,” MA Thesis, University of California, Berkeley, 1952, 
pp. 48-50. 
6 On the early electric rail system in San Diego, see Richard V. Dodge, Rails of the Silver Gate: 
The Spreckels San Diego Empire (San Marino, CA: Golden West Books, 1960); Pourade, Glory 
Years, p. 227. 
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Mount Tecarte Land and Water Company, including all of the company’s water rights in the 

Tijuana River watershed.  In 1894, he and Babcock decided to merge their two water companies 

into a single organization, the Southern California Mountain Water Company, which was officially 

incorporated in 1895.  They divided the shares of this new company evenly between themselves 

and charged ahead with their plans to develop the Otay River and Cottonwood Creek—the 

northern tributary of the Tijuana River—in unison. 

 Construction began on the Lower Otay Dam in early 1895.  Babcock, known to be a 

particularly stubborn individual, had chosen not to consult with any other hydraulic engineers 

concerning his design before work got underway.  It took the Southern California Mountain Water 

Company a little more than two years to complete this innovative new structure, which towered 

130 feet above the streambed and impounded a reservoir with a storage capacity of 37,500 acre-

feet.7  This was far more storage than could be filled with normal runoff into the Otay River.  

However, the plan was not simply to fill the reservoir with Otay River water—Babcock and 

Spreckels intended to use the extra storage for water diverted from Cottonwood Creek.  The plan 

was to build two large masonry dams on Cottonwood Creek—the Morena and the Barrett—which 

would fully regulate the streamflow and allow for the water to pass into a man-made conduit, cut 

more than a dozen miles across the mountains, before emptying into the Otay drainage basin and 

winding down Dulzura Creek to its terminus in the Lower Otay Reservoir.  Not only would this 

ensure the full utilization of Cottonwood Creek by the Mountain Water Company, but it would 

also prevent that water from crossing over into Mexico. 

                                                
7 “Report of J. B. Lippincott to the Chamber of Commerce,” Aug. 21, 1913, UCSD Library, 
SCA, EFP, 39:10; Fowler, “History of the Dams,” pp. 48-50. 
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 This was a major undertaking, and it was going to be expensive.  In the spring of 1896, in 

the midst of construction on the Lower Otay Dam, Babcock and Spreckels met with city council 

to discuss their water development strategy and how it could benefit the City of San Diego.  They 

struck an informal agreement on May 9, whereby the Mountain Water Company would move 

forward with its plans on Cottonwood Creek, using money furnished by the City, in exchange for 

the delivery of nearly 13 million gallons of water per day.8  On June 27, city council put the issue 

before the people of San Diego in the form of a bond election.  By a two-thirds majority, the voters 

approved to issue $1.5 million worth of bonds for the construction of a new water system—to be 

divided evenly between the cost of building a storage dam in the headwaters of Cottonwood Creek 

and the cost of distributing that stored water to the city.  Spreckels and Babcock had made a 

compelling argument that building the Morena Dam was the quickest way to jumpstart the local 

economy and to secure San Diego’s bright future. 

 But not everyone was convinced.  The San Diego Flume Company—which had been 

supplying water to the city since 1889—was not pleased that Spreckels and Babcock appeared to 

be taking over the city water business, so it immediately filed a lawsuit against city council and 

the Mountain Water Company in order to stop the sale of the bonds.  The directors of the flume 

company charged that hundreds of votes had been invalid or fraudulent, and that bribery was used 

to buy off voters in large numbers.9  The court case succeeded in voiding the bond issue and helped 

to delay construction of Morena Dam for the time being, but Spreckels and Babcock were not to 

be so easily deterred.  Unbeknownst to its inhabitants, the region was entering its most severe 

period of drought on record, and the Cuyamaca Reservoir was slowly beginning to dry up.  It 

                                                
8 Fowler, “History of the Dams,” pp. 51, 56. 
9 Gregg R. Hennessey, “The Politics of Water in San Diego, 1895-1897,” San Diego Journal of 
History, Vol. 24, No. 3 (Summer 1978), p. [?]. 
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would only be a matter of time before the Flume Company could no longer meet the city’s demands 

for water, and Spreckels and Babcock made sure that they would be ready when that time came. 

 Momentarily rebuffed in their efforts on Cottonwood Creek, Spreckels and Babcock 

focused on finishing the Lower Otay Dam and building a distribution network to move the Otay 

River water about the city.  The dam was completed in August of 1897, and shortly thereafter work 

began on a nineteen-mile wood-stave pipeline stretching from the reservoir towards the bay, with 

branch lines planned to supply water for irrigation in the Otay Valley and for urban uses in 

Coronado.10  For the next three years, however, the region averaged only about 5 inches of rainfall 

annually.  This reduced the runoff in the river basins and substantially lowered the levels of the 

reservoirs—especially at Lake Cuyamaca, a relatively small and shallow reservoir with an annual 

evaporation loss of over 50 percent.11  By comparison, the Lower Otay Reservoir hade a larger 

drainage basin and a lower rate of evaporation, which provided the Mountain Water Company 

with enough water to start selling to the City of San Diego.  Meanwhile, the San Diego Water 

Company continued trying to pump up groundwater from the sands of the San Diego River in 

Mission Valley, while the San Diego Flume Company struggled to furnish the city with a 

dwindling supply of mountain water from Lake Cuyamaca. 

 After four years of very little rainfall, the pinch of the drought could be felt across San 

Diego, and city council determined it was necessary to establish municipal ownership of its own 

water supply.  In the spring of 1901, the electorate of San Diego voted to issue $600,000 worth of 

                                                
10 “Wooden Pipes Delivered Water to a Thirsty City,” San Diego Union-Tribune, May 28, 2009. 
11 Hardigain Lyman Clower, “San Diego Water,” City Schools Curriculum Project, Works 
Project Administration, 1941, ch. 4, “The Cuyamaca Flume.”  National Archives and Records 
Administration (NARA), Record Group 69: Records of the Work Projects Administration 
(WPA), 1922 – 1944, State Project Reports and Research Publications, 1933 – 1943, LB 
1570.S38 No. 9 San Diego Water (1941). 
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bonds—$500,000 to purchase the entire holdings of the San Diego Water Company, and $100,000 

for that portion of the Mountain Water Company’s holdings located within the city limits.12  Once 

the vote was passed, city officials organized the Consolidated Water Company to take control of 

municipal water distribution.  The city continued to receive a trickle from the Cuyamaca flume—

often slimy with algae—as well as a meager supply of groundwater pumped from the wells in 

Mission Valley, but as the drought persisted into the first decade of the twentieth century, the locals 

turned to Spreckels and Babcock for a more reliable source of water. 

 Spreckels, in particular, had been trying unsuccessfully to wrest away the city’s water 

contract from the Flume Company for years.  By the fall of 1905, however, the drought had done 

its damage, and the City was ready to renegotiate.  San Diego entered into a new 10-year contract 

with the Mountain Water Company, agreeing to purchase up to 7,776,000 gallons of water a day 

from the Otay system for the very low price of 4 cents per thousand gallons, delivered to the city’s 

reservoir at University Heights.  Up to this point, the city had been buying its water from the Flume 

Company for 8 cents a thousand gallons—Spreckels’ price slash essentially eliminated the Flume 

Company from contention and drove its English bondholders into bankruptcy.13  Work was 

finished on the pipeline connecting to University Heights in the summer of 1906, and water came 

pouring in.  Now it was time for Spreckels and Babcock to move forward with their plan to link 

Cottonwood Creek to the Otay system via the Dulzura Conduit. 

                                                
12 Richard F. Pourade, The History of San Diego, Vol. V: Gold in the Sun (San Diego: Union-
Tribune Publishing Co., 1965), p. 36. 
13 Fowler, “History of the Dams,” p. 57; Ed Fletcher, “San Diego’s Water Problems: Past, 
Present & Future” [draft notes], Feb. 9, 1931, UCDS Library, SCA, EFP, 73: 5; “Report of J. B. 
Lippincott to the Chamber of Commerce,” Aug. 21, 1913, UCSD Library, SCA, EFP, 39:10; 
Pourade, Gold in the Sun, p. 85. 
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 This project required some serious hydraulic engineering expertise—likely beyond the 

capacity of Elisha Babcock, who had designed the Lower Otay Dam himself a decade prior.  The 

Mountain Water Company hired M. M. O’Shaughnessy as chief engineer in May of 1907 and 

initiated construction on the Dulzura Conduit in August of the same year.  Meanwhile, as work 

progressed on the conduit in 1908, the English stockholders of the Flume Company were looking 

to cut their losses in San Diego and sell off anything they could.  They offered to sell to the city 

their entire holdings on the San Diego River—including land, water rights, and a delivery system 

which had cost more than a million dollars to build—for only $100,000.14  This was certainly a 

bargain for the city, but the offer was flatly rejected.  Spreckels had no interest in letting the City 

of San Diego, with whom he had just recently signed a water contract, acquire the Flume Company 

and its water rights on the San Diego River.  This would have jeopardized the investments he and 

Babcock were making in the Otay and Tijuana River watersheds, so he used his influence over 

some key figures on city council to spurn the deal.15  This would turn out to be a momentous 

decision by the city—by not staking its claim to the San Diego River in 1908, it set itself up for a 

long legal battle over water rights in the years ahead.  

 For the moment, Spreckels and Babcock had taken control of water supply in San Diego.  

Their Mountain Water Company completed the Dulzura Conduit in January of 1909.  The conduit 

measured over a dozen miles in length, consisting of an open ditch lined with concrete and 17 

unlined tunnels cut through the mountainside and ultimately dumping into Dulzura Creek.  It could 

carry 68 cubic feet per second, or nearly 44 million gallons of water per day, to be impounded at 

                                                
14 Ed Fletcher, “San Diego’s Water Problems: Past, Present & Future” [draft notes], Feb. 9, 
1931, UCDS Library, SCA, EFP, 73: 5. 
15 This is the interpretation of events by Ed Fletcher, a competitor of Spreckels in the San Diego 
water business, so keep that in mind.  Ed Fletcher, “San Diego’s Water Problem: For Thirty 
Years a Political Football” [draft], 1931 [undated], UCSD Library, SCA, EFP, 73:5. 
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Lower Otay Dam and thence distributed throughout the city.  By the summer of 1909, the 

company’s chief engineer, M. M. O’Shaughnessy, had already turned his attention to the next 

major piece of the puzzle: building the Morena Dam.  This was to be a major work of human 

achievement—a “miracle beneficent,” according to a book published by the water company in 

1909.  The book’s author, H. Austin Adams, was a friend of John D. Spreckels and would go on 

to become his official biographer years later.  In 1909, though, Adams gushed over the work being 

done on the Morena Dam: “Here, in this awful rift the dam is being built—as if the pygmy, man, 

defied the titan, nature.”16  It certainly must have felt like it at the time. 

 

ED FLETCHER AND THE CUYAMACA WATER COMPANY 

 Alonzo E. Horton is generally considered the founder of modern San Diego, and John D. 

Spreckels is remembered as the city’s most prominent and powerful resident.  But another man, 

slightly less well-known yet arguably more important in shaping the water history of San Diego, 

was Ed Fletcher.  Originally from a small town in Massachusetts, Fletcher arrived in San Diego in 

1888—less than a year after Spreckels and just as the boom was busting—at the ripe age of sixteen.  

Fletcher was a natural-born salesman and quickly started buying and selling fresh produce in the 

city and throughout the backcountry in a horse-drawn buggy.  He founded the Ed Fletcher 

Company in the mid-1890s and soon turned his attention to real estate development in the northern 

                                                
16 H. Austin Adams, The Story of Water in San Diego and What the Southern California 
Mountain Water Company Has Done to Solve the Problem (Chula Vista, CA: Denrich Press, 
1909), [unpaginated]; San Diego County Water Authority (SDCWA), To Quench a Thirst: A 
Brief History of Water in the San Diego Region (San Diego: San Diego County Water Authority, 
2005), p. 22. 



 83 

portions of San Diego County.17  By 1901, Fletcher had become the primary local agent for Henry 

E.  Huntington—nephew of C. P. Huntington and a major figure in the development of southern 

California.  Huntington envisioned building a vast electric trolley network which would link the 

region’s far-flung settlements, including San Diego, to the urban hub of Los Angeles.  Huntington 

and a few other partners incorporated the Pacific Electric Railway in 1901.  The idea was to extend 

their electric railway system from Santa Ana southward along the coast to San Diego County—

and from there, the line would turn east and run to the fertile agricultural lands of Imperial Valley, 

at that time being intensely developed by the California Development Company with water 

diverted from the Colorado River.  Huntington and his associates incorporated the Pacific Light 

and Power Company in 1902, with the intention of using hydroelectricity to power the rail line by 

harnessing the San Luis Rey River with a dam at Warner’s Ranch in northeastern San Diego 

County.18 

 With the help of Ed Fletcher, the Pacific Light and Power Company bought the 45,000-

acre rancho and its corresponding water rights on the San Luis Rey River in 1905.  Similar to what 

the directors of the Santa Fe Railroad had arranged with Frank Kimball on the Sweetwater River 

in the 1880s, Huntington and his associates organized with Fletcher to form the South Coast Land 

Company and proceeded to buy up large tracts of land along the San Luis Rey River.  Fletcher was 

tasked with acquiring all the riparian rights “from Warner’s dam to the ocean.”19  He managed to 

complete about half of his assignment before a major shake-up in the railroad industry changed 

                                                
17 For more on his early life, see Ed Fletcher, Memoirs of Ed Fletcher (San Diego: Pioneer 
Printers, 1952); “Colonel Ed Fletcher (1872-1955)” in Carl H. Heilbron, History of San Diego 
County, Vol. II: Biography (San Diego: The San Diego Press Club, 1936), pp. 162-64. 
18 William Friedricks, “Henry E. Huntington and Real Estate Development in Southern 
California, 1898-1917,” Southern California Quarterly, Vol. 71, No. 4 (Winter 1989), p. 336. 
19 Ed Fletcher, “San Diego’s Water Problem: For Thirty Years a Political Football” [draft], 1931 
[undated], UCSD Library, SCA, EFP, 73:5. 
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the situation entirely.  Huntington’s equal partner in the Pacific Electric Railway, E. H. Harriman, 

also happened to be president of the Southern Pacific Railroad, which had its own entrenched 

steam rail interests throughout the region.  Since 1901, Harriman had been weaving together a vast 

railroad network that included the Union Pacific, the Southern Pacific, and the San Pedro, Los 

Angeles, and Salt Lake Railroad.  His only major competition was the Santa Fe Railroad—of 

which he purchased $30 million worth of stocks in 1904 in order to work out a compromise 

between the rival railways for cooperation in the shipment of California’s citrus crop.  By 1906, 

Harriman had managed to achieve a level of harmony between the railroads that had never 

previously existed—and he had no interest in upsetting this delicate balance by introducing a new 

electric railway into San Diego County and the Imperial Valley.20  Thus, in order to avoid a major 

headache, Harriman blocked the extension of the electric line to San Diego and the entire project 

was scrapped.21  Huntington sold off his interest in the South Coast Land Company, and the Pacific 

Light and Power Company looked to sell off Warner’s Ranch and the water rights to the San Luis 

Rey River to the highest bidder.  Fletcher helped to negotiate the sale of Warner’s Ranch to a 

developer from San Francisco named William G. Henshaw.  He then quit the South Coast Land 

Company and entered into an agreement with Henshaw for a small salary and 25 percent of the 

net profits in the development of the Warner’s Ranch project.22 

 Meanwhile, down on the San Diego River, the San Diego Flume Company was in dire 

straits.  After Spreckels pressured city council to reject the company’s offer to sell their holdings 

in 1908, the English stockholders continued to suffer heavy losses and looked elsewhere to recoup 

                                                
20 As we will see, he was also in secret talks with Spreckels about building a line from San Diego 
to Yuma. 
21 Friedricks, “Henry E. Huntington,” pp. 336-338. 
22 Ed Fletcher, “San Diego’s Water Problem: For Thirty Years a Political Football” [draft], 1931 
[undated], UCSD Library, SCA, EFP, 73:5. 
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whatever money they could.  For years, Fletcher had been watching the events unfold from a 

distance, but in the spring of 1910, he finally saw an opportunity to make his move.  He asked his 

friend George W. Marston—a department store owner and a very prominent figure in San Diego, 

who was also an early investor in the Flume Company and was on good personal terms with the 

current English owners—to find out how much it would cost to purchase the entire system.  

Marston met with the president of the Flume Company on May 1, 1910, and secured a written 

option to purchase the company’s system, including all its land holdings and water rights on the 

San Diego River, for the sum of $150,000.  After the meeting, Marston wrote to Fletcher: “Now 

that I have the option, what do you want me to do with it?”23 

 Colonel Fletcher (he gained the moniker “colonel” from his years of service in the 

California National Guard) had managed to accumulate a modest amount of capital through his 

produce and real estate businesses, but not nearly enough to make such a large purchase on his 

own.  Fortunately for him, Fletcher had been introduced in 1908 to a wealthy Irish investor from 

Montana named James A. Murray, who was looking to expand his real estate empire to southern 

California in anticipation of the completion of the Panama Canal.  Fletcher pitched Murray on the 

idea of purchasing the bankrupt San Diego Flume Company for a small fraction of its actual value, 

and after a few weeks of contemplation, Murray decided that this was an opportunity worth 

pursuing.24  He agreed to put up $125,000 cash for a five-sixths interest in the project, and Fletcher 

borrowed the remaining $25,000 from the Southern Trust & Commerce Bank to pay for his one-

sixth interest.  They completed the acquisition of the Flume Company on June 1, 1910, and 

                                                
23 George W. Marston to Ed Fletcher, May 1, 1910, UCSD Library, SCA, EFP, 17:12; Marston 
to Fletcher, May 1, 1910, UCSD Library, SCA, EFP, 17:12. 
24 Bill Farley, “The Cuyamaca Water Company Partnership: New Scenes from San Diego’s 
Water History,” Journal of San Diego History, Vol. 62, No. 2 (Spring 2016), p. [?]. 
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immediately renamed it the Cuyamaca Water Company after the mountain range from which its 

water flowed.25 

 For Murray, the Cuyamaca Water Company was just another investment—his primary 

focus remained on his mining and banking interests, which stretched across Montana, Wyoming, 

Idaho, Washington, Utah, Arizona, and into northern Mexico.26  He left it to Fletcher to manage 

the water company’s affairs and to take the necessary steps in order to make it a mutually profitable 

venture for the both of them.  At this point, the entire Cuyamaca system was in pretty rough shape.  

The earthwork dam had a limited storage capacity and a very high rate of evaporation, while the 

thirty-six-mile wooden flume leaked uncontrollably and wind and wildfires constantly threatened 

the trestles.  Repairs and renovations were desperately needed, so Fletcher got to work.  He hired 

engineers and construction workers to raise the height of the Cuyamaca Dam by a couple of feet, 

which increased its storage capacity and slightly lowered its evaporation rate.  He also installed 

several large siphons, which cut out six miles of the flume, and worked to lessen the leakage by 

lining the entire flume with waterproof rubber roofing paper.27  Soon the Cuyamaca system was 

back in working condition, and Fletcher began to add distribution lines to serve new customers 

throughout the backcountry.  By 1912, the Cuyamaca Water Company was supplying domestic 

and irrigation water to El Cajon, Lemon Grove, Spring Valley, Kensington Heights, Normal 

Heights, and East San Diego.28 

 Murray and Fletcher’s entrance into the water business did not sit well with Spreckels, who 

now faced renewed competition for private control of water in San Diego County.  When the 

                                                
25 “Property of Flume Company Deeded to New Owners,” San Diego Union, Jun. 2, 1910. 
26 For more on Murray’s myriad business ventures, see Bill Farley, James A. Murray: Butte’s 
Radical Irish Millionaire (Missoula, MT: Mountain Press Publishing Co., 2018). 
27 Clower, ch. 4, “The Cuyamaca Flume.” 
28 Ibid. 
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Cuyamaca Water Company replaced the San Diego Flume Company in 1910, Spreckels had 

already linked Cottonwood Creek to his Otay system via the Dulzura Conduit and work was 

charging ahead on Morena Dam.  The chief engineer of the Mountain Water Company, M. M. 

O’Shaughnessy, had designed a dam of monumental proportions, built with massive granite blocks 

quarried from the sides of the gorge in which the arched structure rested.  These blocks were set 

in cement, anchored to the base by a set of vertical slits, and held up by thousands of tons of loose 

rock braced by wooden and concrete buttresses.29  When the dam was completed in 1912, it 

towered 150 feet above the streambed and was capable of impounding 46,000 acre-feet of fresh 

water in the Tijuana River watershed.30  From Morena Reservoir, water could be sent down 

Cottonwood Creek to the Barrett dam site and diverted into the Dulzura Conduit towards Lower 

Otay.  This not only preserved huge quantities of valuable water for use in San Diego County, but 

it also prevented that water from reaching Mexico and flowing into the Tijuana River. 

 The 10-year contract that Spreckels had signed with the City in 1906—to deliver water to 

University Heights Reservoir at a rate of 4 cents per thousand gallons—had been a deal in the 

city’s favor.  Spreckels had taken advantage of the drought conditions to oust his main competition 

by making the City an offer it could not refuse.  But the price for water was so low that the 

Mountain Water Company’s revenue stream barely covered the cost of its operating expenses.  

Spreckels had ruined the Flume Company, but he failed to take advantage of the opportunity it 

provided him on the San Diego River.  Instead, he opened the door for Fletcher and Murray to step 

in and ratchet up the competition.  Perhaps this was a mistake on Spreckels’ part, if his goal was 
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SCA, EFP, 39:10; Fowler, “History of the Dams,” pp. 54-55. 
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to monopolize the water business in San Diego County.  But Spreckels’ interests in water 

development were only a part of his much larger business portfolio.  Beginning in 1906, his 

primary focus had shifted to building the San Diego & Arizona Railway—his “one-man” effort to 

finally turn San Diego into the “great seaport and railway terminus of the southwest.”31 

 

SAN DIEGO & ARIZONA RAILWAY 

 Ever since the powerful floods of 1891 had washed away the California Southern Railway 

line through Temecula Canyon, the city of San Diego remained stranded at the end of the Santa 

Fe’s coastal “Surf Line” running down from Los Angeles.  Stripped of its status as the terminus of 

a major transcontinental railroad, San Diego suffered the consequences—it experienced almost no 

population growth in the entire decade of the 1890s, while the city of Los Angeles, with its two 

major rail terminals, fully doubled to more than 100,000 people.32  During those years, and well 

into the early twentieth century, San Diegans retained their long-cherished desire for a direct rail 

connection to the East.  That opportunity appeared to finally present itself in November of 1905, 

when representatives of the Southern Pacific Railroad Company met privately with John D. 

Spreckels and asked for his assistance in constructing a rail line between San Diego and Yuma.  

The owner of the Southern Pacific, E. H. Harriman, was interested in adding another valuable 

piece to his expanding transcontinental rail empire, but since he was already feeling the pressure 

of President Teddy Roosevelt’s “trust-busting” efforts back in Washington, Harriman wanted to 

keep his company’s involvement in the project a secret.  This arrangement worked perfectly for 
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Spreckels, who happily accepted his role as the face of the railroad project—and thus, in his mind, 

the “savior” of San Diego. 

 On the morning of December 14, 1906, Spreckels made a surprise announcement on the 

front page of his newspaper, the San Diego Union: “RAILROAD FROM SAN DIEGO TO YUMA 

IS NOW ASSURED,” read the headline, with a subheading noting that the “Line Will Be Built 

and Owned by Spreckels Interests.”33  In actuality, Harriman and the Southern Pacific had already 

agreed to furnish the brand-new San Diego & Arizona Railway Company with nearly $3 million 

for the acquisition of rights-of-way and terminal facilities, as well as the construction of the first 

twenty miles of track.34  But this information was not made public, and Spreckels was heaped with 

praise for his selflessness and dogged determination.  One contemporary observer, William E. 

Smythe, who was at this time writing the first detailed history of San Diego, remarked that “the 

city was suddenly delivered by the mandate of the one man who had sufficient capital of his own 

to build the road, and sufficient interests at stake to justify him in doing so.”35  Even the San Diego 

Sun—a rival newspaper owned by one of Spreckels’ harshest critics, E. W. Scripps—could not 

help but gush over the surprise announcement: “San Diego today lifts its hat and gives voice to an 

unrestrained cheer for John D. Spreckels… Big enterprises undertaken and successfully 

accomplished by Mr. Spreckels here and in the central portion of the State give warrant to the 

conclusion that the plans now announced will be carried to equal success, and that the eastern 

outlet so long hoped for will be realized as speedily as possible.”  What made the news so 

                                                
33 San Diego Union, Dec. 14, 1906. 
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extraordinary to Scripps was that Spreckels was going to take on this gargantuan task himself: 

“This move will break, and break forever, the antagonistic power of the combined railway 

interests, which for years has been exerted against San Diego.”36  Well, not exactly. 

 In any case, a team of a dozen engineers—several of whom were employees of the Southern 

Pacific “on loan” to the SD&A—was dispatched from San Diego in January of 1907 to begin 

surveying the most practicable route to Yuma.  The initial plan was to build an “All-American” 

railroad directly to the east, through the Cuyamaca Mountains and across the Colorado Desert to 

the junction at El Centro, where the line would connect with the Southern Pacific’s transcontinental 

network.  After more than a year of investigations, however, it was ultimately decided that this 

All-American route was not physically feasible.  Instead, the engineers designed a rail line which 

would begin in downtown San Diego and immediately run south into Mexican territory at Tijuana, 

turning east at the Agua Caliente hot springs and winding 44 miles through northern Baja 

California before crossing back into U.S. territory through a tunnel at Tecate.  From there, the track 

would cross Campo Creek (a tributary of the Tijuana River) before dipping into the treacherous 

10-mile Carrizo Gorge on its twisting descent to the desert flatlands, and then finally making its 

way across the scorching sands to El Centro.37 

 In order to build the line through Mexican territory, Spreckels needed the blessing of long-

time Mexican President, Porfirio Díaz.  He managed to secure the necessary concession in April 

of 1908, after agreeing to establish a Mexican subsidiary of the SD&A called the Ferrocarril 
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Tijuana y Tecate, which would own and operate the portion of the line running below the border.38  

With all of the plans and permits in place, construction could finally begin in earnest.  

Unfortunately for Spreckels, the financial panic of 1907 had struck his secret sponsor Harriman 

especially hard, causing a temporary cutback of financial support from the Southern Pacific.  

Spreckels, who had already staked his name and reputation to building the line for the benefit of 

San Diego, was forced to invest a good portion of his own money to keep the project alive.  Things 

only got worse in 1909, when Harriman unexpectedly died at the age of sixty-one and left the 

future of the project in even greater peril.  Spreckels was able to convince the new leadership of 

the Southern Pacific to continue financing construction in the short term, but he was offered no 

guarantees for the road ahead.  What had started as a deal perhaps too good to be true was turning 

out to be just that.  But Spreckels pressed on. 

 The first tracks were laid in September of 1909, starting from the Union Square terminal 

in downtown San Diego and inching their way southward along the bay toward Tijuana.  The work 

gang—made up mostly of Mexicans with a handful of U.S. “Wobblies” mixed in—first built a 

330-foot trestle over the Sweetwater River, and then a 240-foot trestle over the Otay River, before 

reaching the international boundary in February of 1910.39  Within a half-mile of entering Mexican 

territory, the line needed to be built across the Tijuana River at a height of 60 feet, then enter a 

tunnel and quickly turn to the east to traverse the river for a second time at Matanuco Canyon.  

Work was delayed at the first Tijuana River crossing until May, when the bridge materials were 
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finally delivered from Seattle, Washington.  The tracks were laid over the first crossing in June, 

and the work crews turned their attention to the 510-foot span at Matanuco Canyon.  After another 

series of shipping delays, the steel for the viaduct arrived in November, and crews got to work 

swinging the 30- and 60-foot girders into place with the help of a locomotive crane.40  The viaduct 

was completed in December, and a second tunnel was blasted on the other side of Matanuco 

Canyon to give the rail line a direct path through the hillside to the east.  By January of 1911, the 

SD&A had overcome its first major challenge—double-crossing the Tijuana River—and was 

poised to pick up the pace as it built across Baja California toward Tecate.  But the timing, it turns 

out, was less than ideal—just as the work gangs were progressing beyond the Tijuana River, events 

unfolding elsewhere in Mexico were about to derail the project and violently rattle the cages of the 

old order. 

 

REVOLUTION IN BAJA CALIFORNIA 

 Opposition to the Díaz regime in Mexico had been mounting for years, but it finally took 

the form of “revolution” in November of 1910.  President Díaz had previously promised to hold 

free and fair elections in June of that year, but when his primary challenger—a wealthy northern 

landowner named Francisco I. Madero, whose extended family wielded tremendous commercial, 

industrial, and financial power in the northern cities of Torreón and Monterrey—became the clear 

favorite to succeed him as president, Díaz had Madero thrown in jail two weeks before the vote 

and then fraudulently declared himself the winner in a landslide.  Madero managed to escape to 

San Antonio, Texas, in October, where he issued a nation-wide call for insurrection in Mexico.  In 
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his famous Plan de San Luis Potosí, named for the Mexican city in which he had been jailed, 

Madero declared the June elections null and void, deemed Díaz’s rule illegitimate, and demanded 

the introduction of electoral democracy through violent action by the Mexican people.  On 

November 20, 1910—the day which Madero had chosen for his compatriots to take up arms against 

the Díaz regime—a handful of violent uprisings broke out across Mexico, mostly concentrated in 

the northern states of Sonora, Chihuahua, and Coahuila, which was Madero’s home territory and 

political stronghold.  A revolution had begun—but it was anybody’s guess where it would go from 

here.41 

 Madero’s call to arms went conspicuously unanswered in Baja California.  The territory’s 

roughly 7,000 inhabitants—scattered in small settlements at Ensenada, Tijuana, Mexicali, and a 

few other places in between—chose to stay home on November 20, as did most other Mexicans 

across the country.  For as unpopular as Porfirio Díaz had become, the ultimate decision to take 

up arms and risk one’s own life in the name of democracy was not to be made on a whim.  Madero’s 

movement would take a few more months to really pick up steam.  In the meantime, a separate but 

parallel revolutionary movement—this one led by the radical Mexican anarchist, Ricardo Flores 

Magón—would grip Baja California in the early months of 1911 and drive the borderlands region 

into momentary chaos. 
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 Flores Magón was a journal editor and social activist who had established himself as one 

of don Porfirio’s harshest critics in the years before the revolution.42  Exiled to the United States 

in 1904, he settled in Los Angeles and ramped up his written attacks on Díaz, circulating them 

widely in both the United States and Mexico with his radical weekly journal, La Regeneración.  

Flores Magón led the Partido Liberal Mexicano (PLM) from abroad, fomenting worker strikes in 

Mexico and attracting unwanted attention from U.S. authorities in southern California and 

Arizona.  In August of 1907, he and a number of his associates were arrested in Los Angeles for 

their role in instigating the violent uprising at the Cananea copper mines in Sonora the previous 

summer.  Flores Magón was forced to spend the next three years in an Arizona prison, during 

which time Francisco Madero—the “Apostle of Democracy”—came to assume the mantle of 

revolution in Mexico. 

 Both Flores Magón and Madero agreed that the Díaz regime needed to be toppled, but they 

had radically different visions of what should be built in its wake.  Madero was primarily 

advocating political reform in Mexico—a changing of the old guard and a transition to electoral 

democracy.  Flores Magón, on the other hand, was fully committed to upending the existing social 

and economic order.  He was a proud and avowed anarchist, convinced that capitalist economic 

and political institutions needed to be torn down and dispensed with so that genuinely free people 
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could rightfully inherit the earth.43   For years, Flores Magón had been writing about and planning 

for the impending social revolution—thus, despite his misgivings about Madero’s modest political 

goals, he welcomed Madero’s call for violent insurrection as a possible means to that end.  

Although Flores Magón did not take part in the Maderista uprising of November 20, he assured 

his followers that the PLM was “hard at work in preparing a formidable movement against 

despotism and capitalist exploitation.”44  In fact, what he and his associates in Los Angeles were 

planning was an invasion of Baja California.  They envisioned the isolated peninsula as a suitable 

staging ground to launch their social revolution. 

 In December of 1910, Flores Magón sent two of his most trusted confidants, José María 

Leyva and Simon Berthold, to the Imperial Valley in preparation for an attack on Mexicali.  They 

remained in close contact with Magonista scouts on the Mexican side of the border, whose 

objectives in Mexicali were to recruit potential revolutionaries—especially among the local 

Cucapá—and to gather critical information on the roads, ranchos, and water infrastructure of the 

valley.45  Meanwhile, arms and ammunition were smuggled into Mexico with the help of a radical 

U.S. journalist named John Kenneth Turner, who had recently settled in Los Angeles with his 

equally radical wife, Ethel Duffy Turner.  Together, the Turners helped to spread the word—in 

English—about the yawning injustices of the Díaz dictatorship.  John Turner’s scathing 1910 
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exposé, Barbarous Mexico, opened the eyes of many in the United States to the inequalities and 

exploitations of the Díaz regime; for her part, Ethel Turner served as the English-language editor 

of La Regeneración.  The Turners were key figures in a larger group of southern California radical 

intellectuals whose anti-capitalist ideologies aligned with Flores Magón and his budding 

revolutionary movement.  But these “revolutionaries” mostly stayed and plotted in Los Angeles, 

preferring to promote insurrection in Baja California rather than to participate in it directly. 

 On January 27, 1911, Leyva and Berthold slipped across the border and made their way to 

a camp at Laguna Salada, in the bed of a dry desert lake about twenty miles southwest of Mexicali.  

There, they were joined by roughly two dozen others—a mix of mexicanos and indígenas—who 

had all heeded the call to revolution, though for different reasons.46  Once the weapons and 

ammunition were distributed, this ragtag group of revolutionaries began their march on Mexicali.  

In an early-morning raid on January 29, the Magonista forces easily captured the town, sending 

most of its terrified inhabitants scrambling to safety across the border.47 

 The capture of Mexicali was a major achievement for the Magonistas—they had proven 

themselves to be revolutionaries in action, not simply in spirit.  News of their successful seizure 

of the border town spread rapidly in both countries.  Flores Magón, who had not personally 
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participated in the guerilla operation, worked with Ethel Turner in Los Angeles to publicize the 

Magonista victory and recruit more revolutionaries to the cause.  At the time, southern California 

was a hotbed of anti-capitalist labor activity, with the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW, or 

Wobblies) playing a leading role in enflaming the labor-capital strife in the region.48  The 

Magonistas received a widely-publicized endorsement from the famous novelist Jack London in 

early February, at a meeting held at the Union Labor Temple in downtown Los Angeles to raise 

money for Flores Magón and his movement: “We Socialists, anarchists, hobos, chicken thieves, 

outlaws and undesirable citizens of the U.S. are here with you heart and soul.  You will notice that 

we are not respectable.  Neither are you.  No revolutionary can possibly be respectful in these days 

of the reign of property.”49 

 The ranks of the Magonistas swelled in the weeks after storming Mexicali, as the leaders 

of the movement adopted a “come one, come all” recruitment strategy for building up their army.  

Within two weeks, the fighting force in Mexicali numbered more than 150—consisting mostly of 

disaffected Mexican and indigenous laborers, dozens of American Wobblies, and a colorful cast 

of drifters, adventure-seekers, and soldiers of fortune from all corners.50  Despite the mixed nature 

of the bunch, the Junta leadership insisted from day one that “we are not a mob,” and that the 
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Magonista movement aimed to free Mexico from tyranny in order to make it “a land for the poor 

people who have heretofore been treated like so many cattle.”51 

 These words, delivered in a message from Simon Berthold to the farmers of the Imperial 

Valley, were meant to instill confidence in his leadership and to grow transnational working-class 

support for the movement.  However, the occupation of Mexicali by these radicals sent shivers 

down the spines of some American property holders, chief among them Harrison Gray Otis and 

his son-in-law Harry Chandler, whose Colorado River Land Company (CRLC) owned more than 

800,000 acres on the Mexican side of the border.52  They feared that revolutionary upheaval in 

Mexico could potentially endanger their property rights in Baja California.  According to an 

official from the U.S. War Department who was sent to investigate the situation in February of 

1911:  

The owners of large American interests in Mexican Southern California [Baja California] 
view with great apprehension the growth of the existing movement.  They do not wish the 
present separation of Southern California from Mexico either by direct annexation to the 
United States or by the creation of an independent government there which, they think, 
would be promptly followed by annexation.  They believe that their present interests are 
better subserved by the Mexican Government than they would be by the United States… 

                                                
51 Berthold quoted in Calexico Chronicle, Jan. 29, 1911.  
52 On the Colorado River Land Company and the early development of the Mexicali Valley, see 
Eugene Keith Chamberlin, “Mexican Colonization versus American Interests in Lower 
California,” Pacific Historical Review, Vol. 20, No. 1 (Feb. 1951): 43-55; Pablo L. Martínez, 
Historia de Baja California (Mexico City: Libros Mexicanos, 1956); Edna Aidé Grijalva, “La 
Colorado River Land Company,” in Panorama histórico de Baja California, ed. David Piñera 
Ramírez (Tijuana: Centro de Investigaciones Históricas UNAM-UABC, 1983); Adalberto 
Walther Meade, El valle de Mexicali (Mexicali: Universidad Autónoma de Baja California, 
1996); José Alfredo Gómez Estrada, La gente del delta del Río Colorado: Indígenas, 
colonizadores y ejidatarios (Mexicali: Universidad Autónoma de Baja California, 2000); 
Dorothy P. Kerig, El valle de Mexicali y la Colorado River Land Company, 1902-1946 
(Mexicali: Universidad Autónoma de Baja California, 2001); and Pablo Herrera Carrillo, 
Reconquista y colonización del valle de Mexicali (Mexicali: Universidad Autónoma de Baja 
California, 2002), among others. 



 99 

This class of people ardently desire the intervention of the United States to put a stop to 
the insurrectionary movement in Southern California before it gathers further headway.53 

 
Otis and Chandler had a vested interest in maintaining the status quo—they wanted Baja California 

to remain a federal territory of the business-friendly Mexican regime in order to protect their 

investments in the Mexicali Valley. 

 On the other side of the border, the farmers of Imperial Valley had their own reasons to 

fear the revolutionary tumult in Mexicali.  The rich agricultural lands of Imperial Valley relied 

entirely on irrigation water diverted from the Colorado River and delivered via a channel, the 

Alamo Canal, which had been cut through Mexican territory a decade prior with permission from 

Porfirio Díaz.54  Residents of the valley were especially cognizant of the fact that their livelihoods 

depended on the continued flow of water through northern Baja California.  They were wary of 

the Magonistas’ intentions, and fearful that some unruly individuals might sabotage the water 

infrastructure in an act of anti-capitalist aggression.  In mid-February, the Magonista spokesman 

in Mexicali, Simon Berthold, assured the nervous Americans that, contrary to the rumors swirling 

throughout the valley, he and his comrades had no plans to dynamite the Alamo Canal, and that 

the Liberals under Flores Magón were committed to a “policy of non-interference” in the United 
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States.55  These assurances failed to ease the tensions at the border, however, and some of the 

wealthy landowners of Imperial Valley began clamoring for U.S. military intervention in Mexicali 

to protect the transboundary canal system from attack.56 

 Further complicating the situation, the U.S. government had just committed $1 million to 

build urgently needed flood control infrastructure in the Colorado River delta on the Mexican side 

of the border.  In the aftermath of the devastating flood of 1905-1907—when the Colorado River 

completely changed course and poured into Imperial Valley for nearly two years straight—the 

U.S. residents and property owners of the valley appealed directly to Washington for assistance in 

constructing a defensive barrier along the western bank of the river.  In December of 1910—just 

weeks after Madero’s call to arms in Mexico—President Taft negotiated a deal with Porfirio Díaz 

which allowed for U.S. government personnel to enter Mexican territory and begin construction 

on the levee.57  Work had just gotten underway in late January, when the Magonistas captured 

Mexicali and threw the entire region into chaos.  The U.S. State Department insisted that Díaz 

send federal troops to the Mexicali Valley to protect the American construction workers from rebel 

attack—or, if this were not possible, to allow the United States to send its own troops across the 
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border to patrol the area themselves.  The Mexican Foreign Ministry rejected this suggestion 

outright, claiming that such a concession would only intensify the revolutionary fervor.58  Despite 

the pressing need to send troops elsewhere in the country to fight the surging Maderistas, Díaz 

ultimately decided in early March to dispatch one of Mexico’s regular army units, the 8th Infantry 

Battalion led by Colonel Miguel Mayol, to the Mexicali Valley with explicit instructions to protect 

the water infrastructure and workers’ camps along the Colorado River.59 

 Meanwhile, the violent situation unfolding in the Mexican border states of Sonora, 

Chihuahua, and Coahuila concerned President Taft enough to send 20,000 U.S. troops to the border 

region, including 2,500 to southern California.60  This move served to cut off the rebels’ supply 

lines from the north, leaving the Magonistas in Mexicali almost entirely dependent on the resources 

of the peninsula to sustain their revolution.  In response to the troop buildup on the border, the 

Magonistas began to seize U.S. possessions in the Mexicali Valley—taking horses, mules, wagons, 

food, and any arms and ammunition they could find on the properties of the CRLC.61  By early 

April, the Magonista army had swelled to nearly 250, and many of the rebels had grown restless.  

One faction, led by Simon Berthold, had already left Mexicali to embark on a southward expedition 

to capture El Álamo—the small mining town southeast of Ensenada which had experienced a 

modest gold boom a few decades prior.  Flores Magón, still attempting to lead the revolution 
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remotely from Los Angeles, instructed those who remained in Mexicali to launch an attack on 

Colonel Mayol, who had recently arrived with about 400 soldiers to guard the dikes along the 

Colorado River.62  But the Magonistas in Mexicali had reason to be hesitant—if they began 

marching east toward the river, it would almost certainly be perceived as a threat to the waterworks, 

which, in all likelihood, would precipitate direct military intervention from the United States and 

bring about the swift defeat of their revolutionary movement.63  Instead of following the orders of 

Flores Magón, the Magonistas came up with a plan of their own—they would march west and 

capture the town of Tijuana. 

 The two rebel bands reunited at the small border hamlet of Tecate at the end of April, where 

they made their final preparations for an assault on Tijuana.  Word of the impending attack had 

already reached the small town, and a number of its residents—as well as the worker gangs laying 

track for the San Diego & Arizona Railway—chose to cross the border into the United States to 

avoid what was sure to be a violent confrontation.64  In San Diego, support for the revolutionaries 

was urged by the renowned anarchist agitator Emma Goldman, who delivered an impassioned 

speech to a packed house at Germania Hall in early May demanding the withdrawal of U.S. troops 

from the border and encouraging radical Americans to cross into Mexico to join the revolutionary 

struggle.65  The English-language section of La Regeneración also helped to publicize the 

movement throughout southern California and to raise funds and obtain material support for the 
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Magonistas.66  Awaiting the rebel army in Tijuana was a force of roughly 100 federal troops and 

local volunteers—determined to defend “la Patria” from the advancing band of thieves and 

outlaws, most of whom were militant U.S. labor activists or aggrieved indigenous insurgents.67 

 The Magonista forces converged on Tijuana on May 8, moving into strategic positions to 

surround the town before launching a pre-dawn assault the next morning.  The battle for Tijuana 

lasted only a few hours, with the rebels taking full control of the town by 10 a.m.  The fighting 

was fierce, however, with more than 20 killed on the federal side and at least a dozen dead among 

the rebels.68  Spectators from San Diego had gathered on the hillside at the border to watch the 

action unfold in front of their eyes.  Once the Magonistas had taken the town, they invited the 

spectators to come across the border and join them in Tijuana.  Apparently, quite a few did—

contemporary witnesses reported the widespread looting of shops and cantinas along the main 

tourist drag, crimes supposedly committed with equal enthusiasm by the rowdy visitors from San 

Diego and the victorious rebels alike.69  In the days after Tijuana’s capture, Flores Magón—still 

hunkered down in Los Angeles—appealed to his readers in La Regeneración to go forth and “take 

possession of the land” in Baja California.70  Few heeded his call, however, as his absentee 

leadership of the movement was beginning to take its toll.  Furthermore, the fact that American 
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agitators made up the vast majority of the Magonista forces in Tijuana gave credence to the 

mounting claims that this “revolution” was nothing more than another filibustering expedition 

intended to annex Baja California to the United States.71  In the eyes of some in the San Diego 

press, this was not such a bad idea: “Texas was conquered by Americans.  It is American yet… If 

Lower California should wake up some morning to find the stars and stripes floating over it, San 

Diego would suddenly become more than ever a City of Destiny.”72 

 Coincidentally, the capture of Tijuana took place on the exact same day that Madero’s 

forces seized Ciudad Juárez in Chihuahua—a much larger prize.  Less than two weeks later, 

Porfirio Díaz was ready to admit defeat—he signed an armistice with Madero before setting sail 

to Europe to live out his remaining days in exile.  Madero’s victory had been decisive, and some 

of the rebels in Tijuana and Mexicali began second-guessing their decision to align with Flores 

Magón in the first place.  Still in Los Angeles, the anarchist leader urged his wary followers to 

remain committed to the cause, excoriating Madero as an opportunist, a slave-holder, and a tool of 

the capitalist class.73  Despite these admonitions, a fair number of rebels in Baja California decided 

to abandon the Magonista movement and join up with Madero’s forces in Chihuahua, or to cross 

back over into the United States, having had their fill of “revolution” for the time being.74  Once it 
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became clear that Madero had taken charge in Mexico, Harry Chandler, co-owner of the CRLC, 

telegrammed the new leader and informed him that President Taft would be willing to permit 

Mexican troops to travel through U.S. territory in order to take back the Baja peninsula from the 

Magonistas.75  Madero’s representative in Washington made the formal request to the State 

Department on June 6, and the following day, permission was granted to move troops, arms, and 

ammunition from Ciudad Juárez to Mexicali via U.S. rail.76  Time was running out for the 

Magonistas in Baja California. 

 Meanwhile, at Ensenada, the jefe político of the Northern District, Colonel Celso Vega, 

was preparing for an attack on Tijuana.  Colonel Vega had tried and failed to recapture Mexicali 

back in February, and since that time he had been assembling an army that would be capable of 

defeating the Magonistas once and for all.  In mid-June, he finally set out for Tijuana with a well-

equipped and determined fighting force of roughly 600 men.  Despite being outnumbered three to 

one, the Magonistas that remained in Tijuana did not back down from the fight.  On the morning 

of June 22, the rebels commandeered a five-car work train from the San Diego & Arizona Railway 

and rolled it out to meet Colonel Vega and his army near the hot springs at Agua Caliente.  The 

showdown lasted all of three hours, ending in a bloody rout of the Magonista forces.  Among the 

rebels who survived the battle, those who were Mexican nationals fled into the Tijuana River 

valley, while the roughly 100 U.S. nationals laid down their arms in surrender.77  They were then 

marched, single-file, across the border into the United States and transferred to the barracks of Fort 
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Rosecrans on Point Loma to await their fates.  Back in Los Angeles, Flores Magón and some of 

his Mexican associates were arrested by U.S. authorities and subsequently convicted of violating 

the international neutrality laws.  Flores Magón would go on to spend the final years of his life in 

Leavenworth Penitentiary, in the U.S. state of Kansas, continuing to write about the “inevitable” 

social revolution, which he and his comrades had brought one step closer to realization in Baja 

California.78 

 The Magonista Rebellion had come to an end, but its contested legacy on the peninsula 

was only just beginning.  Debates about the true intentions of Flores Magón—and especially those 

who chose to take up arms and fight in his name—have continued in Baja California for over a 

century without reaching a clear consensus.  For the most part, historians have come to reject 

earlier claims that the rebels were nothing more than American filibusters, paid by Otis and 

Chandler to annex the peninsula to the United States for their own personal benefit.  Most 

historians have tended to see the Magonista Rebellion as a severely mismanaged effort to carry 

out the revolutionary goals of the PLM under Flores Magón.  Still, it is fair to say that not all of 

the rebels had the same goals in mind, and that the predominance of U.S. and other “foreign” 

elements within the ranks of the Magonistas made it extremely difficult for Flores Magón to “sell” 

his revolution to the rest of Mexico.  Yet regardless of the intentions of the Magonistas, one thing 

was for certain: the rebels posed an immediate threat to the water and transportation infrastructure 

of the entire California borderlands, which made their otherwise marginal movement a matter of 

international concern.  The dikes and canals in Mexicali had to be protected, as did the railroad 
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tracks being laid between Tijuana and Tecate.  The Magonistas had thus pitted themselves against 

powerful economic interests on both sides of the border—namely, the San Diego & Arizona 

Railway and the Colorado River Land Company—whose owners used their considerable influence 

with both federal governments to bring about a swift ending to the volatile situation in Baja 

California.  For the moment, at least, their efforts had paid off.  Yet the Magonista Rebellion had 

been revelatory—it showed just how deeply intertwined the politics and economies of the 

Californias truly were.  Transnational armchair revolutionaries in Los Angeles directed U.S. labor 

agitators and indigenous insurgents in Baja California to attack the entrenched landed interests of 

U.S. capitalists below the border.  This disruption threatened both U.S. and Mexican structures of 

power, and thus, it could not stand. 

 

LOCAL HYDROPOLITICS AND THE HATFIELD FLOOD 

 After a few months of uncertainty, work resumed on the San Diego & Arizona Railway in 

the fall of 1911.  By the end of the year, the track stretched 36 miles from San Diego to Valle 

Redondo—part way between Tijuana and Tecate in northern Baja California—and everything 

seemed to be moving full steam ahead.  But the project faced another formidable challenge in 

February of 1912, when the leadership of the Southern Pacific Railroad Company filed suit against 

John D. Spreckels to recover the $3 million that E. H. Harriman had secretly advanced to the 

SD&A back in 1906.79  Although it hardly came as a shock, Southern Pacific’s long-rumored 

involvement in Spreckels’ inter-California railroad project was finally out in the open.  Spreckels 
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did not have the funds on hand to cover the cost, but he did have something else of enormous 

value: the water system he had been building in the backcountry for more than fifteen years.  In 

the summer of 1912, he offered to sell to the City of San Diego the Barrett-Dulzura-Otay portion 

of his Southern California Mountain Water Company for $2.5 million.  He also offered to lease 

Morena dam and reservoir to the city for a period of 10 years, with an option to purchase at any 

time for $1.5 million more.80  The matter was put before the voters of San Diego in August of 

1912, who overwhelmingly approved the $2.5 million bond issue for the purchase of the Barrett-

Dulzura-Otay facilities from Spreckels.  And just like that, the city had acquired its own municipal 

water system “from mountain to meter.”81 

 Spreckels was thus able to continue building the railroad in Baja California, now having 

invested more than of $5 million of his own funds into the project, with much more work still to 

be done.82  Meanwhile, up in the northern reaches of San Diego County, Colonel Ed Fletcher 

continued to facilitate the private development of the region’s remaining “untapped” rivers and 

watersheds.  After Henry E. Huntington’s interurban hydroelectric railway project had come 

unraveled a few years prior, Huntington sold out to a San Francisco-based investor named William 

G. Henshaw, who was more than willing to take Warner’s Ranch—with its excellent damsite and 

riparian rights on the San Luis Rey River—off Huntington’s hands for a reasonable price.  

Henshaw bought the property in 1911 and hired Fletcher to continue his work in acquiring all the 

lands and water rights along the San Luis Rey River from the proposed damsite to the ocean.  

Fletcher supposedly accomplished this task without a lawsuit and for less than $300,000, calling 
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it “the cheapest rights ever acquired in San Diego County and the largest amount of water 

involved.”83  To administer and develop this new property, Henshaw formed a corporation called 

the Volcan Land and Water Company—named for the Volcan Mountains from which the San Luis 

Rey River flows—and appointed Fletcher to be the company’s general manager. 

 By 1913, the Volcan Land and Water Company had not only acquired all the land and 

water rights on the San Luis Rey River, but it had also obtained the Sutherland and Carroll damsites 

on the San Dieguito River running parallel just to the south.  The Carroll damsite was particularly 

exciting for Fletcher, who had envisioned a vast agricultural kingdom in these rolling backlands 

since his early days as a produce salesman.  The damsite was located about 8 miles upstream from 

the mouth of the San Dieguito River and offered the possibility of storing more than 70,000 acre-

feet of water, which could be distributed by gravity to irrigate valuable land in the virtually frost-

free belt hugging the coast.84  Included in this territory was the 8,000-acre Rancho San Dieguito—

owned by the Santa Fe Railroad through a real estate subsidiary called the Santa Fe Land and 

Improvement Company.  Since 1906, the company had been planting groves of blue gum 

eucalyptus, without irrigation, in an effort to produce timber for railroad ties.  The trees actually 

grew quite well in the region’s semi-arid climate, but the timber they produced proved too soft for 

use in construction and the company’s investment faltered.  In 1911, Fletcher had reached out to 

the vice president of the Santa Fe Railroad, W. E. Hodges, and offered to manage the Rancho San 
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Dieguito in exchange for 20 percent of the annual profits.85  The railroad accepted his offer, and 

Fletcher soon began irrigating about 80 acres of vegetable gardens on the railroad’s property with 

water diverted from the San Dieguito River.  Profits were small, at first, but the personal 

connections Fletcher had established with Hodges and other officials of the Santa Fe would pay 

off in the years ahead. 

 In order for Fletcher and Henshaw to start making money from their investments in North 

County, they needed to move forward with their plans to build dams and sell water for domestic 

and irrigation purposes.  In 1914, they offered to sell to the City of San Diego a minimum of 5 

million gallons of water a day at 8 cents per thousand gallons, delivered to the University Heights 

Reservoir from Warner’s Dam, which they would build at their own expense on the San Luis Rey 

River.86  This, Fletcher pointed out, would help to satisfy the domestic needs of the city for many 

years into the future.  But just as Spreckels had done in the past against the Cuyamaca Water 

Company, he used his influence over city council to squelch this latest offer from the Volcan Land 

and Water Company.  Instead, he appealed to the citizens of San Diego to take up the option to 

buy the Morena dam and reservoir from him for $1.5 million—pledging to use the money to 

continue construction on the SD&A to the east.87  The bond vote went on to pass by a six-to-one 

margin, leaving Spreckels beaming with pride in his fellow San Diegans: “The result of this 

election demonstrates that in one portion of this great country is a community which is not hostile 

to capital and will assist in a legitimate public enterprise.  Capital will be inspired by such a result 

and will be attracted to a community so eminently fair and liberal minded.”88  Fletcher, of course, 

                                                
85 Jackson, Building the Ultimate Dam, p. 156 
86 Ed Fletcher, “San Diego’s Water Problem: For Thirty Years a Political Football” [draft], 1931 
[undated], UCSD Library, SCA, EFP, 73:5. 
87 O’Bannon, “Railroad Construction,” p. 278 
88 Spreckels quoted in Pourade, Gold in the Sun, p. 175. 



 111 

did not see things quite the same way—he was incensed at the local leadership for allowing the 

city’s general welfare and prosperity to be subverted by the business interests of his rival.  The 

city’s water supply was “fast dwindling away,” he explained to his friend George Marston in 

September of 1914, adding that Spreckels was “commencing to be the most hated man in San 

Diego.”89  That was certainly up for debate. 

 In any case, Fletcher’s intensifying rivalry with Spreckels could perhaps have been 

avoided.  In December of 1913—months before the Volcan water offer or the purchase of Morena 

dam—Fletcher had reached out to Spreckels in an effort to “work in harmony” on the water issues 

facing San Diego.  He disagreed with Spreckels’ stance that the city should develop its current 

system to its fullest capacity before taking over other watersheds in the county: “The interests that 

I represent, as well as you, may be somewhat biased on account of personal interest, yet the 

position I personally take and which I consider to the best interest of the city, is that San Diego 

should acquire at the earliest possible date every feasible reservoir site by out-right purchase on 

San Luis Rey, Palomar and San Diego watersheds.”  Of course, most of these reservoir sites were 

owned by Fletcher and his wealthy business partners, Murray and Henshaw.  Still, his suggestion 

that the city should acquire and gradually develop all the available water supply in San Diego 

County was forward-thinking for the time.  He was proposing the creation of a water district—to 

be controlled either by the City proper or by the entire metropolitan area.  Fletcher argued it would 

cost less than $3 million to control 90 percent of the undeveloped and available water supply of 

San Diego County: “We must commence now to go after this additional amount of water in order 

to get it here in time so as not to retard the growth of this city.”  He told Spreckels it was his urgent 
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desire “that at an early date you see your way clear to make a trip in the back country and at least 

give me a chance to explain and show you our point of view on the water question.”90 

 Whether Spreckels responded to Fletcher or took him up on this offer is unknown.  Either 

way, Spreckels’ actions to block the sale of the Cuyamaca system and the delivery of water from 

the Volcan system spoke volumes.  Fletcher expressed his continued frustration over the city’s 

lack of foresight on the water issue to the former Mayor of San Diego, John F. Forward, Sr., in the 

summer of 1915.  Fletcher asked Forward if he was aware that “three or four very large 

manufacturing concerns” had passed on San Diego recently on account of a lack of water, or that 

the U.S. Government was “backward about doing anything with our harbor” for the very same 

reason.  “And who is to blame for this situation?” he asked.  “Who is to blame for this lack of 

intelligent forethought?”  For Fletcher, the answer was clear: “It is the business men of San Diego 

who are to blame for this.”  He argued that the local business leaders were stuck thinking about 

their own affairs entirely and failed to grasp the magnitude of the opportunity at hand.  While they 

were all standing around and watching, an outside investor named William G. Henshaw had come 

into town and spent large sums of money to begin developing the water resources of North County.  

Rather than being used to supply up to 250,000 domestic consumers in the city, however, this 

water was now going to be “put on lands not tributary to San Diego, and will never be available 

for domestic purposes.”  Fletcher reiterated his position that “a large district, including the City of 

San Diego should have been formed, and all these water properties in the county taken over.”  He 

lamented to the former mayor that for the past nine years, all his efforts to unite the local 

businessmen for the common benefit of San Diego had been met with “nothing but insults and 

ridicule,” and he threatened to “forget the city’s interests in this matter, and go after the money 
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that can be made in a mutual water company scheme, which is far in excess of the money that Mr. 

Henshaw or I would make if the system were sold to the city of San Diego.”91  The refusal of the 

city to purchase water from the San Luis Rey River was unfathomable to Fletcher, whose vision 

for the future of the region was simply not in tune with the more myopic members of city council—

or with John D. Spreckels. 

 The rejection of the Henshaw offer was especially maddening for Fletcher given the city’s 

concurrent population growth and diminishing water supply.  Between 1910 and 1915, the city’s 

population increased from 40,000 to roughly 60,000 people, while the regional rainfall and runoff 

figures remained below average.92  This caused a steady drop in the amount of water held in storage 

at the city’s newly-acquired Morena and Lower Otay reservoirs.  By the end of 1915, city council 

was desperate to find a solution to the mounting water crisis.  But rather than turning to Fletcher 

and Henshaw to supply water from the rivers of North County, the local politicians chose to pursue 

a cheaper, more experimental route.  Instead, they invited Charles M. Hatfield, the nation’s most 

famous “rainmaker,” to come to San Diego County to try and work his wonders.  Hatfield had 

arrived in southern California during the real estate boom of the 1880s and soon launched a 

decades-long career as an “expert rain manufacturer.”93  He attributed his success to a special 

cocktail of two-dozen secret ingredients—his “chemical affinity highball”—which he poured into 

pans and placed atop rickety wooden towers in order to initiate a chemical evaporation process 

that would supposedly bring about abundant moisture.  Hatfield’s curious antics became national 
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news in 1905 after he promised the drought-stricken city of Los Angeles 18 inches of rain in 

exchange for $1,000—and evidently delivered on his promise.94  In December of 1915, Hatfield 

came to San Diego and offered to “fill Morena Reservoir to overflowing” for the sum of $10,000.95  

The city council voted unanimously to accept his offer. 

 Hatfield set up his crude wooden structure in the mountains next to Morena Dam, and 

within two weeks, a gentle rain had come to San Diego County.  On January 15, the drizzle turned 

into a downpour, which held strong for the next five days and dumped more than five inches of 

rainfall onto the city.  Up in the mountains, at the headwaters of the county’s rivers, some 18 inches 

of rain fell over the course of those five days—nearly triple the historical average for the entire 

month of January at these higher elevations.  This constant rainfall saturated the ground and sent 

rapids of runoff into the county’s rivers and reservoirs.  The deluge subsided on January 20, but a 

second storm came rolling in right on its heels.  Over the course of the next few days, the city 

received an additional four inches of rainfall, and the mountain regions got almost 15 inches 

more.96  This time, though, the water could not be absorbed into the ground—it nearly all became 

runoff.  Sweetwater Dam, about 7 miles upstream from the bay, was overtopped to a depth of 

nearly 4 feet.  The north abutment wing eventually gave way, tearing a gap 90 feet wide and 45 

feet below the crest, through which water gushed at a peak rate of more than 45,000 cubic feet per 

                                                
94 Eighteen inches of rain had fallen in Los Angeles only seven times in the previous twenty-
seven years and not once in the twelve years before 1905.  Hatfield’s success as a “rain 
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even around the world.  See Norris Hundley, Jr., The Great Thirst: Californians and Water—A 
History, rev. ed. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001), pp. 105-110; and Patterson, 
“Hatfield the Rainmaker,” pp. [?]. 
95 Hatfield quoted in Pourade, Gold in the Sun, p. 204. 
96 Fowler, “History of the Dams,” p. 59. 
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second.97  The subsequent flood inundated farmlands and washed out rail lines, bridges, streets, 

and dozens of homes downriver. 

 But the most serious damage from the Hatfield flood occurred in the Otay Valley.  On 

January 27, at 5:05 p.m., the steel diaphragm which Babcock had built through the center of Lower 

Otay Dam tore from top to bottom down the middle, opening up the face of the dam like a massive 

set of floodgates.  It took two and a half hours for the entire reservoir to empty, sending a wall of 

water downstream that wiped out everything in the valley below.  Entire communities were washed 

away in the torrent, which tragically claimed the lives of more than a dozen people.98  Lower Otay 

Dam was completely destroyed.  The Morena Dam on Cottonwood Creek sustained serious 

damage, as did the Dulzura Conduit linking the Cottonwood and Otay watersheds.  The well 

stations and pumping plants operating in the San Diego River valley were also washed out by the 

flood, leaving the city with an almost entirely demolished system for water delivery.  Technically, 

the rainmaker had fulfilled his end of the bargain—Morena Dam was filled to capacity.  However, 

the contract had never been officially signed, and city council refused to pay up.  Hatfield would 

go on to press the issue in court for more than two decades before the flood was finally declared 

an “act of God” by the California Superior Court, absolving him from any wrongdoing but also 

denying him his service fee.99  Hatfield the Rainmaker remains a legendary figure in Tijuandiego’s 

early urban history.  Many still wonder if there was actually a method to his madness—or if he 

was just another charlatan with good timing and great skills of self-promotion. 

                                                
97 Fowler, “History of the Dams,” pp. 35-36. 
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 In either case, the cost of damages from the Hatfield Flood was estimated in the millions 

of dollars.  But before repair work could even begin, the city had to arrange for an immediate 

supply of water from whatever source it could find.  As it turned out, the Cuyamaca system had 

managed to weather the storm relatively unscathed.  Fletcher and Murray swiftly stepped in to 

supply the city with water from Lake Cuyamaca, delivering 5 million gallons a day at a cost of 10 

cents per thousand gallons.  Another 5 million gallons were pumped up daily from the banks of 

the San Diego River, together providing enough water to temporarily meet the domestic needs of 

the city.100  Plans were drawn up for rebuilding Lower Otay Dam, and a bond issue for $682,200 

was passed by a two-thirds majority in February of 1917.  Construction on the project was overseen 

by Hiram N. Savage, the city’s newly appointed hydraulic engineer, who designed a mass concrete 

gravity dam arching upstream in plan.  The structure was completed in September of 1919, 

standing 150 feet tall and 700 feet across, with a total storage capacity of about 50,000 acre-feet.101  

With the dam rebuilt and the water supply restored, the people of San Diego could finally breathe 

a sigh of relief.  But other water challenges loomed large on the horizon, and those in charge of 

local water development had competing economic interests and lacked a shared vision for San 

Diego’s water future.  The result was uncertainty, conflict, and, ultimately, the imprudent 

exploitation of the region’s water resources. 
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JOHN S. EASTWOOOD AND THE MULTIPLE-ARCH DAM 

 The Hatfield Flood showed the citizens of San Diego just how volatile the water situation 

really was.  In the wake of the disaster, expert hydraulic engineers were invited to the city to 

examine the local water infrastructure and impart advice on how best to proceed in the 

development of the region’s water resources.  One of the consulting engineers, John T. Flynn, 

offered a striking assessment of the unique water challenges confronting southern California as a 

whole: “With its scores of mountains, and hundreds of small valleys—where water often flows 

four ways from a common center—and soil and climatic conditions materially different from that 

of any other arid or semi-arid section of the United States, the problem of control—outside of that 

of regulation, or control of the Colorado River—is local, rather than general.”  The main issue was 

not a dearth of water, he explained, but rather how to prevent a surplus from going to waste.  Each 

of the nine counties comprising the “great empire” of southern California required its own special 

treatment, owing to the fact that “each county is in reality a group of cities or villages, instead of 

great farms as is the case in most irrigated sections.”  Because of the region’s widely scattered land 

ownership and peculiar topography, Flynn argued that “the problem of meeting the domestic and 

irrigation needs of the present to say nothing of those made necessary by the millions yet to come 

is one that cannot be solved by any such cash register system of calculation, or deduction.  Nothing 

short of a comprehensive plan of water control—embracing every known or available source of 

supply—coupled with a scientific system of distribution—domestic as well as irrigation—will 

solve the flood and water problems of Southern California.”102 
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 Flynn was making a compelling case for the establishment of a water district, not unlike 

what Fletcher had been proposing to the local leadership for years already.  The fractured nature 

of land ownership and water development in San Diego County—where various private water 

companies vied for control of the region’s riparian rights and limited worthy damsites—hindered 

its potential for comprehensive and effective water management.  But with Spreckels constantly 

using his sway to reject motions for the city to take more direct control over its water resources, 

the kaleidoscopic development continued apace.  Henshaw moved forward with his project in 

North County, where he owned two especially promising damsites on the San Dieguito and San 

Luis Rey rivers, respectively.  He reached out to a well-known dam designer named John S. 

Eastwood, who had previously been working for Huntington’s Pacific Light and Power Company 

on the Big Creek hydroelectric system in the Sierra Nevada, and asked him to come take a look at 

his damsites.103  Eastwood obliged, and in the summer of 1916, he arrived in North County to 

begin his investigation of the Carroll damsite on the San Dieguito River. 

 In the meantime, Henshaw and Fletcher continued their talks with the directors of the Santa 

Fe Railroad about developing an irrigated agricultural zone stretching from Del Mar to Oceanside.  

As the local manager of the railroad’s Rancho San Dieguito (later called Rancho Santa Fe), 

Fletcher was in a position to facilitate the negotiations between Henshaw and the railroad 

company.  In early 1917, he made a trip up to Chicago to meet with the president of the Santa Fe, 

E. P. Ripley, whom he persuaded to join in the project.  Ripley sent a company engineer to do a 

thorough investigation of the lands before visiting the Rancho Santa Fe and the Carroll damsite 

himself for a personal inspection.104  The two sides struck an agreement shortly after his visit, 
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104 Ed Fletcher, “San Diego’s Water Problem: For Thirty Years a Political Football” [draft], 1931 
[undated], UCSD Library, SCA, EFP, 73:5. 
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whereby the railroad, through its Santa Fe Land and Improvement Company, would finance the 

construction of a dam on the San Dieguito River, provided that Henshaw, through his Volcan Land 

and Water Company, contributed the necessary land and water rights.  Together, they formed a 

new company called the San Dieguito Mutual Water Company to oversee the entire enterprise, in 

which Henshaw would have a one-third interest and the railroad the remaining two-thirds.  Fletcher 

received no stock, but he was appointed president of the new water company, with Henshaw and 

three associates of the Santa Fe Railroad making up the board of directors.105 

 Now all they needed was a dam.  Their hired engineer, John S. Eastwood, had been 

studying the Carroll damsite and drawing up plans for nearly a year now, and he was ready to get 

to work.  By the time Eastwood came to San Diego in 1916, he had already developed quite a 

reputation in engineering circles for his innovative multiple-arch dam designs.  While he was 

working for Huntington on the Big Creek hydroelectric project in the first decade of the twentieth 

century, Eastwood began looking for ways to cut down on construction costs by reducing the 

amount of building materials required for the dams.  He mocked up his first multiple-arch design 

in 1906, drawing on engineering principles and functions that had long been used in bridge and 

roof construction.  Rather than having a single, thick curved wall holding back an entire reservoir, 

the multiple-arch design called for the placing of masonry into a series of contiguous arches, all of 

which were supported by large triangular buttresses.  The shape helped to spread out the points of 

stress and reduce the water’s overall up-thrust on the face of the dam.106  The fact that it required 

significantly less building materials was an added bonus.  Financial troubles brought on by the 
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panic of 1907 postponed construction at Big Creek and sent Eastwood looking elsewhere for a 

place to implement his vision.  He built the world’s first concrete multiple-arch dam for a private 

logging company in the mountains east of Fresno—the Hume Lake Dam, completed in 1909.  He 

then designed and built the Big Bear Valley Dam—with a reservoir capacity of 73,000 acre-feet—

in San Bernardino County in 1912 to provide irrigation water for the region’s expanding citrus 

crops.107  Eastwood came to San Diego at the request of Henshaw and Fletcher, who had been 

following his career closely and were sold on the merits of his multiple-arch designs. 

 In the spring of 1917, the San Dieguito Mutual Water Company negotiated a contract with 

Eastwood for construction of the Lake Hodges Dam, named in honor of the vice president of the 

Santa Fe Railroad, W. E. Hodges, who had been a driving force behind the whole project.  

Eastwood’s design called for 24 sequential arches with 24-foot spans each, measuring a total of 

616 feet across the crest and towering 136 feet high above the San Dieguito River.  The storage 

capacity of the reservoir was 33,000 acre-feet when the dam was completed in the spring of 1918.  

In addition to Lake Hodges, the San Dieguito Mutual Water Company also had Eastwood design 

and build a second multiple-arch structure, the San Dieguito Dam, about two miles downstream in 

order to create a regulation and distribution reservoir for the irrigation system.  This dam was 

composed of 11 arches with 50-foot spans, measuring 650 feet across and 52 feet high above the 

streambed, with a small storage capacity of only 1,128 acre-feet.108  While the dams were under 

construction and the distribution lines being installed, Fletcher organized the Santa Fe and San 
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Dieguito Irrigation Districts, which then signed contracts for water delivery in perpetuity from the 

mutual water company.  Soon, more than 15,000 acres of prime coastal real estate were put to 

“productive use” growing valuable citrus and other crops with water diverted from the San 

Dieguito River.109 

 According to Fletcher, it cost the San Dieguito Mutual Water Company less than $2 

million, in total, to buy the reservoir site, acquire the water rights, build the dam, and install the 

pipelines to the coast.  That meant the water cost the company about 3 or 3½ cents per thousand 

gallons—it was the least expensive water supply in the county.  The contracts with the Santa Fe 

and San Dieguito Irrigation Districts were for 4 cents per thousand gallons—a bargain rate that 

spurred usage and also guaranteed a steady profit.110  Eastwood’s work at Lake Hodges had been 

quick, effective, and cheap.  The dam had taken less than a year to build and only cost roughly 

$330,000—and Eastwood maintained that he could have safely built it with even less concrete for 

significantly less money.  Fletcher was so impressed with the engineer’s work on the San Dieguito 

River that he hired him for another project, this time for the Cuyamaca Water Company on the San 

Diego River.  Eastwood drew up plans for another multiple-arch dam in 1917—a wall of 26 

enormous concrete half-cylinders, standing on their ends, each thirty-five feet across and 117 feet 

tall—and about a year later, it was up and operational.111  It was the largest dam in southern 

California, stretching nearly a thousand feet across the river, about 8 miles northeast of downtown 
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San Diego, and it had cost the Cuyamaca Water Company a total of only $120,000 to build.  

Fletcher chose the name—Murray Dam—in an effort to ingratiate himself with his business 

partner, but his gesture was not well received: “Naming dams after men is very poor policy,” 

Murray scolded him upon learning the news, “and I am superstitious about it.  You had no business 

to call that the Murray Dam.”112 

 In any case, the new dam was a major asset to the Cuyamaca Water Company, which was 

now supplying water for both irrigation purposes in the backcountry and domestic uses in the city.  

San Diego County had become the epicenter of the nation’s dam-building activity, with Lake 

Hodges, Murray Dam, and the rebuilt Lower Otay all going up simultaneously between 1917 and 

1919.  Eastwood’s multiple-arch dams on the San Dieguito and San Diego rivers were provocative 

and controversial structures—not everyone was convinced by the new design.  Some questioned 

the dams’ structural integrity; others had nontechnical concerns about the “psychological disquiet” 

the dams would engender among the general public.113  Lower Otay Dam, which was rebuilt by 

the city’s hydraulic engineer, Hiram N. Savage, after Babcock’s original was destroyed in the 

Hatfield Flood, was not based on a multiple-arch design—it was a more traditional concrete gravity 

dam that had cost the tax payers over $730,000 to complete.114  But the City of San Diego was not 

yet ready to take a gamble on Eastwood’s cost-saving technology, and in November of 1919, the 

electorate voted to issue $1 million in bonds to finance the construction of another single-arch 

gravity dam at Barrett damsite on Cottonwood Creek.  Savage designed Barrett Dam just as he had 

Lower Otay—with an arched wall of concrete measuring 773 feet across and 179 feet high, 
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impounding a reservoir that could store up to 43,000 acre-feet of fresh river water for the people 

of San Diego.115 

 A month after the bond vote, just as work was getting underway on Barrett Dam, Fletcher 

again reached out to Spreckels in a personal letter requesting his “hearty cooperation” in addressing 

the present and future water problems of San Diego County.  Fletcher reiterated his belief that “the 

only solution is the formation of a municipal water district to include approximately 100,000 

acres”—comprising the City of San Diego, East San Diego, Normal Heights, Kensington Park, La 

Mesa, Lemon Grove, Spring Valley, and parts of Linda Vista.  He suggested that the district could 

“take over the Cuyamaca and the Volcan systems, thereby immediately acquiring the damsites, 

reservoir sites and water rights, so that the district can develop same, unit by unit, as an additional 

supply of water is needed.”  Fletcher’s wealthy business partners, Murray and Henshaw, were 

ready and willing to sell their properties in San Diego at a fair valuation made by the California 

State Engineer and approved by the State Attorney General.  “We cannot have too much water in 

and around San Diego,” implored Fletcher to Spreckels, “and it may be advisable later to enlarge 

the district, taking in National City, Chula Vista, and to the Mexican line, and have a City and 

County Government all in one.”116  This was a bold proposal Fletcher was making—visionary, 

perhaps—but it was not meant to be.  Spreckels remained intransigent on the issue and continued 

to use his influence over local politics to prevent the “metropolitinization” of the county’s water 

supply.  Thus, throughout the early decades of the twentieth century, business and personal 

rivalries between local capitalists with unequal clout hindered the full development of the region’s 

water resources.  Unification would have to wait. 
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KINGDOM OF CANTÚ 

 As private water interests continued to duke it out in San Diego County, control over Baja 

California’s natural resources fell into the hands of one exceptionally entrepreneurial Mexican 

colonel by the name of Esteban Cantú.  Cantú arrived in Mexicali as a cavalry major aboard the 

train from Ciudad Juárez—the very train that Harry Chandler had arranged with President Taft 

and Francisco Madero to transport Mexican troops through U.S. territory in order to eradicate the 

Magonista forces in Baja California in June of 1911.  Immediately upon his arrival, Cantú disarmed 

the small contingent of ranchers and other volunteers who had been occupying the town since the 

Magonistas abandoned it a few weeks prior.117  Once Cantú took control of Mexicali, he made a 

concerted effort to calm the nerves of the inhabitants on both sides of the border, promising to 

protect the essential waterworks and the rights of private property throughout the valley.118  He 

quickly gained the confidence and support of the locals, establishing personal relationships with 

influential business and political figures on both sides of the international boundary.119 

 For now, the water situation in the Mexicali-Imperial valley would continue as it had been, 

with water diverted from the Colorado River flowing through canals in Mexican territory on its 

way to irrigate the rich farmlands of southern California.  Over in Tijuana, however, the local water 

situation was undergoing a serious reevaluation.  In the wake of the Magonista occupation, Tijuana 
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remained a small town of less than a thousand people, with nearly all the water consumed by its 

inhabitants coming from shallow wells dug into the banks of the nearby Tijuana River.  Yet the 

potential for much more substantial development of the watershed was recognized by both 

tijuanenses and San Diegans alike.  In June of 1912, the vice president of Merchants’ National 

Bank of San Diego, Abel H. Frost, submitted a formal request to the Secretary of Development, 

Colonization, and Industry in Mexico City for permission to build a system of dams and reservoirs 

on the Tijuana River in Baja California.120  Frost sought a concession of up to 5,000 liters of water 

per second, to be used for both domestic and irrigation purposes in and around the town of 

Tijuana.121  The proposal was viewed by some Mexican officials with great enthusiasm—so long 

as all the water was guaranteed to be used to benefit Tijuana and not San Diego.122  However, not 

everybody in Baja California was on board with the plan.  In December of 1912, shortly after 

Frost’s request had been published in the Diario Oficial de la Federación, Mexico’s official 

government newspaper, a woman named María I. Olvera de Toro wrote to the Secretary of 

Development to formally oppose the granting of the concession.  Olvera de Toro was the owner 

of the lands originally granted to Agustín Olvera in the Tijuana River valley, and she argued that 

Frost’s plans to build dams and reservoirs on the river would cause irreparable harm to her own 

properties.123  The issue was taken up in court, and after years of litigation, Frost’s request was 
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ultimately rejected.124  Still, the entire episode served to heighten the awareness on both sides of 

the border to the possibilities of further water development on the Tijuana River. 

 Ever since Cantú’s arrival in Baja California, the peninsula had remained mostly insulated 

from the violence raging throughout the rest of Mexico.  In February of 1913, a military uprising 

in Mexico City led to the assassination of President Madero and the usurpation of the “revolution” 

by General Victoriano Huerta—all carried out with the eager support of U.S. Ambassador to 

Mexico, Henry Lane Wilson.125  In the aftermath of la decena trágica (the ten tragic days), the 

governor of Coahuila, Venustiano Carranza, organized the disparate rebel forces into a 

Constitutionalist Army, which aimed to overthrow Huerta and restore the rule of law in Mexico.  

Isolated in Mexicali, Cantú pledged his allegiance to Huerta, who rewarded him with a promotion 

to colonel in April of 1914.126  That same month, the U.S. Navy occupied the port city of Veracruz, 

ramping up the international pressure on Huerta to step aside.  As the Constitutionalist forces 

closed in on Mexico City, Huerta finally resigned the presidency in July of 1914 and fled the 

country for Jamaica. 

 Unfortunately, the fighting was only about to get worse.  The revolutionary factions that 

had joined together to bring down Huerta did not see eye to eye, and they soon turned against each 

other in an all-out civil war.  As the situation deteriorated on the mainland, Cantú pledged his 

support for Francisco Villa, the caudillo from Chihuahua, who had joined forces with the southern 
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revolutionary leader, Emiliano Zapata, in a war against Venustiano Carranza and Álvaro Obregón.  

In January of 1915, Cantú declared himself Governor of Baja California—a position that 

previously had not existed—and moved the seat of power from Ensenada to his political and 

economic base in Mexicali.127  As the year wore on, Villa’s forces suffered a series of devastating 

losses at the hands of General Obregón, and Villa was eventually forced to retreat into the 

mountains of Chihuahua to live out the rest of his days as an outlaw.128  Once it became clear that 

the Constitutionalists had taken control in Mexico City, Cantú switched his allegiance once again, 

this time declaring his support for the “First Chief” of the revolution, Venustiano Carranza.  

Fortunately for Cantú, his brother and closest confidant, José Tomás, was a captain in the 

Constitutionalist Army and had been one of the original signers of Carranza’s Plan de Guadalupe, 

which had launched the entire movement against Huerta back in March of 1913.  Cantú used his 

brother’s influence with Carranza to mollify the obvious tensions that existed between himself and 

the primer jefe, who was not keen on the fact that Cantú had previously declared public support 

for his two greatest rivals.129 

 Of course, Carranza had other, more pressing issues to deal with than the dubious loyalty 

of a distant provincial governor, so for the most part, Cantú was left to his own devices.  From 

1915 to 1920, Cantú essentially ruled Baja California as his own personal fiefdom, buoyed by 
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public support from influential figures and a sympathetic press on both sides of the border.  

Already by June of 1915, the U.S. consul in Ensenada reported how impressed he was with the 

“striking difference” in conditions between Baja California and the rest of Mexico, pointing out 

the great measure of independence Governor Cantú enjoyed and noting that the Northern District 

was “to all intents a separate country.”130  An American journalist echoed these sentiments in April 

of 1917, remarking how “Governor Cantú has made of Lower California a paternalistic state 

having as much connection with Mexico City as Calgary has with Washington, D.C.”131  Indeed, 

contemporaneous reports indicate that during his entire six-year reign as governor of Baja 

California, Cantú did not pay a single peso in taxes to the federal treasury.132 

 So, how was Cantú able to operate with such independence from the Mexican state?  First 

and foremost, he had the money to do so.  Cantú generated tremendous revenues—both for the 

territorial government and for his own personal bank account—from a wide variety of economic 

activities throughout Baja California.  One major source of income for Cantú came from licensing 

the lucrative “vice industries” that were banned north of the border, especially gambling and 

prostitution.  Cantú granted highly sought-after concessions to a few hand-picked individuals—

mostly U.S. businessmen with whom he had established close personal relationships—to run the 

casinos, cantinas, brothels, and racetracks popping up in the border towns of Tijuana and Mexicali.  
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In other words, Cantú leveraged his political capital for enormous economic returns.  This was 

political capitalism in its purest form.  The governor reportedly received $15,000 per month from 

just a single gambling hall in Mexicali, El Tecolote (The Owl), which was owned and operated by 

the notorious American “border baron,” Carl “Carlie” Withington.133  El Tecolote gained 

international fame for its spectacular vaudeville shows, enormous gaming rooms, superb 

restaurants, and prostitutes from all around the world.134  If Cantú received nothing more than 

licensing fees from El Tecolote, which seems very unlikely, he would have been collecting nearly 

$200,000 per year just from that establishment alone.135 

 In Tijuana, vice-tourism exploded in 1915, when the city of San Diego hosted the Panama-

California Exposition in beautiful Balboa Park to celebrate the recent opening of the Panama 

Canal.  The exposition drew tens of thousands of tourists from across the United States, who came 

to bask in the southern California sunshine and to enjoy the fair’s wide range of family-friendly 

attractions.  Visitors admired the splendid Spanish Colonial Revival architecture as they 

meandered their way through the park, taking in the sights and sounds of the busy concession 

stands, carnival rides, botanical gardens, animal pens, art exhibits, and open-air concerts at the 

magnificent Spreckels Organ Pavilion.136  Yet not all who came to San Diego were satisfied with 
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the slate of wholesome entertainment options available at the exposition—some of the more daring 

tourists chose to venture below the border to see what was on offer in Tijuana.  Recognizing the 

opportunity afforded by the influx of tourists to San Diego, a group of U.S. investors joined with 

a prominent Mexican mining magnate named Antonio Elosúa to establish a Feria Típica—a 

traditional Mexican fair—just off the main street in “downtown” Tijuana.  The fair featured all of 

the attractions that visitors had been hoping to discover in “Old Mexico”: bullfighting, 

cockfighting, colorful folk dancing, loud mariachi bands, delicious pork carnitas, and of course, 

tequila. 

 But by far the most popular attraction at the fair was the gambling hall, called the Monte 

Carlo Casino, complete with slot machines, roulette wheels, and any sort of card or dice game 

imaginable.  Antonio Elosúa—the brother-in-law of martyred revolutionary leader Francisco 

Madero—was granted the first gaming concession in Tijuana by Governor Cantú in June of 1915, 

and on the weekend of July 4th, he opened up the Feria Típica and its adjoining casino.  As many 

as 25,000 visitors came to Tijuana that first weekend alone, including some of the major high-

rollers staying at the Hotel del Coronado on the sandy tombolo in San Diego Bay.  According to a 

reporter for the Los Angeles Times, “the millionaires of Coronado and the guests at the hotel could 

be seen traveling on the auto roads between the peninsula city and Tia Juana.”  Debutantes and 

matrons “rubbed elbows with the Mexicans” in the bars, dance halls, and gaming rooms of the 

Monte Carlo—indeed, many of the visitors were women, who “good-naturedly fought to bet their 

money at the tables” alongside the men.137  The Feria Típica quickly turned Tijuana into the 

destination for San Diego tourists seeking that “extra” thrill. 
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 Meanwhile, just as Elosúa was getting the Monte Carlo up and running downtown, his San 

Diego business partners, H. J. Moore and the Spreckels brothers, contracted with two of 

California’s best-known sportsmen—former boxing promoter James Coffroth and prominent Los 

Angeles real estate developer Baron Long—to build a brand-new racetrack for thoroughbred 

horseracing just beyond the San Ysidro border crossing.  The U.S. investors formed the Lower 

California Jockey Club in mid-1915, and by the end of the year they had built a mile-long oval 

hipódromo and an accompanying 3,500-seat grandstand.  The horse track was nestled less than a 

quarter-mile from the international boundary, with a long wooden walkway connecting it directly 

to the border gate.  The inaugural racing season kicked off on New Year’s Day, 1916, to great 

fanfare—if slightly dampened by unusually rainy conditions.  After several weeks, the rains had 

still not let up, causing the nearby Tijuana River to overflow its banks and wipe out the entire 

racetrack and most of the grandstands.  This, of course, was the transnational reverberation of the 

Hatfield Flood.  Coffroth and Long quickly found the money they needed to rebuild—$40,000 in 

cash from the Spreckels brothers—and the racing venue reopened even bigger and better in April 

of 1916.138  By the end of the first racing season in June, Tijuana had replaced Santa Anita (located 

just outside of Los Angeles) as the premier horseracing destination on the West Coast. 

 Because of its popularity—and because horseracing had been banned in California just a 

year prior—the hipódromo in Tijuana became a prime target of criticism for Progressive moral 

reformers in the United States.139  It also caught the attention of other eager American sportsmen 
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who were moving their illicit business ventures across the border into Mexico.  Carlie Withington, 

the Bakersfield bordello owner who ran El Tecolote in Mexicali, was given Cantú’s blessing to 

purchase Elosúa’s gaming concession for an undisclosed price in 1917 and got straight to work on 

a new “pleasure palace” for Tijuana.  Rather than expanding the existing Monte Carlo, Withington 

decided to build a brand-new $100,000 casino almost directly on the border, with an exquisitely 

manicured garden balcony overlooking the racetrack.  Withington recognized that most of the 

American tourists who came to the track had no intention of visiting downtown Tijuana—thus, he 

built the new Monte Carlo right next to the border crossing in order to siphon off the stream of 

free-spending patrons coming to and from the Jockey Club.140  His strategy worked well at first, 

but almost as soon as the revamped Monte Carlo opened up for business in the spring of 1917, the 

United States declared war on Germany and shut down its border with Mexico.  Tourist traffic to 

Tijuana came to a screeching halt. 

 For years, the United States had been wary of German and Japanese efforts to infiltrate 

Baja California.  Once Arthur Zimmermann’s infamous telegram was intercepted by British 

intelligence in January of 1917—in which the German Foreign Secretary proposed a secret military 

alliance with Mexico in a land war against the United States—the fears of U.S. officials were 

unequivocally confirmed.  Mexico’s ability to actually launch a full-scale land invasion at this 

time was probably quite limited, however, given that the country had been ravaged by a bloody 

civil war and was internally divided.  After Pancho Villa’s transborder raid on Columbus, New 

Mexico, the United states decided to give de jure recognition to the Constitutionalist government 
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led by Venustiano Carranza in August of 1917.141  Still, the border was to remain closed.  Agents 

from the U.S. Department of Immigration declared in December that “Tijuana, as a tourist town 

for Americans, will cease to exist during the war.”142  The Jockey Club closed down the racetrack, 

and the other gaming and entertainment establishments in Tijuana shuttered their doors to wait out 

the war. 

 In the meantime, Governor Cantú sought to take advantage of the new international 

circumstances.  With vice-tourism temporarily put on hold, Cantú shifted his focus to the 

production of cotton in the Mexicali Valley, grown on lands owned and operated by the Colorado 

River Land Company (CRLC).  At the height of World War I, when demand for cotton was 

reaching its peak, the value of cotton exports from Mexicali was estimated at $16 million annually, 

with the territorial government of Baja California collecting roughly $2 million per year in 

tariffs.143  In order to meet the increasing global demand for cotton, and to acquire the labor force 

necessary to grow it all, Cantú and the CRLC actively promoted Chinese emigration to the 

Mexicali Valley.  This helped to expand the total acreage of cotton under irrigation, as well as to 

replace the Mexican field hands who were finding better-paying jobs across the border.144  Within 

just a few years there were nearly 8,000 Chinese laborers in the valley, working alongside a 

floating population of roughly 5,000 Mexican campesinos who came and went depending on the 
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season.145  Cantú, always looking for new ways to make a profit, levied a $140 surcharge on each 

and every Chinese laborer who arrived in Baja California—$100 of which went to the treasury, 

while the rest went into his own pocket.146 

 While vice-tourism and cotton exports were the two most visible streams of revenue for 

Cantú, they were not his only money-makers.  Cantú also established himself as a pivotal player 

in the international opium trade, which might have been his most lucrative enterprise of all.147  

Crude opium was shipped in large quantities from Tokyo, Liverpool, and elsewhere around the 

world, making its way to the port town of Ensenada to be processed into smoking or alkaloid form 

and then smuggled into the United States.148  It was also sold locally and consumed at home or in 

opium dens throughout Baja California.  In 1916, Cantú reportedly negotiated a concession with a 

syndicate of Chinese opium dealers, represented by a man named David Goldbaum, for the 

exclusive rights to sell smoking opium in Ensenada.  The license required an up-front payment of 

$45,000, and then monthly installments of $10,000 thereafter.149  In Tijuana, Cantú granted a 

separate license to a Chinese man for an unspecified initial payment and a monthly fee of 
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$11,000.150  These were just two of who-knows how many arrangements he had in place—the 

correspondence of the U.S. State Department suggests that between 1916 and 1920, Cantú and his 

family members were involved in nearly all of the opium-related narcotics trafficking on the West 

Coast.151 

 With all of the money coming in from these various industries, Cantú was able to spend a 

substantial amount on the construction of public works throughout the territory.  In Mexicali, he 

built government offices and a governor’s palace; a modern school building and a municipal 

hospital; a new customhouse and a telegraph office; and a beautiful city park.  In Ensenada, he 

built a brand-new wharf; enlarged and improved the existing army barracks; and paved the town’s 

streets with asphalt.152  And in Tijuana, he made the first ever investment in developing the town’s 

water supply.  In November of 1915, an American citizen named J. W. Hackworth presented 

Governor Cantú with an offer to build a water delivery system for the inhabitants of Tijuana.  

Hackworth requested a concession for the exclusive rights to sell water in the municipality for a 

period of 25 years, promising to supply all public buildings—schools, government offices, army 

barracks, jails, courthouses, etc.—with water free of charge.  The initial cost of installation for the 

wells, pumps, and pipes would be 20,000 pesos, and the entire system would be donated back to 

the territorial government at the end of the 25-year period.153  Cantú was quite receptive, calling 
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the proposed water project “an improvement of great importance for the health, beautification, and 

safety of the population.”154  He granted the concession in December of 1915 under a few 

preconditions: that the majority of the employees working to install the waterworks would be 

Mexican citizens; that Hackworth would also supply water free of charge to the parks, public 

gardens, street cleaners, and firefighters of the town; and that the concession would be subject not 

only to the current laws of the District, but also “those that in the future are issued by the Supreme 

Government that is Constitutionally established in the Republic.”155  This last one would prove to 

be an important caveat. 

 About a year after Hackworth installed the small pumping plant and distribution lines in 

Tijuana, Venustiano Carranza and the provisional government in Mexico City approved the 

Constitution of 1917, which spelled out Mexico’s new federal water policy in the following terms: 

“Ownership of the lands and waters within the boundaries of the national territory is vested 

originally in the Nation, which has had, and has, the right to transmit title thereof to private persons, 

thereby constituting private property.”156  In a sense, this was a rejection of the Porfirian “free-for-

all” approach and a return to Hispanic tradition.  All of Mexico’s natural resources officially 

reverted back to the State, which adopted the fundamental responsibility of doling out those 

resources to worthy individuals throughout the national territory.  This meant that all previously-

                                                
154 “Concesión otorgada al C. J. W. Hackworth para la instalación de Agua Potable en la 
población de Tijuana,” Dec. 6, 1915.  UABC, IIH, AD, Colección Adalberto Walther Meade 
(AWM), Caja 7, Exp. 34.  [“…una mejora de suma importancia para la salubridad, 
embellecimiento y seguridad de la población.”] 
155 Ibid.  [“…las que en lo sucesivo se expidan por el Supremo Gobierno que 
Constitucionalmente se establezca en la República.” 
156 Political Constitution of the United Mexican States, 1917, Article 27.  [“La propiedad de las 
tierras y aguas comprendidas dentro de los límites del territorio nacional corresponde 
originariamente a la Nación, la cual ha tenido y tiene el derecho de transmitir el dominio de ellas 
a los particulares constituyendo la propiedad privada.”] 



 137 

granted concessions for land and water were subject to review—including Hackworth’s in Tijuana.  

Officials from the Department of Agriculture in Mexico City requested that the local government 

in Baja California supply them with any and all data they had collected on the Tijuana River, in 

order to determine—“in accordance with Article 27 of the current Constitution”—rightful 

ownership of the stream.157 

 Of course, what distinguished the Tijuana River from thousands of other streams in Mexico 

was the fact that its watershed transcended the international boundary.  It drained an area that 

stretched from the Laguna Mountains in San Diego County to the Sierra Juárez in Baja California, 

and its two main tributaries—Cottonwood Creek and Río de las Palmas—converged at a point 

about five miles below the border to form a single stream, the Río Tijuana, which then flowed back 

across the border before emptying into the Pacific.  Given the watershed’s transnational character, 

the question of determining “ownership” took on added dimensions.  In the summer of 1918, 

President Carranza sent his Secretary of Agriculture, Pastor Rouaix—who had been the driving 

force behind Article 27 of the Constitution—on a mission to Baja California with the purpose of 

surveying the land and water resources of the territory and evaluating the concessions previously 

granted.  Secretary Rouaix’s visit was also a useful opportunity to remind Governor Cantú who 

was really in charge of Baja California.158  After a brief period of review, the Secretary of 

Agriculture declared in January of 1919 that the Tijuana River was “the property of the Nation”—

                                                
157 Subsecretary of Development, Mexico City, to Department of Water, Mexicali, Dec. 29, 
1917, AHA, AS, Caja 1736, Exp. 25651.  [“Pídanse al Gobierno del Distrito Norte de la Baja 
California, los datos necesarios para determinar, de conformidad con lo establecido en el art. 27 
de la Constitución vigente, la propiedad de las aguas de la corriente llamada ‘Arroyo de Tijuana’, 
que corre por ese Distrito.”] 
158 Werne, “Esteban Cantú y la soberanía mexicana en Baja California,” pp. 11-12; Calvillo 
Velasco, “Indicios para descifrar la trayectoria política de Esteban Cantú,” pp. 997-998. 



 138 

just like any other stream that flowed through the sovereign territory of Mexico.159  Hackworth’s 

concession was cancelled, and responsibility for developing the water resources of the region was 

transferred to the Department of Agriculture.  By “federalizing” the Tijuana River, the government 

in Mexico City had officially staked its claim to all of the water originating south of the 

international boundary.  However, since the decree did not fully address the transborder issues on 

the watershed as a whole, the larger question of ownership remained unresolved. 

 In any case, the Mexican federal government was finally beginning to reassert itself in Baja 

California, and Cantú’s unfettered grip on the peninsula was starting to loosen.  Yet despite the 

apparent victory of Venustiano Carranza in the decade-long power struggle, the final chapter of 

the revolution had yet to be written.  In April of 1920, a cadre of revolutionary leaders from the 

state of Sonora—including former Carrancista allies Álvaro Obregón, Adolfo de la Huerta, and 

Plutarco Elías Calles—declared their opposition to Carranza in the Plan de Agua Prieta, launching 

a nationwide revolt to oust him from the presidency.  Carranza attempted to flee the capital for the 

port of Veracruz, but before he could reach the coast, he was captured and subsequently 

assassinated.  Adolfo de la Huerta, the governor of Sonora, took over as interim president until 

nationwide elections could be held in the fall.  Meanwhile, in Mexicali, Governor Cantú had 

strongly opposed the Sonoran uprising and the assassination of Carranza—partially because of his 

brother’s loyalty to the First Chief, and partially because of his own rocky relationship with 

Obregón and the rest of the Sonoran clique.160  In an effort to keep the peace, De la Huerta reached 
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out to Cantú in July of 1920 and invited him to come to Mexico City to discuss the situation in 

Baja California in person.161  Cantú flatly rejected this invitation from the interim president, 

choosing instead to make military preparations for a potential “invasion” from the federal 

government.162  Cantú had no intention of giving up his kingdom without a fight. 

 Once Cantú entered into open rebellion against the Sonoran generals in Mexico City, they 

decided to send 3,000 federal troops to the Baja peninsula to settle the matter once and for all.163  

Cantú decried this action in a letter to De la Huerta, insisting that he found “no reason to justify 

the use of violence against a part of la patria where order and tranquility reigns.”164  As the soldiers 

made their way up the coast of Sonora toward Mexicali, the threat of a violent confrontation 

became all the more serious, and Governor Cantú quickly lost the support of the local population.  

As was the case in 1911, the waterworks in the Mexicali Valley remained absolutely vital to the 

prosperity of the entire region, and any chaos south of the border could potentially have 

tremendous ramifications in southern California and beyond.  By mid-August, with the military 

expedition approaching his doorstep, Cantú was finally ready to negotiate.  He accepted a meeting 

with Luis M. Salazar—a mutual friend who had been sent ahead of the troops to try and broker a 

peaceful resolution to the ordeal—and on August 18, 1920, Cantú officially resigned as Governor 
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of Baja California.  Within a few days, he had already made his way to Los Angeles, which would 

become his base of operations in exile.  So, the Kingdom of Cantú had come to a close; but the 

Northern Territory of Baja California remained as distant from Mexico City as ever.  Those 

tenuous ties would continue to be tested in the years to come. 
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CHAPTER THREE: 
GAMBLING ON WATER IN THE NEW EL DORADO, 1920-1934 

 
 

 Tijuandiego entered the 1920s on an upswing.  The Mexican Revolution and the Great 

War—as they are respectively mythologized—had finally come to an end, and transborder 

relations were beginning to reestablish and reinvigorate.  Then came the momentous decision by 

the United States Congress in January of 1920 to prohibit the production and sale of “intoxicating 

liquors” across the United States, igniting the underground alcohol industry and setting off a vice 

boom that transcended international boundaries.  Prohibition helped to transform Tijuana from a 

small settlement in the most distant corner of Mexico into a world-renowned tourist destination 

almost overnight.  Because of its location directly across the border from San Diego, Tijuana was 

in the perfect position to capitalize on the reform legislation passed in the United States.  The town 

emerged as an international appendage to San Diego—a place where southern Californians who 

chafed at the dry laws could legally quench their thirst.  U.S. capitalists seized on the opportunity 

to expand their business ventures across the border, and Mexican officials were more than willing 

to work with them, for a hefty share of the profits. 

 On both sides of the border, water was understood as the fuel of the local economy—the 

essential element for nearly all profit-producing endeavors in the region.  In San Diego County, 

private water interests had taken the lead early on, building dams, reservoirs, and distribution 

networks throughout the backcountry to serve agriculture, industry, and domestic consumers for a 

profit.  The municipal government of San Diego was late to the game.  By the time the City sought 

to develop a water supply of its own, it could only purchase already-built storage and conveyance 

systems from private companies and wealthy individuals, who expected—and received—political 
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power for their patronage.  Once the City began to take firmer control of its own water resources 

in the 1920s, plans for development were determined, by and large, by the voting citizens of San 

Diego.  Water issues—like where to dam a river, what kind of dam to build, and how much money 

to invest—were intensely debated in public forums and on the front pages of the local newspapers.  

It was in many ways a democratic process, one in which local citizens were asked to familiarize 

themselves with the region’s water resources and the various competing plans for development, 

and to choose the path they considered best for San Diego’s future.  The water projects, at least for 

the city proper, were publicly funded through bond issues, which the citizens of San Diego 

consistently voted to approve. 

 But democracy was a messy business, and the “will of the people” remained quite fickle.  

Corrupt business practices bled into local politics—and the associated payoffs, side deals, and 

silent partnerships often transcended national and cultural barriers.  In San Diego’s backcountry, 

the region’s major capitalists continued to own and operate the water infrastructure used for 

irrigated agriculture, particularly for the lucrative citrus and avocado operations stretching north 

and east from the city.  Some of these capitalists—namely, John D. Spreckels of San Diego, as 

well as a few outside investors from Los Angeles, San Francisco, and Montana, who were brought 

into the San Diego water business by local land developer Ed Fletcher—attempted to use their 

money and influence to sway public opinion on local water strategy, some with more success than 

others.  As the city grew larger, and as the U.S. Navy expanded its operations in San Diego after 

World War I, the competition for local water resources became ever more complicated.  No longer 

was it simply a matter of competing private interests; now, it included municipal, state, and federal 

interests, too—each with their own set of priorities and expectations.  The government’s 

encroachment into San Diego’s waterscape challenged the existing order and threatened some of 
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the investments that local capitalists had made on the region’s rivers.  Constant controversies over 

water rights created an atmosphere of legal uncertainty, which hindered plans for dam construction 

and frustrated the local population.  Waterborne political capitalism in 1920s San Diego was an 

untidy affair—marked by shifting public-private relations and a looming sense of legal and 

financial risk.  The convoluted situation persisted until 1929, when the California Supreme Court 

granted the City of San Diego full rights to the waters of the San Diego River, and thereby 

empowered the municipal government at the expense of private interests. 

 A parallel, but distinct form of waterborne political capitalism emerged in the Northern 

District of Baja California.  Successive territorial governors—almost all military generals 

appointed by the president in Mexico City—had variable degrees of discretion when it came to 

implementing the federal policies dictated from the distant capital, determined primarily by the 

personal relationships and business interests of the individual governors and presidents, as well as 

by a handful of powerful capitalists in southern California.  These U.S. capitalists bankrolled the 

gaming and entertainment industries in Tijuana and Mexicali, which meant that they played an 

outsized role in funding the territorial government of Baja California.  Decisions regarding water 

development were made with this in mind, primarily serving to benefit those U.S. investors in 

conjunction with their Mexican business partners and political allies.  Local tijuanenses were not 

asked for their input, and no votes were held to determine the best course of action. 

 Tijuana’s water development in the 1920s served three primary purposes: first, to sustain 

the tourist boom ignited by Prohibition in the United States; second, to increase agricultural 

production in the Tijuana River valley to generate income for state coffers; and third, to integrate 

the distant northern territory more deeply into the Mexican nation.  The expansion of irrigated 

agriculture across Mexico was a principal aim of the “postrevolutionary” government—especially 
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under President Plutarco Elías Calles, who established the Comisión Nacional de Irrigación (CNI) 

in 1926 to ensure that water development in Mexican states and territories was executed under 

federal auspices.  Politicians and businessmen in Baja California had to strike a delicate balance 

between the opposing orbits of Mexico City and southern California, and water management 

became a central feature of that balancing act.  By establishing ownership of the Tijuana River—

or at least the waters that flowed through Mexican territory—the Mexican state saw itself as 

building a bulwark in the face of its prying neighbors to the north.  Controlling the finite water 

resources along the international border was the essential first step in “colonizing” Baja California 

in the name of Revolutionary Mexico. 

 But what was so revolutionary, besides the rhetoric?  The prior decade of upheaval in 

Mexico had hardly shaken Baja California—if anything, the entrenched U.S. interests gained an 

even deeper foothold on the peninsula.  The 1920s saw an influx of U.S. capital below the border, 

welcomed and aided by “revolutionary” governors and presidents in Mexico.  On both sides of the 

boundary, U.S. capitalists operated through the existing political systems: formal yet pliable 

democracy in San Diego; postrevolutionary oligarchy in Baja California.  In both cases, would-be 

state-makers worked hand-in-hand with regional powerbrokers to their mutual economic and 

political benefit.  In Tijuandiego, the lines between private, public, U.S., and Mexican interests 

were often blurry—and intentionally so. 

 

PROHIBITION AND THE VICE BOOM 

 At the stroke of midnight on January 17, 1920, the Eighteenth Amendment to the U.S. 

Constitution—often referred to as the Volstead Act—legally prohibited the production, 

transportation, and sale of alcoholic beverages across the United States.  Literally overnight, 
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bootlegging became the primary industry in the nation’s sprawling underworld.  Petty criminals 

joined with well-connected crime bosses to form powerful whiskey- and rum-running syndicates, 

which supplied huge quantities of illicit booze to the tens of thousands of “speakeasies” springing 

up across the country.  Drinking may have been deemed illegal by moral reformers in Washington, 

but it remained quite easy for those less “morally inclined” Americans to continue to get their 

fill—especially when police and other local authorities were often willing to turn a blind eye in 

exchange for some cash or liquor themselves.  As historian Paul Vanderwood put it: “Plain and 

simple, Prohibition corrupted officialdom.”1  Still, boozing now came with a legal risk—and a 

social stigma—that caused many Americans to reconsider old habits.  For those living near the 

boundary with Mexico, however, where drinking remained perfectly legal—and in some places 

along the border, strongly encouraged—a trip over the line became all the more enticing. 

 Visitors from southern California came pouring into Tijuana in the wake of the liquor 

ban—and the “border barons” made sure that they were ready to capitalize.  The Jockey Club 

reopened its racetrack in January of 1920, just as Carlie Withington enlisted the services of Baron 

Long to build a fancy new dining and dance hall adjoining the Monte Carlo casino, which they 

named the Sunset Inn after Long’s legendary establishment on the Santa Monica Pier.  Withington 

also took over the Tivoli Bar and opened up the exclusive Foreign Club on Avenida Revolución—

at this time still called Avenida Olvera—in downtown Tijuana.2  Dozens of other saloons and 

cantinas of varying degrees of decorum began popping up along the main tourist drag to serve the 

less affluent but equally thirsty American clientele.  Among the most popular watering holes was 

                                                
1 Paul J. Vanderwood, Satan’s Playground: Mobsters and Movie Stars at America’s Greatest 
Gaming Resort (Durham: Duke University Press, 2010), pp. 104-105. 
2 The main tourist street in Tijuana was named Avenida Olvera, after one of the founding 
families of the town, until 1928.  It was then briefly called Avenida Obregón in the wake of the 
general’s assassination, before being officially renamed Avenida Revolución in 1932. 
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La Ballena (The Whale), which supposedly boasted the longest bar in the world at 241 feet.  It 

took a dozen bartenders and over two dozen waitresses to serve the rambunctious patrons their 10-

cent, locally-brewed beers.  Tijuana’s instant popularity was on full display over Fourth of July 

weekend in 1920, when—perhaps a bit ironically—an estimated 65,000 people in 12,650 

automobiles crossed the border at San Ysidro to partake in Independence Day festivities in Tijuana.  

These were remarkable numbers for a town with just over a thousand permanent residents.  As the 

story goes, Tijuana’s meager supply of gasoline was easily exhausted before the holiday weekend 

was through, forcing thousands of stranded visitors to spend the night in town, to the great pleasure 

of local business owners.3 

 The liquor boom was on.  In just a few short months, Prohibition had turned tiny Tijuana 

into a powerful magnet for anyone interested in the consumption or trafficking of alcohol.  This 

was a very unfortunate development in the eyes of moral crusaders in the United States.  

Investigators sent by the Temperance Board of the Methodist Church in September of 1920 

reported that “everything goes at Tia Juana…The town is a mecca of prostitutes, booze sellers, 

gamblers and other American vermin.”4  Liquor smuggling flourished across the border, as the 

big-time bootleggers paid off local officials on both sides in order to carry out their illicit activities 

with impunity.  In August of 1921, the Consul in Mexicali wrote to the Secretary of Foreign 

                                                
3 Vanderwood, Satan’s Playground, p. 106; Vincent Z. C. de Baca, “Moral Renovation of the 
Californias: Tijuana’s Political and Economic Role in American-Mexican Relations, 1920-
1935,” PhD diss., University of California, San Diego, 1991, p. 75; John A. Price, Tijuana: 
Urbanization in a Border Culture (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1973, p. 
52; Lawrence D. Taylor, “The Western Frontier Moves South,” Journal of San Diego History, 
Vol. 48, No. 3 (Summer 2002), p. [?]; Lawrence A. Herzog, Where North Meets South: Cities, 
Space, and Politics on the U.S.-Mexico Border (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1990), pp. 97-
98. 
4 “Methodist Temperance Board Would Bar Travel to Tia Juana: Shocked Conditions,” New 
York Times, Sep. 14, 1920. 
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Relations in Mexico City to inform him of the “frauds” being constantly committed at the customs 

station in Tijuana.  He requested that a government inspector be sent to the border town 

immediately, “in order to put an end to the irregularities that day by day grow more scandalous in 

nature.”5 

 A report from the official notary of the U.S. Navy in San Diego, F. W. Becker, painted an 

even bleaker picture of the rampant corruption and overall malgovernance on display in Tijuana.  

Becker considered Baja California to be the “weak point” of the Mexican nation, “where loyalty 

is scarce.”  Tijuana, like Mexicali, was being sustained almost entirely by its gaming commissions 

and liquor sales, which were managed by “a mixture of American interests who have enjoyed all 

kinds of privileges in the past.”  Becker laid out the intricate details of the transborder vice trade, 

alleging the existence of a “committee of seduction and bribery” led by Carlie Withington, who 

he deemed “the president and principal suborner.”  Becker was incensed at the blatant disrespect 

that Withington and his criminal associates showed for the rule of law on both sides of the border.  

“If this league is not broken up,” he warned, “the degree of loyalty of those living in Baja California 

will not increase.”6 

                                                
5 Consul in Mexicali to Secretary of Foreign Relations, Sep. 10, 1921, Fideicomiso Archivos 
Plutarco Elías Calles y Fernando Torreblanca (FAPECFT), Archivo Plutarco Elías Calles 
(APEC), Gaveta 18, Exp. 233, legajo 1, inv. 1249.  [“…Me permití dar a esa superioridad una 
información amplia y detallada de los fraudes que se venían cometiendo en la Aduana fronteriza 
de Tijuana, B.C., en la introducción clandestina de licores y en mi mensaje de fecha 22 del 
mismo mes, solicité de esta Secretaría de su merecido cargo el rápido envío de un visitador a 
dicho lugar a fin de que pusiera fin a las irregularidades que día a día tomaban un carácter 
escandaloso…”] 
6 F. W. Becker to José Inocente Lugo, May 1, 1922, FAPECFT, APEC, Gaveta 49, Exp. 127, 
legajo 4/12, inv. 3316.  [“…Este es el punto débil de la nación, donde la lealtad escasea… 
Tijuana, lo mismo que Mexicali, se sostienen y se han sostenido, en su mayor parte, por medio 
de las concesiones de Juego y la venta de licores, manejados por una mezcla de intereses 
americanos, que han gozado de toda clase de privilegios en el pasado... El que suscribe, acusa 
formalmente, la existencia de un Comité y fondo de seducción y soborno… El Comité está 
formado por…Carl Withington, Presidente y principal sobornador… Puedo, francamente, 
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 Of course, the social movement for moral reform was not a singularly U.S. phenomenon—

in Mexico City, President Álvaro Obregón proclaimed his own moralization program in the early 

1920s, aimed at rooting out gambling, drinking, and other “indecent” activities that threatened to 

damage Mexico’s national character.  Obregón’s moralization efforts were met with mixed results 

across the country, however, with substantial pushback coming from Baja California, where the 

vice trade had already come to dominate the local economy.  Between 1920 and 1923, Obregón 

appointed and subsequently removed three successive governors in Baja California for their failure 

to enforce his federal mandates.7  The last of these three governors, José Inocente Lugo, came to 

the office in February of 1922 on the promise that he would clean up the territory by implementing 

a 40-mile-wide “prohibition zone” stretching across the California border.  Governor Lugo’s 

proposal was well-received—not only by moralist politicians in Mexico City, but also by many 

more Progressive residents of California.  Alice Collis, a teacher and a mother from Brentwood, 

wrote to Governor Lugo on his first day in office to express her appreciation for his efforts to rid 

Tijuana of its ubiquitous vices: “Good people all over the world are praying for you,” she assured 

him, taking great solace in the fact that “someone in your high position is a pious and God-fearing 

man.”8  Another woman, a doctor from Los Angeles named Eleanor Seymour, wrote to Lugo the 

following day: “As a citizen of your neighbor to the north, please accept my gratitude for 

                                                
predecir que si esta liga no se rompe, el grado de lealtad de los habitantes del Distrito norte de la 
Baja California, no aumentará...”] 
7 See Marco Antonio Samaniego López, Los gobiernos civiles en Baja California, 1920-1923: 
Un estudio sobre la relación entre los poderes local y federal (Mexicali: Universidad Autónoma 
de Baja California, 1998). 
8 Alice Collis to José Inocente Lugo, Feb. 11, 1922, FAPECFT, APEC, Gaveta 49, Exp. 127, 
legajo 2/12, inv. 3316.  [Likely translated from original English: “Aplaudimos los esfuerzos y 
determinación de Ud. para ‘limpiar’ el Distrito de usted de un vicio tal como el que prevalece en 
Tijuana… La gente buena en todo el mundo está rogando por Ud. y lo bendice por su firmeza.  
Es ciertamente agradable que alguien en la alta posición de Ud. sea un hombre piadoso y 
temeroso de Dios.”] 
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everything you have done and are doing to establish moral, clean, and safe conditions on the border 

between our beloved countries.”9 

 Governor Lugo may have had honest intentions when he initially took the job, but after a 

few months on the ground in Baja California, he had all but abandoned his plan to shut down the 

liquor and gaming establishments that drove the booming border economy.  Instead, like those 

who came before him, he used his new role as a local powerbroker to grant gaming concessions to 

some—and deny them to others—in exchange for hefty cash remunerations.  In the spring of 1922, 

Lugo struck a deal with Carlie Withington to renew his gambling license for the Monte Carlo, 

under the condition that a full 25 percent of the casino’s revenues would go directly into the coffers 

of the territorial government.10  This was raw political capitalism, whereby the chief federal 

representative in Baja California used profits generated from the U.S.-operated gaming industry 

to pay for essential public services.  In his correspondence with his superiors back in Mexico City, 

Governor Lugo insisted that he was making steady progress on his mission to clean up the border 

region.  However, the governor was soon being accused by local residents, businessmen, and 

political organizations of blatantly protecting the most notorious gamblers and smugglers in 

Tijuana and Mexicali.  Governor Lugo tried to defend himself to President Obregón by claiming 

that his accusers did not actually care about public morality, but rather were upset that they had 

not been granted the concessions themselves.11  This, of course, did not satisfy Obregón, who had 

given Lugo explicit instructions to shut down all the gambling establishments in the territory in 

                                                
9 Eleanor Seymour to José Inocente Lugo, Feb. 12, 1922, FAPECFT, APEC, Gaveta 49, Exp. 
127, legajo 2/12, inv. 3316.  [Likely translated from original English: “Como ciudadano de su 
vecino cercano al norte, acepte Ud. mi estimación por todo lo que Ud. ha hecho y está haciendo 
en establecer condiciones morales, limpias y salvas en la frontera entre nuestros amados países.”] 
10 C. de Baca, “Moral Renovation,” p. 89. 
11 José Inocente Lugo to Álvaro Obregón, Feb. 13, 1923, FAPECFT, APEC, Gaveta 49, Exp. 
127, legajo 11/12, inv. 3316. 
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accordance with federal law.12  Lugo was deeply dismayed by the president’s reaction to these 

“baseless allegations,” and he ultimately decided it was best to “quietly retire to private life so as 

not to be a cause of displeasure to my superiors.”13 

 The volatile political situation in Baja California finally came to an end in 1923, when 

General Abelardo L. Rodríguez took over the governorship with the full support of President 

Obregón and his soon-to-be successor, Plutarco Elías Calles.14  Rodríguez had fought bravely 

alongside Obregón and Calles during the bloodiest years of the Mexican Revolution, and in 1920 

he had been sent to Baja California to serve as the region’s chief of military operations.  After 

three years of unsatisfactory civilian government, Obregón decided it was time to impose stricter 

order in Baja California and handed the reigns of political power to General Rodríguez.  

Meanwhile, in Mexico City, the planned presidential transition from Obregón to Calles ran into a 

serious snag in the fall of 1923, when their longtime ally, Adolfo de la Huerta, launched an armed 

rebellion against the federal government from his political base in the state of Tabasco.  In order 

to fight the insurgency, Obregón and Calles solicited donations from far and wide, receiving 

hundreds of thousands of dollars from their newly-appointed governor in Baja California, General 

Rodríguez.  These funds came not only from the local treasury, but also directly from U.S. border 

barons like Withington and Long, who had benefitted tremendously from the current political 

arrangements and expected their generosity to be rewarded by Calles once he became president.  

                                                
12 Álvaro Obregón to José Inocente Lugo, Mar. 2, 1923, FAPECFT, APEC, Gaveta 49, Exp. 127, 
legajo 11/12, inv. 3316. 
13 José Inocente Lugo to Plutarco Elías Calles, Mar. 12, 1923, FAPECFT, APEC, Gaveta 49, 
Exp. 127, legajo 11/12, inv. 3316.  [“Me retiraré tranquilo a la vida privada para no ser motivo 
de disgustos a mis Jefes… Tendré el consuelo de que el señor General Obregón reconozca que 
en este incidente he habido mala fé de parte de los que lo han impresionado con falsas 
imputaciones.”] 
14 Calles was a fellow Sonoran general who had served as Interior Secretary under President 
Obregón. 
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Obregón and Calles also relied heavily on the campesino forces led by Saturnino Cedillo in the 

state of San Luís Potosí, who expected something in return for their service as well.  But rather 

than gaming licenses or tax exemptions, Cedillo and his followers wanted agrarian reform—and 

they actually got it.15  This was the nature of politics in “postrevolutionary” Mexico—guided less 

by a unifying revolutionary spirit than by constant confrontations, negotiations, and adaptations.  

The rebellion was defeated, De la Huerta was forced to flee to the United States, and Abelardo L. 

Rodríguez settled into his seat of power in Baja California. 

 As a trusted member of the Sonoran ruling clique which had come out on top in the 

Mexican Revolution, Rodríguez was given substantial leeway from central authorities to govern 

his remote territory as he saw fit.  Much like those who came before him, Governor Rodríguez 

viewed the vice industries as the primary means of expanding the local economy and strengthening 

the financial autonomy of Baja California.  Unlike his predecessors, however, he now had the full 

support of his superiors to take advantage of the unique opportunities afforded in this region.  

Rodríguez steadfastly defended the public’s right to drink and gamble on Avenida Revolución, as 

well as at the Monte Carlo casino and the racetrack.  “Tijuana lives from tourism,” he explained, 

and “without it, the town would not exist.”16  Governor Rodríguez intended to continue using the 

tax money brought in from the vice industries to build new schools, roadways, and water 

infrastructure for the growing town of Tijuana.  And, as might have been expected, he also planned 

                                                
15 On Cedillo, see Ramona Falcón, Revolución y caciquismo: San Luis Potosí, 1910-1938 
(Mexico City: El Colegio de México, 1984); Dudley Ankerson, Agrarian Warlord: Saturnino 
Cedillo and the Mexican Revolution in San Luis Potosí (Dekalb: University of Northern Illinois 
Press, 1985); and Carlos Martínez Assad, ed., El camino de la rebelión del general Saturnino 
Cedillo (Mexico City: Océano, 2010). 
16 Abelardo L. Rodríguez to Edmundo Moneda [Secretaría de CROM], Oct. 14, 1925, 
FAPECFT, APEC, Gaveta 66, Exp. 189, legajo 5/11, inv. 5010, quoted in Vanderwood, Satan’s 
Playground, p. 121. 
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to utilize his position as the region’s dominant powerbroker to become the greatest border baron 

of them all.  In addition to overseeing the liquor and gaming industries in Baja California, 

Rodríguez also worked to expand his own personal investment portfolio, which over time would 

include eclectic interests in real estate, construction, hotels, golf courses, cinema productions, oil, 

aircraft manufacturing, telecommunications, mining, carbonated soft drinks, vineyards, shrimp 

and shellfish packing, and several banks, just to name a few.17  As historian Paul Vanderwood 

described him, Rodríguez “certainly was not the only triumphant military general to turn good 

fortune into fabulous wealth, but he was sans parallèle at investing, saving, laundering, and 

spending the mammoth profits extracted from his privileged position.”18  This was revolutionary 

capitalism, indeed. 

 Once Rodríguez took over as governor, he formed close-knit relationships with Carlie 

Withington and Baron Long, the two major figures running Tijuana’s tourism industry in 1924.  

Withington’s sudden death from stomach cancer in October of 1925 caused a shuffling of the deck, 

however, as Wirt “Lucky” Bowman, a famous American bootlegger based in Sonora and Arizona, 

made his move to take over the vice trade in Tijuana.  Bowman had been the primary border broker 

at Nogales during the Mexican Revolution, working directly with Plutarco Elías Calles to supply 

Obregón’s forces with arms, ammunition, and other war materiel in exchange for thousands of 

heads of confiscated Sonoran cattle.  Now that Calles was the President of Mexico, Bowman asked 

his old friend for a favor, and he was promptly recognized as the rightful successor to Withington’s 

gaming concessions in Tijuana.  Bowman joined with Baron Long to form the Mexican 

Development Company in 1926, with plans to build a brand-new hotel, spa, casino, and racetrack 

                                                
17 See José Alfredo Gómez Estrada, Gobierno y casinos: El origen de la riqueza de Abelardo L. 
Rodríguez (Mexicali: Universidad Autónoma de Baja California, 2002). 
18 Vanderwood, Satan’s Playground, pp. 120-22. 
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at the Agua Caliente hot springs on the southeast edge of town.  This land was currently owned by 

Alejandro Argüello, whose family members had inherited and maintained the Rancho de Tijuana 

for three generations and were now selling it off piece by piece.  Governor Rodríguez recognized 

the enormous profit potential of having a world-class hotel and gaming palace at Agua Caliente, 

and in 1926 he purchased the 491-acre plot from the Argüellos for $10,000 in cash.  He then turned 

around and leased the property to Bowman and Long for $25 a year, with the understanding that 

the U.S. border barons would design, build, and manage the resort with Rodríguez acting as a silent 

partner.  And with that, the groundwork was laid for the legendary hotel, casino, and racetrack at 

Agua Caliente—Tijuandiego’s shimmering symbol of transnational decadence at the height of the 

booming 1920s.19 

 

RÍO TIJUANA 

 By the time Governor Rodríguez teamed up with Bowman and Long to start work on Agua 

Caliente, the tiny town of Tijuana had already become one of the major tourist destinations on the 

West Coast.  It drew thousands of daily visitors from southern California and beyond, who wanted 

to experience the “spirit” of “Old Mexico”—or at least to taste the spirits on offer in the countless 

cantinas on Avenida Revolución.  With so many people crossing the border to indulge on a daily 

basis, Tijuana’s limited supply of potable water began to reach its limits.  In the early 1920s, the 

town’s water came from a series of wells dug into the nearby Tijuana riverbed and delivered to 

Avenida Revolución through a rudimentary network of pipes.  This system had worked for a while, 

                                                
19 On the brief but storied history of Agua Caliente in its prime, see Vanderwood, Satan’s 
Playground. 
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but by 1926, the need to update and expand the urban water infrastructure was evident.  However, 

the question of how to do so—and who would pay for it—was not so obvious. 

 Mexico’s federal water policy was enshrined in Article 27 of the Constitution of 1917, 

which declared that “ownership of the lands and waters within the boundaries of the national 

territory is vested originally in the Nation, which has had, and has, the right to transfer title thereof 

to private persons, thereby constituting private property.”20  In one sense, this marked a decisive 

shift toward the nationalization of Mexico’s natural resources—they were officially declared the 

property of the nation, to be doled out to the Mexican people at the discretion of federal authorities.  

At the same time, Article 27 explicitly upheld the right of private ownership of natural resources, 

except in those cases where the state determined them of “public utility.”21  The nation reserved 

the right, at all times, to “impose on private property the modalities dictated by the public interest, 

as well as to regulate, for social benefit, the use of natural elements capable of appropriation, with 

the objective of an equitable distribution of public wealth…”22  In other words, the federal 

government could expropriate private property and redistribute wealth and resources in the name 

of social and economic justice. 

                                                
20 [“La propiedad de las tierras y aguas comprendidas dentro de los límites del territorio nacional 
corresponde originariamente a la Nación, la cual ha tenido y tiene el derecho de transmitir el 
dominio de ellas a los particulares constituyendo la propiedad privada.”] 
21 [“Las expropiaciones sólo podrán hacerse por causa de utilidad pública y mediante 
indemnización.”]  See Mikael D. Wolfe, Watering the Revolution: An Environmental and 
Technological History of Agrarian Reform in Mexico (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 
2017), pp. 15-18. 
22 [“La nación tendrá en todo tiempo el derecho de imponer a la propiedad privada las 
modalidades que dicte el interés público, así como el de regular, en beneficio social, el 
aprovechamiento de los elementos naturales susceptibles de apropiación, con objeto de hacer una 
distribución equitativa de la riqueza pública, cuidar de su conservación, lograr el desarrollo 
equilibrado del país y el mejoramiento de las condiciones de vida de la población rural y 
urbana.”] 
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 As “revolutionary” as Article 27 was in nature, in many ways it represented a return to 

traditional Hispanic water law—based on the principle that access to water is a fundamental social 

right.23  The article affirmed the collective rights of the Mexican people to access and to utilize the 

nation’s natural resources, for the benefit of the common good.  Yet these land and water 

concessions were not intended as gifts to be granted by a benevolent federal government—they 

came at a price.  On July 9, 1917, as a corollary to Article 27, Mexican President Venustiano 

Carranza had decreed the establishment of a “federal income” on the use of all public waters.  This 

meant that any private individual who sought to use surface or groundwater in Mexican territory 

had to negotiate a contract with the federal government.  In Baja California, local officials 

wondered what this meant for the Río Tijuana—the only significant source of water in the arid 

northwestern corner of the nation. 

 In the early 1920s, interested parties on both sides of the border began to inquire to central 

authorities in Mexico City about the possibility of using the waters of the Tijuana River.  The head 

of San Diego’s Water Commission, Julius Wangenheim, wrote to President Obregón in February 

of 1921, informing him that he was “investigating the various sources of supply that might be 

utilized for San Diego, and among them are the waters of the Tia Juana River.”  While it was still 

too early to go into the details, he explained, “I hope that it may be possible, in the event that this 

system can be used, and a reservoir constructed, for our respective governments to enter into some 

arrangement whereby the use of this water would be beneficial to both.”24  This was an early 

proposal for the mutual development of the Tijuana River watershed—a proposal received by the 

                                                
23 On the legacy of Hispanic water law in the continental southwest, see Michael C. Meyer, 
Water in the Hispanic Southwest: A Social and Legal History, 1550-1850 (Tucson: University of 
Arizona Press, 1996); Norris Hundley, Jr., The Great Thirst: Californians and Water—A History, 
rev. ed. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001), among others. 
24 Julius Wangenheim to Álvaro Obregón, Feb. 1, 1921, AHA, AS, Caja 4858, Exp. 67494. 
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Mexican government with trepidation.25  In January of 1922, the Mexican Consul in San Diego 

reported to the Subsecretary of Foreign Relations that the Coronado Water Company, “which 

supplies water to the neighboring population of Coronado, has submitted an application to the 

Irrigation Commission of the State of California to utilize water from the Tijuana River, which 

originates in our country.”26  The American petitioners based their request on the fact that in recent 

months, the wells they had dug on the U.S. side of the border were not providing enough water to 

satisfy the growing demand in Coronado, which had forced the company to buy its water from the 

City of San Diego at a higher price than it sold to its consumers.  The Americans were moving 

forward with the development of the Tijuana River—certainly on their portion of the watershed, 

at least—with or without Mexican approval. 

 Engineers from the Mexican Department of Agriculture and Development were dispatched 

to Tijuana to study the watershed and locate potential damsites.  Their main priority was to build 

a storage dam and reservoir on the Río de las Palmas in order to begin irrigating the surrounding 

valley.  The stored water could also be used to supply the growing domestic and industrial needs 

of Tijuana.  Beyond that, development of the watershed on the Mexican side of the border would 

help to strengthen Mexico’s claim to the river in the face of American intrusions.  This was a 

unique situation—the Department of Agriculture oversaw countless water development projects 

throughout the country, but almost none had such immediate international implications.  In a memo 

written in September of 1922, the director of irrigation at the Department, Octavio Bustamante, 

                                                
25 Fortunato Dozal [El Subsecretario de Agricultura y Fomento] to Julius Wangenheim, May 14, 
1921, AHA, AS, Caja 4858, Exp. 67494. 
26 [El Subsecretario de Relaciones Exteriores] to Fortunato Dozal, Jan. 21, 1922, AHA, AS, Caja 
644, Exp. 9319.  […La “Coronado Water Company”, que surte de agua a la vecina población de 
Coronado ha presentado una solicitud a la Comisión de Irrigación del Estado de California, para 
almacenar el agua del Río Tijuana que nace en nuestro país.”] 
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implored that work should begin right away on the Tijuana River, “in order to use all of the water 

possible in Mexican territory before it passes to American soil.”27  The transborder hydropolitics 

playing out on the Tijuana River were a microcosm of what was to come on the Colorado River in 

the years ahead. 

 Ever since the Tijuana River was officially declared property of the nation in 1919, the 

Department of Agriculture and Development had been flooded with requests from private citizens 

seeking to make use of the river water for agricultural purposes.  Most of the resulting contracts 

came in the form of five-year rental agreements for relatively small plots of land adjacent to the 

riverbed, typically around 10 hectares at a cost of about 40 pesos per year.28  In these arrangements, 

the renters paid for the right to use the federal land—not necessarily for a specific quantity of water 

from the river.  However, in an unusual request from May of 1924, a Mexican national named 

Guillermo S. Denton solicited the Department of Agriculture for a concession of 5 cubic meters of 

Tijuana River water per second, up to a maximum of 50 million cubic meters per year, to be used 

to generate hydroelectricity.29  The water would be impounded behind a large storage dam at 

García Canyon on the Río de las Palmas, the same location recently identified by government 

engineers as the premier damsite on the entire watershed. 

 Denton followed up with the Secretary of Agriculture a few months later to modify his 

initial request—rather than 50 million cubic meters of water per year, he upped the total to 500 

                                                
27 Octavio Bustamante to [Oficial Mayor Encargado de la Subsecretaría], Sep. 23, 1922, AHA, 
AS, Caja 644, Exp. 9319.  [“…para utilizar por nuestra parte en el territorio de México todo el 
volumen posible de las aguas del río de Tijuana antes de que pase a suelo americano.”] 
28 See, for example, “Contrato de arrendamiento celebrado con el C. Macario Robles, por 10 
hectáreas, ubicado en Tijuana, Distrito Norte de la Baja California,” Jan. 12, 1923, AHA, Fondo: 
Aguas Nacionales (AN), Caja 62, Exp. 674, Legajo 1.  One hectare equals about 2.5 acres. 
29 Guillermo S. Denton to [Secretario de Agricultura y Fomento], May 30, 1924, AHA, AS, Caja 
4290, Exp. 57276. 
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million, substantially more water than the river’s typical annual flow.30  To justify this dramatic 

increase, Denton explained to the Secretary that the Tijuana River usually ran dry in the summer 

months, when the water was most needed, while during the rest of the year, the occasional heavy 

rainstorms often produced flash floods which inundated the surrounding areas before ultimately 

wasting away into the Pacific.  “It is therefore necessary,” he continued, “to build a dam capable 

of storing all the water that is now being lost, in the quantities needed to last through the summer 

drought and continue for the rest of the year.”31  Because of the region’s unpredictable rainfall and 

extended periods of drought, he proposed a dam that could store up to three years’ worth of river 

water, at the bare minimum. 

 Denton’s request for such a large concession caught Mexican officials off guard—they 

passed his proposal around the Department of Agriculture and conferred with outside experts as 

to the feasibility of his scheme.  The chief hydraulic engineer in Mexicali, José Sánchez Mejorada, 

agreed to meet with Denton and two of his associates—engineer Andrew Ervast and attorney 

Horton L. Titus, both prominent figures in San Diego—in September of 1924 to discuss the details 

of their plan.  According to Sánchez Mejorada, the three businessmen “indicated to me that they 

consider the hydraulic resources of the Tijuana River basin to be very important, and more than 

sufficient to cover the domestic needs of the inhabitants of the basin and the irrigation needs of the 

                                                
30 The Tijuana River has historically exhibited extreme interannual and seasonal variability in 
streamflow.  Based on gage data from 1937-2010, the Tijuana River carried approximately 630 
times more water during very wet years than it did during very dry years (90th and 10th percentile 
of annual discharge, respectively).  Accordingly, estimates of its “average” annual streamflow 
are not particularly useful.  See Tijuana River Valley Historical Ecology Investigation, San 
Francisco Estuary Institute-Aquatic Science Center, Publication #760, Jan. 2017, pp. 96-99. 
31 Guillermo S. Denton to [Secretario de Agricultura y Fomento], Sep. 11, 1924, AHA, AS, Caja 
4290, Exp. 57276.  [“Es preciso por lo tanto construir una presa para almacenar toda esa agua 
que ahora se pierde a fin de que ya almacenada pueda usarse en las cantidades que se necesiten 
durante la sequía del verano y seguirla utilizando en el resto del año.”] 
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surrounding valley.”32  Curiously, Denton then raised the prospect that the “excess” river water 

could be utilized on the U.S. side of the border to supply the growing populations of San Diego 

and Coronado.  If granted the concession, Denton and his partners would commit to building all 

the necessary storage dams—starting with García—and to provide water for irrigation throughout 

the basin, as well as to cover the domestic needs of Tijuana, before using any of the surplus water 

in the United States.  Denton informed Sánchez Mejorada that he and his associates had been 

advised by a lawyer in Mexico City that Denton, in his capacity as a Mexican citizen, should be 

the one to request the concession, without indicating that he intended to use a portion of the water 

in the United States.  The trio also asserted that the U.S. Department of State “was pleased with 

the arrangements they were trying to make, and that they would surely obtain recommendation 

from that department in favor of the concession.”33  Finally, they claimed to have access to the 

capital necessary to carry out the works immediately—all they needed was the cooperation of the 

Mexican government. 

 Sánchez Mejorada was taken aback by the international features of Denton’s plan.  He 

expressed his reservations directly to his visitors, telling them that he considered it “inappropriate 

and unjust” to conceal the real purpose of their project and insisting that they inform the Secretary 

of Agriculture of their true intentions.  He also informed them that in order to carry out such a 

                                                
32 José Sánchez Mejorada to Toribio G. Corbalá [Director de Tierras, Colonización, Aguas e 
Irrigación, Secretaría de Agricultura y Fomento], Sep. 30, 1924, AHA, AS, Caja 4290, Exp. 
57276.  [“Me indicaron que como juzgan que los recursos hidráulicos de la cuenca del río de 
Tijuana son muy importantes y más que suficientes para cubrir las necesidades domésticas de los 
habitantes de la cuenca y las de irrigación de las tierras de la misma cuenca.”] 
33 José Sánchez Mejorada to Toribio G. Corbalá, Sep. 30, 1924, AHA, AS, Caja 4290, Exp. 
57276.  [“Me indicaron también que el Departamento de Estado de los Estados Unidos veía con 
agrado los arreglos que trataban de hacer y que seguramente obtendrían, o habían obtenido ya—
no estoy enteramente seguro de ello—recomendación de dicho departamento para el 
Departamento de Estado Mexicano en favor de la concesión.”] 
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project, it would be necessary to secure the approval of the Mexican Congress, which would only 

be forthcoming “with the absolute guarantee that all the present and future water needs of the lands 

and peoples of Mexico would be satisfied preferentially.”34  In reporting his meeting with Denton 

to his superiors at the Department of Agriculture, Sánchez Mejorada emphasized just how 

profoundly this project could shape the future of the region: “The development of Baja California 

is tightly bound to the use of its waters and, in my opinion, it would not be prudent to abandon 

these waters for use on foreign land when there exists even a remote probability that they can be 

utilized in our territory.”  If, upon further investigation, Mexico eventually found it appropriate to 

cede to the United States the “unproductive remainder of our natural resources,” it ought to be 

done “in exchange for important economic or other advantages.”  Sánchez Mejorada concluded 

his report with the recommendation that no concession be granted in favor of the United States—

neither on the Tijuana River nor on the Rio Grande—before the international problems on the 

Colorado River were resolved satisfactorily.  “That is where we have to receive,” he explained, 

“and on the others is where we have to give.”35 

                                                
34 José Sánchez Mejorada to Toribio G. Corbalá, Sep. 30, 1924, AHA, AS, Caja 4290, Exp. 
57276.  [“…En mi concepto no era conveniente ni debido el ocultar los fines reales de la 
empresa del señor Denton, sino manifestar a la Secretaría de Agricultura y Fomento, con toda 
franqueza, cuáles son los objetivos reales de la empresa… En mi concepto, para llegar al fin que 
se proponen, sería necesaria la sanción del Congreso Mexicano y que tal sanción no sería posible 
obtenerla sino garantizando de manera absolutamente segura que todas las necesidades presentes 
y futuras de las tierras y de las poblaciones mexicanas serían satisfechas de preferencia.”] 
35 José Sánchez Mejorada to Toribio G. Corbalá, Sep. 30, 1924, AHA, AS, Caja 4290, Exp. 
57276.  [“…El desarrollo de la Baja California está ligado estrechamente con el 
aprovechamiento de sus corrientes y que, a mi modo de ver, no sería prudente abandonar a uso 
en tierra extraña sino aquello que no haya la probabilidad más remota de poder utilizar en 
nuestro territorio… si llegare el caso de que se considerare conveniente ceder el resto 
inaprovechable de nuestros recursos naturales, se haga a cambio de importantes ventajas 
económicas o de otra índole… Parece conveniente también no dar concesión alguna en beneficio 
de las tierras de los Estados unidos ni en el río de Tijuana ni en el del Bravo del Norte, antes de 
que el problema del río Colorado sea resuelto.  Ahí es donde tenemos que recibir y en los otros 
es en donde tenemos que dar.”] 
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 As it turned out, Guillermo S. Denton had not, in fact, been the brains behind the 

operation—he was merely acting as a shill for the most powerful man in San Diego, John D. 

Spreckels, who had already built two storage dams on Cottonwood Creek and wanted to expand 

his operations onto the Mexican portion of the Tijuana River watershed.  According to Demitrio 

Motolinia, the inspector general sent by the Department of Agriculture to Tijuana in 1925, 

Spreckels had been “shielding himself with Mr. Denton” in order to conceal his own involvement 

in the scheme.36  This was not an unusual tactic—U.S. capitalists had been using Mexican business 

associates as a means to skirt the federal laws prohibiting foreign property ownership for decades, 

most notably in the real estate and railroad industries.  The strategy had worked quite well during 

the reign of Porfirio Díaz, the liberal dictator who saw foreign investment as the key to Mexico’s 

national development, but in the wake of the revolution which had toppled him, the idea that a 

wealthy American like Spreckels was secretly involved in a scheme to exploit Mexico’s natural 

resources was alarming.  After a thorough investigation, inspector general Motolinia determined 

that it should be the Mexican government who builds the necessary water works on the Río de las 

Palmas, and Denton’s proposal was ultimately rejected. 

 As planning got underway for the construction of a large storage dam at García Canyon in 

the fall of 1925, the Prohibition-inspired tourist boom in Tijuana was in full stride.  Americans 

flocked by the thousands to the town’s main casino and racetrack, as well as to a lively assortment 

of bars, restaurants, dance halls, cabarets, bordellos, alley retreats, and opium dens—all sanctioned 

                                                
36 Demetrio Motolinia [El Visitador de Agencias Generales], “Informe presentado con motivo de 
la visita practicada a la Agencia de la Secretaría de Agricultura y Fomento en Tijuana,” Oct. 29, 
1925, AHA, AS, Caja 299, Exp. 7071.  [“Aclaro que tras del Sr. Denton está el Sr. John D. 
Spreckels que es el verdadero interesado y quien, escudándose con dicho Sr. Denton para el 
satisfactorio arreglo de este asunto, éste no es más que persona ficticia o enviado tras de quien se 
ocultan los verdaderos interesados.”] 
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by Governor Abelardo Rodríguez, who regulated the vice industries in Baja California and profited 

impressively from them.37  With so many thirsty visitors crossing the border each day, the town’s 

limited available water supply was quickly drying up.  A future storage dam at García Canyon 

would eventually be used to supply the urban needs of Tijuana, but that was going to take years to 

build, and local officials wanted more water now in order to sustain the tourist boom.  The president 

of Tijuana’s municipal council, Federico Palacio, proposed that additional water could be drawn 

from the so-called “Laguna de los Españoles”—a small, naturally occurring pool that formed near 

the convergence of Cottonwood Creek with the Tijuana River just a few miles southeast of town.  

For years, this water had been utilized by two Mexican nationals of Spanish origin (hence the 

name, Laguna de los Españoles), who used it to irrigate large plots of agricultural land on the 

eastern margins of the river.  Palacio contended that this water would serve a much more beneficial 

purpose if it was distributed to the people of Tijuana instead.38 

 Before any plans could be drawn up, however, the water needed to be tested and determined 

to be potable.  Palacio collected a sample of the lagoon water and sent it to a chemical laboratory 

in Chicago, Illinois, in order to get it examined.  The chief analyst of the Dearborn Chemical 

Company wrote back to Palacio in February of 1926, noting that, “while there was a large number 

of bacteria present in the sample, as analyzed, there were no forms that would be considered 

dangerous.”  The lab’s assessment was neither damning nor overly encouraging: “We would 

hesitate to pronounce this water unsafe, in view of absence of definite information relative to 

conditions under which the sample was collected.  At the same time, it would be undesirable to 

                                                
37 Vanderwood, Satan’s Playground, p. 120. 
38 José L. Favela [El Agente General] to [Director de Aguas, Tierras y Colonización, Secretaría 
de Agricultura y Fomento Departamento de Agricultura y Fomento], Feb. 13, 1926, AHA, AS, 
Caja 722, Exp. 10507. 
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stamp the supply as thoroughly satisfactory in every way.”39  Apparently, this was good enough 

for Palacio, who forwarded the lab results to Governor Rodríguez before submitting an official 

request to the Secretary of Agriculture for the right to draw up to 3.5 million cubic meters of water 

per year from the Laguna del los Españoles, to be used for public services in the municipality of 

Tijuana.40 

 By the time the concession was granted in May of 1926, the town’s chief engineer, Luis G. 

Romero, had already completed his surveys and submitted his final plans.  Water would be drawn 

from the lagoon at a rate of 27 liters per second—sufficient capacity to support a population of 

11,000 inhabitants with an individual allocation of more than 200 liters per day.  Tijuana had less 

than half that many permanent residents at the time, but water experts also had to account for the 

thousands of American tourists who crossed the border almost every day.  From the lagoon, water 

would flow by gravity through an 8,500-meter-long open canal to the foot of the hill at the southern 

end of Avenida Revolución, where it would then get pumped uphill to an elevation of 30 meters 

and emptied into a cement-lined storage tank with a capacity of 5,000 cubic meters.  Finally, from 

the storage tank at the top of the hill, water would be delivered by gravity to the bustling town 

below.41 

                                                
39 D. K. French [Chemical Director, Dearborn Chemical Company, Chicago, Ill.] to [Municipal 
Council of Tijuana], Feb. 17, 1926, Archivo Histórico del Estado de Baja California (AHEBC), 
Fondo: Distrito Norte (DN), [3.4]. 
40 Federico Palacio to Abelardo L. Rodríguez, Mar. 8, 1926, AHEBC, DN, [3.4]; Abelardo L. 
Rodríguez to Federico Palacio, Mar. 12, 1926, AHEBC, DN, [3.4]; Federico Palacio to 
[Secretario de Agricultura y Fomento], Apr. 15, 1926, AHA, AS, Caja 722, Exp. 10507. 
41 Luis G. Romero to Federico Palacio, May 15, 1926, AHEBC, DN, [3.4]; Federico Palacio to 
Abelardo L. Rodríguez, May 27, 1926, AHEBC, DN, [3.4]; Hoyo López [El Ingeniero de la 
Agencia General en el Distrito Norte de la Baja California], “Informe sobre aprovechamiento de 
aguas del río de Tijuana por la población de Zaragoza, B. Cfa.,” May 1, 1929, AHA, AS, Caja 
751, Exp. 10883; Abelardo L. Rodríguez, Memoria administrativa del Distrito Norte de la Baja 
California, 1924-1927 (Mexicali, 1928), pp. 230-33. 
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 Romero had come up with the project’s design, but to oversee its construction, Tijuana’s 

municipal council chose to hire a San Diego hydraulic engineer named Earl S. Casey, who was 

instructed to work in tandem with Romero on the project.  They all signed a contract on May 28, 

1926, and work got started on the water intake at the Laguna de los Españoles just a few days later.  

The project appeared to be progressing smoothly at first, but major disagreements between Casey 

and Romero over the technical aspects of the work eventually led to a dramatic falling-out between 

the two engineers.  On October 7, Casey expressed his frustrations with Romero in a long letter to 

Governor Rodríguez: “I denounce engineer Romero as a person who is not competent as an 

engineer and who is not capable of directing a project of this nature.”  Casey then went on to list, 

in great detail, 24 specific examples of Romero’s costly incompetence during construction.42  Upon 

learning of these accusations against him, Romero launched into his own attack against Casey, 

claiming that the American had abandoned the project part-way through and was not fulfilling his 

end of the agreement—even though he had already been paid in full.  Romero dismissed Casey’s 

list of grievances as “the rantings of a man filled with disappointment and spite for not having been 

able to execute such a simple project, and for having squandered away all the money due to his 

careless administration.”43  He went on for seven pages, tearing into Casey for his ignorance, his 

poor work ethic, his wastefulness, and his bad faith.  Construction was halted as the situation 

deteriorated. 

                                                
42 Earl S. Casey to Abelardo L. Rodríguez, Oct. 7, 1926, AHEBC, DN, [3.4].  [“Yo denuncio al 
ingeniero Romero como una persona que no es competente como ingeniero y no es capaz de 
dirigir un proyecto de este carácter.”] 
43 Luis G. Romero to Flavio J. Bórquez [Presidente del Consejo Municipal], Oct. 28, 1926, 
AHEBC, DN, [3.4].  [“…Solamente veo en él, la absoluta ignorancia o mala fé en el asunto y 
una serie de desahogos propios de la desilusión y el despecho por no haber podido ejecutar una 
obra tan sencilla y el haber despilfarrado el dinero, por su pésima y mala administración.”] 
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 Casey’s apparent negligence in Tijuana had caught up with him on the other side of the 

border, as well—in November, a San Diego banker named P. V. Morgan reached out to Governor 

Rodríguez to inquire about a Mr. Earl S. Casey, to whom his firm had advanced funds for a 

construction project in Mexico that were now well past due.  “We have received very courteous 

consideration from the officials of Tia Juana, who advised us that Mr. Casey has received all the 

money due him in connection with the contract itself,” the banker explained, “but Mr. Casey tells 

us that there is considerable of a balance due him on account of extra work ordered by the Engineer 

at Tia Juana in connection with the contract, and not actually covered by the contract.”   Morgan 

wanted to know whether or not Casey had any additional funds coming his way.  “We regret to 

advise that our dealings with Mr. Casey have been very unsatisfactory,” he noted, and “inasmuch 

as we have been forced to doubt several things Mr. Casey has told us we will appreciate very much 

the courtesy of your attention and a reply.”44  Governor Rodríguez wrote back a week later, 

declaring that “contractor Casey is owed absolutely nothing—and not only that, but this same 

contractor, due to a lack of skill or negligence, did not execute the works entrusted to him, which 

has done notable damage to the Municipality of Tijuana since it will have to spend many thousands 

of dollars to fix the work that should have been done correctly by contractor Casey.”45  Clearly, 

Casey had managed to irritate a number of people on both sides of the border.  But even if the 

town of Tijuana was put to a considerable extra expense to complete the project without him, 

                                                
44 P.V. Morgan [President of P. V. Morgan and Company], to Abelardo L. Rodríguez, Nov. 26, 
1926, AHEBC, DN, [3.4]. 
45 Abelardo L. Rodríguez to P. V. Morgan, Dec. 3, 1926, AHEBC, DN, [3.4].  [“…Al contratista 
Casey no se le adeuda absolutamente nada y no solamente eso, sino que dicho contratista por 
impericia o negligencia no ejecutó debidamente los trabajos que se le encomendaron, con lo que 
resulta notablemente perjudicada la Municipalidad de Tijuana, porque tendrá que erogar muchos 
miles de dólares en enmendar los trabajos que debió haber ejecutado correctamente el contratista 
Casey.”] 
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Casey had put in an original bid so much lower than the next lowest bidder that the final cost was 

hardly even considered excessive.46 

 The pipeline, pumping plant, storage tank, and distribution network were completed and 

operational by the end of 1926, an achievement celebrated by the municipal council in Tijuana and 

applauded by Rodríguez from his governor’s palace in Mexicali.  As part of the new urban water 

system in Tijuana, a dozen fire hydrants were installed throughout the town in order to facilitate 

the work of the local fire brigades, which had previously struggled to prevent blazes from 

spreading when they occasionally broke out on Avenida Revolución or in the residential 

neighborhoods to the south.47  Unfortunately, heavy rains in February of 1927 caused the Tijuana 

River to overflow its banks, washing out the water intake at the Laguna de los Españoles and filling 

in the lagoon with sediment.  A new intake valve and siphon had to be installed a few hundred 

meters downriver and reconnected to the main channel, which had fortunately survived the flood 

without much damage.  Once the repairs were completed, the water system could comfortably 

deliver about 2,000 cubic meters per day to the town of Tijuana—water which was used not only 

for domestic and commercial consumption, but also to water gardens, clean streets, and provide 

other public services.  According to one engineer’s assessment of the new water infrastructure, 

however, a significant amount of waste could be noted, particularly with regards to “the poor 

connection of the spigots in the homes, where there is a constant runoff, and in the watering of 

orchards and crops, where it is customary to use flood irrigation and spend much more water than 

is necessary.”48  The system had its inefficiencies, no doubt, but it ultimately provided enough 

                                                
46 Emil Klicka [President of Klicka Lumber Company] to Abelardo L. Rodríguez, Jan. 6, 1926, 
AHEBC, DN, [3.4]. 
47 Rodríguez, Memoria administrativa, p. 233. 
48 Hoyo López [El Ingeniero de la Agencia General en el Distrito Norte de la Baja California], 
“Informe sobre aprovechamiento de aguas del río de Tijuana por la población de Zaragoza, B. 
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water to serve the growing population of Tijuana and to sustain the tourist boom for at least a few 

more years.  That was good enough, for now. 

 

WHERE TO DAM THE SAN DIEGO? 

 San Diego entered the 1920s a city in motion.  For decades, it had been an inviting 

destination for those seeking to escape the stress and congestion of the eastern United States, and 

with the completion of the San Diego & Arizona Railway in 1919, pleasure-seekers finally had a 

direct line from Chicago or New Orleans to sunny San Diego.  It was uncertain timing for the 

railroad, however, since the nation also happened to be in the midst of an automobile revolution, 

with transcontinental highways being built to connect the cities of the Pacific Coast with the 

nation’s heartland and the Eastern seaboard.  Still, San Diego’s decades-long phase as a 

“forgotten” city at the end of a coastal rail line had stunted its growth in relation to its “big brother” 

to the north.  By 1920, Los Angeles had surpassed San Francisco as the most populous city in 

California, totaling more than 575,000 people in the city proper, with nearly half a million more 

residing in the rest of LA County.  San Diego, meanwhile, counted only 75,000 people in its city, 

with another 40,000 residents dispersed throughout its expansive backcountry.  Yet despite being 

enormously overshadowed by Los Angeles, San Diego’s population had still managed to double 

since 1910, and its city leaders expected exponential growth in the decades to come.49 

                                                
Cfa.,” May 1, 1929, AHA, AS, Caja 751, Exp. 10883.  [“Como desperdicios pueden anotarse: el 
mal ajuste de las llaves en las casas donde hay un constante escurrimiento y luego el riego de 
huertas y sembrados donde se acostumbra hacer el riego por inundación gastando mucho más 
agua de la necesaria.”] 
49 Richard F. Pourade, The History of San Diego, Vol. VI: The Rising Tide (San Diego: Union-
Tribune Publishing Co., 1967), p. 6. 
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 Indeed, San Diego was in the midst of a foundational transformation—it was becoming a 

“navy town.”  The Panama-California Exposition of 1915 had gained national attention and 

attracted droves of tourists, politicians, and military leaders, all of whom basked in the warmth of 

the southern California sun, and some of whom took a keen interest in the vast potential of San 

Diego’s protected harbor.  But rather than seeing a future commercial hub for transoceanic 

shipping, those statesmen and officers who laid eyes on San Diego Bay (including then-Assistant 

Secretary of the Navy, Franklin D. Roosevelt) instead envisioned a strategic base for the Navy’s 

expanding Pacific Fleet.  American interests in the Philippines, Hawaii, Panama, and Central 

America needed to be protected, and the growing naval powers of Japan and Germany would need 

to be confronted head-on.  Between 1916 and 1921, the U.S. Marine Corps built its first base on 

the west coast and the Navy established its southwest command center in San Diego Bay.  By 

1923, the city was home to the Pacific Destroyer Force, the Pacific air squadrons, and a Marine 

Corps expeditionary force; and construction was nearly complete on a new Naval Training Station, 

Naval Hospital, Naval Air Station, Marine Corps Recruit Base, U.S. Coastguard Base, and the 

Eleventh Naval District Headquarters and Supply Depot.50  The arrival of the military was 

transformational—it forever reshaped the relationship between local and federal authority in San 

Diego.  It also provided a solid economic base and a national defense agenda around which the 

local business and political leadership could rally.51 

                                                
50 On San Diego’s early naval development, see Gregg R. Hennessey, “San Diego, the U.S. 
Navy, and Urban Development: West Coast City Building, 1912-1929,” California History, Vol. 
72, No. 2 (Summer 1993); Lucinda Eddy, “War Comes to San Diego,” Journal of San Diego 
History, Vol. 39, No. 1 (Spring 1993); Michael Mathes, “The Two Californias during World War 
II,” California Historical Society Quarterly, Vol. 44, No. 4 (Dec. 1965); Abraham Shragge, “‘A 
New Federal City’: San Diego During World War II,” Pacific Historical Review, Vol. 63, No. 3 
(Aug. 1994), among others. 
51 Hennessey, “San Diego, the U.S. Navy, and Urban Development,” p. 130. 
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 Development of the region’s water resources had actually outpaced the growth of its 

population through the 1910s, as private water companies raced to claim riparian rights and build 

the biggest dams possible on the seven major watersheds of San Diego County.  John D. Spreckels 

had been the driving force for water development in the South Bay area, funding the construction 

of storage dams on the Otay River and Cottonwood Creek in order to supply water for irrigation 

and domestic purposes along the border and to his resort town of Coronado.  By 1914, Spreckels 

had sold his entire Cottonwood-Dulzura-Otay system to the City of San Diego in order to continue 

construction on his “sacred” railway to the east, but, as detailed above, he never stopped pursuing 

additional schemes to acquire more water rights and potential damsites on the transborder 

tributaries of the Tijuana River.   Up in North County, Ed Fletcher and his San Francisco-based 

business partner, William G. Henshaw, had joined with the Santa Fe Railroad to build Hodges 

Dam on the San Dieguito River, which provided irrigation for the citrus crops being grown on the 

Santa Fe’s frostless farmlands stretching up the coast toward Oceanside.  On the county’s most 

important stream—the San Diego River—Fletcher and his Montana-based business partner, James 

A. Murray, had raised the old Cuyamaca Dam and built the enormous new Murray Dam, which 

together supplied domestic and irrigation water to the City of San Diego and throughout the river 

valley.  And even more projects were in the works: Fletcher and Henshaw were far along with 

plans for a dam on the San Luis Rey River, and San Diego’s city council had recently directed its 

chief hydraulic engineer, Hiram N. Savage, to build a second major storage dam on Cottonwood 

Creek, as well as to investigate potential damsites on the San Diego River.  You could say that the 

water business was booming. 

 But the death of James A. Murray in May of 1921 knocked one of the major pillars of the 

local water business out from underneath it, sending Ed Fletcher scrambling to retain at least some 



 170 

control of the Cuyamaca Water Company and its extensive holdings on the San Diego River.  

Murray had owned five-sixths of the company at the time of his passing, and after months of 

intense negotiations among his surviving family members, the lion’s share of his estate was 

eventually granted to his widow, Mary Murray.52  Fletcher had traveled to Butte, Montana, to meet 

with Murray after her husband’s death, helping her to secure the rights to his estimated $10 million 

fortune.  To thank Fletcher for his fruitful efforts, Murray offered him an option on her husband’s 

stake in the Cuyamaca Water Company for the deeply-discounted price of $650,000.  This was 

more money than Fletcher could afford to pay out of his own pocket—but if he could entice another 

wealthy business associate into the deal, it would almost certainly be beneficial to both parties.  

Fletcher reached out to a banker he knew in Los Angeles, Charles F. Stern, and pitched him on the 

tremendous opportunity at hand.  Stern was impressed with Fletcher’s extensive knowledge of San 

Diego’s land and water resources, and he recognized the potential value of the Cuyamaca Water 

Company’s holdings on the San Diego River in the years to come.  Stern agreed to help finance 

the purchase of Murray’s stake in the company, putting up $145,000 of the initial $150,000 down 

payment.53  “It would seem to me that financing is your immediate and greatest problem,” he wrote 

to Fletcher in November of 1922, and “I shall be delighted to become a part of the situation with 

a view of handling this latter feature.”54 

 With a new moneyman aboard, Fletcher could move forward with his plan to build an 

additional storage dam on the San Diego River.  He had been in communication with his go-to 

                                                
52 Bill Farley, “The Cuyamaca Water Company Partnership: New Scenes from San Diego’s 
Water History,” Journal of San Diego History, Vol. 62, No. 2 (Spring 2016), p. [?]. 
53 Ibid., p. [?]. This was the same amount of money that Fletcher and Murray had originally paid 
for the Cuyamaca system in 1910. 
54 Charles F. Stern to Ed Fletcher, Nov. 8, 1922, San Diego History Center Research Archives 
(SDHC-RA), Colonel Ed Fletcher Collection (EFC), MS 135, 14:22, fg29 doc1. 
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dam-builder, John S. Eastwood, about constructing another cutting-edge, multiple-arch dam at the 

southwest end of Mission Gorge, located less than ten miles upriver from downtown San Diego.  

Eastwood had surveyed the damsite in early 1921 and estimated that he could build a 220-foot 

structure for just over $500,000, including the cost of concrete and his own “designing and erection 

fee” of 10 percent.55  The problem was, however, that the City of San Diego had also been eying 

the possibility of building its own storage dam on the San Diego River at a separate damsite known 

as El Capitan—named for the Capitan Grande Indian Reservation on which the damsite was 

located, about twenty-five miles upriver.56  At the time, the Cuyamaca Water Company claimed 

legal ownership of El Capitan—as well as the water which flowed through its narrow canyon—

but the City of San Diego had recently launched a legal challenge to these claims in court. 

 The city argued that it was the legitimate successor to the original Spanish pueblo of San 

Diego—and that it therefore retained “paramount rights” to all of the water flowing through its 

namesake river.  The argument hinged on the notion that under Spanish law, water in a 

municipality—or a pueblo—could not be “owned” by individuals, but belonged to the entire 

community as a corporate body.57  Basically, San Diego was attempting to do in the 1920s what 

Los Angeles had successfully done in the 1890s—claim its historically-inherited “pueblo rights” 

to the waters of its most important river.  The City of Los Angeles had won its case in front of the 

California Supreme Court in 1895, in which it was awarded “all the waters” of the Los Angeles 

River in perpetuity.  The court did not grant the city the right to sell any surplus water to outsiders, 

                                                
55 John S. Eastwood to Ed Fletcher, Mar. 18, 1921, UCSD Library Special Collections & 
Archives (UCSD-SCA), Ed Fletcher Papers (EFP), MSS.81, 6:39. 
56 In 1919, the city had obtained approval from the U.S. Department of the Interior to flood 1,940 
acres of land in the Capitan Grande Indian Reservation, and 141 acres in the Cleveland National 
Forest for reservoir purposes.  See Fred D. Pyle, “El Capitan Dam and Reservoir,” The 
Municipal Employee, Vol. III, No. 8 (Feb. 1935), UCSD-SCA, EFP, MSS.81, 61:5. 
57 Hundley, Great Thirst, pp. 39-40. 
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however, ruling that the pueblo right “could be asserted only to the amount needed to supply the 

wants of the inhabitants” of Los Angeles.58  Still, this was a momentous decision—it essentially 

elevated the communal roots of Hispanic water law over the Western water principle of prior 

appropriation.  It also opened the door for other “pueblo rights” claims on watersheds throughout 

California. 

 In San Diego, Fletcher was convinced, or was trying to convince others, that building a 

dam at Mission Gorge was the logical next step in San Diego’s water development—and that 

building a dam at El Capitan would be a costly mistake.  He had suggested to Spreckels in 1920 

that “before the City is permitted to build El Capitan, some competent engineer should determine 

the cost of water from the different sources and the cheapest developed, if we are going to handle 

it from a business standpoint.”59  In June of 1921, Fletcher wrote to the Mayor of San Diego, John 

L. Bacon, to offer his thoughts on the looming water issues: “Leaving out all personalities, the 

question is – what is the cheapest and most permanent plan for developing an additional supply of 

water for the complete control of the San Diego River for the City of San Diego, considering its 

finances?”60  In order to build El Capitan, Fletcher argued, it would cost the city between $750,000 

and $1,000,000 just to condemn the Cuyamaca Water Company’s holdings alone—plus an 

additional $300,000 to “move the Indians”; $1,250,000 to build a pipeline to the city;  and an 

estimated $3,000,000 or more to build a storage dam at El Capitan.61  “In other words,” he 

explained to Mayor Bacon, “the development of Mission Gorge, or the acquisition of the 

Cuyamaca system, or both, will furnish a quicker source of supply to protect the City of San Diego 

                                                
58 Vernon Irrigation Co. v. City of Los Angeles, 106 Cal. 237 (1895); quoted in Hundley, Great 
Thirst, p. 136. 
59 Ed Fletcher to John D. Spreckels, Oct. 7, 1920, UCSD-SCA, EFP, MSS.81, 27:8. 
60 Ed Fletcher to Mayor John L. Bacon, Jun. 15, 1921, UCSD-SCA, EFP, MSS.81, 1:24. 
61 Fletcher to Eastwood, Apr. 24, 1922, UCSD-SCA, EFP, MSS.81, 6:39. 
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in the emergency that now exists, at a cost of over one-hundred percent cheaper per million gallons 

daily as compared with the cost of the El Capitan supply.”62  And, most importantly, work could 

begin immediately on Mission Gorge without the need for any further litigation.63 

 Perhaps Fletcher truly had the best interests of the city at heart, but his proposed solution 

to the looming water problem also happened to be the one in which he personally had the most to 

gain.  He had an obvious financial interest in selling the holdings of the Cuyamaca Water Company 

before they might be invalidated by the courts, so his position on the matter must be understood in 

this context.  Still, if the city had heeded his constant calls for the formation of a municipal water 

district to take direct control of all water development in San Diego County, the years-long legal 

battle over paramount rights on the San Diego River could have been avoided, and work could 

have begun on a storage dam at a much earlier date.  But this was not to be the case.  In November 

of 1922, the city’s chief hydraulic engineer, Hiram N. Savage, submitted his long-awaited report 

on the San Diego River’s most promising potential sources of water supply.  To the surprise of 

many, Savage did not recommend Fletcher’s damsite in Mission Gorge nor the city council’s 

preferred location at El Capitan.  Instead, he advocated for the immediate construction of a large 

gravity dam at a different site in Mission Gorge—this one located at the northeast end of the 

canyon, about a half-mile below the original Mission Dam built by the indigenous Kumeyaay 

under Franciscan rule in the early nineteenth century.64  This site, known as Mission Gorge No. 2, 

would offer the City of San Diego “the most water for the money,” according to Savage.  He 

estimated that it would cost roughly $5,300,000 to build a dam capable of providing a maximum 

                                                
62 Fletcher to Bacon, Jun. 15, 1921, UCSD-SCA, EFP, MSS.81, 1:24. 
63 Fletcher to Eastwood, Apr. 24, 1922, UCSD-SCA, EFP, MSS.81, 6:39. 
64 On the original Mission Dam, see Fowler, “History of the Dams,” pp. 17-18; and San Diego 
County Water Authority (SDCWA), To Quench a Thirst: A Brief History of Water in the San 
Diego Region (San Diego: San Diego County Water Authority, 2005), pp. 9-10, among others. 
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safe yield of 12,500,000 gallons per day.  For comparison, he calculated that it would cost over 

$9,000,000 to provide 13,500,000 gallons per day at Fletcher’s proposed damsite (Mission Gorge 

No. 3), and over $8,000,000 to provide 9,700,000 gallons per day at El Capitan.65 

 Savage’s recommendation of Mission Gorge No. 2 caused quite a stir in San Diego.  

Fletcher, for one, simply could not believe what he was reading in the papers.  As he explained to 

his new business partner in the Cuyamaca Water Company, Charles F. Stern, the drawbacks of 

building a dam at Mission Gorge No. 2 were enormous: “If Site No. 2 were selected it would mean 

the flooding of 6,000 acres of land, 4,000 acres of the best land in the county; the town of Santee, 

5½ miles of S. D. & A. Railway and 4 miles of paved highway.  I am sure this plan will never be 

adopted.”66  Fletcher’s objections to Site No. 2 were not unsubstantiated—a few months prior to 

the publication of Savage’s report, another hydraulic engineer, W. C. Earle, had given his own 

assessment of the “proper manner and method” of developing the San Diego River, and concluded 

that Mission Gorge No. 2 was an “excellent damsite” but the reservoir site behind it was “very 

poor.”  If a dam were built at this location, Earle explained to the mayor and city council, its 

reservoir would submerge the entire town of Santee and a large portion of Lakeside: “In short, 

over 6,000 acres of this country’s most productive and valuable backcountry would be eliminated.  

This project is not feasible principally on account of the poor reservoir site.”  Earle recommended, 

instead, that the city should make further investigations at El Capitan, and if a feasible damsite 

                                                
65 “Favor Site No. 2 for Big Dam: Huge Supply of Water is Declared Possible,” The Evening 
Tribune (San Diego, Calif.), Nov. 27, 1922. 
66 Ed Fletcher to Charles F. Stern, Nov. 27, 1922, SDHC-RA, EFC, MS 135, fg29 doc2. 
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could be found which would not require “excessive expenditure,” then the project should be 

“hurried through to its completion.”67 

 Members of the San Diego city council remained divided on which project to pursue, but 

at the urging of city manager Fred A. Rhodes, a clear majority soon came to favor El Capitan.  

Rhodes had been lobbying for a dam at El Capitan for years, and he was bitterly disappointed with 

Savage’s recommendation of Mission Gorge No. 2.  In June of 1923, Rhodes took it upon himself 

to fire Savage from his job as chief hydraulic engineer, without appointing an official replacement.  

Instead, city council decided to hire an outside expert—the world-renowned civil engineer, John 

R. Freeman, who had previously designed and built the Catskill Aqueduct in New York, the 

Charles River Dam in Boston, and the Hetch Hetchy Aqueduct in San Francisco.68  Freeman, based 

in Providence, Rhode Island, agreed to travel to San Diego in early July to begin a months-long 

inspection of the region’s watersheds and potential damsites.  In anticipation of Freeman’s arrival, 

Fletcher reached out to his own renowned dam-builder, John S. Eastwood, and asked him to 

urgently send along his most up-to-date plans for a multiple-arch dam at Mission Gorge No. 3.  

Fletcher told Eastwood that Freeman would be in San Diego shortly, and that he desperately 

wanted to show him “your type of dam for Mission Gorge No. 3, approved by the engineering 

department of the railroad commission.  I felt sure this would cinch things.  Can you not hurry 

things along?”69 
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Sciences, Biographical Memoirs, Vol. XVII (1935), pp. 169-187. 
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 Freeman spent the fall of 1923 and the spring of 1924 conducting engineering studies on 

San Diego County’s major watersheds—and especially on the San Diego River—before 

submitting his final report in May of 1924.70  After nearly a year of investigation, Freeman 

ultimately had come to the same conclusion as the recently-dismissed city engineer, Hiram N. 

Savage: despite its substantial drawbacks, Freeman recommended construction of a massive 

concrete gravity dam at Mission Gorge No. 2.  Again, Fletcher was beside himself.  He was baffled 

by Freeman’s refusal to even consider the possibility of building a single- or multiple-arch dam at 

Site No. 3, electing instead to base all of his calculations on the construction of a conventional 

gravity dam at each of the potential damsites.71  Freeman eventually explained to Fletcher, in a 

letter written years later, that over the course of his long career as a hydraulic engineer, “many 

types of dam have been brought forward which could be built more cheaply,” but that he had, 

“after careful deliberation, adhered to the standard gravity types, regarding safety as far more 

important than saving of initial cost by a thinner cross-section… California sunshine and climate 

seem to develop optimism and prompt the taking of chances in many directions,” he concluded, in 

just a hint of jest.72 

 In early June, Mayor Bacon called for a “meeting of citizens” to be held in the city’s 

chamber of commerce to publicly discuss the best path forward for San Diego.  He told those in 

attendance that the purpose of the meeting was “not to consider a specific project or a specific 

piece of work, but to formulate a method of action that will bring out the facts, and not propaganda 
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 177 

in connection with the water system, for your own information and for the information of the 

citizens at large.”  By the summer of 1924, San Diego’s population had surpassed 100,000 people, 

and the corresponding increase in the city’s domestic water consumption had become a cause for 

concern among city leaders.  “The water situation in San Diego,” explained Mayor Bacon, “is the 

most serious question which we have with us today… You recognize that without water our land 

here is absolutely worthless; with it it is almost priceless…”73  For his own part, Mayor Bacon 

supported the recommendations of Savage and Freeman—he thought the city should move forward 

with a conventional gravity dam at Mission Gorge No. 2.  But public opinion on the matter was 

still divided.  One constituent in attendance at the open forum, a banker and the chairman of the 

“citizens’ water committee,” Alfred V. Mayrhofer, argued that the city would be making a grave 

mistake by following the engineering advice of Savage and Freeman, who were “of the old school” 

and therefore unnecessarily biased against the modern principles of multiple-arch dam design.74  

If they went ahead and built a gravity dam at Mission Gorge No. 2, with its shallow reservoir and 

tremendous evaporation losses, “the city’s future growth would face greater limitations than 

ever… Water is too vital a matter to be thus so carelessly wasted.  20,000 people moving out of 

the city on account of the lack of water would leave a lot of empty houses behind.”75 

 The decision would ultimately come down to the voting citizens of San Diego.  On 

September 10, 1924, a bond vote was held on the Savage-Freeman plan for a dam at Mission Gorge 

No. 2—and was soundly rejected by a margin of 9 to 5.  Following this victory at the polls, the El 
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Capitan-inclined city council instructed city manager Rhodes—who at this point had taken over 

as chief hydraulic engineer—to outline a plan for water development that would be “logical and 

agreeable to all.”  In other words, or at least as Fletcher understood it, “the Council ordered their 

own engineer, who holds his office at their pleasure to make an official report recommending the 

construction of El Capitan dam.”76  Rhodes submitted his report at the beginning of October, and 

city council immediately scheduled a bond vote for November 18 to determine whether or not the 

citizens of San Diego were willing to pay $4,500,000 in future taxes to build El Capitan. 

 This, of course, set off intense public debate about the potential consequences of building 

a dam on the Capitan Grande Indian Reservation, with a vocal opposition led by Fletcher and the 

president of the La Mesa, Lemon Grove, and Spring Valley Irrigation District, J. H. Halley.77  The 

irrigation district had been formed in 1913, and since that date, it had received 100 percent of its 

water supply from the San Diego River via the Cuyamaca Water Company.  Halley insisted that if 

El Capitan were built, it would cut off the entire underground supply of water at the downriver El 

Monte pumping plant, which had been “in operation in every period of drouth during the last 25 

years.”  A dam at El Capitan would thus eliminate “about one-third of the supply of water counted 

on for the needs of the district…Could any sane man expect the district, or the city of La Mesa and 

El Cajon to stand for such a rank injustice?”  Halley warned that “cutting off our underground 

supply from our cities, villages, and rural communities would cause a great and bitter feeling on 

their part toward the city.”  He asked the city council for “your co-operation in the development 

of the Country actually at your door, which, for the most part, will undoubtedly, when more thickly 
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settled up eventually become a part of your municipality.  Can we not, as one family, divide the 

inheritance?”78 

 But as long as the question of paramount rights on the San Diego River remained 

unanswered, Halley’s dream of a united city and backcountry would remain out of reach.  Indeed, 

the city’s permission from the federal government to flood a portion of the Capitan Grande Indian 

Reservation did not grant it the right to use that water for its own purposes—meaning that it was 

likely going to take several more years of costly litigation before El Capitan could start providing 

water for the City of San Diego.  Still, members of city council argued that failure to proceed on 

El Capitan now might impair the city’s claims to paramount rights in the future, so they strongly 

encouraged their constituents to vote “yes” on the special bond issue.79  This encouragement 

seemed to resonate with the people, who authorized the $4,500,000 bonds by a margin of almost 

three-to-one.  The city now had the funding in place to move forward with El Capitan, but it lacked 

the legal authority to carry out the project.  The issue of paramount rights still loomed large over 

the city, causing confusion and frustration for those who saw comprehensive water development 

as the key to San Diego’s future prosperity. 

 

PARAMOUNT RIGHTS 

 In 1924, as the debate over Mission Gorge versus El Capitan was playing out on the front 

pages of the city’s newspapers, Ed Fletcher was working tirelessly behind the scenes to sell the 

Cuyamaca Water Company to the City of San Diego in order to resolve the paramount rights 

question once and for all.  All of Fletcher’s previous attempts to sell his company had been rejected 
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by city council at the behest of John D. Spreckels, who had his own water arrangements with the 

city and apparently saw in Fletcher’s offers a threat to his personal business interests.  But in June 

of 1923, Spreckels made a “swan song” speech at his famous Hotel del Coronado, in which he 

implored the business and community leaders of San Diego to finally come together in hearty 

cooperation for the common good of the city they all loved.  He stressed to his all-male audience 

that “big cities require big men – big men enough to forget petty personal differences, and pull 

together without jealousies or suspicions or factional bickering.  In other words, before you can 

turn a small town into a real city, you have got to shed the small-town skin.”  This was the reason, 

he explained, why Los Angeles had become such a major metropolis, while San Diego was stuck 

wearing village clothing: “Just see what brains and capital have done for Los Angeles.  Why?  

Well, simply because Los Angeles businessmen see the need for wholehearted cooperation; and 

San Diego businessmen do not… They pull together; we indulge in a tug-of-war.  They build; we 

tear down.”  After taking time to recap the long list of contributions he had personally made to the 

growth of San Diego over the past thirty-five years, Spreckels finished his speech with a call for a 

more vigorous and more genuine spirit of cooperation: “If the young, red-blooded, progressive 

businessmen of the city will only get together and stick together, nothing will be too big to expect 

for San Diego.”80  It was thus up to the “village squabblers” to decide whether or not they wanted 

San Diego to one day become a city of fortune. 

 Judging from the intense debates over water development on the San Diego River, the 

“spirit of cooperation” engendered by Spreckels’ speech appeared to get off to a rocky start.  But 

in the spring of 1924, Spreckels actually advocated the sale of the Cuyamaca Water Company to 

the City of San Diego as a means of collectively moving forward on the water problem.  Fletcher 
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had offered to sell to the City the entire Cuyamaca system—including all dams, pumping plants, 

distribution lines, and water rights—for $1,400,000.81  The terms of the sale were written up in a 

draft agreement, which was then scheduled to be brought before city council for a vote.  But on 

the morning of June 22, one of the five city councilmen, Harry K. Weitzel, showed up at Ed 

Fletcher’s office on Eighth Street and asked him for a private interview.  According to Fletcher, 

the two men walked across the street to the lawn of the San Diego Public Library, where Weitzel 

proceeded to ask Fletcher for $100,000 in exchange for his vote on the city’s purchase of the 

Cuyamaca Water Company.82 

 Fletcher claims he was dumbfounded by the brazen bribery attempt, but rather than 

rejecting the offer outright, he told Weitzel that he would have to discuss it with his business 

partner, Charles F. Stern.  The men arranged for a meeting at Stern’s office in Los Angeles the 

following Sunday, during which Weitzel repeated his request for $100,000 in order to secure his 

vote.  This time, however, Fletcher and Stern were ready for him.  As they discussed the possible 

payment options with an unsuspecting Weitzel, Fletcher’s secretary, Ms. Katherine L. May, sat 

silently in a small storage room adjacent to the office, using a dictaphone to secretly record the 

entire conversation.  Once news of the scandal hit the papers, Weitzel was indicted by a grand jury 

and officially charged with two counts of attempted bribery.83  Following a week-long criminal 

trial, he was unanimously convicted on both charges and sentenced to ten years in the 

penitentiary.84  A year later, however, the District Court of Appeal reversed Weitzel’s conviction, 
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ruling that it was not a crime for a city councilmember to merely solicit a bribe—it was only a 

crime if that offer were accepted.  The State Supreme Court confirmed the ruling, and Weitzel was 

ultimately allowed to live out the rest of his days in sunny San Diego as a free, yet disgraced, 

former-councilman.85 

 The Weitzel fiasco had rocked the city, but it only came to light because the bribees refused 

to play ball.  One can only imagine how many other city council votes were actually bought and 

paid for.  In any case, the bribery scandal derailed the sale of the Cuyamaca Water Company to 

the city.  Once that deal was dead, Fletcher and Stern immediately turned to the directors of the La 

Mesa, Lemon Grove, and Spring Valley Irrigation District and offered to sell the Cuyamaca system 

to them, instead, for $1,100,000.  The Irrigation District arranged for a series of public forums in 

the town of La Mesa, giving bond voters the chance to hear arguments both for and against the 

purchasing of the water company’s holdings on the San Diego River.  One of those who spoke in 

favor of the proposal, F. M. White of the San Diego Water Commission, assured those in 

attendance that, “when this district purchases the Cuyamaca Water Company’s properties, they are 

purchasing the most valuable commodity that is produced in Southern California – that commodity 

is WATER.”  He went on to explain that in the offer presented by the water company, “you have 

one piece of property that is worth the entire Eleven Hundred Thousand Dollars asked for this 

system… I refer to the ownership of the El Capitan Dam site which will determine your future 

growth and whether the property in your district will remain stagnant, or show the wonderful 

increase in value that other irrigation districts have shown in the past few years.”  White warned 

                                                
85 Ed Fletcher, “San Diego’s Water Problems: Past, Present & Future” [draft notes], Feb. 9, 
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that city council and “other interests backing the El Capitan project” would try to prevent the 

acquisition of the water company by the Irrigation District, but that the people of the district had a 

duty to perform to “protect and retain for your own use the waters that are yours by right of 

possession and equity.”86  This was an opportunity that the district simply could not afford to pass 

up. 

 But the issue of paramount rights had not gone away, and the sale of the water company to 

the Irrigation District would not help to resolve the matter in the slightest.  As one astute attorney 

pointed out at the meeting in La Mesa, the Irrigation District was setting itself up for potential 

disaster if the courts ended up ruling in the city’s favor: “The Supreme Court has decided that the 

city of Los Angeles has title to the waters of the L.A. river under that old pueblo grant… I don’t 

know where there is any difference at all between the situation at Los Angeles and the situation at 

San Diego, and if this is the case the city of San Diego will win its case…”  At the heart of the 

issue, the attorney explained, was how the water was going to be used: “It will be a litigation on 

one hand of 100,000 people who want water…for domestic purposes and two or three thousand 

people on the other hand who want it for irrigation purposes.  If everything else is equal which 

way are the courts going to decide?”87  The fact that the City of Los Angeles had already won its 

“pueblo rights” nearly thirty years prior did not bode well for the Irrigation District. 

 Fletcher’s personal lawyer attempted to reassure the rural residents of their long-standing 

rights to the San Diego River.  “We have gone to Mexico City,” he declared, “and have in our 

offices all the laws of Spain and Mexico and all of the decrees, and I can convince any man, who 
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is neither crooked nor crazy, that the City’s so-called pueblo right has not existence except in 

imagination.”  If anybody had a pueblo right, he argued, it was the “people who are at present 

living upon the lands in the Ex Mission Rancho, which are lands included within your irrigation 

district.  Long before the Pueblo of San Diego was ever started, the King of Spain made a grant of 

water of the San Diego River to these mission lands.  We have the originals of that grant.”88  

Apparently, Fletcher’s lawyer was making a pretty compelling case, as the Irrigation District voted 

to back the bonds for the Cuyamaca system, plus additional bonds for an upgraded and expanded 

distribution network.  The terms of the purchase and sale agreement were finalized in April of 

1925—for $1,100,000, the district bought itself the Cuyamaca Dam and flume system; Murray 

Dam and reservoir; the deed to El Capitan damsite; the El Monte pumping plant; and, most 

importantly, all water rights previously granted to the Cuyamaca Water Company by the State of 

California.89  In an effort to bridge the growing divide between the city and the backcountry, the 

president of the Irrigation District, J. H. Halley, made it known during the purchasing process that 

he would be “pleased to immediately enter into an amicable agreement with the city whereby the 

city gets its full share of the water and the district be protected.”  There was “no earthly reason,” 

as far as he could see, “why there should be litigation between the district and the city over the 

waters of the San Diego River.”90 

 But alas, there was, and it was far from being resolved.  The first major development in the 

case came in December of 1926, when Superior Judge M. W. Conkling ruled that the City of San 
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Diego had paramount rights to all waters of the San Diego River.  However, Judge Conkling also 

ruled that a portion of the water should be allotted to the district on the basis of “established use.”91  

This call to compromise was rejected by both sides, and the case was thus scheduled to be brought 

before the California Supreme Court.  In the meantime, the water district continued to use the 

Cuyamaca system to irrigate its backlands, and the city leaders continued to squabble over what 

to do next.  City Manager Fred A. Rhodes, who had taken over the duties of chief hydraulic 

engineer after he fired Hiram N. Savage in 1923, had made little progress in addressing the 

mounting concerns over the city’s present and future water needs.  In early 1927, Mayor Bacon 

announced that he would not be running for re-election, and on his way out of office in May, he 

recommended to the newly-elected city council that they should re-employ Savage as chief 

hydraulic engineer.  “During his administration of water affairs,” Bacon fondly recalled, “there 

was a steady, logical and rapid development of the water system along sound engineering lines.”  

Bacon was deeply dissatisfied with the progress that had been made since Savage was replaced by 

Rhodes, and he bemoaned the fact that the city had “paid out three or four times as much for 

engineering advice since Mr. Savage left as was paid him in salary during an equal time.”92  The 

city desperately needed an able and experienced hydraulic engineer, and Savage remained the best 

option that Bacon could think of. 

 Of course, bringing Savage back to San Diego was bound to stir up some of the old water 

controversies.  Alfred V. Mayrhofer, the chairman of the “citizens’ water committee,” went before 

city council in June of 1927 to remind everyone that Savage had advocated for a dam at Mission 

Gorge No. 2—not El Capitan—which meant that his re-employment would unnecessarily re-ignite 
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this long-settled debate and cause further headaches and delays.93  But the new mayor of San 

Diego, Harry C. Clark, heeded Bacon’s advice and reached out to Savage in Washington, D.C., 

where he had taken up work for a major engineering firm.  Savage was receptive to the offer, 

writing to city council in a telegram: “If there is an official and popular demand for my services, 

and notwithstanding the consequent cancellation of my commitments for the next year and a half, 

which are the most remunerative and agreeable of my professional life, I would consider a final 

and definite application for my services as hydraulic engineer, and, because of my knowledge of 

the urgency, effective immediately.”94 

 Savage returned to San Diego and quickly developed a plan of action.  Because the 

paramount rights issue remained unsettled, he decided that the most important thing to do in the 

short term was to secure and safeguard the water supply that the city already had.  He proposed 

building a new 19-mile-long, steel-plated pipeline from the Otay Dam to the city’s distributing 

reservoir at University Heights, to replace the old and rotted wood-stave pipeline he had built way 

back in 1899 when he was working as an engineer for Spreckels’ Mountain Water Company.95  In 

addition to the new pipeline, Savage also recommended raising the height of Morena Dam on 

Cottonwood Creek, as well as undertaking core drillings and surveys at a potential damsite in 

Marrón Canyon—located directly on the international boundary where the Cottonwood Creek 

joins the Río Tecate to form the Río Alomar, the main northern tributary of the Río Tijuana.  The 
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estimated total cost for these projects was $2,750,000, which was to be put before the citizens of 

San Diego in a bond vote scheduled for the city’s primary elections in March of 1929.  Savage 

thought it was best to ask the voters for one bulk sum, rather than to divvy the amounts for each 

individual portion of the contemplated expenditure, in order to ensure that all of the necessary 

water projects could be carried out at once.96 

 In the weeks leading up to the bond election, the city was abuzz with talk of the water 

situation, and what the proposed “Savage Plan” might mean for the city’s future.  One of the 

leading voices in support of the bond issue came from retired Major General Joseph E. Kuhn, who 

wrote extensively in the San Diego Union in an effort to inform the voters of what exactly was on 

the ballot, and to try and convince them of the need for immediate investment in additional water 

infrastructure.  He was hopeful that “the period of indecision and floundering about,” which for so 

long had characterized the water question, had finally come to an end.97  Kuhn was a decorated 

and distinguished Army officer, who articulated to the citizens of San Diego that “the same 

principles of action are involved in San Diego’s water problem as the military man is confronted 

with when he solves a problem in battle.”  Like soldiers, the citizens of San Diego could overcome 

any challenge if they decided to “co-operate loyally and wholeheartedly in following the leadership 

of their competent technical advisor”—in this case, Engineer Savage.98  Kuhn pointed out that the 

city had failed to increase its water supply in any meaningful way since Savage completed the 

Barrett Dam in 1922, and since that time, approximately 70,000 people had been added to the 

city’s population.  “It requires no expert hydraulic engineer,” he told his readers, “to realize that 
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either more water must be provided soon or people will have to stop coming.”99  Most importantly, 

he explained, the condition of the Otay pipeline was “so grave as to call for prompt and immediate 

action, and any unnecessary delay in this vital link of the city’s water supply cannot be viewed 

otherwise than as a menace to its safety.”100 

 Major General Kuhn’s call for action was echoed by most of the leading businessmen and 

property owners in San Diego.  The president of the chamber of commerce, Hal G. Hotchkiss, 

admitted that it pained him to “advertise our water situation to the world,” but “if we must 

broadcast our difficulties in presenting them to our own people for correction, we cannot help 

it…”101  Local manufacturers were worried about the decrepit condition of the Otay pipeline, and 

the distinct possibility of “hampered operations” if the pipe should become useless for even a short 

amount of time.102  Perhaps San Diego’s most well-respected citizen, the department store owner 

and philanthropist George W. Marston, came out in favor of the Savage Plan in the weeks before 

the election, insisting that “after many years of foolish experimenting it is high time to take the 

counsel of a man who knows his job.”  It was a matter of “common sense,” according to Marston, 

“that there is no other sane course to take.”103  Even Ed Fletcher, a consistent critic of Savage for 

many years now, agreed that Savage’s “plan of aggression looks ‘water-tight’ to me.”  Given the 
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present legal uncertainty, Fletcher thought that San Diego would be wise “to cling to what it has 

and gain more as quickly as practical.”104  For now, all that mattered was the bond vote. 

 But, as it turned out, the bond issue failed to gain the required two-thirds majority it needed 

to pass.  In reporting the results of the bond election, the San Diego Union noted that the slim 

margin between victory and defeat was primarily “due to the inclusion in the water program of 

several items of less immediate necessity than the Otay pipe line.”  The voters wanted progress, of 

course, but they wanted to “progress cautiously.”  Those who had organized the ballot figured that 

the pipeline would “carry” these other, less urgent proposals; but instead, they served to defeat the 

pipeline project altogether.105  Major General Kuhn attributed the failure to ignorance and apathy: 

“Apparently San Diego has not yet comprehended the fundamental features of its water problem 

nor the increasing gravity of the situation, and further education seems necessary.”  Kuhn found it 

“a rather curious contrast” that the voters were prepared to approve bonds for an aviation field, 

parks, playgrounds, and harbor development, yet balked at bonds “imperatively needed” for 

safeguarding and enlarging their water supply.  “These undertakings, all meritorious in 

themselves,” he explained, “will be of no avail without a guaranteed and ample supply of water.”  

It was unfathomable to Kuhn that “this thriving and growing community, bearing every earmark 

of culture and intelligence, should go on indefinitely procrastinating and blundering over its most 

important of all important problems, the water supply.”106  Clearly, the result of the bond vote did 

not signal the end of the debate. 
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 Some citizens of San Diego were actually quite glad to see the bond issue fail at the polls.  

In a letter to the editor of the San Diego Union, the local businessman (and future mayor), John F. 

Forward, Jr., argued that San Diego’s water problems went well beyond a rotted old pipeline, and 

replacing it with a new one would only provide “a crutch on which to hobble along to disaster.”  

The new Otay pipeline would merely enable the city to use up its safety reserve storage even 

faster—“what would we do then?”  Forward was convinced that “more water is quite as vital to 

San Diego, even for maintenance of the present population, as is the need of a new Otay pipeline; 

and that any program that does not go after more water is, ultimately, futile.”107  If San Diego were 

to become a city of magnitude—as so many continued to wish for—it would have to actually plan 

ahead, which meant obtaining additional water sources beyond those it had already developed.  A 

definitive answer to the pending paramount rights question was more urgent now than ever. 

 The California Supreme Court finally handed down its decision in June of 1929.  It ruled 

that the City of San Diego was, in fact, the lawful successor to the Spanish and Mexican pueblo, 

and that it therefore retained “the prior and paramount right to the use of all the water (surface and 

underground), of the San Diego River, including its tributaries, from its source to its mouth, for 

the use of said the City of San Diego and of its inhabitants, for all purposes…”108  The court based 

its decision on specific language in the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, which guaranteed that in 

territory previously belonging to Mexico, “property of every kind”—including water—would be 

“inviolably respected” under U.S. law.  Thus, as the lawful successor to the Mexican pueblo, the 

City of San Diego legally inherited those prior and paramount rights to the San Diego River.  The 
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decision to uphold the precedent established in Los Angeles confirmed a particular interpretation 

of Hispanic water law that prioritized municipal water rights over those of private individuals. 

 Whether or not this was the correct interpretation of Hispanic water law, however, is a 

matter of continued debate.  According to one prominent historian, Michael C. Meyer—who, it 

should be noted, served as an expert witness on behalf of the State of New Mexico in its own 

“pueblo rights” case against the Pueblo Indians in the 1970s—by giving municipalities “such an 

extravagant water monopoly, the so-called Pueblo Rights Doctrine grossly distorted the corpus of 

Hispanic law and the existing documentary record.”109  Corporate communities did enjoy a distinct 

advantage over private individuals in Spanish land and water grants, Meyer explains, “but they 

were not based on prior rights and they were anything but paramount.”  If “pueblo rights” existed 

at all, he argues, they were not intended to be enforced to the detriment of others in the community.  

Thus, absolute water rights, like those granted to the cities of Los Angeles and San Diego on their 

namesake rivers, were inconsistent with Spanish thinking and, therefore, inappropriate.110 

 Regardless of the legal or historical merits of the ruling, the court’s decision to grant San 

Diego its paramount rights on the river was a momentous one, with consequences that would 

reverberate for years to come.  In one sense, it marked a parallel return to Hispanic water law—

this time on the northern side of the border.  In Mexico, Article 27 of the 1917 Constitution had 

affirmed the collective rights of the Mexican people to access and to utilize the nation’s natural 

resources, including water, for the benefit of the common good.  In California, the State Supreme 
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Court ruled that the collective water rights of the citizens of San Diego were paramount to those 

of private interests—at least, on this particular watershed.  On both sides of the border, legal 

interpretations of traditional Hispanic water law shaped the relationship between public and private 

interests.  And, in both cases, it was the power of the State which gained the upper hand. 

 Once the “pueblo rights” decision was finalized on the San Diego River, the city had to 

figure out how to peaceably settle its years-long dispute with the La Mesa, Lemon Grove, and 

Spring Valley Irrigation District.  There was no way that the city could just stop the delivery of 

San Diego River water to the dependent rural residents and their lucrative citrus-growing 

operations throughout the backcountry.  Negotiations between city council and the directors of the 

Irrigation District went on for more than a year before they finally reached a conclusion in 

November of 1931—when the city was facing the mounting challenges of the Great Depression 

and was thus eager to clarify and consolidate its municipal water rights.  The Irrigation District 

retained the rights to continue using water from the Cuyamaca system, as well as 10,000 acre-feet 

of storage capacity in the future city-owned El Capitan Reservoir.  In return, the city got El Capitan 

damsite and its associated land and water rights, as well as 5,000 acre-feet of storage capacity in 

the district-owned Murray Reservoir, located much closer to downtown San Diego than El Capitan.  

Once the Irrigation District was guaranteed a sufficient allotment from the Cuyamaca system, it 

was willing to concede the city’s paramount rights to the rest of the San Diego River.  It also 

affirmed the city’s right to “unrestricted development” of the entire San Diego River watershed.111  

                                                
111 Fred D. Pyle, “El Capitan Dam and Reservoir,” The Municipal Employee, Vol. III, No. 8 
(Feb. 1935), UCSD-SCA, EFP, MSS.81, 61:5; Hardigain Lyman Clower, “San Diego Water,” 
City Schools Curriculum Project, Works Project Administration, 1941, ch. 4.  National Archives 
and Records Administration (NARA), Record Group 69: Records of the Work Projects 
Administration, 1922 – 1944, State Project Reports and Research Publications, 1933 – 1943, LB 
1570.S38 No. 9 San Diego Water (1941). 



 193 

With a mutually-satisfactory agreement in place, the city could, at long last, move forward with El 

Capitan.  Upon its completion in 1935, the massive rock-fill dam stood 217 feet above the 

streambed and impounded a reservoir with a storage capacity of over 100,000 acre-feet.112  The 

hundreds of indigenous Kumeyaay who had lived at El Capitan for generations were quietly 

evicted from their lands and relocated to new reservations nearby. 

 

PRESA RODRÍGUEZ 

 San Diego’s long-labored decision to finally build a storage dam at El Capitan was hardly 

headline news in Tijuana.  The San Diego River was not an international watercourse, and thus the 

particular details of its development did not especially concern Mexican officials in Baja 

California.  The Tijuana River, on the other hand, had been of primary interest to government 

officials and business leaders on both sides of the border for years.  Ever since General Abelardo 

L. Rodríguez took over as governor of Baja California in 1923, he had advocated for the rapid 

development of any and all water resources in the territory as a means to increase the region’s 

agricultural production—and thus, its economic security and political independence.  Rodríguez 

envisioned a dam on the Tijuana River as the essential next step in securing Baja California’s 

economic and political future.  It would allow the territorial government to “control” the natural 

river by “artificial means,” expanding the production of crops through irrigation and providing a 

“safe, constant, and sufficient” supply of “cheap, potable water” for the growing urban population 

of Tijuana.113  By making more water available in this most distant and vulnerable corner of the 
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republic, Rodríguez sought to “colonize” the territory with Mexican nationals and to fortify the 

peninsula from its prying neighbors to the north.  This was an important piece of the emerging 

postrevolutionary development strategy of expanding irrigated agriculture across Mexico. 

 Local engineers had carried out preliminary surveys of the Río Tijuana watershed in the 

early 1920s to identify the most promising potential damsites, zeroing in on two canyons in 

particular on the Río de las Palmas, the river’s primary tributary from the south.  In the spring of 

1924, when the U.S. engineer John R. Freeman was in San Diego studying the region’s watersheds, 

he actually took a trip below the border to have a look at the Río Tijuana for himself.  Freeman 

was generally impressed with the damsite at Cañón García, located approximately seven miles 

south of the international boundary, with a large drainage area and solid bedrock on both sides of 

the narrow gorge.  Unfortunately, there was not enough geological or hydrological information 

available for Freeman to accurately compare Cañón García to the other damsites he was studying 

on the San Diego River.  Besides, as he noted in his report to city council, it was “highly probable” 

that the Mexicans would one day intend to develop a dam here for irrigation purposes, and that the 

“international complications” of taking this water from Mexico and using it in the United States 

“must be reckoned as placing it beyond reach.”114  But even if a future dam at Cañon García could 

not to be used directly by U.S. interests, it would still have a significant impact on the amount of 
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Tijuana River water available for use on the U.S. side of the border.  Accordingly, the one man in 

San Diego who had the most to lose from a diminished streamflow, John D. Spreckels, consistently 

lobbied against the construction of a storage dam in Mexican territory—particularly after his own 

scheme to gain control of Cañón García fell apart in the fall of 1924.115 

 The chief hydraulic engineer in Baja California, Guillermo González, was tasked by the 

Department of Agriculture and Development to conduct further studies on the Río Tijuana.  In 

August of 1926, González organized a commission of four local engineers and assigned them to 

investigate the two most promising damsites in the watershed—Cañón García on the Río de las 

Palmas, and Cañón Marrón at the confluence of the Río Tecate and Cottonwood Creek.116  He sent 

the commission to the Río Tecate to start, since the Marrón damsite was located directly on the 

international boundary and González was aware of U.S. interest in building a large storage dam 

precisely at that location.117  It was thus imperative that the territorial government of Baja 

California had all of the topographical and hydrological information it possibly could attain, 

especially if it were going to engage with the United States on questions of international water 

rights.118  The more Mexican officials knew about the Río Tecate, the better they could defend 

their rights to its waters. 

 As the engineering commission carried out its survey work on the Río Tecate in the spring 

of 1927, a San Francisco businessman named Murray Innes reached out to one of his associates in 
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116 Guillermo González, El Jefe de la Primera Zona de Aguas, to C. Ingeniero Jesús Franco 
Urías, Tecate, Aug. 25, 1926, AHA, AN, Caja 1018, Exp. 13222, Legajo 1, Fojas 192. 
117 Guillermo González to C. Director de Aguas, Tierras y Colonización, México, D.F., Aug. 25, 
1926, AHA, AN, Caja 1018, Exp. 13222, Legajo 1, Fojas 192. 
118 Guillermo González, “Proyectos,” Aug. 31, 1926, AHA, AS, Caja 643, Exp. 9304. 
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Tijuana, Mariano Escobedo, to pitch him on the idea of constructing a massive storage dam on the 

Río de las Palmas—not at Cañón García, but at a narrow gorge even further upstream known as 

Cañón de Tijuana.119  A dam at this location, claimed Mr. Innes, could potentially form a reservoir 

with “ten to twenty times” the storage capacity of Lake Henshaw, at that time the largest storage 

reservoir in San Diego County.120  The dam could also be built to produce hydroelectricity “for all 

of Tijuana’s needs,” with plenty left over to “stimulate manufacturing to a certain degree.”  Innes 

made sure to point out to Señor Escobedo that this project was “purely the business of your own 

country”—that Mexico had every right to develop the Río de las Palmas to its fullest capacity, 

“just as we are doing with our rivers north of the line.”  The only problem, explained Innes, was 

that this project was going to be expensive, likely more than “your City or District” could afford.  

But Innes thought he had a workable solution: “I am of the opinion that if your Government granted 

you a concession for 99 years this dam could be built.  Exact investigations can be made to 

determine the present and future needs, not only of your city, but of all the tributary lands south of 

the dividing line.  After understanding more liberally all of these needs, the rest of the supply can, 

in turn, be sold in San Diego County.”121  Thus, this San Francisco oil magnate was proposing a 

                                                
119 It remains unclear if this Mariano Escobedo is a local tijuanense, or if he is just conducting 
business in Tijuana—he shares a name with a contemporary conservationist in Mexico City, as 
well as the famous Mexican general who fought against the French in the Battle of Puebla on 
May 5, 1862. 
120 The Henshaw Dam was built at Warner Ranch on the San Luis Rey River in 1923, forming a 
reservoir with a storage capacity of 168,000 acre-feet.  See Fowler, “History of the Dams,” pp. 
118-119. 
121 Murray Innes to Sr. Mariano Escobedo, Mar. 9, 1927, AHA, AN, Caja 1018, Exp. 13222, 
Legajo 1, Fojas 192.  [Likely translated from original English: “El depósito propuesto en las 
Palmas puede prontamente tener una capacidad de 10 o 20 veces esta cantidad dependiente de la 
altura de la presa construida… La elevación de la presa es tal que la suministración al depósito 
local de Tijuana pudiera generar suficiente fuerza para todas las necesidades de Tijuana, para 
alumbrado y fuerza y probablemente un exceso que pudiera estimular la manufactura en cierto 
grado… Es de gran importancia notar que este proyecto es puramente un negocio de su propio 
país… el hecho de que el río de Tijuana sea considerado en conexión con el río Colorado y el río 



 197 

scheme in which Tijuana would develop a much larger water supply than it currently required in 

order to sell the “excess” water to the United States.  Here was yet another U.S. capitalist aiming 

to develop Mexican water resources for the “mutual” benefit of both nations. 

 A translated copy of Innes’s letter to Escobedo soon found its way into the hands of the 

chief hydraulic engineer of Baja California, Guillermo González.  González immediately 

forwarded the letter to his superiors at the Department of Agriculture and Development in Mexico 

City to inform them of the machinations afoot in Tijuana.  According to González, the most 

important question that needed to be answered was whether it was “appropriate to grant a 

concession to a private company” to build a dam on the Río de las Palmas, or if “the Government 

should take charge of the respective works,” given the international significance of the Tijuana 

River watershed.  The granting of a concession to a private company had its obvious advantages—

chief among them that the government would not have to make any immediate expenditures—but 

González warned that the transnational components of this proposal would “make it easy for the 

shares to pass to foreign elements,” creating “a situation similar to those prevailing elsewhere 

along this frontier,” like with the Colorado River Land Company in the Mexicali Valley.  The best 

path forward, suggested González, would be for the federal government to grant a concession to 

the territorial government of Baja California for the rights to the waters of the Río Tijuana, instead.  

That way, the project would remain firmly in Mexican hands, without the federal budget being 

                                                
Grande no impide a México, en el más ligero grado, desarrollar y usar sus propias aguas de la 
mejor manera, justamente como lo estamos haciendo con nuestros ríos del Norte de la línea… 
Además se admite que su Ciudad o Distrito, por ahora, no pueden suministrar una gran inversión 
de 2.500.000.00 dólares o quizá ni aún una fracción de esta suma… Soy de la opinión de que si 
su Gobierno concediera a usted una concesión por 99 años esta presa pudiera ser construida.  
Investigaciones exactas pueden ser hechas para determinar las necesidades presentes y futuras y 
no solamente de su Ciudad sino de todas las tierras tributarias al Sur de la línea divisoria y 
después de entender más liberalmente a todas estas necesidades, el resto de la suministración a su 
vez puede ser vendido en el Condado de San Diego.”] 
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charged directly for the cost of construction.  As long as Mexico City was willing to provide 

“effective and determined aid,” Baja California would be more than happy to “protect the national 

interests in the Northern District” by building a dam on the Río de las Palmas.122 

 González’s proposal might actually have been accepted had he made it a few years prior, 

but by 1927, President Plutarco Elías Calles had already created the Comisión Nacional de 

Irrigación (CNI) to oversee the development of all federal water resources throughout Mexico.  

Because the Tijuana River was considered a “federal river” by law, it thereby fell under the 

exclusive jurisdiction of the newly-formed CNI.  In April of 1927, shortly after González had 

written to Mexico City, the Secretary of Agriculture and Development, Luis L. León, formally 

declared that all future engineering studies and plans for development on the Río Tijuana were 

thenceforth to be carried out under the explicit guidance of the CNI.  Secretary León also instructed 

González to put all of the existing documentation and data he had collected on the watershed into 

a single archive to be shared immediately with the CNI’s designated representatives.123  A few 

days later, the CNI dispatched one of its trusted hydraulic engineers from Mexico City, José L. 

Favela, to take over the government’s engineering operations in Baja California.  The message 

                                                
122 Guillermo González to Gumaro García de la Cadena, El Director de Aguas, Tierras y 
Colonización, Mar. 24, 1927, AHA, AN, Caja 1018, Exp. 13222, Legajo 1, Fojas 192.  [“Hay un 
punto de especial importancia que debe ser estudiado, y es, si conviene que se otorgue una 
concesión a una empresa privada, o el Gobierno es quién debe tomar a su cargo los trabajos 
respectivas, dada la importancia que tiene el río Tijuana por ser internacional… La concesión a 
una empresa privada, tendría la ventaja de que el Gobierno, no tendrá que hacer erogaciones de 
dinero; pero como esta obra queda inmediata a la línea divisoria, sería fácil que las acciones 
pasaron a elementos extranjeros, y se produjeran situaciones análogas a las que predominan en 
esta frontera… Desde otro punto de vista, aún cuando por la magnitud de la obra, no sea de 
aquellas que merezcan la atención decidida del Gobierno nacional, si es conveniente que le 
preste una ayuda eficaz y decidida, con objeto de proteger debidamente los intereses nacionales 
en Distrito Norte.”] 
123 “Acuerdo del C. Secretario 01733,” Luis L. León, El Secretario de Agricultura y Fomento, to 
Gumaro García de la Cadena, El Director de Aguas, Tierras y Colonización, Apr. 18, 1927, 
AHA, AN, Caja 1018, Exp. 13222, Legajo 1, Fojas 192. 
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was abundantly clear: water development in any part of Mexico was now the official business of 

the federal government. 

 In addition to appointing Favela, the CNI also contracted the services of a U.S. engineering 

firm, J.G. White Engineering Corporation of New York, to assist with Favela’s work on the 

Tijuana River.124  The American engineer they sent to consult with Favela, Charles P. Williams, 

arrived in Tijuana in May of 1927 and got straight to work.  To get a better sense of the region’s 

transnational water situation, Favela and Williams arranged a multi-day tour of San Diego’s rivers, 

dams, and distribution systems—especially those on Cottonwood Creek, the “north fork” of the 

Tijuana River.125  Once they returned to Tijuana, they focused their attention on Cañón García, on 

the “south fork,” directing a team of engineers to conduct core drillings in the bedrock and to 

measure the potential storage capacity of a reservoir at this location.  After a few more months of 

investigations, the engineers sent by the CNI were ready to recommend the construction of a large 

storage dam at Cañón García, which they believed would help to achieve “economic stability” in 

the border region by developing local agriculture, increasing the population of Mexican nationals, 

protecting against floods during the rainy season, and supplying a safe source of drinking water 

for up to 60,000 people.126 

                                                
124 J. G. White Engineering Corporation was used as expert consultants in a number of other CNI 
projects in Mexico at the time, including those in the Laguna region, as discussed in Mikael D. 
Wolfe, Watering the Revolution: An Environmental and Technological History of Agrarian 
Reform in Mexico (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2017). 
125 “Mexican Engineer Studies Water Here,” San Diego Union, Jun. 7, 1927. 
126 Antonio Padilla Corona, “La presa Abelardo L. Rodríguez, modelo de ingeniería hidráulico,” 
in Historia de Tijuana, 1889-1989: edición conmemorativa del centenario de su fundación, 2 
vols., ed. David Piñera Ramírez and Jesús Ortiz Figueroa (Tijuana: Universidad Autónoma de 
Baja California, Centro de Investigaciones Históricas UNAM-UABC, 1989), vol. [?], pp. [?]; 
Benedicto Ruiz Vargas, ed., Agua en Tijuana: Retos y Avances (Tijuana: Comisión Estatal de 
Servicios Públicos de Tijuana, 1994), p. 14. 
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 At the time, Tijuana had a population of only about 10,000.127  But the plan to “colonize” 

Baja California with tens of thousands more hard-working, loyal Mexicans from the nation’s 

interior was going to require much more water than was currently available.  Thus, Governor 

Abelardo Rodríguez enthusiastically endorsed the recommendations of Favela and Williams, 

writing to President Calles to reiterate the urgency of this project given its “international 

aspects.”128  Governor Rodríguez became the chief promoter of the dam—and eventually its 

namesake—immersing himself deeply in the details of the engineering plans and agricultural 

studies of the lands and soils of the surrounding river valley.  A dam at Cañón García was 

particularly attractive for two main reasons: it was located less than 200 meters from the San Diego 

& Arizona Railway line, which would make transportation of construction materials (and, later, 

agricultural products) much more streamlined; and, it could impound over 100,000 acre-feet of 

water, which would make it one of the largest storage reservoirs on the West Coast.  The 

impounded water would be used primarily for irrigation in the river valley—not only to expand 

the acreage dedicated to grains and vegetables for local consumption, but also to begin producing 

citrus crops for the growing international markets of Canada and Japan.129  This was the essential 

                                                
127 Padilla Corona estimates 8,000; Engineer Guillermo González estimated 14,000 in April of 
1928.  See Padilla Corona, “La presa Abelardo L. Rodríguez,” p. [?]; Guillermo González, El 
Jefe de la Primera Zona de Aguas, Tierra y Colonización, “Memorandum,” Apr. 21, 1928, AHA, 
AS, Caja 651, Exp. 9430. 
128 Abelardo L. Rodríguez, Gobernador del Distrito Norte de la Baja California, to Señor General 
de División, Plutarco Elías Calles, Presidente de la República, Oct. 18, 1927, FAPECFT, APEC, 
Gaveta 66, Exp. 189, legajo 7/11, inv. 5010.  [“Por el aspecto internacional que tiene este 
proyecto y que se presenta en el sentido de la distribución de aguas que pudieran llamarse 
internacionales, es muy importante que cuanto antes se lleven a cabo los trabajos de que se 
trata.”] 
129 Rodríguez notes that Japan, alone, imports more than 12 million dollars’ worth of citrus from 
the state of California each year.  See Rodríguez, Memoria administrativa, p. 191. 
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next step in integrating Baja California into the Mexican nation—by integrating it into the global 

economy. 

 Once the location for the dam was selected, the question then became which type of dam 

to build.  Geological surveys conducted at the damsite indicated an undesirable pattern of rock and 

subsoil in the streambed, which eliminated the possibility of a conventional gravity dam due to the 

high pressure it would force on the weak and shattered foundation.  In fact, as would soon be 

discovered, the damsite was located directly on a fault line—which the experts noted had not 

“moved appreciably” in more than a hundred years, but which ultimately eliminated the possibility 

of building a multiple-arch dam at the site due to the lingering perception that this design was 

unsafe in the face of a potential earthquake.130  Ultimately, the engineers decided that the best 

option for this particular location was an Ambursen-type dam—an innovative structure designed 

by the Ambursen Dam Company of New York.  It essentially consisted of a series of articulated 

concrete slabs, inclined at 45 degrees, and supported by buttresses which stood independent from 

one another.  It required significantly less concrete than a traditional gravity dam, and was thought 

to be more reliable than a multiple-arch dam in a region known for its shifting tectonics.131 

 In February of 1928, Governor Rodríguez signed a contract with the Ambursen Dam 

Company for the construction of a 230-foot-high dam at Cañón García, estimated to cost a total of 

$2,400,000 and to require 20 months to complete.  The contract stipulated that the payments would 

be made by the territorial government on a monthly basis ($120,000 per month), and that 80 

                                                
130 F. L. Ransome, Professor of Economic Geology, California Institute of Technology “Report 
on the Rodríguez Dam-Site on the Tijuana River, Lower California,” Oct. 1, 1928, AHA, CT, 
Caja 14, Exp. 68, Fojas 284; “Rodriguez Dam in Mexico: Highest of Its Type,” Engineering 
News-Record (New York), Oct. 16, 1930, AHA, CT, Caja 14, Exp. 68, Fojas 284. 
131 Padilla Corona, “La presa Abelardo L. Rodríguez,” pp. 93-112. 
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percent of those employed by the company would be Mexican nationals.132  Because Rodríguez 

was such a trusted friend and confidant of President Calles, he was given free rein to negotiate the 

contract himself—directly with the Ambursen Dam Company—rather than to operate through the 

CNI.  This meant that the federal government would not have to spend any money on the project, 

and that all of the necessary funds would come directly from the local treasury of Baja California.  

In exchange for taking on the personal responsibility of financing the dam, Rodríguez asked that 

Calles allow for all construction materials and equipment to pass through the customhouse duty-

free.  Calles was happy to oblige—the easier it was for the dam to be built, the better.133 

 Work got underway on the Presa Rodríguez, as it was now being called, in April of 1928—

at the height of the Roaring Twenties, when the stock markets were soaring and there was money 

to go around.   The two lead engineers, Favela and Williams, oversaw the construction of the work 

camp next to the damsite, as well as the installation of pumps and storage tanks to provide the 

workers with potable water and drainage services.134  By mid-summer, they had built houses and 

dormitories for the employees, as well as offices for administrators, a small police station, a 

medical center, and a company store.  On a nearby meseta, informal shops and restaurants began 

                                                
132 Abelardo L. Rodríguez to Plutarco Elías Calles, Feb. 14, 1928, Universidad Autónoma de 
Baja California (UABC), Instituto de Investigaciones Históricas (IIH), Colección Baja California 
en el Archivo General de la Nación (BCAGN), Fondo Obregón-Calles (OC), [9.15]; José L. 
Favela, El Agente General en Zaragoza, B.C., to C. Dr. José G. Parres, Subsecretario de 
Agricultura y Fomento, Feb. 18, 1928, AHA, AS, Caja 651, Exp. 9430; Santiago Reachi, “La 
Presa Rodríguez,” [untitled newspaper], [1932], UABC, IIH, BCAGN, Fondo Pablo Herrera 
Carrillo (PHC), [4.15]. 
133 Rodríguez to Calles, Feb. 14, 1928, UABC, IIH, BCAGN, OC, [9.15]; Rodríguez to La 
Comisión Nacional de Irrigación, México, D.F, Mar. 28, 1928, FAPECFT, APEC, Gaveta 66, 
Exp. 189, legajo 7/11, inv. 5010; Rodríguez to Señorita Soledad González, Mar. 29, 1928, 
FAPECFT, APEC, Gaveta 66, Exp. 189, legajo 7/11, inv. 5010. 
134 José L. Favela to Francisco L. Terminel, El Oficial Mayor, Secretaría de Agricultura y 
Fomento, México, D.F., quoted in Francisco L. Terminel to C. Director de Aguas, Tierras y 
Colonización, Región Norte, May 25, 1928, AHA, AN, Caja 1018, Exp. 13222, Legajo 1, Fojas 
192. 
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popping up, while other lots were specifically designated for a grocery store, a barbershop, and a 

billiards hall, among other establishments.  There would be no bar, however, since the 

consumption of alcohol at the damsite was “absolutely prohibited.”  And, given that a fair number 

of workers had brought their families along with them, a schoolhouse was built to teach the 

children during the day and to provide classes for adults in the evenings.135  By August, there were 

about 450 men working on the dam, with perhaps a few hundred more women and children living 

at the work camp nearby.  Favela was proud of the progress being made, thanks in large part to the 

“skill on the part of the Mexican workers to perform the different jobs entrusted to them.”136 

 Meanwhile, just across the border in San Diego, city council had recently put in a request 

to the California Water Commission to drill twelve new wells on the banks of the Tijuana River.  

City leaders recognized that the dam being built at Cañón García was sure to diminish the amount 

of river water flowing into the United States, so they sought to get ahead of the problem by staking 

a legal claim to a greater supply of groundwater while they still could.  They sent a pair of engineers 

to Favela’s office in Tijuana to collect any and all available information regarding the streamflow 

and the extent of the lands that were intended to be irrigated by the Presa Rodríguez.  Favela shared 

some, but not all, of this data with his American visitors, and he made sure to report the episode 

                                                
135 José L. Favela to Francisco L. Terminel, quoted in Francisco L. Terminel to C. Director de 
Aguas, Tierras y Colonización, Región Norte, Jul. 9, 1928, AHA, AN, Caja 1018, Exp. 13222, 
Legajo 1, Fojas 192. 
136 José L. Favela to Luis Arturo Romo, El Oficial Mayor, Secretaría de Agricultura y Fomento, 
México, D.F, quoted in Luis Arturo Romo to C. Director de Aguas, Tierras y Colonización, 
Región Norte, Sep. 28, 1928, AHA, AN, Caja 1018, Exp. 13222, Legajo 1, Fojas 192.  [“Todos 
los trabajos están siendo llevados con gran atingencia y actividad, notándose bastante habilidad 
por parte de los obreros mexicanos para desempeñar los distintos trabajos que se les 
encomiendan…”] 
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to his superiors in Mexico City as soon as they had left.137  Armed with a deeper understanding of 

U.S. intentions, Favela recommended that Mexico adopt a new approach to the Tijuana River: 

“Bearing in mind that on the American side land is being opened for cultivation, with the objective 

of acquiring the greatest possible rights to the waters of the Río Tijuana…I suggest that while the 

Presa Rodríguez is being built, we should permit, facilitate, and encourage the greatest possible 

use of the waters, not only on the Río Tijuana, but also on the Río Alamar.”138  In other words, 

Favela was telling the Department of Agriculture that there were really only two options on the 

Tijuana River: use it or lose it. 

 Construction of the Presa Rodríguez served to heighten the awareness on both sides of the 

border of the profound interconnectedness of Tijuana and San Diego—especially when it came to 

their shared water resources.  In January of 1930, just as the realities of the economic collapse 

were beginning to sink in, the San Diego Union ran a series of articles celebrating the work being 

done on the Presa Rodríguez and calling for increased cooperation between the “two Californias” 

as the border region entered uncharted waters.  In language that seemed to presage historian 

William Cronon by about 60 years, journalist Santiago Reachi told his readers that “to become a 

truly great city commercially, any city must have a productive back country from which to draw 

materials, send in manufactured products and establish a continuous flow of trade and business 

                                                
137 José L. Favela to Francisco L. Terminel, quoted in Francisco L. Terminel to C. Jefe de Aguas, 
Tierras y Colonización, Región Norte, Aug. 10, 1928, AHA, AN, Caja 1018, Exp. 13222, Legajo 
1, Fojas 192. 
138 José L. Favela to Gumaro García de la Cadena, El Director de Aguas, Tierras y Colonización, 
May 27, 1929, AHA, AS, Caja 1104, Exp. 15420.  [“Teniendo en cuenta que en el lado 
americano se están abriendo tierras al cultivo, con el objeto de adquirir el mayor número posible 
de derechos a las aguas del Río de Tijuana…considero que mientras se construye la Presa 
Rodríguez se debe permitir, facilitar y fomentar a los solicitantes el mayor aprovechamiento 
posible de aguas, no solamente de la corriente del Río de Tijuana, sino también del Río del 
Alamar…”] 
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motion.”139  Reachi presented Baja California as San Diego’s greatest backcountry—“and to the 

one who develops the back country belong the profits.”  Because of its strategic location, San 

Diego had the lead on all other cities when it came to the development of Baja California, “rich in 

natural resources, already an asset from the trading standpoint to San Diego, and with untold 

potentialities for the immediate future.”  Upon the completion of the Presa Rodríguez, Reachi 

explained, “this Baja California is going to spring almost unannounced into the limelight, and it is 

San Diego’s duty, it seems, not to miss the golden opportunity now at hand.”  Indeed, by offering 

capable direction, some technical assistance, and an influx of “unprejudiced” capital, San Diego 

could “turn this land into a new El Dorado.”140 

 This vision of Baja California as a virgin land of mythical opportunity for the shrewd and 

industrious men of southern California was not new—and it was not only held by those north of 

the border.  The newly appointed Governor of Baja California, General José M. Tapia, remarked 

in an interview that same month: “From my own personal knowledge of Americans, I feel a great 

sense of security in Baja California’s great future and I am desirous that our active co-operation, 

for our mutual interest, will enable me to demonstrate decisively what such co-operation is capable 

of producing.”  General Tapia felt strongly that the current relationship between the two 

countries—“the best that has ever existed”—should be capitalized upon and “perpetuated by 

mutual interest and constructive action that must bring added prosperity to both sides.”  He insisted 

that southern California had a “measure of responsibility” to increase trade and industry south of 

                                                
139 This is a central component of the argument in William Cronon, Nature’s Metropolis: 
Chicago and the Great West (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1991). 
140 Santiago B. Reachi, “Rich Resources Await Opening in Undeveloped Mexican Area,” San 
Diego Union, Jan. 12, 1930.  Reachi reminded his readers that “the El Dorado of old is only a 
short distance from here.  The formations and general country have been reported to be almost 
exactly the same.” 
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the border, since “development that should ordinarily occur as originating from the mainland of 

Mexico is greatly curbed by distance and deficiency in transportation.  Southern California, quite 

to the contrary has all the facilities of the geographic proximity, coupled to modern methods of 

distribution, transportation, warehousing, banking and credits giving it a definite advantage over 

‘home trade’.”  Because of this advantage, Tapia explained, “Southern California is, commercially, 

duty bound, from the unprejudiced business standpoint, to take an active hand in the mutual 

development that must increase now or later.”141  Why not now? 

 Unfortunately, the U.S. stock market crash in October of 1929 had sent economic 

shockwaves reverberating outward from New York City—with the power to transcend oceans, 

borders, and any other barriers that might have stood in the way.  In Baja California, funds set 

aside for the Presa Rodríguez began to dry up fast, forcing construction to be halted indefinitely in 

November of 1930.  By this time, Abelardo Rodríguez had retired as governor and returned to 

Mexico City to serve in the administration of President Pascual Ortiz Rubio, who held his own 

office at the pleasure of the jefe máximo, Plutarco Elías Calles.  Over the course of the next year, 

a series of interim governors—beginning with José M. Tapia—were appointed and subsequently 

removed from office in Baja California, until General Agustín Olachea secured the position in 

November of 1931.  Governor Olachea managed to resume work on the dam in December, but 

with a substantially reduced budget.  In May of the following year, Olachea wrote to President 

Ortiz Rubio about the challenges he faced in trying to complete the much-needed project in a 

timely manner, noting that the engineers in charge of construction estimated that it was going to 

cost an additional $2,000,000 before all was said and done.  However, after spending a few months 

                                                
141 “Tapia Promises Co-Operation That Will Aid Two Countries,” San Diego Union, Jan. 12, 
1930. 
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assessing the situation, Olachea had come up with a plan: he requested that the Department of 

Agriculture and Development grant a concession to his territorial government for all of the water 

to be stored behind the Presa Rodríguez, as well as the lands to be irrigated in the river valley, in 

order that he could begin selling those land and water rights to private individuals to help pay for 

the dam’s construction.  The idea was to turn the Tijuana River valley into an organized land of 

private property, subdivided into agricultural plots and occupied by enterprising Mexican families.  

This way, the project could be completed in a matter of months, rather than the seven or eight 

years he estimated it would otherwise take to finish.  And, most importantly, the completion of the 

Presa Rodríguez would finally give Tijuana the necessary means to “counteract the absorbing 

influence of the city of San Diego, of the United States of America.”142  This was a matter of 

international significance, and it required immediate attention. 

 President Ortiz Rubio was receptive to Governor Olachea’s proposal, recommending to the 

Secretary of Agriculture that the concession be granted straight away.  Given the importance of 

establishing an irrigation system in Tijuana—“both from the point of view of international politics, 

as well as for the creation of a center of agricultural wealth in the Territory”—the government of 

Baja California was granted permission to sell land and water rights to private interests in order to 

pay for the dam.143  Shortly after the concession was granted, however, President Ortiz Rubio fell 

                                                
142 Agustín Olachea, Gobernador del Distrito Norte de la Baja California, to Pascual Ortiz Rubio, 
Presidente de la República, May 11, 1932, UABC, IIH, BCAGN, Fondo Pascual Ortiz Rubio 
(POR), [3.81].  [“Si como lo deseo logro conseguir el capital necesario para la terminación de la 
obra, en el plazo antes citado, se obtendrá además que la ciudad de Tijuana sea pronto un gran 
centro de población, para contrarrestar la influencia absorvente de la ciudad de San Diego de los 
Estados Unidos de América.”] 
143 Pascual Ortiz Rubio to Agustín Olachea, Jun. 9, 1932, UABC, IIH, BCAGN, POR, [3.81]; 
Pascual Ortiz Rubio, “Acuerdo a la Secretaría de Agricultura y Fomento,” Acuerdo Presidencial 
Número 935, Jul. 1, 1932, AHA, AN, Caja 1018, Exp. 13222, Legajo 1, Fojas 192.  
[“CONSIDERANDO: Que reviste una gran importancia la realización del sistema de riego 
denominado ‘Presa Rodríguez’ para captar las aguas del arroyo Las Palmas, en la Delegación de 
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out of favor with the jefe máximo and was forced to resign the presidency in protest.  To take his 

place, Calles appointed none other than his old pal and current Secretary of War, Abelardo L. 

Rodríguez.  Once he assumed the presidency in September of 1932, Rodríguez found himself in a 

welcomed position to use the machinery of the federal government to continue advancing his own 

personal interests in Baja California—as well as those of his friends, political allies, and business 

partners on both sides of the border.  This was a clear opportunity—an invitation, really—to 

incorporate the local political capitalism of Baja California into the national political capitalism of 

Mexico City. 

 Remember, Rodríguez had a stake in almost every money-making enterprise that took 

place in Baja California, and the completion of his namesake dam would be a boon to nearly all of 

them.  Governor Olachea, recognizing the opportunity at hand with Rodríguez at the helm of the 

national government, wrote to the newly-installed president in October to request federal funds 

directly from the source.  Olachea asked Rodríguez if the CNI, now under his capable leadership, 

might be willing to provide the estimated three million pesos it would take to complete the work 

within a year—“which, as you know, will constitute the true beginning of effective development 

of this most interesting region.”  According to Olachea, the value of the water stored behind the 

finished dam would be equivalent to the total cost of the work itself, so it was actually “anti-

economic” to continue investing such small amounts of capital into its construction.144  Not only 

was the valuable river water continually wasting away into the sea, but even worse, it was being 

                                                
Tijuana, Territorio Norte de la Baja California, tanto desde un punto de vista político 
internacional, como por la creación de un centro de riqueza agrícola en dicho Territorio…”] 
144 Agustín Olachea to Abelardo L. Rodríguez, quoted in Agustín Olachea to Plutarco Elías 
Calles, Oct. 10, 1932, FAPECFT, APEC, Gaveta 56, Exp. 61, legajo 2/6, inv. 4094.  [“Si para el 
año entrante, usted ordena que la Comisión Nacional de Irrigación dedique para la Presa 
Rodríguez, tres millones de pesos, podemos de una vez terminar la obra, que como usted sabe, 
constituirá el verdadero principio del desarrollo efectivo de esta interesante región.”] 
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claimed by the United States before doing so.  This situation needed to be remedied—and 

quickly—before too much Mexican water was lost to the United States for good. 

 Taking Olachea’s message as his cue, Rodríguez issued a presidential decree in January of 

1933 in which he empowered the CNI to take over all aspects of the Presa Rodríguez.  Because of 

the dam’s “marked national interest,” he explained, “it is not possible to leave its execution subject 

to events which could influence the resources of the Local Treasury.”145  The Government of the 

Northern Territory of Baja California was to renounce all rights and concessions it had been 

granted to help pay for the dam’s construction, as well as to terminate the contract it had originally 

signed with the Ambursen Dam Company at the behest of then-Governor Rodríguez in 1928.  

Now, President Rodríguez was going to renegotiate the arrangement with Ambursen through the 

CNI, which would obtain the necessary funds to complete the project from the Ministry of Finance 

and Public Credit.146  A new contract was drawn up in February of 1933—a full five years after 

the original “20-month” agreement was signed—and from that point forward, the Presa Rodríguez 

would remain in the hands of the federal government.  It had taken some serious maneuvering, but 

Rodríguez was finally going to get his dam.

                                                
145 Abelardo L. Rodríguez, “Acuerdo a la Secretaría de Agricultura y Fomento,” Jan. 20, 1933, 
FAPECFT, APEC, Gaveta 56, Exp. 61, legajo 3/6, inv. 4094.  [“…A fin de que tales obras 
queden terminadas a la mayor brevedad posible por ser de tan marcado interés nacional, que no 
es posible dejar su ejecución sujeta a los eventos que puedan influir en los recursos del Erario 
Local.”] 
146 Francisco S. Elías, [El Presidente de la Comisión Nacional de Irrigación], “Acta No. 26,” Jan. 
25, 1933, FAPECFT, APEC, Gaveta 56, Exp. 61, legajo 3/6, inv. 4094. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: 
THE NEAREST KIND OF NEIGHBORS, 1934-1950 

 
 

 Together, Mexico and the United States faced the Great Depression and the Second World 

War as inescapable allies, united as much by geography and history as by mutual strategic interest.  

After the “roaring” and “revolutionary” 1920s, the global economic disruptions of the early 1930s 

forced both nations to reckon with their own shortcomings and to pursue state-led solutions for 

recovery.  In the United States, President Franklin D. Roosevelt famously instituted a series of 

federal programs and projects known collectively as the New Deal, which sought to mitigate the 

nation’s staggering unemployment and revitalize the national economy through public works and 

financial reforms.  This was a state-led effort to save capitalism in the United States.  In Mexico, 

the precipitous drop in U.S. demand sent shockwaves through the export economy—between 1929 

and 1932, the dollar value of Mexican trade fell by more than 60 percent.  Fortunately, Mexico’s 

domestic manufacturing and agricultural sectors managed to hold their own, limiting the decline 

of Mexico’s gross internal product to only around 5 percent annually during those tumultuous first 

three years of depression.1  The reluctant land reforms carried out by Presidents Obregón and 

Calles in the 1920s—mostly granted as a means to quell popular mobilizations and to strengthen 

loyalty to the postrevolutionary regime—ultimately helped to sustain agricultural production in 

Mexico and cushioned the impact of the depression on many Mexican communities.2 

                                                
1 Enrique Cárdenas Sánchez, El largo curso de la economía Mexicana: De 1780 a nuestros días 
(Mexico City: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 2015), pp. 406-423. 
2 John Tutino, The Mexican Heartland: How Communities Shaped Capitalism, a Nation, and 
World History, 1500-2000 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2018), pp. 324-329. 
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 With the ascendency of Lázaro Cárdenas to the presidency in 1934, the nature of political 

capitalism in Mexico began to shift.  The personal politics of the Calles era—built on individual 

relationships and economic favoritism toward certain political allies—gave way to a more 

consolidated national politics under Cárdenas, who enacted federal policies explicitly designed to 

benefit the nation as a whole.  In one sense, Cárdenas sought to finally make good on the popular 

promises of the revolution—he pursued an aggressive policy of land redistribution aimed at 

rectifying centuries of social and economic injustice.  In another sense, however, Cárdenas used 

agrarian reform to more fully implement the policy goals of his postrevolutionary predecessors—

popular pacification and loyalty to the regime.  By expropriating particular private properties and 

granting those lands to deserving Mexican campesinos, Cárdenas was not offering full agrarian 

autonomy to all those who sought it; rather, he was staking out a state-dependent path toward 

commercial cultivation.  He hoped that newly-landed working communities—whether in the form 

of communal ejidos or privately-held colonias agrícolas—would increase agricultural production 

across Mexico, providing both basic sustenance for the body politic and desperately needed 

revenues for the state.  This strategy of using “revolutionary” action to bolster postrevolutionary 

state power reached its pinnacle in March of 1938, when Cárdenas famously nationalized the 

petroleum industry in Mexico using the authority vested in Article 27 of the 1917 Constitution.  

Not only did this move literally empower the nation, but it also gave Cárdenas considerable 

leverage in his relationship with Roosevelt at an absolutely critical juncture—when war loomed 

large across the Atlantic and the strategic value of oil was reaching its global peak.3 

                                                
3 On the negotiations between Cárdenas and Roosevelt, see Adolfo Gilly, El cardenismo: Una 
utopia mexicana (Mexico City: Ediciones Era, 2001). 
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 Once war erupted in Europe, the United States and Mexico found mutual interest in 

collaboration.  Both nations saw strength in unity—particularly after the Japanese attack on Pearl 

Harbor in 1941 brought warfare to the continent’s doorstep.  After Pearl Harbor, the entire Pacific 

Coast of North America appeared vulnerable to enemy attack, which triggered the United States 

and Mexico to join together in defense of the continent.  Military collaboration between 

Washington and Mexico City often manifested itself in Tijuandiego, which served as a “Pacific 

hinge” in the fight to defend continental America from nefarious foreign forces.  This broad, 

unified vision of wartime geopolitics was powerfully expressed by the governor of Baja California, 

General Juan Felipe Rico, in December of 1944: “Man cannot destroy what God made,” he 

declared, “and God placed all these nations on the same continent with common ideas of 

democracy.  It is the natural thing for us to fight loyally and to fight together for America.”4  And 

fight together they did. 

 Yet military collaboration was just one aspect of the binational war effort—it also involved 

deepening social, political, economic, and ecological integrations on a continental scale.  After the 

nationalization of oil in 1938, Mexico sought to rapidly expand its domestic industry and revitalize 

its export economy.  Thanks to the tremendous wartime demand for materials like copper, cotton, 

and, of course, petroleum, Mexico managed to increase exports by more than 15 percent annually 

between 1941 and 1945—the vast majority of which went to the United States.5  The U.S. war 

effort pulled tens of thousands of agricultural workers off of farmlands and into the military 

establishments, inducing the United States to tap into Mexico’s most valuable resource—its labor.  

The two nations negotiated the bracero program in 1942, sending Mexican nationals northward to 

                                                
4 “Gen. Rico Visions Balance Role for U.S., Mexico,” The Tribune-Sun (San Diego, Calif.), Dec. 
9, 1944. 
5 Cárdenas, Largo curso, pp. 495-503. 
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work on U.S. farms with guarantees of fair wages and adequate living conditions.  This was the 

start of a decades-long, continent-wide labor mobilization—organized and promoted by the U.S. 

federal government—which would bring millions of essential Mexican workers to the United 

States to supplement the growth of almost every industry.  The state-led political capitalism of the 

1930s thus became more deeply entrenched in the 1940s, as both the United States and Mexico 

reoriented their national economies to most effectively fight the war. 

 As a means of demonstrating their commitment to “good neighborliness” during the war, 

the two nations also took steps to resolve one of the thorniest diplomatic issues between them—

how to equitably divide the transnational waters of the Colorado River and the Rio Grande.  In 

February of 1944, after many failed negotiations, the United States and Mexico finally signed a 

water treaty which guaranteed certain volumes of water from both rivers to each nation and 

established the International Boundary and Water Commission to oversee the treaty’s 

implementation.6  Settling the outstanding water issues on the border was critical—with an 

agreement in place between the two nations, vital water resources could be more effectively 

utilized within them.  Water was an indispensable war material for the United States; it was the 

basis for commercial cultivation in Mexico.  Both federal governments sought to ensure access to 

all the water necessary in order to win the war and expand irrigated agriculture across the continent. 

 In southern California, this meant tapping into the Colorado River to provide an emergency 

water supply to the expanding military installations around San Diego Bay.  Between 1941 and 

1944, the population of San Diego County fully doubled—from roughly a quarter-million to a half-

                                                
6 On the negotiations and details of the 1944 water treaty, see Norris Hundley, Jr., Dividing the 
Waters: A Century of Controversy Between the United States and Mexico (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1966); and Marco Antonio Samaniego López, Ríos internacionales entre 
México y Estados Unidos: Los tratados de 1906 y 1944 (Mexico City: El Colegio de México, 
Centro de Estudios Históricos, 2006), among others. 
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million people—as military personnel and defense plant workers and their families came pouring 

in.  This pushed the local water resources to the brink of exhaustion.  In the context of war, 

President Roosevelt considered the water situation a matter of national security, recommending 

that the Navy build an emergency aqueduct to bring Colorado River water to San Diego via the 

Metropolitan Water District of Southern California.  But because it was conceived as a wartime 

measure—with expediency and the needs of the Navy foremost in mind—the aqueduct’s route and 

carrying capacity were not optimally designed to meet the water needs of greater San Diego.  The 

decision to connect with the Colorado River Aqueduct to the north, rather than with the All-

American Canal to the east, was made because it was faster and cheaper to build that way.  The 

end result was an insufficient water supply for the citizens of San Diego and an undue dependence 

on Los Angeles for water imported from the Colorado River. 

 Now, this is not to say that the decision to build the aqueduct was a mistake; in fact, it was 

absolutely critical that additional water supplies were brought to San Diego to serve the mounting 

needs of the Navy and local citizenry.  In order to stave off a “water famine” that would have 

destabilized the nation’s war effort and stifled San Diego’s growth, local and federal officials 

agreed that the water situation was too critical to spend the estimated six years it would have taken 

to link up with the All-American Canal in Imperial Valley.  With only two years’ supply in the 

local reservoirs and an unsustainable consumption rate among the Navy, defense plants, and local 

population, the city had no choice but to join with the Metropolitan Water District and connect 

with its already-built Colorado River Aqueduct.  It took two years for the Navy to build the 71-

mile pipeline, and construction only got underway after the war had reached its explosive 

conclusion. 
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 What matters most here is that the aqueduct was not designed as a long-term solution to 

the water challenges of San Diego County.  It was meant to keep the Navy installations operating 

at full bore and to supply water to the ballooning wartime population.  Had it been up to the citizens 

of San Diego to decide their own water future, evidence suggests that they would have likely 

chosen the All-American Canal route.  This would have allowed for greater water independence 

from Los Angeles and would have eliminated the need to pay a $13,000,000 “initiation fee” to join 

the Metropolitan Water District.  Unfortunately, the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941 

changed the calculus entirely, and the long-range program for San Diego’s water development was 

shelved in favor of a more immediate solution. 

 

WATER FOR TIJUANA 

 In the early 1930s, when the economic constraints of the Great Depression stalled the 

completion of the Presa Rodríguez on the Tijuana River, local water issues in Tijuana mounted.  

In October of 1933, a petition calling for the immediate improvement of public water services in 

the city was sent to the governor of Baja California, General Agustín Olachea.  The petitioners 

complained of their severely limited access to water, arguing that the water problem in Tijuana 

was not so much about supply, but about distribution: “Even though it is wrongly believed that the 

completion of the Presa Rodríguez will end this anomaly, the authorities and taxpayers alike know 

that what we really need is a proper distribution network, which we will still need with or without 

the Presa Rodríguez.”  These local residents also felt it “a glaring injustice that the taxes collected 

for water services are being used to cover other items in the Territory’s budget.”7  The message 

                                                
7 “Petición: Mejoramiento del Servicio de Agua Potable en Tijuana,” submitted to Agustín 
Olachea, Governor of Baja California, Oct. 7, 1933.  Universidad Autónoma de Baja California 
(UABC), Instituto de Investigaciones Históricas (IIH), Colección Baja California en el Archivo 
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must have gotten through to Governor Olachea, because a week later he wrote to the President of 

the Republic—the former governor of Baja California and the namesake of the dam, Abelardo L. 

Rodríguez—concerning the urgent hydraulic works that needed to be built in Tijuana.  Olachea 

pressed the need for an overhaul of the city’s water distribution network, claiming that the existing 

one was “absolutely inadequate” and slapdash in its design, causing “an infinity of zones” to go 

completely without water for domestic uses.8 

 Governor Olachea asked the Office of Engineering in Tijuana to do a full investigation of 

the water situation.  In May of 1934, the head engineer of the delegation, Julio Dávila, released his 

findings.  He noted that “the flaws in this network can be easily understood if one considers the 

form of its development, which was never subject to any general plan, and was thus messy and 

lacking uniformity.”  At the root of the problem was the wide range in diameters of the various 

pipelines carrying water through the city.  Dávila explained: “Pipeworks installed at different 

times, and serving different purposes, were connected in the central zone of greatest consumption 

at diametrically opposed points.”  This meant that the pipes could not retain enough pressure to 

move the water about the city.  The grid was full of “líneas muertas”—or “dead lines”—causing 

urban dead zones.  Additionally, the wells dug into the banks of the Tijuana River, which supplied 

all municipal water before the completion of the Presa Rodríguez, did not provide a sufficient 

                                                
General de la Nación (BCAGN), Fondo Abelardo L. Rodríguez (ALR), [7.29]. [“Aun cuando 
equivocadamente se pretenda que la terminacion de la Presa Rodriguez dara fin a esta anomolia, 
a ciencia cierta saben autoridades y contribuyentes que lo que nos hace falta es una red correcta 
de distribucion del agua que con Presa Rodriguez y sin ella habra de ponerse algun dia... Es una 
notoria injusticia que las cantidades recaudadas por concepto de Servicio de Agua, se destinen a 
cubrir otros renglones del Presupuesto del Territorio en perjuicio de dicho servicio.”]  Emphasis 
added. 
8 Agustín Olachea to Abelardo L. Rodríguez, Oct. 16, 1933.  UABC, IIH, BCAGN, ALR, [7.11].  
[“...La que existe es absolutamente inadecuada por su diámetro y por la pésima calidad de la 
misma, lo que ocasiona que en infinidad de zonas de la Ciudad se carezca del agua indispensable 
hasta para los usos domésticos.”] 
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volume “to meet our present needs.”  Dávila concluded that it was absolutely necessary to adopt a 

General Plan for the development and improvement of the distribution network in Tijuana.  In his 

mind, the city’s Potable Water Service was, “without a doubt, the department of most economic 

and administrative importance of the various that are entrusted to the Government of the Territory, 

not so much because of the yields or net profits for the local treasury, but because of the 

significance and transcendence of the results that would benefit the entire economy of Baja 

California.”9  This engineer knew the real value of water in Tijuandiego. 

 In December of 1934, General Lázaro Cárdenas replaced Abelardo Rodríguez as President 

of Mexico and introduced an ambitious program of social and economic reform to be carried out 

across the country during his six-year term.  Within his first few months in office, President 

Cárdenas issued as series of decrees specifically intended to promote economic development in 

the Northern Territory of Baja California—he expanded the perimeters of the free-trade zone to 

include not only Tijuana, but also Tecate and Mexicali; he granted a loan of 100,000 pesos for the 

construction of the Tijuana-Ensenada highway, which would directly link the port city to the port 

                                                
9 Julio Dávila, “Informe General sobre el Servicio de Abastecimiento de Agua en la Ciudad de 
Tijuana, B.C.: Proposiciones para Aumentar la Dotación y Mejorar las Instalaciones Existentes,” 
May 25, 1934.  Archivo Histórico del Estado de Baja California (AHEBC), Fondo Gobierno del 
Estado (FGE), [161.1].  [“Los defectos de que adolece a esta Red pueden comprenderse con 
facilidad si se considera la forma de su desarrollo que, como nunca estuvo sujeto al 
desenvolvimiento de un plan general, fué necesariamente desordenado y carente de 
uniformidad... Las tuberías instaladas en distintas épocas, por tener orígenes distintos, en puntos 
totalmente opuestos, resultaron conectadas en la parte central ó zona de mayor consume, por sus 
líneas de diámetro menores... Los Pozos de donde se surte de Agua la Ciudad de Tijuana en la 
actualidad, no aseguran con el rendimiento mínimo que tienen un abastecimiento satisfactorio 
para las presentes necesidades... El Servicio de Agua Potable de la Ciudad de Tijuana es, sin 
duda alguna, el Ramo de más importancia económica y administrativa de los diversos que están 
encomendados al Gobierno del Territorio, no tanto por los rendimientos ó utilidades líquidas que 
de tal fluente de ingresos puedan derivarse en beneficio del erario local, cuanto por la 
significación y trascendencia de los resultados que emanan, en beneficio de la economía general 
del Territorio.”] 
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of entry on the border; and he reduced the fees on imported gasoline, which helped to boost tourist 

traffic and made using imported machinery much more cost-effective.10  Then, in July of 1935, 

Cárdenas ordered the closure of all casinos and other gaming establishments across the country, 

which had major ramifications in Baja California since a substantial portion of the territory’s 

revenues came from the so-called “vice industries.”  Cárdenas was willing to take the short-term 

financial hit if it meant he could re-calibrate the border region’s economy on sturdier, more 

“salubrious” foundations. 

 As Cárdenas envisioned it, this new Baja border economy was to be built on irrigated 

agriculture, using water from both the Tijuana and Colorado rivers to grow crops for domestic 

consumption and the international market.  One of his top priorities was to “distribute among 

Mexicans the enormous latifundio of the Colorado River Land Company that occupies the 

Mexicali Valley.”11  The Colorado River Land Company (CRLC, an American land syndicate 

headed by Harry Chandler, owner of the Los Angeles Times) had managed by 1905 to acquire more 

than 800,000 acres of irrigable land in the Mexicali Valley, thanks in large part to former president 

Porfirio Díaz’s commitment to massive foreign investment as the key to Mexico’s national 

progress.12  By the mid-1930s, nearly all of the delta lands at the mouth of the Colorado River 

                                                
10 David Piñera Ramírez y Jesús Ortiz Figueroa, “Panorama de Tijuana, 1930-1950,” in 
Panorama Histórica de Baja California, ed. David Piñera Ramírez (Tijuana: Centro de 
Investigaciones Históricas UNAM-UABC, 1983), pp. 539-540. 
11 Lázaro Cárdenas, Obras: I-Apuntes, 1913-1940, Vol. 1 (Mexico City: Universidad Nacional 
Autónoma de México, 1972), p. 293. 
12 On the Colorado River Land Company, see Edna Aidé Grijalva, “La Colorado River Land 
Company,” in Panorama Histórico de Baja California, ed. David Piñera Ramírez (Tijuana: 
Universidad Autónoma de Baja California, Centro de Investigaciones Históricas UNAM-UABC, 
1983), pp. 350-361; and Dorothy P. Kerig, El valle de Mexicali y la Colorado River Land 
Company, 1902-1946. Mexicali: Universidad Autónoma de Baja California, 2001), among 
others. 
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were concentrated in the hands of just a few large-scale U.S. cotton producers.  Cárdenas aimed to 

fix that. 

 In April of 1936, after more than a year of negotiations, Cárdenas orchestrated an 

agreement with the CRLC in which the U.S. company would gradually liquidate its landholdings 

to Mexican nationals.  This “colonization” contract stipulated that over the course of the next 

twenty years, the CRLC was obligated to survey, subdivide, and sell all of its property to 

exclusively Mexican citizens at prices well below market value in order to stimulate the growth of 

private agricultural colonies throughout the Mexicali Valley.13  These planned colonias agrícolas 

were distinct from the ejidos being distributed throughout the Mexican heartland, as communal 

landholding was not a native practice in this arid region.14  Cárdenas was committed to land reform 

as a means of expanding irrigated agriculture—he was willing to adapt his policies as appropriate 

in order achieve that end. 

 The colonization program in Baja California was just one small part of Cárdenas’s larger 

state-building effort, which sought to develop Mexico’s agricultural regions, give work to its 

underemployed, and build a loyal base of political support for the government’s official party, the 

PNR (Partido Nacional Revolucionario).15  In order to entice Mexican nationals currently residing 

in the United States to resettle in the Mexicali Valley, Cárdenas arranged transportation across the 

                                                
13 John J. Dwyer, The Agrarian Dispute: The Expropriation of American-Owned Rural Land in 
Postrevolutionary Mexico (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2008), p. 47; Oscar Sánchez 
Ramírez and Eduardo Sánchez López, Valle de Mexicali: El agua y sus hombres (Mexicali: 
Universidad Autónoma de Baja California, 2000), p. 33; Celso Aguirre Bernal, “La 
Mexicanización del Valle de Mexicali,” in Panorama histórico de Baja California, ed. David 
Piñera Ramírez (Tijuana: Centro de Investigaciones Históricas UNAM-UABC, 1983), p. 490. 
14 Ejidos are communal lands on which community members individually possess and farm 
specific parcels.  Members of ejidos (ejidatarios) do not pay for their land, but receive only 
rights of usufruct, while the national government retains ultimate ownership of the property. 
15 Dwyer, Agrarian Dispute, p. 48. 
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border, provided the necessary construction materials and agricultural tools, and guaranteed each 

campesino a living wage of 2 pesos per day.16  The idea was to recruit Mexican individuals who 

had experience with advanced farming techniques in the United States as a means to rapidly 

expand irrigated agriculture in Baja California.  Cárdenas also launched a successful campaign to 

recruit migrants from Mexico’s heavily-populated interior—both to relieve the pressures of land 

scarcity and to increase the overall acreage put under cultivation in the Mexicali Valley.17 

 By the end of 1936, the CRLC had sold roughly 20,000 acres of land to a couple hundred 

Mexican citizens, who together had formed a handful of new agricultural colonies.  But Cárdenas 

was not satisfied with the pace of colonization.  He wrote to the governor of Baja California in 

January of 1937 and urged him to quicken the process, telling him that he now wanted to see all 

of the CRLC’s property sold off and put to “productive” use within five years, rather than twenty.  

The reason for this new sense of urgency then becomes clear in the letter—Cárdenas was 

concerned about the unsettled international water situation, and what it could mean for the future 

of the entire border region.  He explained to the governor that “the more land we put under 

cultivation, the better our chances for a larger volume of water from the U.S. reserves of the 

Colorado River.”18  Cárdenas assumed that if some day in the future an international water treaty 

were going to be drawn up, the United States would have to provide Mexico with at least enough 

water to irrigate its lands currently in use.  He therefore made it a top priority to claim as much 

                                                
16 Marco Antonio Samaniego López, “La formación de una economía vinculada con Estados 
Unidos: Relaciónes de poder entre los gobiernos federales y locales, 1910-1940,” in Breve 
Historia de Baja California, 2nd ed., ed. Marco Antonio Samaniego López (Mexicali: 
Universidad Autónoma de Baja California, 2014), p. 224. 
17 Dorothy P. Kerig, “Yankee Enclave: The Colorado River Land Company and Mexican 
Agrarian Reform in Baja California, 1902-1944,” PhD diss., University of California, Irvine, 
1988, p. 334; Dwyer, Agrarian Dispute, p. 48. 
18 Lázaro Cárdenas to Rafael Navarro Cortina, Jan. 20, 1937, quoted in Dwyer, Agrarian 
Dispute, p. 87. 
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acreage and use as much water as possible in order to gain leverage against the “northern colossus.”  

And, thanks to the recent completion of a true northern colossus—the Hoover Dam, built upstream 

on the Colorado River between Arizona and Nevada—there would now be hundreds of thousands 

of acres available in Baja California to be “reclaimed” for cultivation.19 

 As it turned out, Cárdenas was not the only one who recognized the urgency of the situation 

in the Mexicali Valley.  On January 27, 1937—just a week after Cárdenas had written his letter to 

the governor—a large group of nearly 400 armed and landless campesinos invaded the property of 

the CRLC and planted revolutionary banners demanding “Land and Liberty.”  These individuals 

had their own vision for the future of the Mexicali Valley—one that did not require campesinos 

like themselves to have enough money or credit to purchase the land directly from the CRLC.  

Instead, they demanded that the company’s property be seized by the Mexican government and 

redistributed to the Mexican people in the form of communal farms, or ejidos.  The “Asalto a las 

Tierras,” as this land invasion came to be known, gained national attention and attracted 

overwhelming support from peasant and labor organizations throughout Mexico.  President 

Cárdenas thus had a decision to make—he could condemn the illegal occupation of the CRLC’s 

private property, or he could throw his support behind the campesinos.  He chose the latter.  Over 

the course of the next six months, Cárdenas expropriated nearly 250,000 acres of the CRLC’s best 

agricultural land and redistributed it among 4,000 Mexican families in roughly 40 ejidos.20  This 

was celebrated as a “revolutionary” achievement of social and economic justice for the Mexican 

                                                
19 Evan Ward, Border Oasis: Water and the Political Ecology of the Colorado River Delta, 
1940-1975 (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2003), pp. 16-17. 
20 Dwyer, Agrarian Dispute, pp. 12, 65-68; José Alfredo Gómez Estrada, “Los Usos del Río 
Colorado y la Subsistencia de los Indígenas Cucapá en el Valle de Mexicali, 1852-1944,” 
Estudios Fronterizos, No. 35-36 (Jan.-Jun./Jul.-Dec. 1995), pp. 230-231; Eugene Keith 
Chamberlin, “Mexican Colonization versus American Interests in Lower California,” Pacific 
Historical Review, Vol. 20, No. 1 (Feb. 1951), pp. 54-55. 
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people—it was also an effective strategy to increase agricultural production while pacifying an 

insurgent population. 

 Meanwhile, in Tijuana, the Presa Rodríguez was finally filled in the fall of 1936 and 

arrangements were being made to start delivering water for irrigation in the river valley.  For years, 

the area along the banks of the Tijuana River, where Mexican officials planned to implement 

irrigated agriculture, had remained in the hands of a few Mexican property-owners who used the 

land to raise sheep for the U.S. market.  But in anticipation of the dam’s completion in 1936, 

President Cárdenas expropriated these lands and granted them to approximately 200 recently-

expatriated Mexican campesinos.21  Led by the agrarista Juan Uribe, these campesinos did not 

wish to organize themselves under the ejidal system like their counterparts in Mexicali—instead, 

they preferred the idea of private ownership.  This, of course, was fine by Cárdenas, who had 

attempted to implement such a system in Mexicali before the “Asalto a Las Tierras” forced his 

hand.  The campesinos in Tijuana formed a handful of “agricultural societies,” which together 

were incorporated into an official Irrigation District, known as the Distrito de Riego No. 12.  The 

Irrigation District was subsidized by the Banco de Crédito Ejidal, which provided the individual 

agricultural associations with the machinery, tools, seeds, animals, and cash they needed to get 

their operations off the ground.  Water was delivered by two primary channels from the Presa 

Rodríguez—a shorter one which ran along the eastern bank of the Tijuana River and watered 

dozens of agricultural plots around the Cerro Colorado; and a longer one running along the western 

bank and watering over 150 plots in the area known as La Mesa.22 

                                                
21 Piñera Ramírez and Ortiz Figueroa, “Panorama de Tijuana, 1930-1950,” pp. 544-545. 
22 Ibid., p. 545; Antonio Padilla Corona, “La presa Abelardo L. Rodríguez, modelo de ingeniería 
hidráulico,” in Historia de Tijuana, 1889-1989: edición conmemorativa del centenario de su 
fundación, 2 vols., ed. David Piñera Ramírez and Jesús Ortiz Figueroa (Tijuana: Universidad 
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 From the very start, the purpose of the Presa Rodríguez had been to stimulate small-scale 

agriculture in Tijuana, which Mexican officials could rightfully claim to have at least begun by 

1937.  Another goal, however, was to use the water stored behind the Presa Rodríguez to help 

supply the growing needs of urban Tijuana.  This was going to require an overhaul of the shoddy 

urban water system, which would likely require funding from the federal government.  In March 

of 1937, the newly-appointed governor of Baja California, Lieutenant Colonel Rodolfo Sánchez 

Taboada, wrote to President Cárdenas asking for “executive help” in the form of 150,000 pesos in 

order to build the necessary water infrastructure to link the Presa Rodríguez with urban Tijuana.  

Cárdenas responded two days later, stating that he had already authorized federal expenditures for 

water projects in Mexicali and Tecate, and that Tijuana would have to wait until next year.23 

The president’s focus was on agricultural production for the national and global markets, not on 

local urban water needs. 

 By the summer of 1938, the pinch of the water problem could be felt across the small city 

of roughly 15,000 people.  One resident who lived next to Parque Guerrero, Esther M. de Chacón, 

wrote to her local representative and informed him of the poor water delivery services in her 

community, which only functioned “briefly and late at night, forcing us to stay awake waiting for 

the arrival of the precious liquid.”  She and her neighbors had not received a drop of water in more 

than a month, and as a result, “we cannot meet our needs with respect to personal hygiene, cleaning 

our clothes, housecleaning, utensils, sanitary needs, etc.”  She warned that “a looming threat of 

death surrounds us, since under such filthy conditions, a terrible epidemic will not wait.”  De 

                                                
Autónoma de Baja California, Centro de Investigaciones Históricas UNAM-UABC, 1989), vol. 
2, pp. 93-112. 
23 Rodolfo Sánchez Taboada to Lázaro Cárdenas, Mar. 10, 1937.  UABC, IIH, BCAGN, Fondo 
Lázaro Cárdenas (FLC), [19.8]; Luis I. Rodríguez, Secretario Particular, to Rodolfo Sánchez 
Taboada, Mar. 12, 1937.  UABC, IIH, BCAGN, FLC, [19.8]. 
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Chacón had two specific requests: that her community’s storage barrels be filled up by pipas (water 

delivery trucks) every third day, at minimum; and that water service to the neighborhood’s 

houses—during both day and night—be restored as soon as possible.24  De Chacón’s petition was 

just one of several others sent by working-class women in Tijuana, who did most of the cooking, 

cleaning, and washing at home, and were thus at the forefront of understanding how water was 

managed—or mismanaged—in their communities.25 

 Other letters written that summer by local citizens and sent to the municipal government 

contained similarly dire outlooks.  Félix Zavala, President of the Union of Real Estate Owners of 

Tijuana, claimed, “it is notorious public knowledge that year by year, water scarcity increases at 

an alarming rate, especially in the neighborhoods of highest elevation.”  It was a real shame that 

these residents were “required to pay fees for a service they never receive.”26  Gumersindo Ybarra, 

owner of Ybarra Auto Parts, remarked how “Tijuana has been singled out precisely for its lacking 

of the most essential element, which is water.”  Ironically, he pointed out, the city’s residents were 

                                                
24 Esther M. de Chacón to Delgado de Gobierno, Tijuana, Jun. 13, 1938.  AHEBC, FGE, [158.9].  
[“...El servicio de agua puesto al servicio de dicho sector ha sido muy deficiente, pues solo 
temporalmente y a altas horas de la noche, y a una presión en extremo bajo ha surtido 
escasamente nuestros depósitos; siéndonos forzoso permanecer en pie y en vela en espera de la 
llegada del precioso líquido... Que el deficiente servicio antes notado ha llegado ahora a su 
culminación, toda vez que hace como un mes no tenemos ni una gota de agua... Como resultado 
de lo expuesto, no podemos llenar nuestras necesidades en lo que respecta a aseo personal, aseo 
de nuestra ropa; limpieza de la casa, de utensilios, necesidades sanitarias, etc.; pues no estamos 
en lo inexacto al afirmar que una terrible amenaza de muerte nos rodea, toda vez que en 
semejantes condiciones de insanidad, una terrible epidemia no se hará esperar.”] 
25 Women used their voices—and their pens—to bring attention to domestic water issues in 
Tijuana, but they were rarely—if ever—consulted in the planning process.  Accordingly, some 
women used social disruptions and public protests to gain visibility and influence in the sphere 
of public policy.  See Vivienne Bennett, The Politics of Water: Urban Protest, Gender, and 
Power in Monterrey, Mexico (Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1995). 
26 Félix Zavala to Delgado de Gobierno, Tijuana, Aug. 8, 1938.  AHEBC, FGE, [161.2].  [“Es 
público y notorio que durante la presente estación, año por año, escasea el agua de una manera 
alarmante, principalmente en los barrios más altos... Los habitantes están obligados a pagar 
cuotas por un servicio que nunca reciben.”] 
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being forced to buy expensive bottled water or pay private piperos for personal deliveries while 

millions of cubic meters of potable water sat seemingly unused in the Presa Rodríguez.27  The 

president of the Tijuana Chamber of Commerce, Manuel Contreras, wrote to Governor Sánchez 

Taboada about the alarming development of intestinal diseases, which, “in the opinion of doctors 

in this city, are primarily due to the poor quality of water.”  Contreras noted that the infant mortality 

rate was steadily increasing, according to the local press.  The Presa Rodríguez, only a few 

kilometers outside the city, was “full to capacity,” and even though the residents of Tijuana had 

been paying their water dues, “steps have not been taken to supply the population of such an 

indispensable service.”28  These local tijuanenses were expressing their concerns during the 

populist peak of the Cárdenas regime—when Mexican citizens across the country expected their 

voices to finally be heard.  They hoped that Governor Sánchez Taboada, a politician with deep 

personal ties to the regime in Mexico City, would work closely with President Cárdenas to finally 

implement “revolutionary” reforms in their city. 

wvvvw 

 On the evening of September 13, 1938, a fire broke out in a small tortilla shop behind 

Maxim’s dry goods store on Calle Segunda, right off of Avenida Revolución in the heart of 

downtown Tijuana.  The flames spread quickly and in all directions, razing five shops before the 

                                                
27 Gumersindo C. Ybarra to Rodolfo Sánchez Taboada, Aug. 22, 1938.  AHEBC, FGE, [161.2].  
[“De todos es de sobre conocido que Tijuana se ha singularizado por carecer precisamente del 
mas indispensable de los elementos, que es el agua.”] 
28 Manuel Contreras to Rodolfo Sánchez Taboada, Aug. 25, 1938.  AHEBC, FGE, [161.2].  
[“...Manifestamos el alarmante desarrollo de enfermedades intestinales, que según la opinión de 
los médicos de esta ciudad, se deben principalmente a la mala calidad de agua que se toma en 
esta población.  La mortalidad infantil por estas causas ha sido también muy notable, según las 
informaciones de la prensa local... La Presa Rodríguez, que sólo está a unos cuantos kilómetros 
de la ciudad, se encuentra llena a toda capacidad y a pesar de que los residentes de Tijuana han 
estado pagando sus cuotas de agua correspondientes, hasta la fecha no se han dado los pasos 
necesarios para abastecer a la población de tan indispensable servicio.”] 
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Tijuana municipal fire truck could even connect its lines.  According to the San Diego Union, 

“volunteers worked frantically with buckets trying to quench the flames.”  Fire trucks were 

summoned from San Ysidro, La Mesa, and Chula Vista across the border, but with such low water 

pressure in the center of the city, the firemen could only keep one or two hoses trained on the blaze 

at a time.  The fire burned everything in its path, until it ran into a wall at the huge Maya Brewery 

on the west end of the block.  Power company workers disconnected power lines, isolating the 

block and leaving the work of extinguishing the fire to be done by the light of the flames.  Across 

the street, “fearful residents prepared buckets, tubs and all available utensils, filling them with 

water to protect their properties.”  Owners of the small businesses being engulfed by flames 

worked frantically to save anything they could: “Streets were piled high with counters, barber 

chairs, sewing machines, dry goods cases and hundreds of pieces of furniture.”29  According to the 

president of the Tijuana Chamber of Commerce, Manuel Contreras, the losses were estimated at 

about 200,000 pesos, considering the buildings and goods destroyed.  He wrote to Governor 

Sánchez Taboada the following day, lamenting that “precisely because of the lack of water, we 

could not effectively fight the raging fire that broke out last night in this town.”30 

 The water problem had still not been fixed a month later, when an even bigger fire 

destroyed the commercial core of Avenida Revolución.  As the fire was blazing, customs 

administrator Maurilio Magallón Vargas telegrammed President Cárdenas to inform him that “a 

fire is currently consuming the most important commercial block in this town, and we lack any 

                                                
29 “5 Stores Razed in Night Fire At Tijuana,” San Diego Union, Sep. 13, 1938. 
30 Manuel Contreras to Rodolfo Sánchez Taboada, Sep. 14, 1938.  AHEBC, FGE, [161.2].  
[“...Precisamente por la falta de agua no pudo combatirse eficazmente el voraz incendio que se 
desató anoche en esta población, destruyendo varias casas comerciales situadas frente a Palacio 
de Gobierno, y cuyas pérdidas se calculan en cerca de $200,000.00.”] 
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water to combat it.”31  Manuel Contreras telegrammed the president a few days later, notifying 

him that thirty-five “casas comerciales” had been destroyed, as well as many other smaller shops 

and businesses along the main strip.32  Contreras estimated the damage at over two million pesos, 

“leaving more than four hundred families, workers, and property owners in misery.”  He pointed 

out that there had been no fewer than ten large blazes in 1938 alone, and he stressed that an 

immediate solution had to be found since “workers constantly lose their jobs because of these 

fires.”33  Governor Sánchez Taboada also appealed to President Cárdenas, insisting that the most 

pressing issue his government faced was the improvement of all water services in Tijuana.  He 

mentioned a previous conversation he had had with the president, in which Cárdenas had 

supposedly given tacit authorization to some kind of local property tax in Tijuana that would help 

to raise funds for urban hydraulic infrastructure.  Apparently, this issue had been brought before 

the Treasury and was awaiting resolution.34 

 In December of 1938, two weeks after the fire on Avenida Revolución, the Public Works 

Department of Tijuana finally presented a plan to “definitively resolve” the serious water problem 

in the growing city.  The project called for the construction of a treatment and filtration plant 

directly to the west of Presa Rodríguez, and the installation of a pipeline that would connect the 

                                                
31 Maurilio Magallón Vargas to Lázaro Cárdenas, Nov. 25, 1938.  UABC, IIH, BCAGN, FLC, 
[15.7].  [“Estos momentos estase consumiendo por incendio primera manzana Comercial esta 
población sin contarse elementos fin combatir siniestro careciendose absolutamente agua.”] 
32 Manuel Contreras to Lázaro Cárdenas, Nov. 28, 1938. UABC, IIH, BCAGN, FLC, [19.12]; 
Delgado de Gobierno, Tijuana, to Rodolfo Sánchez Taboada, Nov. 26, 1938.  UABC, IIH, 
BCAGN, FLC, [15.7]. 
33 Manuel Contreras to Lázaro Cárdenas, Nov. 28, 1938. UABC, IIH, BCAGN, FLC, [19.12].  
[“...Terrible incendio consumió treinta y cinco casas comerciales zona principal esta ciudad 
ocasionando perdidas calculanse dos millones pesos y dejando en miseria más cuatrocientas 
familias trabajadores y propietarios... urge pongase remedio actual situación en beneficio 
economia nacional y trabajadores constantemente pierden sus empleos por estos incendios.”] 
34 Rodolfo Sánchez Taboada to Lázaro Cárdenas, Nov. 30, 1938.  UABC, IIH, BCAGN, FLC, 
[15.7]. 
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new plant to the old storage tank in Colonia Morelos at the heel of Avenida Revolución.  And of 

course, the diameters of all the tubes, pipes, and channels in the distribution network would have 

to be coordinated and optimized to increase water pressure and quicken water deliveries 

throughout the city.  The chief engineer of the Public Works Department determined that the 

completion of these works, “which are of absolute urgency and of vital importance for the 

development of the City of Tijuana,” would cost roughly 773,000 pesos.35  Now the question was, 

how to get that sum of money? 

 The federal government was unlikely to foot the whole bill, so the burden fell on the local 

population to find some funds for these necessary water projects.  A local tijuanense named Jesús 

Chávez, who served as president of the Asociación Cívica Pro-Baja California de Tijuana, thought 

he had a great idea.  The aim, he explained, was to build the works immediately, “in the least 

burdensome way possible, and with the greatest benefit for the community.”  Chávez proposed 

that every property owner in Tijuana contribute an amount equal to one month of his or her annual 

property taxes, and that every tenant contribute the equivalent of one month’s rent.  He estimated 

that this combined sum would equal at least one quarter of the total amount required to carry out 

the water works; the local government could match this amount, and the federal government could 

cover the rest.  Chávez stipulated that the funds supplied by the local and federal governments 

“should be made as a donation to the Town of Tijuana; under the special condition that, once all 

other obligations have been met, the profits produced by the service will be applied to the 

                                                
35 M. Fernández Guerra, El Jefe del Depto. de Obras Públicas, Tijuana, “Memorandum: Servicio 
de Agua de la Ciudad de Tijuana,” Dec. 15, 1938.  AHEBC, FGE, [161.2].  [“...La ejecución de 
estas obras que son de absoluta urgencia y de vital importancia para el desarrollo de la Ciudad de 
Tijuana.”] 



 229 

installation of drainage pipes, the paving of streets, and to other improvements of public utility in 

Tijuana.”36 

 Chávez was on the right track—his proposal was passed along to Governor Sánchez 

Taboada.  After a full year of discussions, debates, modifications and preparations, Sánchez 

Taboada decreed on June 18, 1940, a “special, one-time fee, equivalent to ten percent of the 

assessed property value of the urban land of the City of Tijuana, for the improvement of the water 

service of that population.”37  He reported the news to Cárdenas in a telegram the next day.  The 

governor informed his president that due to the “imperious necessity of water” in Tijuana, he had 

enacted special legislation by which all the inhabitants of the city would be required to contribute 

to the improvement of its water services.  Sánchez Taboada had set a quota of ten percent on the 

land value in the Urban Zone, which would be paid by property owners to the City of Tijuana. 

According to Sánchez Taboada, this would bring in an estimated 500,000 pesos—100,000 short 

of the 600,000 pesos needed, in his estimation, to resolve the problem.  His main purpose in writing 

to Cárdenas, it turns out, was to request that the federal government chip in the final 100,000 

                                                
36 Jesús Chávez to Manuel Quirós Jr., Delgado del Gobierno, Tijuana, Jun. 26, 1939.  AHEBC, 
FGE, [161.2].  [“...Se impone, pues, una combinación de esfuerzos que hagan factible la 
inmediata realización de la obra en forma lo menos onerosa posible, y con la mayor suma de 
beneficios para la colectividad... Que cada propietario de casas de Tijuana aporte una cantidad 
equivalente a una mensualidad de los arrendamientos que produzcan sus propiedades raíces, y 
quienes habiten casa propia, aportarán una cantidad equivalente al monto de una mensualidad de 
la renta que, de acuerdo con bases equitativas que se fijen, debiera ganar la casa ocupada... En 
cuanto a las aportaciones del Gobierno del Territorio y del Gobierno Federal, se gestionará que 
sean hechas en carácter de donación al Pueblo de Tijuana; bajo la especial condición de que, una 
vez redimidas las demás obligaciones, los rendimientos líquidos que produzca el servicio, sean 
aplicados a la instalación del drenaje, a pavimentación de calles, y a otras mejoras de utilidad 
pública para la Población.”] 
37 “ACUERDO de Corl. Rodolfo Sánchez Taboada, El Gobernador del Territorio,” Jun. 18, 
1940, AHEBC, FGE, [161.2].  [“Se crea una cuota especial y por una sola vez, equivalente al 
diez por ciento sobre el valor catastral de los terrenos urbanos de la Ciudad de Tijuana, para el 
mejoramiento del servicio de agua de dicha población.”] 



 230 

pesos.38  President Cárdenas responded a few days later, reassuring Sánchez Taboada that he had 

already communicated with the Secretary of Finance and had authorized the amount requested.39  

It appeared that Sánchez Taboada’s plan had been given the green light. 

 About a week later, however, Sánchez Taboada received an urgent letter from the 

Undersecretary of Finance, Eduardo Villaseñor, which threw a wrench in his plans.  The 

Undersecretary declared that although the purpose of the special quota was admirable, it was not 

legally permissible under to the Constitution of 1917.  He cited a litany of articles and provisions 

that the special quota allegedly violated, insisting that the governor revoke the accord 

immediately.40  Sánchez Taboada responded with a letter of his own, telling Villaseñor that he was 

“not satisfied with the interpretation” of the Department of Finance.  He went into great detail 

disputing each and every law that he had been accused of violating, arguing that he had not actually 

“imposed a tax,” as was suggested by the Undersecretary, but rather “fixed a quota” on urban 

properties in order to resolve the serious problem of providing potable water to the people of 

Tijuana.  He reminded Villaseñor that the President of the Republic had already approved of this 

strategy, and explained to him that the first and most important stages of the work had already 

                                                
38 Rodolfo Sánchez Taboada to Lázaro Cárdenas, Jun. 19, 1940, AHEBC, FGE, [161.2].  
[“Hónrome en manifestar usted, que la imperiosa necesidad de agua potable en esta población ha 
hecho que Gobierno del Territorio...dictara acuerdo para que por medio de la contribución de 
todos los habitantes de la Ciudad se mejore el servicio... Se ha fijado una cuota del diez por 
ciento sobre el valor de los terrenos en la Zona Urbana, lo que dará una cantidad de quinientos 
mil pesos, faltando cien mil pesos para resolver el problema desde luego...a mejorar dicho 
servicio paulatinamente hasta que se abastezca del agua de la Presa Rodríguez, y se resuelva el 
problema integralmente... Permitiéndome rogar a usted, a nombre del pueblo de esta Ciudad; que 
Gobierno Federal contribuya con la cantidad expresada de cien mil pesos para la resolución de 
este problema.”] 
39 Lázaro Cárdenas to Rodolfo Sánchez Taboada, Jun. 29, 1940, UABC, IIH, BCAGN, FLC, 
[19.12]. 
40 Eduardo Villaseñor to Rodolfo Sánchez Taboada, Jul. 29, 1940, UABC, IIH, BCAGN, FLC, 
[19.12]. 
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been completed.  “The elements of goodwill have gladly contributed to this work,” he wrote, “and 

it is therefore not possible to revoke the accord in question, because it would mean as much as to 

destroy the work already completed and to commit an injustice against those who paid the cost 

with their best intentions.”41  The delgado de gobierno (mayor) in Tijuana, Manuel Quirós, Jr., 

echoed these sentiments in a letter to Cárdenas, remarking that all sectors of society—except for a 

small cadre of “individuos retardatarios” who owned numerous properties in Tijuana but lived 

almost exclusively in San Diego—had responded favorably to the accord.42 

 Clearly, there was some support amongst tijuanenses for the actions taken by Sánchez 

Taboada to remedy the water problem, but not everyone was on board with the plan.   

As Quirós mentioned in his letter to the president, there was a steadfast group of urban property 

holders living in the United States—some of whom rented out more than a dozen residential and 

commercial properties in the center of Tijuana—who flatly refused to pay the quota.  According 

to one local newspaper, La Razón, these selfish landlords charged inflated rents for “veritable 

                                                
41 Rodolfo Sánchez Taboada to [Secretario de Hacienda y Crédito Público], Aug. 4, 1940, 
UABC, IIH, BCAGN, FLC, [19.12].  [“En contestación al atento oficio ya citado...me permito 
manifestar a usted que este propio Ejecutivo no está conformo con la interpretación que esta 
misma Secretaría quiere dar al acuerdo... El Gobierno del Territorio dictó el Acuerdo de que se 
trata, no creando un impuesto como quiere interpretarlo la Secretaría de su digno cargo, sino 
únicamente fijando la cuota que corresponde pagar a cada uno de los propietarios de terrenos en 
la zona urbana de esta ciudad, con el propósito de resolver el problema de imperiosa necesidad 
como era el del agua potable... Se verá que ha sido realizada la primera y más importante de las 
etapas de esta obra; por lo tanto, ya los habitaciones de esta Población se encuentran disfrutando 
de este beneficio.  Los elementos de buena voluntad han contribuido gustosos para esta obra, y 
por consiguiente no es posible revocar el acuerdo de que se trata, porque sería tanto como 
destruir las obras hechas y cometer la injusticia de que los mejor intenciones pagaran el costo.”] 
42 Manuel Quirós, Jr. to Lázaro Cárdenas, Aug. 9, 1940, UABC, IIH, BCAGN, FLC, [19.12].  
[“Todos sectores sociales a excepción pequeño grupo individuos retardatarios que por largos 
años vienen explotando inicuamente negociaciones rentas han respondido gustosos en relación 
acuerdo tratase y casi población entera está disfrutando mejoramiento inherente tal demostración 
buena voluntad.”] 
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pigsties lacking even the most rudimentary principles of health.”43  The newspaper, run by the 

Federation of Workers Unions of Tijuana, argued that these property holders were not in the least 

bit concerned whether or not their tenants had any water—they “cared about the rent, and nothing 

more.”44  The leader of the local Union of Sewage Treatment Plant Workers told President 

Cárdenas in a telegram that even though “reactionaries intend to continue extorting tenants for 

their own personal gain,” the working classes “are tightening their ranks and setting an example” 

by complying with the governmental provision.45  This was for the good of the community—and 

by extension, the good of the Mexican nation. 

 The letter from the Undersecretary of Finance, which demanded the immediate revocation 

of the special quota, had caused quite a stir in Tijuana.   On the evening of August 6, 1940, the 

Escuela Martínez hosted a public forum to inform the community of the progress being made on 

the water delivery system—and, according to El Tijuanense, to “publicize the erroneous conduct 

of the Department of Finance.”46  Although Governor Sánchez Taboada had not convened the 

                                                
43 “Se Organizan los Inquilinos para Exigir Agua!!” La Razón, Aug. 1, 1940.  [“Hemos dicho 
como el pueblo en general ha aprobado el Plan del Gobernador Sánchez Taboada, y hemos dicho 
también como los propietarios de fincas urbanas, que cobran rentas cuantiosas por verdaderas 
pocilgas carentes de los más rudimentarios principios de salubridad, y que por su parto viven 
desahogadamente en el lado americano, se han negado a cumplir con el decreto.”] 
44 “No Puede [?] Contribuir Para el Agua,” La Razón, Aug. 3, 1940.  [“...Como a otros muchos 
caseros, solo le preocupa la llegada de la fecha de cobros, y nada más.”] 
45 Francisco S. Silva to Lázaro Cárdenas, Aug. 5, 1940, UABC, IIH, BCAGN, FLC, [19.12].  
[“Reaccionarios pretenden seguir extorsionando inquilinos y solo ven medro personal, pero 
clases trabajadoras aprietan sus filas y dan ejemplo pues compañeros dueños pequeños 
propiedades han cumplido, como también lo ha hecho esta federación, con la disposición 
gubernamental, no solo por convivencia personal sino para hacer efectivo anhelo de toda la 
patria que lucha por mejores días.”] 
46 “Enemigos del Progreso y Comerciantes Conscientes,” El Tijuanense, Aug. 8, 1940.  [“El 
objeto de la junta fué para conocer la opinión pública acerca del plan de mejoramiento que ha 
comenzado a desarrollar el gobernador Sánchez Taboada, partiendo con el establecimiento de un 
buen servicio de agua potable, y para dar a conocer la errónea conducta de la Secretaría de 
Hacienda...”] 
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meeting himself, he heeded suggestions to attend, joining numerous local merchants, industrialists, 

urban property owners, professionals, and journalists in an impassioned dialogue about the city’s 

water problems and how best to solve them.  As it turned out, the president of the city’s Chamber 

of Commerce, Enrique Aldrete, had secretly filed a complaint with the Minister of the National 

Economy in hopes of getting the one-time tax invalidated.  Another member of the Chamber, Jack 

M. Swed, emphatically declared to those in attendance that he did not agree with Aldrete’s position 

on the special quota and admonished his shifty actions in writing a protest without the consent of 

the rest of the assembly.  Arturo M. Escandón, editor of El Hispano Americano, offered his own 

thoughts on the matter, “revealing himself to be a defender of those who have not wanted to 

contribute anything to help the residents of Tijuana.”47  As reported by El Tijuanense: “Señor 

Escandón’s words left the impression that he was speaking on matters of which he knows nothing, 

since, as a newcomer to Tijuana, he does not understand the serious problems of the lower classes.  

He has lived with the rich, with the reactionaries and the enemies of the current government, and 

therefore is opposed to any good and transcendental work.”48  Sánchez Taboada wrapped up the 

meeting with his own remarks, and amid the roaring applause of the assembly, “he demonstrated 

                                                
47 “Enemigos del Progreso y Comerciantes Conscientes,” El Tijuanense, Aug. 8, 1940.  [“Tocó 
su turno al periodista Arturo M. Escandón, director de ‘El Hispano Americano’, y éste también 
tuvo frases muy fuera de orden y de sentido, revelándose como defensor de los intereses que no 
han querido aportar nada en favor de los residentes de Tijuana.”] 
48 “Enemigos del Progreso y Comerciantes Conscientes,” El Tijuanense, Aug. 8, 1940.  [“Las 
palabras del señor Escandón dejaron la impresión de que bordaba sobre asuntos de los que no 
sabe nada, pues como recién llegado a Tijuana, no se ha compenetrado de los verdaderos 
problemas de las clases de abajo.  El ha convivido con los ricos, con los reaccionarios y con los 
enemigos del gobierno actual, y por consiguiente está en su papel de oponerse a cualquiera obra 
buena y trascendental.”] 
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that his administration is, and has been, in complete harmony in working for the benefit and 

betterment of everyone.”49 

 Sánchez Taboada certainly received high praise in the working-class press for his 

“revolutionary” actions in bringing water to the people.  Improving the urban hydraulic 

infrastructure in order to bring water from the Presa Rodríguez into the city was something almost 

everyone in Tijuana could get behind.  Nearly a week before the public forum was held at Escuela 

Martínez, the governor had already made a public display of the new water system, gathering 

people from all sectors of society to the city’s primary storage tank in Colonia Morelos for the 

inauguration ceremony on August 1, 1940.  At 10:15 a.m., Sánchez Taboada turned the main valve, 

which sent water through the new pipes and, presumably, into the city’s homes.  According to an 

article published in Labor two days later: 

 The act was done with such simplicity, in the presence of people who recognized the 
 great importance of the moment, and remained silent to give greater solemnity to the act.  
 At this moment, we were all thinking about the happiness that this major improvement 
 will bring to many homes, at a most critical time for the region, for which we consider it 
 one of the most important and commendable works that can be attributed to the 
 Government of Colonel Sánchez Taboada, to that genuinely revolutionary leader, who 
 through his bold and tenacious acts has put into practice the incredibly difficult task of 
 resolving one of the biggest and most frustrating problems which has plagued the people 
 of Tijuana: the lack of water... Work to improve the water delivery service in the city of 
 Tijuana will not stop; it will continue progressing and developing until its completion, 
 because just as there are elements in Tijuana opposed to all progressive work, so too are 
 there strong and enthusiastic patriots who know how to fulfill their duties as citizens and 
 as Mexicans above all else.50 

                                                
49 “Enemigos del Progreso y Comerciantes Conscientes,” El Tijuanense, Aug. 8, 1940.  
[“...Demostró que su administración es y ha sido, de completa armonía, trabajo y mejoramiento 
para todos.”] 
50 “¡Ahora Sí, Ya Tenemos Agua!” Labor, Aug. 3, 1940.  [“El acto se hizo con suma sencillez en 
presencia de todas las personas que dejamos anotadas quienes reconociendo la gran 
trascendencia del momento guardaron silencio por un instante como para darle mayor 
solemnidad al acto.  En esos momentos nos vino a la mente la felicidad que proporcionará a 
muchos hogares esta importante mejora, que se realiza en los momentos más críticos que se 
conocen en esta región, por lo que la consideramos como uno de las más importantes y 
meritorias que puedan atribuírsele al Gobierno del Coronel Sánchez Taboada, a ese Gobernante 
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 The Undersecretary of Finance eventually dropped the legal challenge.  The funds 

generated by the special quota—combined with the 100,000 pesos allocated by the federal 

government—had been enough to make a significant improvement in the city’s water 

infrastructure.  On November 21, Sánchez Taboada wrote to the outgoing president, in his final 

days in office, to tell him of the successful completion of Tijuana’s new water delivery system, 

which supplied the city with fresh water drawn from the Presa Rodríguez.  He was also honored 

to inform the president that he had just inaugurated the Escuela “Lázaro Cárdenas” in the center 

of Tijuana, a brand-new school for 400 young girls and boys.51  For the most part, families in the 

city could now meet their basic daily water requirements, which was a welcomed improvement.  

However, the problem had not been “definitively resolved,” as was declared by the Subdirector of 

Public Health in Mexico City.52  The local water issues had finally been addressed, but the global 

context was about to change dramatically.  How would the transborder city fare in a world at war? 

 

THE TRANSBORDER CITY AT WAR 

 Throughout the 1930s, San Diego continued to attract investments from the U.S. Navy and 

related war industries.  The city became home to a number of aircraft manufacturers, most notably 

                                                
genuinamente revolucionario, quien no importándole los desahogos ni las censuras de su atrevida 
y tesonera actuación como Gobernante, se ha echado a cuestas la dificilísima tarea de resolver 
uno de los más grandes y molestos problemas que han abatido el pueblo de Tijuana, como es la 
falta de agua... Las obras del mejoramiento del servicio de agua de la ciudad de Tijuana, no se 
detendrán; seguirán progresando y desarrollándose hasta su t[er]minación porque así como en 
Tijuana hay elementos opositores a toda obra progresista, también hay elementos y muchos de 
empuje, entusiastas y patriotas que saben cumplir con sus deberes de ciudadanos y de mexicanos 
sobre todo.”] 
51 Rodolfo Sánchez Taboada to Lázaro Cárdenas, Nov. 21, 1940, AHEBC, FGE, [161.2]. 
52 Ignacio Salas Porras to Rodolfo Sánchez Taboada, Nov. 25, 1940, AHEBC, FGE, [161.2].  
[“...Fué inaugurado oficialmente el servicio de agua potable a esa población, tomando el agua del 
canal sur de la presa Rodríguez; resolviendo así definitivamente este interesante problema.”] 
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Ryan Aeronautical and the Consolidated Aircraft Corporation, which attracted thousands of people 

to San Diego in search of good-paying jobs at the production plants.  Smaller companies that 

specialized in electronics and metalworking sprung up across the county to serve the aircraft 

industry.53  Tuna packing was also well established in pre-war San Diego, providing more than 

half of the nation’s annual pack.54  Local water resources had already been developed to an 

impressive degree—each one of the six main rivers in the county had a storage dam, and work was 

well underway to build larger dams and other water infrastructure.  With the completion of El 

Capitan Dam on the San Diego River in 1935, local water experts claimed to have enough water 

stored away to sustain decades of growth in sunny San Diego County.55  By 1940, the population 

had reached 289,000. 

 In comparison, Tijuana’s population in 1940 was barely 16,000, or about five percent of 

San Diego’s.  The completion of the Presa Rodríguez and the recently overhauled distribution 

network appeared to provide Tijuana with more than enough water to go around.  In fact, heavy 

rainfall in early 1941 intensified the rush of the Tijuana River and filled the Presa Rodríguez 

beyond capacity.  On February 22, water engineers at the dam decided to open up the floodgates, 

sending ten million cubic meters of water barreling toward the heart of the city.  This wall of water 

inundated both margins of the riverbed, wiping out a number of ramshackle houses built in the 

Zona Río.  It also destroyed roads, swept away vehicles, and overran Puente México, the main 

                                                
53 Ernst C. Griffin and John R. Weeks, “Peopling the Region: San Diego’s Population Patterns,” 
in San Diego: An Introduction to the Region, 5th ed., ed. Philip R. Pryde (San Diego: Sunbelt 
Publications, 2014), pp. 66-67. 
54 San Diego County Water Authority (SDCWA), First Annual Report, 1946, p. [?], San Diego 
History Center (SDHC), San Diego County Water Authority Collection (SDCWAC), MS 302, 
1:1. 
55 In 1937 it was estimated that 40,000,000 gallons would be consumed daily in meeting the 
demand of the city’s population in 1960.  In 1944, the city was already using 46,000,000 gallons 
daily.  See “Downey Would Have U.S. Help Build Pipeline,” San Diego Union, Sep. 13, 1944. 
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bridge connecting the San Ysidro border crossing to the commercial center of Tijuana.56  The area 

received more than 25 inches of rain in 1941, the second-highest year on record after 1884, and 

the first of a four-year period of above-average rainfall in the California borderlands.57  This heavy 

rainfall would help to sustain the transborder city as its population surged and its industries 

expanded over the course of the Second World War. 

 The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in December of 1941 showed the world that this was 

to be a war fought on all fronts and in all theaters.  Residents of San Diego were stunned to hear 

initial reports of the Sunday morning attack on the U.S. Naval base by hundreds of Imperial 

Japanese fighter planes and bombers.  As more information came trickling in, people were 

devastated to learn the extent of the damage sustained by the Pacific Fleet and the catastrophic loss 

of life suffered by more than two thousand servicemen and dozens of civilians.  The intensity of 

the bombing sent shockwaves across the United States, but the impact was particularly powerful 

in San Diego—home to the other major U.S. Naval base on the Pacific, and thus, in the minds of 

many San Diegans, the probable next target.  As it turned out, the Japanese had attacked the Navy 

installations at Pearl Harbor in order to keep the U.S. Pacific Fleet from interfering in their planned 

military incursions in Southeast Asia—not as a stepping-stone on the way to southern California.  

Still, the geographic vulnerability and strategic importance of San Diego were magnified by 

Japanese aggression, causing a general sense of unease among San Diegans and forcing local 

leaders to scramble into action to defend the city.58 

                                                
56 Rodolfo Sánchez Taboada to Secretario de Gobernación [Miguel Alemán Váldez], Feb. 25, 
1941, UABC, IIH, BCAGM, Dirección General de Gobierno (DGG), [9.79]. 
57 National Weather Service, “San Diego Rainfall by Calendar Year, 1850-2010.”  The area 
received over 27 inches in 1884. 
58 Lucinda Eddy, “War Comes to San Diego,” Journal of San Diego History, Vol. 39, No. 1 
(Spring 1993), p. [?]. 
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 But of course, the threat and the fear of invasion did not stop at the border.  Both Mexican 

and U.S. military strategists considered Baja California to be particularly vulnerable to enemy 

attack or infiltration.  Three days after the bombing of Pearl Harbor, the former Mexican president, 

General Lázaro Cárdenas, was recalled from his short-lived retirement and appointed commander 

of the Pacific Military Zone headquartered in Ensenada.  He immediately called in reinforcements 

to fortify the peninsula, moving two battalions of fifteen hundred troops by train from Nogales, 

Sonora, to San Diego, California, and thence into Tijuana.59  He also began a crackdown on Baja 

California’s Japanese population—consisting of roughly 900 farmers, fishermen, and family 

members—who were summarily put under tight surveillance.60  Cárdenas’s military mobilization 

and his heightened vigilance in Baja California were appreciated by those north of the border.  

California Senator Sheridan Downey told the Senate in December of 1941: “Mexico today gives 

us proof for the righteousness of our course.  Mexico could have seriously endangered our military 

position in this war.”61  Instead, the mutually perceived “Asiatic threat” brought the two nations 

into line. 

 The forced relocation and internment of more than a hundred thousand Japanese Americans 

and Japanese Canadians during World War II is well documented and rightly condemned.  What 

happened to the Japanese population in Mexico was arguably less severe and on a much smaller 

scale, but it was still life-altering for the thousands of families affected.  On January 2, 1942, 

President Manuel Ávila Camacho called for the immediate relocation of all Japanese Mexicans 

                                                
59 Michael Mathes, “The Two Californias during World War II,” California Historical Society 
Quarterly, Vol. 44, No. 4 (Dec. 1965), p. 324.  See also Eduardo J. Correa, El Balance del Avila 
Camachismo (Mexico City, 1946), p. 108; “Teamwork in Mexico,” Time, Dec. 29, 1941, p. 21. 
60 Antonieta Kiyoko, “La inmigración japonesa a Ensenada durante la primera mitad del siglo 
xx,” Revista Meyibó, Vol. 1, No. 1-8 (2004); Catalina Velázquez Morales, “Inmigrantes 
japoneses en Baja California, 1939-1945,” Clío, Vol. 6, No. 35 (2006). 
61 New York Times, Dec. 10, 1941; quoted in Mathes, “Two Californias,” p. 324. 
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living within 100 kilometers of the coast or the border to the interior states of the republic.62  This 

meant that every single Mexican citizen or resident of Japanese ancestry living in Baja California 

had less than two weeks to pack up what they could carry, attempt to sell what they could not, and 

make their way toward Mexico City or Guadalajara without any assistance or compensation.  The 

federal authorities insisted that they were not establishing “concentration centers” in the interior—

Japanese families that moved would enjoy “absolute liberty” and would not be subjected to 

“concentration of any kind.”63  Still, families were uprooted and communities torn apart.  Homes, 

businesses, and properties owned by Japanese residents were taken over by local Mexicans.  Some 

of the agriculturalists kicked out of Mexicali were able to find familiar work on ranches and 

haciendas in the interior, but the fishermen and divers coming from Ensenada had to change their 

whole lifestyle to survive.  And although the Mexican government did not establish large-scale 

internment camps like those in the United States, it did carry out raids on Japanese communities 

throughout the country and incarcerated those whom it considered a threat to national security.64 

 As mentioned briefly above, the most important defense industry in San Diego during 

World War II was aircraft manufacturing, led by the Consolidated Aircraft Corporation.  In the 

years before the war, the president and founder of Consolidated, Reuben F. Fleet, had moved the 

company’s primary production facilities across the country from Buffalo to San Diego, attracted 

by the city’s generous offer of a fifty-year lease of twenty-five acres of prime real estate adjacent 

to the municipal airport near downtown San Diego at a rate of only $1,000 per year.65  Consolidated 

                                                
62 Correa, El Balance del Avila Camachismo, p. 12; cited in Mathes, “Two Californias,” p. 325. 
63 El Heraldo, Jan. 2, 1942; quoted in Velázquez Morales, “Inmigrantes japoneses,” p. 93. 
64 See Selfa A. Chew, Uprooting Community: Japanese Mexicans, World War II, and the U.S.-
Mexico Borderlands (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2015). 
65 San Diego Union, Jul. 25, 1934; cited in Abraham Shragge, “‘A New Federal City’: San Diego 
During World War II,” Pacific Historical Review, Vol. 63, No. 3 (Aug. 1994), p. 341. 
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established its first continuous flow factory in San Diego in 1935, and by the fall of 1936 it already 

employed 1,600 people.66  That same year, Consolidated produced its first line of PBY Catalinas—

long-range patrol bombers that would be used extensively during the war for antisubmarine 

operations, convoy escorts, and search and rescue missions.  The outbreak of war in Europe 

sparked a “blitz-boom” in San Diego’s aircraft industry—by September of 1940, Consolidated 

employed about 15,000 people, and the two other major manufacturers, Solar Aircraft and Ryan 

Aeronautical, employed another 5,000 between them.67  Consolidated had also added the B-24 

Liberator bomber to its repertoire, which would be produced on a massive scale and be used in 

every theater of combat before war’s end. 

 Once the United States officially entered the war in December of 1941, the aircraft 

manufacturers ramped up production and called for patriotic workers—both men and women—to 

come from far and wide to serve the nation.  The goal was to maximize production in order to meet 

the military’s rapidly expanding needs, so local officials and businessmen pursued any and all 

opportunities to lower costs and increase output.  Consolidated made a request to the San Diego 

Chamber of Commerce in late December that more women be put to work in the aircraft plants.  

The chamber then asked the Secretary of the Navy and the California state legislature to waive the 

labor regulations limiting women to 8-hour workdays, 48-hour workweeks, and no late-night 

shifts.68  By 1943, more than 40,000 women had entered into the workforce in San Diego, and of 

those, more than 25,000 were employed in the aircraft industry working the assembly lines.  At 

                                                
66 Shragge, “‘A New Federal City,’” p. 342. 
67 Ibid.  See also Richard F. Pourade, History of San Diego, Vol. VI: The Rising Tide (San Diego: 
The Union-Tribune Publishing Co., 1967), pp. 193-194, 222-224, 240-241. 
68 San Diego Chamber of Commerce, “Minutes of the Board of Directors Meeting,” Dec. 26, 
1941, p. 2; cited in Shragge, “‘A New Federal City,’” p. 349. 
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the peak of wartime production, Consolidated employed 45,000 people in total, a considerable 

portion of them women.69 

 Consolidated expanded its facilities in San Diego to an impressive degree between 1941 

and 1944.  It also looked for opportunities across the border.  In December of 1942, Consolidated’s 

vice president of production, C. W. Perelle, wrote to Governor Sánchez Taboada about the 

company’s interest in establishing a small aircraft manufacturing plant in Tijuana.70  Perelle’s plan 

involved the shipment of materials and airplane parts by truck from the main plant in San Diego 

to one or more locations in Baja California, where they would be assembled into more complete 

units and then returned to the main plant—essentially a precursor of today’s maquiladoras.  He 

also proposed the use of Mexican labor, except for necessary technical supervisors, and the leasing 

of buildings already constructed.  The success of this plan would “depend greatly on the guaranteed 

elimination of anything that could delay or increase the cost of production and the easy flow of 

machinery, materials and parts across the border.”71  Perelle asked that paperwork and inspections 

be held to a minimum and that the company’s technical supervisors be permitted to live in Tijuana 

on a temporary or semi-temporary basis.  He also inquired as to whether the company would need 

to establish a branch in Mexico in order to meet its legal tax and operational requirements.  

Representatives of Consolidated had already examined potential locations in Tijuana, he explained 

                                                
69 Eddy, “War Comes to San Diego,” p. [?]. 
70 C. W. Perelle to Rodolfo Sánchez Taboada [translated into Spanish], Dec. 29, 1942, UABC, 
IIH, BCAGN, DGG, [16.27].  [“Como usted sabe, la Consolidated Aircraft Corporation está 
interesada en explorar la posibilidad de acometer una pequeña empresa de manufactura de partes 
para montaje de aviones en el área de Tijuana.”] 
71 C. W. Perelle to Rodolfo Sánchez Taboada [translated into Spanish], Dec. 29, 1942, UABC, 
IIH, BCAGN, DGG, [16.27].  [“El éxito de tal plan dependería grandemente de la eliminación 
garantizada de todo aquello que pudiera retrasar o aumentar el costo de producción, y sería 
esencial una corriente fácil de maquinaria, materiales y partes a través de la frontera.”] 
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to Sánchez Taboada, narrowing it down to the former Agua Caliente Hotel and Racetrack or the 

massive Jai-Alai palace being built on Avenida Revolución. 

 Reaction in Tijuana to Consolidated’s proposal appears to have been quite positive.  The 

delgado de gobierno wrote to President Ávila Camacho in February of 1943: “In the spirit of 

support and cooperation to defend the continent and the very idea of democracy…I beg you to 

grant all possible facilities, within the letter of the law, so that the North American company 

‘Consolidated Aircraft Corporation’, from San Diego, California, can establish here the factory for 

aircraft and war materials which it has proposed.”  Aside from being a demonstrable way to 

participate in the joint defense of the continent, the establishment of a production plant “would 

solve to a great extent the grave problem of unemployment which has recently plagued Tijuana.”72  

Governor Sánchez Taboada found it pertinent to ask the opinion of the military authorities in Baja 

California, chief among them General Juan Felipe Rico, who had replaced General Lázaro 

Cárdenas as the commander of the Pacific Military Zone when the former president was appointed 

Secretary of Defense.  General Rico supported Consolidated’s plan, “under the sole condition that 

the aforementioned company respects the federal labor laws as well as the prerogatives which 

correspond to Mexico as a sovereign country.”  He pointed out that “no country can offer the 

investor greater advantages than those currently offered by Mexico, since new industries do not 

                                                
72 Andrés E. Alemany to Manuel Ávila Camacho, Feb. 8, 1943, UABC, IIH, BCAGN, Fondo 
Manuel Ávila Camacho (MAC), [5.70].  [“En el sentido de aportar nuestro contingente 
cooperando en forma efectiva en la defensa del continente y del idea de las democracias, de la 
manera más atenta se dirige a Ud., suplicándole tenga a bien otorgar todas las facilidades 
posibles, dentro de las prescripciones legales, para que la Compañía norteamericana 
‘Consolidated Aircraft Corporation’, de San Diego California, pueda establecer en esta población 
la fábrica de aviones o de implementos de guerra que tiene proyectada.  Aparte de que en esta 
forma cooperaríamos en el programa de la defensa conjunta, se solucionaría en gran parte el 
grave problema de la desocupación que últimamente se ha presentado en Tijuana, con la clausura 
de algunas negociaciones.”] 
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have to pay taxes on the importation of machinery or even raw materials that are not produced in 

the country.”  The establishment of an aircraft production plant in Tijuana would improve the 

prevailing economic situation and showcase Mexico’s increasing collaboration with the United 

States.  “A company like Consolidated,” wrote General Rico, “with its broadly recognized spirit 

of liberality, would not come to our country to exploit or to enrich itself at the expense of its 

workers; rather, it would provide a civilized and dignified life for all involved.”73  Given the 

military’s wholehearted endorsement, Governor Sánchez Taboada affirmed his support of the plan 

to the Secretary of the Interior, echoing the sentiment that this would strengthen transborder 

linkages and “would almost totally solve the problem of unemployment, which although small in 

scale, exists in Tijuana.”74  This was an opportunity to provide discontented tijuanenses with 

highly-sought-after factory jobs—for the mutual benefit of Mexican politicians, U.S. capitalists, 

and the continental war effort.  Although it does not appear that Consolidated ended up building 

an aircraft assembly plant in Tijuana during the war, the conversations it engendered regarding 

transnational manufacturing would have a lasting impact in the decades to come. 

                                                
73 Juan Felipe Rico to Rodolfo Sánchez Taboada, Jan. 11, 1943, UABC, IIH, BCAGN, DGG, 
[16.27].  [“Con la sola condición de que la Empresa citada respete los postulados de la Ley 
Federal del Trabajo así como las prerrogativas que como país soberano corresponden a México, 
esas Plantas serán de todo el agrado de este Cuartel General, puesto que vendrán a mejorar la 
situación económica reinante y nos permitirán exhibir cada vez mayor colaboración hacia los 
países unidos.  Creo realmente que ningún país puede ofrecer al inversionista mayores ventajas 
que las actualmente ofrece México puesto que, para nuevas industrias gozan de la extensión de 
impuestos a la importación de maquinaria y aún de las materias primas que no se produzcan en el 
país... Con tal suma de ventajas, una Empresa que como la Consolidated, tiene tan amplio y 
reconocido espíritu de liberalidad, no puede aceptarse que venga a nuestro país para explotar o a 
enriquecerse con la miseria de sus trabajadores sino que, en ventajosas condiciones para éstos, 
podría formular un tabulador que permitiera vida humana y civilizada a sus colaboradores.”] 
74 Rodolfo Sánchez Taboada to Secretario de Gobernación, Feb. 25, 1943; Rodolfo Sánchez 
Taboada to Secretario de Gobernación, Apr. 6, 1943, UABC, IIH, BCAGN, DGG, [16.27].  
[“...lo cual vendría a resolver también y de manera casi total el problema de la desocupación que, 
aunque en pequeña escala existe en Tijuana.”] 
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 Both President Ávila Camacho and President Roosevelt recognized the need for increased 

bilateral communication and coordination, working together to set up the Joint Mexico-United 

States Defense Board in January of 1942 to address mutual defense problems.75  General Cárdenas 

spent the last week of January attending a binational military conference in San Diego, agreeing 

to stricter controls on fishing and coordinating joint air and sea patrols along the coast.  By the end 

of 1942, Mexican air force officers were training at March Air Force Base in Riverside County, 

California, and in January of 1943, the two nations entered into an agreement allowing for the 

reciprocal conscription of resident nationals into both militaries.76  Historians estimate that up to 

half a million Mexicans served in the United States armed forces over the course of the war.77  In 

August of 1944, President Ávila Camacho recalled Governor Sánchez Taboada to Mexico City 

and appointed General Juan Felipe Rico to replace him as governor of Baja California.  Rico had 

proven himself to be a capable leader and a willing collaborator with the United States during the 

war.  According to some local reports, Sánchez Taboada had been removed from office because 

of a controversy he created by jailing three newspaper editors in Tijuana for criticizing one of his 

appointees.78  Other reports denied that this local issue had anything to do with his removal—he 

was “slated for advancement, possibly to a cabinet post.”79 

                                                
75 Mathes, “Two Californias,” p. 324. 
76 Mathes, “Two Californias,” p. 326.   
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 In any case, General Rico came to the governorship of Baja California with the full support 

of San Diego’s civil and military leaders.  At a banquet held in his honor at Agua Caliente 

Racetrack in Tijuana and attended by hundreds of influential southern and Baja Californians, 

Governor Rico told his audience that a “change for the better is coming in this world… We are 

going ahead, and the people of Southern and Lower California are one family.”  He called for 

increased binational cooperation and urged faith in “our fellow men and our fellow races” to create 

a post-war world, “united to guarantee the true values of both our countries.”80  A few months after 

the inauguration banquet, he told an interviewer that the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor had 

“banished misunderstandings between the two nations, which have found a common destiny in 

mutual danger.”  After the forthcoming victory, he claimed, “these nations will emerge as the 

balance between Europe and Asiatic interests.”  In the meantime, “an army of Mexican nationals—

equivalent to seven divisions on the battlefronts—is working on farms in the United States while 

Mexico’s armed forces stand ready to serve whenever and wherever requested by the Allied high 

command.”  Southern California and Baja California—and especially San Diego and Tijuana—

had seemingly never been more united.81 

w v v v w 

 But the war affected the two cities in different ways.  As the center of the nation’s aircraft 

industry and its major naval hub on the Pacific coast, San Diego’s role in the U.S. war effort was 

paramount.  Tens of thousands of workers and their families came pouring into the city to supply 

the needs of the defense plants, while the Army, Navy, and Marine Corps built bases throughout 
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the county to train the large numbers of incoming military personnel.82  Above-average rainfall 

during the war years allowed for the enormous expansion of San Diego’s military installations 

without fear of a water shortage—even while this influx of servicemen and civilians nearly 

doubled the county’s population.  By 1943, there were almost half a million people in San Diego, 

most of whom were engaged in war activities and all of whom were dependent upon the city for 

their water.  As California State Senator Bradford S. Crittenden remarked in April of 1943, “more 

than 20 years of development has been telescoped into a period of less than two years.  It has, in 

fact, brought about an extremely critical condition and one of great hazard to the city’s war 

contribution.”83  Crittenden insisted that “some immediate solution must be found,” pointing out 

that “San Diego’s vast war industries are directly dependent upon the city’s water supply and 

additional supplies are needed to assure the continuation of these war industries and military 

establishments.”  There was really only one viable source: the Colorado River. 

 San Diegans had been dreaming of bringing Colorado River water to their city for decades.  

Back in 1921, at the behest of city council, city manager Fred A. Rhodes actually drove out across 

the desert to the Colorado River and, in the tradition of old mining claims, erected a small rock 

monument on the river’s western bank, placing inside of it a tin can containing a written legal 

claim to water rights on behalf of the City of San Diego.84  The rule of “first in time, first in right” 

was still the prevailing water doctrine in the American West, and San Diego did not want to get 

                                                
82 Eddy, “War Comes to San Diego,” p. [?] 
83 Bradford S. Crittenden, Chairman, Joint Legislative Committee on Water Problems, “Water 
Problems of the State of California,” Report to Legislature (Fifty-Fifth Session), Apr., 1943, p. 
22, California State Archive (CSA), F3640:3576, Earl Warren Papers, Administrative Files, 
Public Works, Water Resources [1943]. 
84 Pourade, Rising Tide, pp. 51-54; San Diego County Water Authority (SDCWA), To Quench a 
Thirst: A Brief History of Water in the San Diego Region (San Diego: San Diego County Water 
Authority, 2005), p. 37. 



 247 

left behind—again—while the region’s most important river got divided up among other, more 

assertive interests.85  This “claim-in-a-can” was made more official in 1926, when Mayor John L. 

Bacon formally applied to the California Division of Water Resources for the right to divert 

112,000 acre-feet annually from the Colorado River to San Diego.  At the time, no determination 

had been made as to exactly how that water would be brought more than 200 miles to the coast.86  

But there were some ideas in the works. 

 In 1928, the City of Los Angeles joined together with its outlying communities to form the 

Metropolitan Water District of Southern California, organized “for the express purpose of 

financing, building, and operating an Aqueduct from the Colorado River to the cities in the 

District.”87  In order to determine the dimensions of this plan, the City of Los Angeles had to know 

exactly how much water it could rightfully claim from the Colorado.  That question would get 

answered in a series of negotiations over the course of the next several years.  Following the 

passage of the Boulder Canyon Project Act by the U.S. Congress in December of 1928—which 

okayed the Bureau of Reclamation’s plan to build the Hoover Dam on the Colorado River and an 

accompanying “All-American” Canal in southern California, to deliver water to the Imperial 

Valley without having to pass through Mexico—the state of California joined with the other Basin 

States to apportion the river’s flow amongst themselves. 
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 Ultimately, California agreed to limit its claim to 4.4 million acre-feet annually, plus one-

half of all excess or surplus waters beyond those apportioned to other states.88  This was expected 

to be an extra million acre-feet per year, give or take.  Taking all of this into consideration, the 

water agencies in southern California that expected to receive Colorado River water came to an 

agreement in 1931, known as the Seven Party Agreement, to apportion the state’s allotment based 

on a system of priorities.  The first three priorities went to agricultural interests nearer to the 

Colorado River—the Palo Verde Irrigation District, the Yuma Project of the U.S. Bureau of 

Reclamation, and the Imperial Irrigation District—whose total combined rights were not to exceed 

3.85 million acre-feet per year.  The fourth priority went to the Metropolitan Water District of 

Southern California and/or the City of Los Angeles, which was granted 550,000 acre-feet per year.  

Thus, the 4.4 million acre-feet of Colorado River water guaranteed to California was assigned to 

these first four priorities—the rest would come from the “surplus” waters claimed by the state.  It 

was from this surplus supply that the City of San Diego was to receive its 112,000 acre-feet per 

year, under the fifth priority of the Seven Party Agreement.  The Metropolitan Water District 

shared this fifth priority with San Diego, staking claim to another 550,000 acre-feet per year 

(giving the MWD a total of 1.1 million acre-feet), while the sixth and seventh priorities granted 

any remaining water to the eastern irrigation districts and the Bureau of Reclamation.89 

 Once the water allocations were established, the Metropolitan Water District moved 

forward with its plan to build a 242-mile aqueduct linking the Colorado River to greater Los 

Angeles.  In September of 1931, just as construction on the Hoover Dam was getting underway, 

the voters of the MWD approved by a margin of five-to-one a $220,000,000 bond issue to finance 
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their own massive water project.90  This was to be, in the words of the MWD, “the greatest 

domestic water supply system in the history of engineering—a giant Aqueduct that will bring an 

everlasting supply of water from the Colorado River to the communities included in the 

Metropolitan Water District.”91  The first step in such a project had to be the construction of a 

diversion dam and storage reservoir that would control the flow of water into the aqueduct.  The 

MWD’s chief engineer, Frank E. Weymouth, selected a damsite 155 miles downstream from 

Hoover Dam, at Parker, Arizona, and construction began in early 1934.  Parker Dam was 

completed in 1938, creating a reservoir at Lake Havasu with a total storage capacity of 650,000 

acre-feet.  Construction of the Colorado River Aqueduct—which would pump the water 

impounded at Lake Havasu over the Whipple Mountains, across the Mojave Desert, and under the 

San Jacinto Mountains before reaching its terminus at Lake Matthews in Riverside County—was 

carried out between 1933 and 1941.  It was by far the largest public works project in southern 

California during the Great Depression, providing jobs for more than 35,000 people over that 

eight-year span.92  Upon its completion in June of 1941, the aqueduct had an ultimate carrying 

capacity of 1.2 million acre-feet annually, or more than one billion gallons of water per day.93  This 

was significantly more water than was necessary to meet the current needs of the MWD.  Of 

course, the aqueduct had not been designed to meet the current needs of the region—it was 
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intended to underwrite a future of enormous growth.  San Diego had played no part in the project, 

but the new pipeline ran within 70 miles of the city, offering a potential avenue to secure some of 

its claimed 112,000 acre-feet of Colorado River water. 

 By the end of 1943—two years into San Diego’s wartime population boom—the region’s 

mounting water problems were becoming more acute.  On November 10, San Diego Mayor Harley 

E. Knox called a meeting in his office with high-ranking officials of the Eleventh Naval District 

and a few key members of city council, as well as city manager Walter W. Cooper and city 

hydraulic engineer Fred D. Pyle.  The purpose of this meeting, according to the San Diego Union, 

was to “let the Navy know that there is grave danger of a water shortage here two or three years 

hence unless there should be a substantial run-off into city reservoirs from rains this winter.”94  

Even then, there was simply not enough local water to sustain the sort of growth that civic and 

military leaders envisioned for San Diego’s future.  The time had come to tap the Colorado—the 

“last watering hole” of the Great Southwest—and city leaders recognized the need to form an 

official organization to take charge on the water issue.  On February 15, 1944, the San Diego city 

council adopted resolutions declaring the need for an agency, to be called the San Diego County 

Water Authority, which would handle the local distribution of Colorado River water should it 

become available via aqueduct.  They proposed a referendum for May 16 to give the voting citizens 

of San Diego a chance to voice their opinions on the matter.95 

 Over the next few months, a series of public forums were organized by city leaders to 

discuss water concerns with their fellow San Diegans.  In April, city manager Walter Cooper told 

a packed auditorium at La Mesa Country Club that the creation of a countywide Water Authority 

                                                
94 “Navy Officials, City Confer on Water Problems,” San Diego Union, Nov. 11, 1943. 
95 “Council Seeks Election on Water Agency,” San Diego Union, Feb. 16, 1944. 



 251 

represented “a fine opportunity for all of us to get together in a cooperative spirit.  San Diego is 

the last of the major California cities to import water from outside its immediate vicinity, although 

the area in the southwestern corner of the state is one of the most arid.”  Mayor Knox followed up 

by telling those in attendance that “San Diego hasn’t enough stored water to let us sleep 

comfortably at night,” and urged everyone to vote yes for the water authority.96  On May 1st, Knox 

wrote directly to his constituents in a local newspaper: “Whether you and I like it or not, we are 

going to have more people here from every part of the world.  We have a glorious climate, 

combined with industrial pay rolls, which is certain to bring thousands.  Our chief worry, in my 

opinion, is water.”97  Knox and his allies were making a compelling argument, and two weeks 

later, the vote to organize the San Diego County Water Authority passed in a landslide.98  Having 

been left out of Los Angeles’s water expansion a decade prior, San Diegans were keen on securing 

their rightful water supply from the Colorado River as soon as possible. 

 San Diego’s precarious water situation was soon acknowledged at the state and federal 

levels, as well.  In September of 1944, California Senator Sheridan Downey opened hearings at 

the San Diego Civic Center on how to get federal funding for the necessary water infrastructure.  

Walter Cooper testified that San Diego’s swollen wartime population “has created a situation so 

urgent that we can’t do these things in an orderly way now.”  Cooper recommended the 

construction of an aqueduct tapping the Metropolitan Water District’s supply near San Jacinto and 

connecting with the San Vicente reservoir in San Diego.99  He presented a comprehensive and 
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detailed outline of San Diego’s water problems, enumerating the huge quantities of water being 

consumed daily by the naval, military and federal housing establishments and warning that the 

community could not afford to wait much longer in constructing the San Jacinto pipeline.100  Fred 

Heilbron, a local plumbing contractor and the founding chairman of the San Diego County Water 

Authority, explained to Senator Downey that the Authority would be the contracting agent for any 

water imported from the Colorado River, and expressed agreement with Cooper that some 

government agency—whether it be the Navy, the Army, the Bureau of Reclamation, or all three—

should help to finance the project.  He argued that the government was interested in this problem 

“on a 50-50 basis” since it already used nearly 50 percent of all water consumed in San Diego.  

Mayor Knox reminded Senator Downey that “we’re still at war and we’re constantly using larger 

quantities of water,” before suggesting that the federal government “owes to San Diego the 

expense of creating this additional water supply.”  He proposed that arrangements for payment 

could be made after the war, so that the city and county could contribute their fair share of the 

overall cost in building the pipeline.101 

 Walter Cooper insisted on building an aqueduct to the north—to link up with the 

Metropolitan Water District and funnel Colorado River water down through the coastal valleys 

into San Vicente dam, just northeast of the city of San Diego.  The other option being considered 

at the time was to build an aqueduct to the east—to link up with the All-American Canal in Imperial 

Valley and bring water across the mountains and high sand dunes of the Colorado-Sonoran 
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Desert.102  Cooper argued that the construction of a pipeline to tap the All-American Canal would 

entail pumping water 2,700 feet above sea level, which was impractical in this emergency situation 

because of the impossibility of buying the necessary machinery in the midst of war.  Upon his 

return to Washington, Senator Downey relayed to President Roosevelt the information and 

arguments he had heard from Knox, Cooper, and Heilbron in San Diego.  Roosevelt declared the 

water problem to be “of national importance” and dispatched a Presidential Commission to 

investigate San Diego’s water situation and to assist in bringing Colorado River water to the county 

without delay.103 

 The new commission got to work straight away.  Headed by William E. Warne, the 

assistant commissioner of the Bureau of Reclamation, and including representatives from the 

Army, the Navy, the Federal Works Agency, and the San Diego County Water Authority, it began 

by studying the costs and benefits of the Metropolitan versus the All-American route for the 

emergency aqueduct.  The committee reported to the president on October 21, 1944, 

recommending the immediate construction by the federal government of an aqueduct connecting 

to the Metropolitan Water District to the north, with the Navy Department, the War Department, 

and the Federal Works Agency bearing the cost, estimated at $17,500,000.104  Of that total, 70 

percent was to come from the Navy, 10 percent from the War Department, and 20 percent from 

the Federal Works Agency.  The committee decided in favor of the San Jacinto-San Vicente route 

because of the much shorter construction period involved and because of the smaller amount of 
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critical materials required in its construction.105  President Roosevelt approved the 

recommendations of the committee, writing to attorney Phil Swing of the SDCWA in November 

of 1944: “The emergency work will have permanent value and utility to the local community.  I 

have asked the Bureau of Reclamation, with the Navy Department cooperating, to endeavor to 

make suitable and equitable arrangements with the local interests for the operation of the aqueduct 

after the war emergency and, in cooperation with local interests, to make arrangements for the 

completion of the aqueduct under the Reclamation Laws when additional capacity is required and 

satisfactory arrangements have been completed.”106  San Diego was to get Colorado River water 

at last. 

 But the decision to connect with the Colorado River Aqueduct rather than the All-American 

Canal was made in haste.  The Presidential Commission chose to construct a pipeline “in the 

quickest possible time” to guarantee against a shortage of water during the war.  The San Jacinto-

San Vicente route was chosen because it was faster and cheaper to build.  By the end of 1944, San 

Diego was overdrafting its local water resources by about 22,000 acre-feet in excess of the 

combined safe yield of the local supply, estimated at about 54,000 acre-feet.  This situation could 

only last a couple more years before the county would start to shrivel up and dry out.  The route 

not chosen—construction of an aqueduct connecting with the All-American Canal to the east—

would have taken almost four years, assuming no labor difficulties.  Before construction could 

even begin, however, another year or two would be needed to authorize and finance the project, 

make detailed field surveys, and prepare the final designs, plans, and specifications.  In total, an 
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estimated six years would go by before water deliveries could be made to San Diego.107  The 

wartime water emergency prohibited this option. 

 For those who had long been assessing San Diego’s waterscape and planning ahead for its 

future growth, this stark reality came as a bitter disappointment.  The All-American Canal route 

had already been studied and favored by a number of water experts in San Diego, among them the 

city’s hydraulic engineer, Fred Pyle.108  Back in 1934, Pyle had set out to do a thorough 

investigation of the city’s water problems in order to offer some potential solutions.  Three years 

later, the city council reviewed Pyle’s “Colorado River Investigations” and supported his 

comprehensive development program, which “favored the further development of local resources 

as a first step…to be followed later by the construction of a transmountain connection to the 

Colorado River through the All-American Canal.”109  The city’s Board of Engineers reported in 

February of 1937: “Analysis of these plans and determination of the probable cost shows definitely 

that the route by way of the All-American Canal…will more economically furnish the future water 

supply from the Colorado River for the City of San Diego than the Metropolitan Water District 

route.”110  The expressed preference for building a connection to the All-American Canal was 

based on long-term comparative cost estimates.  Despite the call for an original investment of 

$24,750,000, the All-American route would be more economical in the long run because the city 

would only have to pay for water actually acquired and would not have to pay the estimated 

$13,000,000 “initiation fee” to join the Metropolitan Water District of Southern California. 
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 The ultimate decision to build the San Diego Aqueduct along the coast rather than along 

the border had profound consequences for the region’s water development moving forward.  

According to the San Diego County Water Authority, local areas “no longer had a free choice” as 

to how best to develop the region’s water resources.  The San Diego Aqueduct was to be designed 

and built by the federal government, with expediency and the needs of the Navy foremost in mind.  

Had the SDCWA been responsible for the design and construction of the aqueduct, its aim would 

have been to serve the citizens of San Diego with supplemental water “for all times.”  Whether 

this meant connecting with the All-American Canal to the east, or simply designing the barrel of 

the new San Jacinto pipeline to its highest possible capacity, the Water Authority was not in a 

position to make those decisions.  The Navy’s design called for a 71-mile long, 6-foot diameter 

pipeline, which would add approximately 50,000 acre-feet of water per year to the local supply.  

However, as the SDCWA later pointed out, a 7-foot diameter pipeline would have increased the 

capacity of the aqueduct by 50 percent, and could have been obtained with an additional 

expenditure of only about 4 percent of the total cost.  Had this larger size been adopted, the 

necessity to enlarge the capacity of the aqueduct at a future date and at a much greater cost could 

have been avoided.  As a result, local areas were “put to a much higher ultimate cost for the 

aqueduct, because of its inception and construction as a war project which must now be adapted 

to the local needs.”111 

 The timing of the aqueduct was critical.  In December of 1944, Fred Pyle, the city’s 

hydraulic engineer who had drawn up plans for the All-American Canal route a decade earlier, 

stressed that “the last seven years have been wet years, and a dry period may well be ahead of us.  

That’s why the federal government’s decision to safeguard its huge investment here by building a 
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$17,500,000 aqueduct from the metropolitan water district is so vital to us.  We’d face a tragedy 

without that pipeline.”112  Final plans were made, men and materials were assembled, and work 

was set to start in the coming months.  The project received a minor setback when the War 

Production Board announced its opposition to construction because of the use of critical materials 

and the manpower involved.113  Senator Sheridan Downey and Congressman Ed Izac, aided by the 

Navy Department, “really bore down in their efforts to secure approval,” and in April of 1945 the 

project was finally given the green light.114 

 This was all taking place at a critical juncture of the Second World War.  The fight in the 

Asian Pacific was reaching its blistering peak, with the U.S. Army Air Forces firebombing dozens 

of Japanese cities in an effort to destroy vital infrastructure and demolish civilian morale.  It was 

also at this time when the Mexican Expeditionary Air Force sent its 201st Air Fighter Squadron, 

nicknamed the “Aztec Eagles,” on a joint U.S.-Mexican combat mission to help liberate the 

Philippines from Japanese occupation.  These highly trained Mexican pilots targeted buildings, 

vehicles, artillery, and enemy concentrations in the Marikina watershed east of Manila, providing 

cover for U.S. and Filipino ground troops in their fierce but ultimately successful fight to take back 

the island of Luzon.115  As World War II came to its bitter end, preparations had to be made for 

peacetime adjustments.  Since Mexico had signed the Atlantic Charter and was officially a 

combatant in the war, it earned the right to participate in the United Nations Conference on 

International Organization, held in San Francisco from April through June of 1945.  The Mexican 
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delegation signed the Charter of the United Nations on June 26, thereby joining the global effort 

for peace.116  The war had come to an end, but the bonds it had fashioned between Mexico and the 

United States—and especially between Tijuana and San Diego—would only tighten in the postwar 

era. 

 

THE SAN DIEGO AQUEDUCT 

 It was not until September 12, 1945, that ground was finally broken on the San Diego 

Aqueduct in the dry riverbed of the San Jacinto River, located about 70 miles north of San Diego 

in Riverside County.  This was a moment recognized by SDCWA chairman and life-long San 

Diegan, Fred Heilbron, as “the most glorious occasion in the history of San Diego.”117  By the time 

construction began on the aqueduct, however, President Roosevelt had passed away and the 

Second World War had reached its conclusion.  The emergency aqueduct had been okayed as a 

wartime measure—but what would be its fate in times of peace? 

 Less than three weeks into construction, reports that the Navy was cancelling the project 

caused concern among the citizens and servicemen of San Diego.  City manager Fred A. Rhodes 

expressed confidence that the Navy would “act to the best interests of all concerned.”   He pointed 

out the Navy’s leading role in getting the project approved in the first place.118  The San Diego 

Daily Journal reported in early October that the project would “stand or fall on its peacetime 

merits.”  Hundreds of other unfinished wartime emergency projects fell into the same category, 
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and it would be up to the Secretary of the Navy to decide the San Diego Aqueduct’s fate.119  

According to the San Diego Union, city officials were optimistic: “They expressed confidence that 

neither President Truman nor Secretary of the Navy Forrestal, whose department is bearing a major 

share of costs of the aqueduct, would allow work to halt now.”120  The Navy’s public works board 

would hold a hearing in Washington the following week, the outcome of which would be an order 

for continuance or cancellation of the project.  The city of San Diego sent a delegation to 

Washington to fight for the aqueduct, which included Vice Mayor Charles Dail; hydraulic engineer 

Fred Pyle; and SDCWA chairman Fred Heilbron, among others.  With so many local leaders in 

Washington defending the project, San Diego Congressman Ed Izac cautioned that “too many 

cooks are spoiling the broth.”  He expressed his frustration to the county supervisors’ chairman, 

claiming, “sources not under my control are alarming everyone with false information that all is 

lost.”  According to Izac, San Diego’s position had been “seriously weakened by the frantic and 

desperate appeals” to save the aqueduct.121 

 On October 12, 1945, Navy Secretary James Forrestal made his decision.  It came in the 

form of a counter-proposal: the Navy would continue construction of the San Diego Aqueduct, but 

the city was now expected to pay for it.  Immediately upon their return from Washington, the water 

delegation explained the details of the proposal to city council.  The Navy would build the aqueduct 

at a cost of $14,500,000—a sum which the city would pay back to the Navy at the rate of $500,000 

a year for 29 years.  The debt would draw no interest, and funds to pay it off would come from 

water revenues created by the new pipeline.122  Mayor Knox recognized that this was the only 
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option on the table and signed the agreement with the Navy on October 17.  According to the 

Tribune-Sun, city officials “never had expected to get a free gift of the aqueduct.”  City leaders 

knew full well that at the end of the war, San Diego would have to pay a large portion of the total 

cost.  “Through no fault of its own,” the newspaper explained, “San Diego is dangerously near the 

bottom of its water barrel.  None knows this better than do members of the city council.  The vigor 

with which they accepted their responsibility and attacked this problem will commend itself to San 

Diegans.”123  The priorities of the national war effort shaped the course of water development in 

San Diego—the priorities of local citizens came second, even though they were ultimately the ones 

who would foot the bill. 

 Construction was back on track, and great progress was made in the spring and summer of 

1946.  By the fall, San Diego’s water problems were really starting to mount.  A countywide vote 

was scheduled for November 5 concerning the joining of the SDCWA with the Metropolitan Water 

District of Southern California, to receive water deliveries through Metropolitan’s Colorado River 

Aqueduct via the San Diego Aqueduct currently under construction.  Speaking to a crowd at the 

downtown Lions Club, Mayor Harley Knox insisted that San Diego “will shrink like its water 

supply” if voters failed to pass the water issues on the ballot.  He revealed that San Diego had only 

a 15-month water supply, “and there are indications the area may be coming to the end of a 12-

year period of good rainfall… If the people fail to vote for these issues, this city can face 

evacuation.”124  Knox argued that joining with Metropolitan was “the biggest and most important 

step San Diego has ever taken in its water development program.”  The message could not have 
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been clearer: “A ‘yes’ vote on all five water propositions is mandatory.”125  The SDCWA officially 

became the fifteenth member-agency of the Metropolitan Water District on December 17, 1946. 

 Then, the San Diego Aqueduct faced its greatest challenge yet.  On the evening of January 

28, 1947, U.S. Comptroller General Lindsay C. Warren sent a letter to the Speaker of the House 

charging that the Navy “had exceeded its authority” by spending $13,000,000 on the San Jacinto-

San Vicente pipeline.  “There would seem to be serious doubt,” Warren’s letter reads, “that its 

(war powers act) provisions contemplated the undertaking—after the surrender of Germany and 

Japan and the cessation of actual hostilities—of a long-range project such as the San Diego 

aqueduct which, even at the outset, it was estimated would take about two years to build.”126  In a 

defiant response to the comptroller general’s findings, Representative Charles K. Fletcher of San 

Diego—son of water developer Ed Fletcher—recalled that the late president “promised this 

aqueduct to San Diego, a war-swollen city.  It was a national emergency, not a local one… More 

than 40 percent of San Diego’s water supply was used during the war by the armed services and 

the federal government has taken over some 57 percent of San Diego area lands, exempting them 

from local taxation.”127  San Diego had made extraordinary sacrifices for the good of the nation. 

 At this point, construction on the aqueduct was estimated to be about 70 percent complete, 

with the Navy having already spent $13,000,000 of the $14,000,000 budgeted for the project.  On 

the very next day, January 29, a Navy plane took off from San Diego headed straight to 

Washington, carrying Mayor Knox and Vice Admiral J. B. Oldendorf, head of the Eleventh Naval 

District.  The fear now was that Navy disbursing officers might issue a “stop order” on the 
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remaining $1,000,000 and bring work on the aqueduct to a standstill.128  Knox and Oldendorf met 

with the Assistant Secretary of the Navy, W. John Kenney, and a few other high-ranking officials, 

at a conference over how best to head off the threat of a slowup on the aqueduct in the wake of the 

comptroller general’s letter.129  Kenney assured Knox and Oldendorf that the Navy would “stand 

shoulder to shoulder” with the city of San Diego, though he did suggest that San Diego officials 

prepare to testify, if necessary, in support of the aqueduct’s urgency before House and Senate 

committees on executive expenditures.130 

 As it turned out, their testimony would indeed be necessary.  A Senate hearing on the 

charges brought about by the comptroller general was scheduled for February 25.  It was now up 

to the Navy to prove to the committee that its aqueduct expenditures were legally sound.  Assistant 

Secretary Kenney had already written to the committee’s chairman, George D. Aiken of Vermont, 

and explained that the comptroller general made “a basic mistake in his approach” when he 

declared the aqueduct money illegal.  He then outlined, in detail, the congressionally approved 

steps the Navy took to finance and build it.131  On February 24, the day before the hearing was 

scheduled, California Governor Earl Warren issued a plea to Chairman Aiken, imploring that 

congress take no action which would disrupt work on the pipeline: “The water situation in San 

Diego is critical, and I feel that any action taken to disrupt construction of this (aqueduct) project 

will have a serious effect on both the City and County.”132  For Governor Warren, cancellation of 

the project at this juncture was unconscionable. 
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 The Senate hearing opened with testimony from William E. Warne, assistant commissioner 

of the Bureau of Reclamation and head of the Presidential Commission that had recommended the 

San Jacinto-San Vicente route to President Roosevelt two years earlier.  Only an hour into the 

proceedings, a boisterous freshman Senator, Joseph McCarthy of Wisconsin, challenged Warne’s 

testimony and leveled a barrage of questions concerning San Diego’s water supply.  McCarthy 

asked Warne if San Diego “couldn’t get along for quite a time, even if work on the Aqueduct were 

stopped, in view of current water storage and an average annual rainfall of 10 inches.”  As Warne 

began to refute this assertion, McCarthy interrupted him, claiming he had “worked out figures” to 

show that San Diego could survive without Colorado River water for 800 days by using its storage, 

and 2000 days—5½ years—if the area received just average rainfall.  McCarthy’s line of attack 

was followed by another freshman Senator, Edward J. Thye of Minnesota, who claimed to have 

gotten the same answer by using San Diego’s own engineers’ water storage and consumption 

figures.  He insisted there was “no emergency” at hand.133 

 Senator Sheridan Downey jumped in to point out that both senators had failed to consider 

evaporation, which accounted for nearly half the supply.  He told McCarthy directly that his figures 

“are totally wrong.”  Warne then explained that “without the Aqueduct the situation could be saved 

only by a cycle of rainfall in excess of any previously recorded.  Fortunately heavy rains have 

helped since 1940 but this luck will run out… In no event should it be relied upon.”  William F. 

Knowland, California’s other senator alongside Sheridan Downey, argued that “there has been no 

question, since 1944, and there is no question now that additional water must be made available to 
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the city and county of San Diego for that area to exist.  If the Aqueduct is not completed as planned, 

I feel the effects will be catastrophic in so far as the City of San Diego is concerned.”  Knowland 

explained that the issue raised by the comptroller general “is merely a legal question and does not 

take into consideration the matter of national defense or public interest and welfare… This nation 

has been generous with its wartime Allies, and we have expended substantial sums in the post-war 

period, even in some countries which have shown hostilities toward us.  It hardly would seem 

equitable that we should show no consideration to our own political subdivisions.”  He hoped that 

the committee would “find it possible not only to agree with the Navy as to the legality of its action 

but also from the point of sound business practice and also from the moral point of view that the 

federal government should not renege on its agreements entered into in good faith by the 

community and the government.”134 

 Later that day, Mayor Knox underwent his own two-and-a-half-hour grilling in the Senate.  

He presented the committee with a vision of San Diego’s current water situation, calling San 

Vicente reservoir “a stagnant pool” and giving a detailed explanation of why San Diego would be 

waterless within a year unless the aqueduct was completed on schedule.  Again, Mayor Knox was 

heckled by Senator McCarthy, who actually left the committee room to catch a flight in the middle 

of the mayor’s testimony.  San Diego Congressman Charles Fletcher told the committee that unless 

more water was available soon, “the entire economics of this area would be crippled and to a great 

part, wiped out.”  Finally, Assistant Secretary of the Navy, W. John Kenney, warned that the 
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government would lose money by voiding contracts at this stage of construction.  He assured the 

committee that “the San Diego water famine” was every bit as serious as advertised.135 

 In interviews with the press the following day, members of the Senate expenditures 

committee indicated they would likely demand that the Navy turn the San Diego Aqueduct over 

to the Bureau of Reclamation immediately upon its completion.  A few members, among them 

Senator McCarthy, noted that from the testimony they had heard the day prior, they felt strongly 

that the aqueduct should have been constructed by the Bureau of Reclamation in the first place.  

Senator Homer Ferguson of Michigan pointed out that “the Bureau had handled all other such 

western water development projects by going to Congress and asking for funds.”  In fact, the San 

Diego Aqueduct was the only water project handled through a Presidential directive during the 

Second World War.  Committee Chairman George Aiken told reporters that the aqueduct would 

be finished without interruption: “There is no doubt that San Diego and the Navy are desperately 

in need of the water which this aqueduct could carry.  And it would be wanton waste to abandon 

a project on which more than $10,000,000 in U.S. funds already has been spent.”136 

 The comptroller general ultimately agreed.  Even though the Navy had “sidestepped the 

law” when it funded the aqueduct after V-J Day, he determined that since more than $10,000,000 

had already been spent on the pipeline, Congress should “enact legislation righting the Navy’s 

wrongs.”137  Comptroller General Warren charged that the City-Navy aqueduct contract of October 

17, 1945 was “clearly invalid” because it never received congressional approval, but it nevertheless 

should be ratified retroactively by new legislation.  “It is inconceivable that the Navy didn’t come 
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to the appropriations committees and ask for funds specifically for this project,” he remarked, “but 

that is the case.”  Senator McCarthy had some colorful final words on the whole affair, concluding 

that the City-Navy contract was invalid, but “the cookies already out of the jar, and I don’t see 

what we can do.”  Using a slightly different metaphor, Senator Ferguson commented that the 

comptroller general had “locked the barn door after the horse was gone.”138  Perhaps the Navy had 

“overstepped its bounds” in negotiating a contract with the City of San Diego, but to stop work on 

the project at this point would be to compound any errors already committed.  Legislation was thus 

enacted giving retroactive authorization to the Navy and ratifying the City-Navy water contract. 

 The San Diego Aqueduct was dedicated on Thursday, December 11, 1947.  At the 

dedication ceremony, San Diego was described by various legislators and officials as a “fighting 

city which joined battle with bureaucracy and finally won.”  Senator Sheridan Downey declared 

the dedication ceremony “a fine climax to a desperate community fight” to prevent San Diego 

from becoming “an arid wasteland.”  The Navy’s director of construction on the project, Captain 

Alden K. Fogg, who had supervised the work from its inception and took a personal interest in its 

successful completion, cheerfully reported that the area was “getting more of a bargain than 

originally intended.”  He told the crowd that the original designers of the aqueduct planned a tube 

capable of delivering up to 50 million gallons of water a day—or about 56,000 acre-feet per year.  

However, recent tests had shown that the aqueduct was capable of delivering up to 61 million 

gallons per day, “and I think we can get it up to 67 million.”139  The aqueduct, while worthy of 

celebration, had been designed for the primary purpose of meeting the immediate water needs of 

the U.S. Navy—not for the greater needs of postwar San Diego.  So, while politicians and military 
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leaders raised their glasses to the long-awaited arrival of Colorado River water to San Diego, the 

water problem had hardly been resolved.  The aqueduct had delayed a more severe water crisis, 

but those paying close attention knew it was only a matter of time before this pipeline, too, would 

be insufficient. 

 

POSTWAR DROUGHT 

 The Second World War had been a unifying experience for Mexico and the United States.  

At a conference held in Tijuana in early 1946, civilian and military leaders from both sides of the 

border came together to celebrate the “spirit of friendliness and co-operation born of the exigencies 

of war.”  The representatives at the banquet pledged anew to “win greater prosperity and happiness 

for our sister republics.”140  The war had put the Good Neighbor Policy to the test—the United 

States could not afford to have a hostile neighbor on its southern flank, so its leadership adopted a 

favorable attitude toward Mexico in order to resolve any lingering issues in the transborder 

relationship.  Beyond just military collaboration, the two countries also sought to find common 

ground on decades-old issues regarding international labor and water rights.  With the signing of 

the Mexican Farm Labor Agreement in 1942—which ushered in a new era of transnational labor 

migration from Mexico to the United States—and the International Water Treaty in 1944—which 

guaranteed Mexico a portion of Colorado River water in exchange for guaranteeing the United 

States a portion from the Rio Grande—the two “sister republics” were finally starting to get along. 

 In the years directly after the war, when work was being carried out on the San Diego 

Aqueduct, Tijuana was still a small city of less than 50,000 people—about one-tenth the size of 

San Diego.  Still, the city’s population had tripled since before the war.  With the completion of 
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the Presa Rodríguez in 1937, followed by the overhaul of the distribution network in 1940, and 

then four years of above-average rainfall during the war, Tijuana’s water situation appeared to be 

in good shape.  For the time being, the local leadership could remain focused on the Tijuana River, 

and how best to distribute the water stored behind the Presa Rodríguez to the growing city and the 

expanding agricultural lands of the river valley.  As of 1945, the Distrito de Riego No. 12—the 

Irrigation District in charge of distributing water from the Presa Rodríguez—was watering about 

1,000 hectares of agricultural lands in La Mesa and around the base of the Cerro Colorado.  This 

was far less acreage under cultivation than what the Comisión Nacional de Irrigación (CNI) had 

envisioned when it took over construction of the Presa Rodríguez back in 1933.  In a study carried 

out in December of 1945, engineers from the CNI reported that the water stored behind the Presa 

Rodríguez was sufficient to irrigate over 5,000 hectares in the river valley and still have plenty left 

over for the urban needs of Tijuana.  In fact, the report suggested that it was actually wasteful to 

let the river water sit unused in the reservoir, where losses from evaporation and seepage were at 

their highest.141 

 Perhaps the engineers from the CNI were correct about the irrigation potential of La Mesa, 

but their calculations were based on the faulty assumption that the recent pattern of above-average 

rainfall would continue in the years ahead.  It would not.  Beginning in 1945, the region entered 

into a prolonged period of drought, in which it received significantly less-than-average rainfall 

over the course of the next several years.142  Of course, this was not immediately known to those 

making decisions about water distribution in the moment, whose chief priority was the expansion 
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of irrigated agriculture by the most efficient means possible.  By the spring of 1947, the volume 

of water stored behind the Presa Rodríguez had dropped to about 80 million cubic meters, or 

roughly 60 percent of the reservoir’s total storage capacity of 137 million cubic meters (110,000 

acre-feet).  According to the delgado de gobierno in Tijuana, Gonzalo L. Nava, the estimated 

annual consumption of water from the Presa Rodríguez was around 25 million cubic meters, with 

10 million going to La Mesa, 5 million to urban Tijuana, and another 10 million lost to evaporation 

and seepage.  Nava wrote to the governor of Baja California in March to inform him of the 

precarious water situation unfolding in Tijuana, where the recent drought conditions were forcing 

a rethinking of local water strategy.  In the unfortunate event that the drought should continue, 

Nava suggested that the governor restrict the use of water for irrigation purposes in La Mesa in 

order to prioritize the domestic needs of the growing urban center.143  This indicated a broader 

shift in favor of urban over agricultural development—Tijuana’s destiny was to be a great border 

city, not a bastion of borderland agriculture as envisioned in the colonization schemes of decades 

prior. 

 In June of 1947, the governor instructed the chief engineer of the Irrigation District, Gastón 

del Bosque, to reduce the amount of water delivered to La Mesa by one-third, and to concentrate 

the remaining two-thirds on the Irrigation District’s most lucrative citrus crops.  If the drought 

were to continue into 1948, del Bosque was directed to further reduce the allotment to one-half of 

its current volume.144  Apparently, the engineer missed the memo—or, more likely, he willfully 
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chose to disregard it, as he continued to supply La Mesa with its full share of irrigation water from 

the Presa Rodríguez.145  Once the governor was informed of del Bosque’s noncompliance, he wrote 

directly to the Secretaría de Recursos Hidráulicos (SRH)—which had replaced the CNI in 1946 as 

the primary federal agency in charge of water development in Mexico—to request the immediate 

implementation of his new water policy in Tijuana.146  By the summer of 1948, the policy had still 

not been implemented, and the drought had still not let up.  Water shortages were being reported 

across the city, as public services were suspended at seemingly random hours and for indeterminate 

periods of time.  According to the city’s chief engineer, this was the fault of the agriculturalists of 

La Mesa, who “abused” the city of Tijuana by taking more than their fair share of water from the 

Presa Rodríguez.147  The governor followed up with the Secretary of Hydraulic Resources in June, 

this time requesting the total suspension of irrigation water for La Mesa.  At this point, the reservoir 

contained about 50 million cubic meters—enough to last another year or two, at most, if the rains 

failed to return by then.148 

 The governor’s request was denied by the Subsecretary of Hydraulic Resources, who 

insisted that Tijuana had sufficient water on hand to endure the current drought without completely 
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abandoning the agriculturalists of La Mesa.  He noted that the Irrigation District had already been 

ordered to cut its water usage by 50 percent—surely this was a sufficient sacrifice.  At the end of 

the next rainy season, he explained, the SRH would assess the situation again and decide how best 

to allocate the region’s hydraulic resources.149  In the meantime, the SRH agreed to build a new 

pipeline connecting the Presa Rodríguez directly to the two main storage tanks in the city—one in 

Colonia Morelos, at the heel of Avenida Revolución; and the other in Colonia Libertad, a working-

class neighborhood on the eastern bank of the Tijuana River.  This 13.5-kilometer, reinforced 

concrete aqueduct allowed the city to draw up to 460 liters per second directly from the dam, rather 

than from the same irrigation channel used by the farming families of La Mesa.150  And, to offer 

further relief in the face of sustained drought, the SRH also drilled a series of new wells in the 

nearby riverbed, which provided an additional 200 liters per second for domestic consumption.151  

By 1950, the drought conditions had still not subsided, but the 60,000 people living in and around 

Tijuana at least had adequate access to water for basic domestic and agricultural needs.  

Unfortunately, this would not remain the case in the years to come. 

                                                
149 Eugenio Riquelme, El Subsecretario de la Secretaría de Recursos Hidráulicos, to Alfonso 
García González, Gobernador del Territorio Norte de la Baja California, Aug. 16, 1948, 
AHEBC, FGE, [161.5]. 
150 460 liters per second is approximately equal to 14.5 million cubic meters per year, or 12,000 
acre-feet per year.  On the aqueduct, see Eligio Esquivel Méndez, El Gerente de la Dependencia 
Distrito de Riego del ‘Rio Colorado’, Secretaría de Recursos Hidráulicos, to Gobierno del 
Territorio Norte de la Baja California [Alfonso García González], Nov. 18, 1948, AHEBC, FGE, 
[161.5]; “Memorándum Relativo a los Problemas del Agua y Alcantarillado de la Ciudad de 
Tijuana, B. C.” – por El Ingeniero en Jefe, Ing. Miguel A. Mantilla, SRH, Jefatura de Agua 
Potable y Alcantarillados, Dirección de Estudios y Proyectos, Tijuana, B.C., Aug. 1960, AHA, 
CT, Caja 24, Exp. 158. 
151 200 liters per second is approximately equal to 6.3 million cubic meters per year, or 5,000 
acre-feet per year.  On the wells, see Manuel Ramírez Vázquez, El Gerente del Distrito de Riego 
del Río Colorado, to C. Lic. Rafael Moreno Henríquez, Secretario General de Gobierno, 
Mexicali, Aug. 5, 1958, AHEBC, FGE, [161.7]; “El abastecimiento de agua de la ciudad de 
Tijuana, B.C.” – SRH, Consultivo Técnico [sin autor], Oct. 14, 1960, AHA, CT, Caja 1077, Exp. 
10438. 



 272 

 On the other side of the border, the completion of the San Diego Aqueduct had saved the 

city from a serious water crisis, but it had not resolved the water problem entirely.  San Diego was 

experiencing the same postwar drought as Tijuana, and local water reserves were quickly drying 

up.  The additional supply of Colorado River water helped to sustain the Navy installations and to 

avert severe rationing among the member agencies of the SDCWA, but it was clearly not enough 

to drive San Diego’s expected growth into the future.  In March of 1948, just three months after 

the San Diego Aqueduct had officially gone online, the board of directors of the SDCWA 

authorized its chief engineer to investigate “the need and feasibility of enlarging the San Diego 

Aqueduct” by building a second, parallel pipeline.152  The engineer submitted his recommendation 

for a second barrel that summer, and by the spring of 1949, the SDCWA had executed a contract 

with the Bureau of Reclamation for a more detailed engineering study of the three potential routes 

under consideration.153  The hope was that this report would “provide a basis for the construction 

and financing of the second barrel by the Federal Government,” which held title to the Aqueduct 

and its right of way, based on the terms of the prior repayment agreement with the SDCWA.154 

 As things stood in 1950, the SDCWA was importing, on average, about 70,000 acre-feet 

per year from the Metropolitan Water District’s Colorado River Aqueduct—or, about one half of 

the entire volume distributed by the Metropolitan Water District in a given year.155  Los Angeles 

still got most of its water from the Owens Valley—it had built the Colorado River Aqueduct as a 
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means to spur the growth of southern California into the future, not to resolve a pressing water 

problem.  Thus, the Metropolitan Water District was more than happy to sell San Diego as much 

water as it was legally entitled to.  The 70,000 acre-feet per year supplied by the San Diego 

Aqueduct represented about three-quarters of all water consumed in San Diego County, with the 

other 20,000 acre-feet coming from local sources.  By 1950, the drought had still not broken, and 

the city had only about 90,000 acre-feet of water remaining in its storage reservoirs, or 20 percent 

of its total capacity.  According to the SDCWA, the continued reduction in water reserves had 

created a “hazardous situation…which could become critical if the drought continues more than 

another year, or if the water demands should increase abnormally due to mobilization.”156  Indeed, 

the recent “Korean incident,” as the SDCWA called it, had increased industrial activity in the area 

and brought in additional military personnel.  To guard against the possibility of a “drastic water 

shortage,” the SDCWA and the Navy both appealed to the federal government for the immediate 

construction of a second barrel on the San Diego Aqueduct.157  They would soon get their wish. 

w v v v w 

 Decisions regarding water development in Tijuandiego were not made according to some 

master plan—there was no grand strategy in place to optimize water resources or to prepare for 

long-term population growth.  Instead, water infrastructure was built in an ad hoc fashion, almost 

always meant to serve the short-term interests of powerful capitalists, military authorities, and 

government officials on both sides of the border.  The San Diego Aqueduct was a product of the 

war effort—not a solution for the long-term water problems of the region.  When it came to 

importing Colorado River water to San Diego, the Navy took control.  Rather than building east, 
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over the mountains and across the desert to Imperial Valley, as local water experts had been 

advocating for decades, the Navy built north and the city transferred its water rights to the 

Metropolitan Water District of Southern California.  This was a 90-degree pivot from the original 

plan—San Diego almost literally turned its back on Baja California in order to link its water future 

to Los Angeles. 

 At the same time, the transnational linkages between the United States and Mexico were 

evermore reinforced by the circumstances of war.  The bracero program helped to weave a social 

and economic fabric between the two nations for decades to come, while the international water 

treaty demonstrated a shared commitment to political and ecological cooperation on the continent.  

Historical contentions between Mexico and the United States—deep-rooted issues concerning 

labor and resource management that might have seriously threatened the stability of North 

America—were dutifully addressed and rather skillfully negotiated in the midst of war.  Mexico’s 

postrevolutionary project of national capitalism had merged with U.S. war capitalism in the 1940s, 

consolidating a binational economy that was primed to accelerate into the postwar era.
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CHAPTER FIVE: 
CALIFORNIA(S) CONTROVERSIAL, 1950-1963 

 
 

 Tijuandiego entered the 1950s a transborder city in transition.  San Diego’s wartime boom 

had continued into the postwar period—part of a larger emergence of California and the U.S. 

Southwest in the wake of the Second World War.1  U.S. involvement in the Korean War brought 

additional military personnel and their families into San Diego County, whose total population 

surpassed 750,000 by 1955.  On the other side of the border, Tijuana had become a primary conduit 

for transnational labor migration, spurred on by the extension of the wartime bracero program, 

which continued to supplement U.S. industries with Mexican labor in the decades after the war.  

Mexicans from interior states came flocking to the border by the tens of thousands—many 

contracted to cross over and work in the United States; others simply in search of better 

opportunities than the ones they faced at home.  The celebrated “green revolution” in industrial 

agriculture was successfully increasing crop yields across Mexico, but its mechanized methods 

radically diminished—and seasonalized—labor requirements, driving many desperate campesinos 

off of the land and toward the big cities or the border region.  At the same time, the widespread 

use of penicillin and other antibiotics—which had proven so effective at fighting bacterial 

infections during World War II—was helping to keep Mexican children and adults alive, sparking 

a demographic explosion in both rural and urban communities.  Tijuana’s population fully doubled 

between 1950 and 1955—from roughly 60,000 to 120,000 people.  Meanwhile, the entire region 

continued to suffer from an extended postwar drought, which had begun in 1945 but stretched well 

                                                
1 See Gerald D. Nash, The American West Transformed: The Impact of the Second World War 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1985). 
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into the 1950s.  The water challenges brought about by World War II had not subsided—in fact, 

they were only becoming more complicated. 

 The search for solutions occurred at intersecting scales.  On the local level, Tijuana dug 

more and more wells into the Tijuana River basin, a strategy which became untenable by the early 

1960s, when the city’s population approached 200,000 people.  Local water experts knew that 

there was only one long-term solution to Tijuana’s water problems: building an aqueduct to 

Mexicali, to import water directly from the Colorado River via an aqueduct running parallel to the 

border.  But neither the city of Tijuana nor the state of Baja California had the economic resources 

to fund such an undertaking, and their appeals to the Secretaría de Recursos Hidráulicos (SRH) in 

Mexico City were summarily dismissed.  Still, the SRH recognized the need for some form of 

relief for Tijuana, so it funded the construction of an “emergency” aqueduct to import groundwater 

from the Valle de La Misión, located about 50 kilometers to the south, near Ensenada.  Everyone 

knew that this solution was only temporary—it could provide additional drinking water to Tijuana 

for an estimated three years, at most—but at this particular juncture, the construction of a Colorado 

River Aqueduct was considered prohibitively expensive by the Mexican federal government.  In 

the eyes of most in Mexico City, Tijuana remained a distant town on the nation’s periphery—its 

border location gave it political significance, but its national economic function had not yet been 

clearly identified.  That was soon to change. 

 San Diego, for its part, moved forward on the “second barrel” of the San Diego Aqueduct 

in the early 1950s, importing additional supplies of Colorado River water from the Metropolitan 

Water District of Southern California in order to satisfy the mounting water needs of the military 

during the occupation of Japan and the Korean War.  San Diego had transitioned from a “navy 

town” to a “martial metropolis”—it remained a Pacific hub of the U.S. military-industrial complex 
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into the Cold War era.2  Water was imported to serve the military, first and foremost, often leaving 

local and regional water planning to the whims of national defense.  After the completion of the 

“second barrel” in 1955, San Diego was importing the maximum allotment of Colorado River 

water to which it was legally entitled.  But of course, as the city and region continued to expand, 

additional water supplies would have to be made available.  Since much of the Colorado River 

supply was consumed by the military establishments, the citizens of San Diego took it upon 

themselves in 1957 to vote for a $35 million bond issue to build the Second San Diego Aqueduct—

or the “third barrel”—with the intention of importing future water supplies from the rich streams 

of northern California. 

 At the state level, California was forced to reckon with the “geographic maldistribution” 

of its own water resources.  In the late 1940s, the State Water Resources Board initiated a statewide 

study of California’s total surface and underground water supplies, with the aim of improving the 

“conservation, control, and utilization” of water throughout the state.  In 1951, after conducting a 

thorough investigation and establishing a detailed water inventory, the State Engineer drew up a 

plan to redistribute water from areas of “surplus” to areas of “deficiency”—in other words, from 

the water-rich North to the water-poor South.  Unsurprisingly, this was received with great 

consternation in northern California, whose residents had little interest in sending their local water 

resources southward to support the expansion of big cities like Los Angeles and San Diego.  The 

proposed Feather River Project thus provoked an intrastate water controversy in California—at 

the same time that an interstate water controversy between California and Arizona played out in 

                                                
2 See Roger W. Lotchin, ed., The Martial Metropolis: U.S. Cities in War and Peace (New York: 
Praeger Publishers, 1984); and Gregg R. Hennessey, “San Diego, the U.S. Navy, and Urban 
Development: West Coast City Building, 1912-1929,” California History, Vol. 72, No. 2 
(Summer 1993): 128-149. 
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the U.S. Supreme Court.  And the two were not disconnected—if the Feather River Project were 

undertaken, it would seriously weaken California’s argument for additional water from the 

Colorado River; conversely, once California lost the court case to Arizona in May of 1960, it 

strengthened the Southland’s argument for the Feather River Project.  By the narrowest of margins, 

the voting citizens of California approved a $1.75 billion bond issue in November of 1960 to move 

forward with the Feather River Project—the largest and most expensive water project ever 

contemplated by a state government, in the United States or elsewhere. 

 On a federal level, the United States attempted in the 1950s to formulate some semblance 

of a “National Water Resources Policy”—considering all of the overlapping, disjointed, and 

competing water agencies spread across the country.  California obviously loomed large, as it had 

become the Pacific engine of the U.S. economy, thanks in large part to its continued commitment 

to the development and exploitation of water resources.  President Truman initiated a nationwide 

investigation of all U.S. water resources, with the intention of establishing a set of water policies 

“adopted in the light of our goal of a stable and expanding national economy.”  This effort to 

regularize and reaffirm national water priorities, with an eye toward economic expansion, was 

mirrored in Mexico.  In 1946, the Comisión Nacional de Irrigación (CNI) was replaced by the 

Secretaría de Recursos Hidráulicos (SRH) in a clear shift from the agricultural priorities of the 

postrevolutionary regimes to the urban priorities of the postwar.  The SRH was most interested in 

building hydroelectric dams to power the national economy—both by fueling Mexico’s industrial 

development and expanding its irrigated agriculture.  Tijuana did not seem to offer either of these 

opportunities to the SRH, at least not in the 1950s, so the city’s water problems remained 

unresolved. 
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 The distinct—yet inexorably shared—experiences of Tijuandiego are revealing.  They 

highlight the unremitting expansion of state power over waterborne political capitalism in the 

postwar era.  No longer were individual private interests calling the shots on local watersheds; 

instead, it was the state and federal governments who were making the greatest investments, and 

thus were expecting the greatest returns.  In Tijuana, local water experts with visions for the future 

were constantly overruled by the SRH in Mexico City, whose own economic resources were 

limited and whose priorities were elsewhere in the nation.  In San Diego, water development 

continued to be dictated by the needs of the U.S. Navy, at least until the citizens of San Diego 

voted to build the Second San Diego Aqueduct out of their own pockets in the late 1950s.  In both 

Mexico and the United States, the trend was toward increased centralization and the extension of 

federal power over water resource development.  The state of California deliberately pushed back 

against federal encroachment by taking on the Feather River Project without asking for any federal 

help—something it was only able to do because of the tremendous economic resources the state 

had generated through previous water development projects.  Baja California, on the other hand, 

had no comparable resources of its own, and the federal government in Mexico City could only 

address the state’s water problems in a piecemeal, quick-fix fashion.  In Tijuandiego, water 

remained paramount—but differential access to economic and natural resources shaped the distinct 

course of development on each side of the border.  San Diego’s naval-industrial complex 

encouraged formal urbanization; Tijuana’s transient nature invited informality and 

marginalization. 
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AGUA POTABLE 
 
 In the early 1950s, Tijuana was a bustling city of roughly 60,000 people.  Accurate 

population figures were rather difficult to pin down, however, since so many migrants from central 

and western Mexico passed through the city on their way to the United States.  Adding to the 

challenge was the fact that tens of thousands of U.S. citizens crossed the border to visit Tijuana on 

a daily basis—upwards of 6 million visitors per year in the early 1950s, according to the Office of 

Migration in Tijuana.3  Two decades after the city’s original “vice boom” during Prohibition, 

Tijuana regained its status as a prime tourist destination during World War II, when U.S. 

servicemembers and their families came flooding into southern California.  As San Diego’s 

population continued to swell after the war, Tijuana did all it could to ride the wave.  But Tijuana’s 

own water resources were drying up fast, and easy solutions were hard to come by. 

 Problems persisted between the city of Tijuana and the local irrigation district of La Mesa 

over access to the dwindling supply of water stored behind the Presa Rodríguez.  After five long 

years, the postwar drought remained unbroken, and the water level in the reservoir continued to 

lower by the day.  In an effort to stem the tide, the Secretaría de Recursos Hidráulicos (SRH) had 

instructed the irrigation district in 1948 to reduce its water consumption by 50 percent—an order 

that was only partially enforced by the chief hydraulic engineer of La Mesa, Gastón del Bosque.  

By the summer of 1950, local officials were seeking help from the Governor of Baja California 

and the SRH to address the worsening water situation.  Tijuana’s mayor informed the governor in 

July that the lack of water resources in the city had produced a “palpable discomfort” among its 

                                                
3 Figures from the Jefatura de Migración en Tijuana; cited in Rodolfo Stavengahen, Tijuana 58: 
Las condiciones socioeconómicas de la población trabajadora de Tijuana (Tijuana: El Colegio 
de la Frontera Norte, 2014), pp. 32-34; Conrado Acevedo Cárdenas, Tijuana: Ensayo 
monográfico (Mexico City: Stylo, 1955), pp. [?]. 
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residents, especially those living in the colonias populares situated at higher elevations around the 

city.  Not only was this precarious situation stressful for the population, he explained, but it was 

also potentially dangerous, posing grave risks to both public health and private property in the 

event of a fire.4  The chief representative of the SRH in Baja California, hydraulic engineer Eligio 

Esquivel Méndez, noted that local officials had exhausted all options in trying to convince the 

agriculturalists of La Mesa to cut back on their water usage, leaving no other remedy than criminal 

prosecution: “We are sure that once the firsts arrests have been made and the corresponding fines 

applied, these irregularities will cease immediately.”5  Apparently, the SRH engineer was right—

the mayor of Tijuana followed up with the governor in August to let him know that local police 

were now closely monitoring the main water channel from the Presa Rodríguez to the city, forcing 

the water users of La Mesa to finally fall in line.6 

 But the underlying water issues were only getting worse.  Over the course of the next year, 

the mayor’s correspondence with the governor was filled with panicked updates about inconsistent 

water deliveries and repeated requests for the governor to use his influence with the SRH to help 

find a fix for the city’s problems.7  By the spring of 1952, the water deliveries had become so 

erratic that schools were being forced to shut down in the middle of the day due to a lack of 

                                                
4 Enrique Pérez Rul, El Delgado de Gobierno, Tijuana, to Alfonso García González, El 
Gobernador del Territorio, Jul. 13, 1950, Archivo Histórico del Estado de Baja California 
(AHEBC), Fondo: Gobierno del Estado (FGE), [161.6].  [“Desde luego se ha podido palpar el 
malestar que la falta de agua ha producido en los habitantes de la ciudad…”] 
5 Eligio Esquivel Méndez, El Gerente de la Dependencia Distrito de Riego del Río Colorado, 
Secretaría de Recursos Hidráulicos, to Alfonso García González, El Gobernador del Territorio 
Norte de la Baja California, Jul. 21, 1950, AHEBC, FGE, [161.6].  [“Se tiene la seguridad de que 
hechas las primeras detenciones y aplicadas las multas correspondientes, cesarán de inmediato 
estas irregularidades…”] 
6 Enrique Pérez Rul, El Delgado de Gobierno, to Alfonso García González, El Gobernador del 
Territorio, Aug. 3, 1950, AHEBC, FGE, [161.6]. 
7 Salvador Sierra-Vera, El Delgado de Gobierno, to Alfonso García González, El Gobernador del 
Territorio, May 28, 1951; Jun. 18, 1951; Oct. 11, 1951, AHEBC, FGE, [161.6]. 
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adequate water services.  The Escuela “Álvaro Obregón,” with over a thousand pupils, had no 

running water in its bathroom sinks or toilets—needless to say, a solution to this problem was 

urgently needed.8  Another resident, a woman named María Soto de Mirano, who ran the Hotel 

“María Carmen” in Colonia 20 de Noviembre and had legally installed her own pipeline to connect 

with the city’s water delivery system, wrote to Tijuana’s chief engineer in April of 1952 to tell him 

of her own water injustices.  When she had first established the hotel years ago, she had been 

authorized by the city’s engineering office to install, “at considerable personal expense,” a 1,000-

meter-long pipeline to connect her property to the city’s water grid.  She later gave permission to 

three of her neighbors—Pánfilo Guevara, owner of the Tortillería “Del Bajío”; Guadalupe León, 

owner of the Restaurante “Hipódromo de las Américas”; and José Méndez, owner of the Tienda 

“Rancho Alegre”—to connect their own water lines to her main line in order to operate their 

businesses in the colonia.  Now, it turns out, “some other neighbors, without having my previous 

authorization, have made connections to my water line, causing the water to hardly reach my 

property, and causing me great damages since my hotel cannot function in this manner.”  She 

requested that the city engineer should, “as a matter of justice,” shut down the water services of 

those neighbors who “improperly and without my authorization have made connections to my 

line”—with the understanding that “if they want to have this service, they can do the same as me 

and connect their lines to the main outlet.”9  Whether or not the engineering office followed up on 

                                                
8 Jorge Peralta Chávez, Presidente del Comité de Mejoras de la Colonia Altamira, Tijuana, to 
Salvador Sierra-Vera, El Delgado de Gobierno, Apr. 24, 1952, AHEBC, FGE, [161.6].  [“Que la 
Escuela ‘Álvaro Obregón’ con curren diariamente mil niños y, como lo expusimos a Ud. en 
oficio anterior, se da el lamentabilimo caso de que, a diario, para mediodía carecen de absoluto 
de agua los sanitarios, huelga decir lo urgente de la solución de este problema.”] 
9 María Soto de Mirano, residente de Tijuana, to C. Ingeniero de la Ciudad, Apr. 18, 1952, 
AHEBC, FGE, [162.4].  [“Con autorización de esa Oficina, y haciendo una inversión de 
consideración, tuve que tender una línea para tomar agua desde el lote de mi propiedad No. 1, 
manzana 13, en la Colonia 20 de Noviembre, donde se encuentra ubicado mi expresado negocio 
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Soto de Mirano’s request is unknown, but her story illustrates some of the combined challenges of 

rapid population growth and a lengthy drought in a region that lacks substantial water resources.  

Residents did what they could to get by—with or without the permission of their neighbors or local 

authorities. 

 For those living directly on the border—in Tijuana, San Ysidro, Chula Vista, and even 

Coronado—the Tijuana River was the most important water resource.  The watershed’s 

international character, however, made it a point of constant contention between Mexico and the 

United States.  And, since both sides of the border were experiencing the same combination of 

population growth and extended drought, the water flowing through the Tijuana River became all 

the more contentious.  In June of 1952, the mayor of Coronado, Keir Brooks, wrote to the governor 

of California, Earl Warren, to express his concern over Mexico’s recent actions on the Tijuana 

River.  He noted that the Rodríguez Dam, built by the Mexican government in the 1930s, had 

essentially “cut off” the free flow of the river into the United States; and that the series of wells 

recently drilled by the Mexican government, “together with the impoundment by the Rodríguez 

Reservoir, all in this drought period, has reduced materially the amount of water flowing across 

the International Boundary line.”  A development of this kind, Mayor Brooks explained, “which 

so utilizes the flow of the river as to prevent a fair share thereof crossing the International Boundary 

line into the United States of America, is unjustified, in view of the international character of the 

                                                
a la línea principal que pasa por la parte posterior de dicho lote… Ahora resulta, que algunos 
otros vecinos, sin contar con mi previa autorización, han hecho conexiones de mi línea de agua, 
con lo que en la actualidad, apenas llega el agua a mi propiedad, recibiendo con ello grandes 
perjuicios, pues en esta forma no puede funcionar mi hotel… En vista de lo anterior, ocurro ante 
Usted, con la atenta súplica de que, por ser de justicia, se comisione a algún empleado de esa 
dependencia, para que proceda a la clausura de los servicios de esos vecinos que indebidamente 
y sin mi autorización han hecho conexiones de la línea por mi costeada, en la inteligencia de que 
si desean contar con dicho servicio, pueden hacer lo mismo que yo, esto es, tender sus líneas 
directas hasta la toma principal.”] 
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stream.”  The mayor drew parallels to the Colorado River and the Rio Grande, where the United 

States had “guaranteed the release” for use in Mexico of large amounts of water.10  If Mexico was 

entitled to water under these circumstances, the mayor concluded, “it is only right and proper that 

a fair proportion of the water of the Tia Juana be guaranteed to the American users in San Diego 

County.”11  On both sides of the border, concerns over the “just” division of water loomed large. 

 Governor Warren seemed to agree with the mayor of Coronado.  He raised the issue with 

the newly-appointed U.S. Secretary of State, John Foster Dulles, in February of 1953.  Warren 

wished to call the Secretary’s attention to “a situation which exists with respect to a serious 

depletion of water supply in a portion of the State of California by reason of increased use in the 

Republic of Mexico of the waters of the Tia Juana River.”  He explained to Dulles how the 

Rodríguez Dam and pumping operations on the other side of the border were substantially reducing 

the surface and subsurface flows across the international boundary, “preventing water users in the 

United States from obtaining their fair share.”  He warned that “water levels in the Tia Juana Basin 

have been continuously lowering since the spring of 1944,” raising the imminent threat of seawater 

intrusion.  Governor Warren urged Secretary Dulles that “representations be made to the proper 

authorities of the Republic of Mexico through the International Boundary and Water Commission, 

or such other agency as may be determined appropriate for the purpose, respecting the negotiation 

of an international agreement providing for the equitable apportionment among the two 

sovereignties of the waters of the Tia Juana River and its tributaries.”12  The City Council of Chula 

                                                
10 See “Utilization of Waters of the Colorado and Tijuana Rivers and of the Rio Grande: Treaty 
Between the United States of America and Mexico,” signed at Washington, D.C., Feb. 3, 1944. 
11 Keir Brooks, Mayor of Coronado, to Earl Warren, Governor of California, Jun. 6, 1952, 
California State Archives (CSA), Earl Warren Papers (EWP), F3640:3633. 
12 Earl Warren, Governor of California, to John Foster Dulles, Secretary of State, Feb. 27, 1953, 
CSA, EWP, F3640:3633.  This letter was originally drafted by Earl Warren on Sep. 11, 1952, 
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Vista and the San Ysidro Irrigation District also chimed in, declaring that “in the absence of 

international control and apportionment between the two countries of the waters of this system, 

maximum development of the existing and potential uses of the waters in both countries is not 

possible.”13 

 The U.S. Department of State had been aware, for decades now, that the transboundary 

nature of the Tijuana River posed international problems of surprising complexity, given the 

relatively limited volume of water actually involved in the local disputes.  The 1944 Water Treaty 

between the United States and Mexico had authorized the respective sections of the International 

Boundary and Water Commission (IBWC) to work together to “distribute between the two 

countries the waters of the Tijuana River system in the proportions approved by the two 

Governments.”14  Since then, however, no such proportions had been approved.  Secretary Dulles 

assured Governor Warren that “the United States section of the Commission will do everything 

possible on its part to expedite agreement with Mexico,” while also reminding him that “the 

Commission is an international body and its work and recommendations are dependent upon 

concurrence of the Mexican government.”  The Secretary promised to follow up with the IBWC 

and to write again as soon as he had additional information.15 

                                                
and addressed to then-Secretary of State, Dean Acheson; a copy of the letter was eventually sent 
to the new Secretary of State, John Foster Dulles, on Feb. 27, 1953. 
13 “Resolution No. 1376,” City Council of the City of Chula Vista, Nov. 12, 1952; “Resolution 
No. 88,” Board of Directors of the San Ysidro Irrigation District, Dec. 5, 1952, CSA, EWP, 
F3640:3636. 
14 “Utilization of Waters of the Colorado and Tijuana Rivers and of the Rio Grande: Treaty 
Between the United States of America and Mexico,” signed at Washington, D.C., Feb. 3, 1944, 
pp. 35-36.  
15 John Foster Dulles, Secretary of State, to Earl Warren, Governor of California, Mar. 19, 1953, 
CSA, Goodwin J. Knight Papers (GKP), C114.154, 57:12. 
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 Sure enough, two months later, the Assistant Secretary of State, John M. Cabot, updated 

Governor Warren on the latest findings from the IBWC: “While I do not want to burden you with 

engineering data, a preliminary engineering report of the United States Section of the Commission 

indicates that only a small quantity of water may be available through construction of international 

storage works in the Tia Juana River Basin… So small and uncertain a total yield also raises doubt 

as to the economic feasibility of such works for the United States.”  However, seeing as Warren 

had expressed his strong desire that the transborder problems of the Tijuana River watershed be 

resolved as quickly as possible, Cabot suggested that the governor form a committee of qualified 

representatives for each of the various state agencies and other parties in California concerned with 

the development of the Tijuana River Basin, and then to have that committee reach out to the 

IBWC to set up a conference on the matter.  Unfortunately, this was just about all that could be 

done, for now.16 

 Meanwhile, the precarious water situation in Tijuana was continuing to unravel.  In 

December of 1953, the chief hydraulic engineer for the SRH in Baja California, Eligio Esquivel 

Méndez, offered his assessment of the current state of affairs to the newly-elected Governor of the 

Free and Sovereign State of Baja California, Braulio Maldonado Sández.17  The engineer informed 

Governor Maldonado that the Presa Rodríguez currently contained about 28 million cubic meters 

of water—or about 20 percent of its total storage capacity—which would only be enough to last 

another two-and-a-half years, at most.  Given this predicament, Esquivel Méndez recommended 

                                                
16 John M. Cabot, Assistant Secretary of State, to Earl Warren, Governor of California, May 22, 
1953; Warren to Cabot, Jun. 25, 1953, CSA, GKP, C114.154, 57:12. 
17 The Northern Territory of Baja California officially gained the status of a federal state in 1952; 
Braulio Maldonado Sández was elected the state’s first governor in 1953.  See Adalberto 
Walther Meade, “La transformación de Territorio a Estado de Baja California,” in Panorama 
Histórico de Baja California, ed. David Piñera Ramírez (Tijuana: Universidad Autónoma de 
Baja California, Centro de Investigaciones Históricas UNAM-UABC, 1983), p. 577. 
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that “all possible water should be pumped from the bed of the Tijuana River.”  The SRH had drilled 

a series of wells and installed a number of motorized pumps in recent years, which had been left 

in the hands of the municipal government of Tijuana for maintenance and operation.  According 

to Esquivel Méndez, the local engineers had not been holding up their end of the bargain: “This 

Office has constantly felt the resistance of the Department of Public Works to pump water, to the 

extent that there are currently two pumps in poor condition which to date have not been repaired 

and therefore are not working.”  Esquivel Méndez underscored the “grave crisis” that Tijuana 

would face in the years ahead if proper action were not taken, requesting that the new governor 

order the Department of Public Works to “repair immediately the two broken pumps, as well as to 

pump as much as possible and to consume as little as possible from the Presa Rodríguez.”18  Only 

in this way would the city be able to withstand the devastating effects of an unrelenting drought. 

 Esquivel Méndez’s recommendations were passed along to the chief engineer of Tijuana’s 

Department of Public Works, Rubén Amaya, who, after some additional prodding, eventually 

fixed the broken pumps in the riverbed.19  But Amaya knew that the city’s water problems went 

                                                
18 Eligio Esquivel Méndez, El Gerente del Distrito de Riego del Rio Colorado, Secretaría de 
Recursos Hidráulicos, to Braulio Maldonado Sández, El Gobernador del Estado de Baja 
California, Dec. 8, 1953, AHEBC, FGE, [161.6].  [“…Esta Gerencia considera de que debe de 
bombearse todo el agua posible del cauce del Río de Tijuana… Esta Gerencia ha sentido 
constantemente la resistencia del Departamento de Obras Públicas a bombear agua, hasta el 
grado de que en estos momentos se encuentran dos bombas en mal estado y hasta la fecha no las 
han reparado y por lo tanto no están funcionando… Ruego a usted ordenar a la Delegación de 
Tijuana que repare inmediatamente las dos bombas descompuestas, así como que bombeé al 
máximo posible y se consuma el menor volumen del almacenamiento de la Presa Rodríguez.”] 
19 Esquivel Méndez continually requested that action be taken to fix the broken pumps and to 
intensify groundwater pumping in order to stave off a deeper water crisis in Tijuana.  See Eligio 
Esquivel Méndez to Alfonso García González, El Gobernador del Estado de Baja California, Jun. 
11, 1953; Eligio Esquivel Méndez to Braulio Maldonado Sández, El Gobernador del Estado de 
Baja California, Dec. 8, 1953; Eligio Esquivel Méndez to Rubén Amaya González, Jefe del 
Departamento de Obras Públicas, Tijuana, Aug. 6, 1955; Eligio Esquivel Méndez to Braulio 
Maldonado, Feb. 22, 1956, AHEBC, FGE, [161.6]. 
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far deeper than a couple of broken pumps, or wells—they were systemic.  In June of 1955, he 

called the governor’s attention to the “alarming disequilibrium” that confronted the city, due 

primarily to the rapid growth of the urban center and the “unusual activity of numerous 

subdivisions and new colonias that physically surround the city.”  Recent arrivals to Tijuana 

established themselves wherever they could, increasingly in the dry riverbed or up the adjacent 

hillsides.  This unregulated expansion of the urban zone—combined with the exceedingly low 

water levels in the Presa Rodríguez—had severely limited the ability of the Department of Public 

Works to properly plan ahead.  Amaya remarked that the city had experienced a “10-year leap 

forward without any transition, making the work of the various public services much more 

laborious and complex.”  He suggested that Governor Maldonado give the Department of Public 

Works complete control over the waters of the Presa Rodríguez, rather than to leave the jurisdiction 

divided between the city and the local irrigation district.  “In the near future,” Amaya explained, 

“La Mesa will become an integral part of the City of Tijuana”—a tighter control over the urban 

water resources would “facilitate the harmonic growth of the colonias and subdivisions in 

formation.”20 

                                                
20 Rubén Amaya González, Jefe del Departamento de Obras Públicas, Tijuana, to Braulio 
Maldonado Sández, El Gobernador del Estado de Baja California, Jun. 10, 1955, AHEBC, FGE, 
[161.6].  [“El desequilibrio alarmante que actualmente confronta la Ciudad de Tijuana, entre el 
rápido crecimiento de la misma y la inusitada actividad de numerosos fraccionamientos y nuevas 
colonias que circundan materialmente a la ciudad y cuyo florecimiento es palpable, con el bajo 
nivel de las aguas de la Presa ‘RODRIGUEZ’, hace impropia la aplicación de fórmulas analíticas 
que auxilien a la previsión en los índices demográficos y de construcción, cuyo ritmo diario no 
es posible calificar… Puede decirse que sin transición se ha dado un salto de 10 años hacia 
adelante, haciendo más laboriosa y compleja la atención debida de los diversos servicios 
públicos… La Mesa de Tijuana en un futuro próximo será parte integrante de la Ciudad de 
Tijuana… Un mejor control facilitará el crecimiento armónico de colonias y fraccionamientos en 
formación.”] 
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 Water delivery services to the outlying and multiplying neighborhoods of Tijuana were 

clearly inadequate, if not entirely absent.  In order to raise awareness of these pressing problems, 

residents of the colonias organized neighborhood committees and held public forums to discuss 

their lack of water and other essential services.  In July of 1955, the president of the Federation of 

Colonias Proletarias of Tijuana wrote to Governor Maldonado to protest the “rationing” of water 

by the Department of Public Works—blaming Rubén Amaya, in particular, for the neighborhoods’ 

deficiencies.  He argued that it was “unjust” to deprive the colonias of this most “indispensable” 

service, considering that “most of the residents do not have the necessary means to go and get 

water from Town.”21  Amaya defended himself, explaining that he was not discriminating against 

the residents of the colonias in particular, but that “most of the urban area of this city” was lacking 

sufficient water services.22  Tijuana’s population had basically doubled in the five years since 

1950—it now numbered about 120,000 people.23  The city obviously needed to find a way to get 

more water, and quickly. 

 One option under consideration was to ask the United States for some temporary relief.  In 

the summer of 1956, the commissioner of the Mexican section of the IBWC, David Herrera Jordan, 

raised the idea of importing Colorado River water for use in Tijuana via the Metropolitan Aqueduct 

                                                
21 José R. Rodríguez, El Presidente de la Federación de Colonias Proletarias de Tijuana, to 
Braulio Maldonado, El Gobernador del Estado de Baja California, Jul. 7, 1955, AHEBC, FGE, 
[161.6].  [“…Protestamos ante usted por el Racionamiento que se nos ha estado haciendo del 
Agua suministrada por el Departamento de Obras Publicas a cargo del Sr. Ing. Ruben Amaya… 
Es injusto que se nos racione a nosotros el agua sin tomar en cuenta que…la mayoria de los 
residentes no cuenta con los elementos necesarias para ir a traer agua al Pueblo.”] 
22 Rubén Amaya González, Jefe del Departamento de Obras Públicas, Tijuana, to El Oficial 
Mayor del Gobierno, Sep. 2, 1955, AHEBC, FGE, [161.6].  “…No solamente a la sección de que 
se trata, carece de dicho líquido, sino la mayor parte de la zona urbana de esta ciudad por las 
razones que me refiero.”] 
23 Population figures for the 1950s come from the Secretaría de Economía Nacional, Dirección 
General de Estadística; cited in Stavengahen, Tijuana 58, p. 52. 
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and its San Diego extension.24  Commissioner Herrera had spoken with the chief engineer of the 

U.S. section, Joseph F. Friedkin, who told him that “if Mexico intended to make any requests for 

water from the Metropolitan Aqueduct, it would be better to do so sooner rather than later,” since 

the necessary infrastructure to deliver the water was lacking, and its construction would require 

some time.25  No official request was made to the United States at this moment, but the idea of 

receiving a portion of Mexico’s guaranteed allotment of Colorado River water in Tijuana—rather 

than in Mexicali—was something that government officials and local water experts would 

continue to contemplate in the years ahead. 

 In the short term, though, their best option appeared to be drilling more wells, installing 

more pumps, and extracting more groundwater from the Tijuana riverbed.  In the fall of 1956, the 

SRH sent their long-time expert consultant, the 80-year-old geohydrologist Paul Waitz, to assess 

the situation and to offer his recommendations on how best to proceed.26  Waitz noted that it would 

be “difficult to obtain a large enough volume of water to alleviate the situation in Tijuana by 

increasing the number of existing wells that are already being exploited in the valley.”  However, 

since “any amount obtained in new perforations represents a certain relief,” Waitz was willing to 

endorse the local plan to drill a new series of wells in the riverbed.  Still, he recognized that this 

would not be enough: “For the future,” he wrote, “a larger and safer supply should be sought.”  

                                                
24 The Metropolitan Aqueduct had been built in the 1930s to bring Colorado River water to 
greater Los Angeles; the San Diego Aqueduct was built in the 1940s to supply the Navy 
installations in San Diego with enough water to sustain the war boom. 
25 David Herrera Jordan, El Comisionado de la Comisión Internacional de Límites y Aguas entre 
México y Estados Unidos, Ciudad Juárez, to Braulio Maldonado, El Gobernador del Estado de 
Baja California, Jun. 20, 1956, AHEBC, FGE, [161.6].  [“…Si México pensaba hacer alguna 
solicitud para recibir agua del Acueducto Metropolitano sería bueno hacerla desde luego, ya que 
en la actualidad faltan obras adecuadas para hacer entregas de agua y su construcción requeriría 
algún tiempo.”] 
26 See A.R.V. Arellano, “Memorial to Paul Waitz (1876-1961),” Geological Society of America 
Bulletin, Vol. 74, No. 7 (Jul. 1963), pp. 107-112. 



 291 

Waitz recommended that the SRH take a closer look at the Río Guadalupe, a moderately-flowing 

river located approximately 50 kilometers south of Tijuana, which emptied into the Pacific Ocean 

just north of Ensenada.  The drainage area of the Río Guadalupe covered the upper reaches of the 

Sierra de Juárez, where precipitation was more abundant “and in which the snowfalls of winter 

favor the feeding of the fluvial network.”  The drawbacks of the Río Guadalupe, however, included 

its considerable distance from Tijuana, and the fact that a portion of its waters were already being 

used by agricultural interests in the river valley, known as the Valle de La Misión.27 

 The idea of bringing water from the Río Guadalupe to Tijuana was certainly attractive, but 

it would take some serious planning and require considerable construction costs.  For now, the 

SRH decided it was best to drill two new wells at the confluence of the Río Alamar and the Río 

Tijuana, located just a few kilometers southeast of downtown.28  The Secretary of Hydraulic 

Resources, Eduardo Chávez, told lawmakers in Baja California that his department would drill the 

two wells immediately, as well as look into the possibility of tapping the Río Guadalupe for an 

additional supply in the near future.  In the meantime, the SRH offered its experimental services 

in “cloud seeding”—it deployed an airplane to Tijuana equipped to carry out “aspersions of dry 

ice” over the river valley in an effort to stimulate rainfall and replenish the Presa Rodríguez.  In 

                                                
27 “Referente a agua potable para Tijuana, B.C.,” Dr. Paul Waitz, Geólogo Consultor, Secretaría 
de Recursos Hidráulicos, Nov. 1, 1956, Archivo Histórico del Agua (AHA), Consultivo Técnico 
(CT), Caja 1077, Exp. 10438.  [“Se considera que será difícil obtener una cantidad bastante 
grande para aliviar la situación de Tijuana aumentando el número de pozos que existen y que se 
explotan ya en el valle… Pero como cualquier cantidad que se obtenga en nuevas perforaciones 
represente cierto alivio pueden recomendarse las obras que para dicho lugar propone el Ing. 
Medina Valdez… Para el futuro debe buscarse un abastecimiento más amplio y más seguro…en 
donde la precipitación de seguro es más abundante y en que las nevadas del invierno favorecen la 
alimentación de la red fluvial.”] 
28 “Obras Consideradas en el Presupuesto de 1957 de la Secretaría de Recursos Hidráulicos, para 
el Estado de Baja California,” Eduardo Chávez, El Secretario de Recursos Hidráulicos, Dec. 11, 
1956, AHEBC, FGE, [369.4]. 
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November and December of 1956, the plane completed seven flights and dropped a total of 12 

tons of dry ice over the Tijuana River basin, costing the SRH approximately 120,000 pesos.  The 

disappointing result of this experiment—failure to make it rain—was ultimately attributed to the 

“lack of control of this procedure.”29  Indeed, desperate times led to desperate measures. 

 By the summer of 1957, the SRH had made steady progress on the two deep wells in the 

Tijuana riverbed, which would provide the city with a meager but essential emergency supply of 

groundwater.  Governor Maldonado celebrated the “magnificent results” of the perforations in a 

pair of telegrams sent to the President of Mexico, Adolfo Ruiz Cortines, and the Secretary of 

Hydraulic Resources, Eduardo Chávez, on the same day in late July.  The new wells would help 

to keep the city functioning in the short term, he explained, but with only about a year’s-worth of 

water left in the Presa Rodríguez, an additional supply had to be found.  Maldonado mentioned 

that private interests in Baja California were considering the possibility of bringing Colorado River 

water to Tijuana—either via a long aqueduct from Mexicali or a short one from San Diego.  In 

either case, Maldonado felt that it should be the Federal Government of Mexico—not private 

initiative along the border—that should ultimately be responsible for developing the necessary 

water infrastructure for Tijuana.30  Secretary Chávez agreed, adding that he saw “no possibility of 

                                                
29 Eduardo Chávez, El Secretario de Recursos Hidráulicos, to Roberto Estudillo, El Presidente de 
la Cámara Nacional de Comercio, Tijuana, May 6, 1957, AHEBC, FGE, [161.7].  [“…La 
Secretaría mantuvo en esa ciudad un avión equipado para efectuar aspersiones de hielo seco con 
el propósito de provocar lluvias en la cuenca del río Tijuana… Los resultados quedaron sujetos a 
la falta del control de este procedimiento…”] 
30 Braulio Maldonado Sández, El Gobernador del Estado de Baja California, to Adolfo Ruiz 
Cortines, El Presidente de la República, Jul. 26, 1957; Braulio Maldonado Sández, El 
Gobernador del Estado de Baja California, to Eduardo Chávez, El Secretaría de Recursos 
Hidráulicos, Jul. 26, 1957, AHEBC, FGE, [161.6]. 



 293 

obtaining water from San Diego,” given that city’s parallel struggles in the midst of pervasive 

drought.31  It was thus up to Mexico to figure out the next step for Tijuana—whatever that may be. 

 

LA MISIÓN 

 The stark reality of Tijuana’s water problem was laid out to bare by Rubén Amaya, the 

chief engineer of the Department of Public Works, at a press conference held at the Palacio 

Municipal in June of 1958.  Amaya had called together all the editors of the city’s daily newspapers 

in order to relay to them the alarming details of the city’s mounting water crisis—and to ask for 

their help in disseminating this critical information to their readers.  As it currently stood, Tijuana 

had only enough water resources available for another year-and-a-half, at most.  The city was 

experiencing unprecedented population growth and a particularly challenging pattern of urban 

sprawl.  The tens of thousands of recent arrivals to Tijuana had settled, for the most part, in 

improvised and informal neighborhoods stretching up the city’s hillsides, making it especially 

difficult for the Department of Public Works to supply them with any water services at all.  

According to Amaya, the meager budget allocated to his Department by the State Government was 

not nearly enough to even begin to address the issues.  What the city needed now was bold, 

decisive, and unified action: “For a collective problem, we must forget that there is political 

struggle, social classes, or opposition; we must unite the forces of each individual that resides in 

Tijuana, to constitute ourselves into a single group, and to ask, or demand, that the problem be 

definitively resolved… It requires the conjunction of all our forces and values, so that in a single 

                                                
31 Eduardo Chávez, El Secretario de Recursos Hidráulicos, to Braulio Maldonado, El 
Gobernador del Estado de Baja California, Jul. 30, 1957, AHEBC, FGE, [161.6].  [“…No haber 
posibilidades de obtener agua de San Diego…”] 
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shout we can initiate the works we need to save ourselves.”32  According to several journalists 

covering the event, Amaya’s dramatic call to the people of Tijuana was enthusiastically applauded 

by those in attendance.33  The newspaper editors all agreed to work together to raise a “general 

clamor” about their city’s water problems, and to launch an “intense campaign” to educate the 

public about the dangers looming just on the horizon. 

 Despite the darkening clouds overhead, Amaya had a clear vision for what was needed in 

Tijuana.  “The real solution to the water problem,” he told the city’s Chamber of Commerce, “is 

to bring it from where it exists permanently”—meaning the Colorado River.  Amaya recognized, 

perhaps more than anyone else at the time, that Tijuana’s future depended on acquiring additional 

water resources, not just drilling deeper and deeper into the local riverbeds.  Importing water from 

the Colorado River was, in his mind, the only viable long-term solution.  Of course, this would not 

be an easy task—the river was located approximately 200 kilometers to the east, and the water 

would have to be pumped more than 1,000 meters above sea-level to pass the Sierra de Juárez, 

which divided the peninsula’s coastal region from its desert interior.  Building an aqueduct and 

pumping system capable of this enormous undertaking would cost “many millions of pesos,” 

Amaya admitted, “but the error consists in thinking that a work of this magnitude should be 

absorbed in a relatively brief period of time.  It should be understood that the financing and 

                                                
32 “Tijuana en Peligro de una Total Escasez de Agua,” Baja California (Tijuana, B.C.), Jun. 12, 
1958, AHEBC, FGE, [161.7].  [“Para un problema colectivo...debemos olvidarnos que hay lucha 
política, clases sociales u oposición; debemos unir las fuerzas de cuanto individuo reside en 
Tijuana, constituirnos en un solo grupo para pedir o exigir que el problema se resuelva en forma 
definitiva... Se requiere la conjunción de todas nuestras fuerzas y valores para que en un solo 
grito podamos iniciar los trabajos que vengan a salvarnos.”] 
33 See “Se Inició la Lucha Contra la Escasez de Agua, Aquí,” Reportaje (Tijuana, B.C.), Jun. 12, 
1958; “Se agrava aún más el Problema del Agua,” Noticias (Tijuana, B.C.), Jun. 12, 1958; “El 
Problema del Agua Pende Amenazante Sobre Tijuana,” ABC: Adelante Baja California (Tijuana, 
B.C.), Jun. 12, 1958, AHEBC, FGE, [161.7]. 
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amortization of the project will be perhaps more than 25 years, so that future administrations will 

be obliged to accept this responsibility…”34  Ultimately, if Tijuana had any intention of even 

existing in 25 years, this was the path that needed to be followed. 

 But not everyone shared Amaya’s vision.  The Secretary of Hydraulic Resources, Eduardo 

Chávez, insisted that the idea of building an aqueduct to the Colorado River was chimerical—it 

required too much money up front, and its continued operation and maintenance would force 

“extraordinarily high fees” onto the water users of Tijuana for decades to come.35  The SRH stood 

by its plan to keep drilling more wells in the Tijuana riverbed, and to examine more closely the 

prospect of transporting water from the Río Guadalupe near Ensenada.  In the meantime, tensions 

ran high in Tijuana, as the water crisis became evermore acute.  Neighborhood leaders wrote 

constantly to Governor Maldonado, asking him if he was aware of—or if he cared about—their 

everyday struggles for survival.36  The president of the “Comité Pro-Agua” of Colonia Castillo, a 

woman named Cleotilda Rentería, demanded that the State Government should pay for an 

                                                
34 Rubén Amaya González, Jefe del Departamento de Obras Públicas, Tijuana, to La Cámara 
Nacional de Comercio, Tijuana, Mar. 12, 1958, AHEBC, FGE, [161.7].  [“…La verdadera 
solución del problema del agua consiste en traer ésta de donde se encuentre 
permanentemente…Se trata, como es fácil suponer, de una obra que costará muchos millones de 
pesos; pero el error consiste en pensar que una obra de esta envergadura pueda o deba ser 
absorbida en tiempo relativamente breve.  Debe entenderse que el financiamiento de la obra y la 
amortización de la misma, será quizá de más de 25 años, por lo que las administraciones 
venideras estarían obligadas a aceptar esta responsabilidad…”] 
35 Eduardo Chávez, El Secretario de Recursos Hidráulicos, to Roberto Estudillo, El Presidente de 
la Cámara Nacional de Comercio, Tijuana, May 6, 1957, AHEBC, FGE, [161.7].  [“…La 
Secretaría de Recursos Hidráulicos estima que estas obras requieren una considerable inversión 
inicial y que la operación de las mismas demandará crecidos gastos que obligarían a establecer 
cuotas extraordinariamente elevadas.”] 
36 See, for example, Francisco Favela, El Presidente del Comité Pro-Agua de la Colonia ‘Vicente 
Guerrero’, Tijuana, to Braulio Maldonado Sández, El Gobernador del Estado de Baja California, 
Aug. 23, 1958, AHEBC, FGE, [158.10]; Blas Manrique, El Presidente del Comité Pro-Agua de 
la Zona Central, Tijuana, to Braulio Maldonado Sández, El Gobernador del Estado de Baja 
California, Sep. 26, 1958, AHEBC, FGE, [161.7]. 
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emergency expansion of the water distribution network in Tijuana—especially considering that 

for the past 15 years, her community had been paying for water services that it never received.  If 

the State Government failed to take the emergency measures indicated by Rentería, the residents 

of her colonia were prepared to stop paying their taxes until their water problems were resolved.  

The petition was signed by hundreds of her neighbors.37 

 By January of 1960, the Presa Rodríguez was officially empty.38  Braulio Maldonado had 

been replaced as governor by Eligio Esquivel Méndez, formerly the chief representative of the 

SRH in Baja California, who made it his personal mission to solve Tijuana’s water problem once 

and for all.  The new governor was convinced that the “only solution” was to “bring the waters of 

the Río Colorado from Mexicali, through the construction of an aqueduct.”  Given the magnitude 

of this project, long-term financing would be required, which Esquivel Méndez suggested could 

come from a combination of state, federal, and private resources.39  The SRH sent a team of 

geologists and engineers to Baja California in the fall of 1960 to study the possible routes and to 

round up the total costs of such a plan.  They determined that an aqueduct from Mexicali to Tijuana 

was “undoubtedly the source that best guarantees the future supply of the city and the coastal 

region.”  However, “the investment and the time necessary for the execution of this work only 

                                                
37 Cleotilda Rentería, La Presidenta del Comité Pro Agua y Urbanización de la Colonia Castillo, 
to Braulio Maldonado Sández, El Gobernador del Estado de Baja California, Sep. 18, 1959, 
AHEBC, FGE, [161.7].  [“En caso de que el Gobierno del Estado no tome las medidas que 
dejamos apuntadas, los vecinos de esta Colonia nos veremos en la precisa necesidad de declarar 
una huelga de pagos hasta en tanto no se normalice el servicio de abastecimiento de agua.”] 
38 Carlos Rubio Parra, El Director General de Obras y Servicios Públicos, Mexicali, to Eligio 
Esquivel Méndez, El Gobernador del Estado de Baja California, Apr. 1960, AHEBC, FGE, 
[161.7]. 
39 Eligio Esquivel Méndez, El Gobernador del Estado de Baja California, to El Congreso del 
Estado, Mexicali, May 17, 1960, AHEBC, FGE, [161.7].  [“…Se hace indispensable y como 
única solución llevar las aguas del Río Colorado desde Mexicali, mediante la construcción de un 
acueducto…”] 
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allow it to be seen as a long-term solution, not for the current emergency conditions.”40  Thus, the 

best option available was to immediately move forward with the plan to pump up groundwater 

from the basin of the Río Guadalupe near Ensenada, and to build a nearly 70-kilometer aqueduct 

to carry that water up the coast to Tijuana.41  In almost a mirror image of San Diego’s experience 

during World War II, the long-term solution of building an east-west aqueduct along the border 

was shelved in favor of an emergency north-south aqueduct along the coast.  Considerations of 

speed, need, and—perhaps most importantly—economic feasibility, shaped the course of water 

development in Tijuandiego. 

 The SRH engineers estimated that they could pump up to 300 liters of groundwater per 

second from the Río Guadalupe basin—for a period of up to three years—before the aquifer would 

be depleted.  By that time, hopefully, the drought would be broken, and the Presa Rodríguez would 

be replenished with local runoff from the Tijuana River.  The proposed “Acueducto de la 

Misión”—which would take in water from the Valle de la Misión and carry it approximately 65 

kilometers northward along the coast to deposit it into the Presa Rodríguez—was estimated to take 

about six months to build and to cost approximately 36,000,000 pesos in total.  In March of 1961, 

the State Government of Baja California and the SRH entered into a cooperation agreement with 

                                                
40 “Condiciones de las fuentes de abastecimiento de agua potable para Tijuana, B.C. hasta 
octubre de 1960,” Heinz Lesser Jones, Geólogo Consultor, Secretaría de Recursos Hidráulicos, 
Nov. 4, 1960, AHA, CT, Caja 755, Exp. 7264.  [“Indudablemente que ésta es la fuente que mejor 
garantiza el abastecimiento futuro de la ciudad previendo el desarrollo de ella y de la zona 
costera, pero la inversión y el tiempo necesario para la ejecución de esta obra, sólo permiten 
verla como solución a mayor plazo y no para las condiciones de emergencia actuales.”] 
41 See “Condiciones de las fuentes de abastecimiento de agua potable para Tijuana, B.C. hasta 
octubre de 1960,” Heinz Lesser Jones, Geólogo Consultor, Secretaría de Recursos Hidráulicos, 
Nov. 4, 1960; “Estudio de las Fuentes de Abastecimiento de Agua para Tijuana, B.C. y 
Comparación del Uso de Agua de Mar Potabilizada, con las de Mexicali, Mediante Acueducto 
Mexicali-Tijuana,” Heinz Lesser Jones, Geólogo Consultor, y Manuel Anaya Y S., Ingeniero 
Consultor, Secretaría de Recursos Hidráulicos, Jan. 9, 1961, AHA, CT, Caja 755, Exp. 7264. 
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the express purpose of constructing the aqueduct as an “emergency solution” to Tijuana’s grave 

water crisis.42  To carry out the project as quickly and efficiently as possible, the State established 

a new water agency, the Junta de Aguas y Alcantarillado de Tijuana, which would be responsible 

for overseeing construction of the aqueduct and the distribution of its water once it reached the 

city.43 

 The newly-appointed president of the Junta de Aguas, an engineer named Jorge Ruiz Fitch, 

soon arranged a construction contract with a private company called Construcciones Peninsulares, 

S. A.  The company agreed to build the 66-kilometer aqueduct at an initial cost of 24,500,000 

pesos, with an annual interest rate of 12 percent.  The contract also stipulated that the company 

would employ “Mexican personnel from this region of Tijuana…because it is the people of Tijuana 

who will mainly pay the price of the work, and the Government and Junta consider that the 

inhabitants of said city and region should be preferred and benefitted.”44  Indeed, when it came to 

financing the project, the plan was for the residents of Tijuana to ultimately foot the bill.  The 

Secretary of Hydraulic Resources insisted that the federal government had no additional funds for 

Tijuana beyond those which were already included in the annual budget—any extra funding would 

                                                
42 “Convenio de cooperación para la realización de las obras de agua potable y Alcantarillado de 
Tijuana, B.C., que celebran el Gobierno Federal, por conducto de la Secretaría de Recursos 
Hidráulicos, represenatada por su titular el C. Alfredo del Mazo V. y el Gobierno del Estado de 
Baja California, representado por el Gobernador Constitucional y el Secretario General de 
Gobierno, C.C. Ing. Eligio Esquivel y Lic. José Luis Noriega,” Mar. 28, 1961, AHEBC, FGE, 
[140.10]. 
43 “Reglamento de las Juntas Estatales de Agua Potable y Alcantarillado del Estado de Baja 
California,” Periódico Oficial, Órgano del Gobierno del Estado de Baja California, Mexicali, 
B.C., Feb. 10, 1961, AHEBC, FGE, [29.5]; Alfredo del Mazo V., El Secretario de Recursos 
Hidráulicos, to Jorge Ruiz Fitch, Presidente de la Junta de Aguas y Alcantarillado de Tijuana, 
Mar. 4, 1961, AHEBC, FGE, [161.7]. 
44 “Contrato: Acueducto de la Misión,” Jul. 3, 1961, AHEBC, FGE, [159.2].  [“El contratista se 
obliga expresamente a utilizar personal mexicano, y de esta región de Tijuana…en razón de que 
es el pueblo de Tijuana quien principalmente costeará el precio de la obra y Gobierno y Junta 
consideran de que a los habitantes de dicha ciudad y región se les prefiera y beneficie.”] 
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“prevent the Secretariat of attending to the needs of other populations that have less economic 

resources than Tijuana.”  Therefore, the only “logical and timely way” to finance the project was 

to divide its costs among those who would be its direct beneficiaries.  According to the Secretary 

of National Property, who met with a delegation of Tijuana’s water users in Mexico City in July 

of 1961: “The final impression that I received from my interview…is that the users themselves, in 

view of the urgency and necessity of carrying out these works, are in agreement to contribute the 

amounts that correspond to them in accordance with the local Law of Cooperation; and that they 

are confident that the immediate execution of these works will mean a general benefit to the city 

and will consolidate the value of urban property.”45  This was essentially the same logic that had 

been applied in the late 1930s, when the city of Tijuana desperately needed an overhaul of its urban 

hydraulic infrastructure in order to effectively deliver water from the newly-built Presa Rodríguez.  

Differential access to resources—both economic and hydraulic—shaped the developmental 

opportunities available to San Diego and Tijuana. 

 And, just as the water shortage of the late 1930s caused panic and resentment among those 

who suffered its consequences, the pinch of the postwar drought was taking its toll in Tijuana, as 

well.  In a carefully handwritten letter to the President of Mexico, an older tijuanense gentleman 

                                                
45 Eduardo Bustamante, El Secretario de Patrimonio Nacional, to Junta Federal de Agua Potable 
y Alcantarillado del Distrito Urbano, Tijuana, B.C., Aug. 16, 1961, AHEBC, FGE, [162.3.1].  
[“El señor Secretario de Recursos Hidráulicos…dejó claramente establecida la incapacidad del 
Gobierno Federal de aportar para las obras de aprovisionamiento de agua potable de Tijuana 
cantidad alguna que no esté prevista en el Presupuesto y que impida a la Secretaría a su cargo 
atender a las necesidades de otras poblaciones que tienen menores recursos económicos que 
Tijuana… La derrama del costo de las obras entre los usuarios de las mismas—que serán los 
beneficiarios directos de ellas—representa la única forma lógica y oportuna de financiamiento de 
éstas… La impresión final que yo recibí de mi entrevista con los usuarios del servicio de agua 
potable de Tijuana es que los propios usuarios ante la urgencia y necesidad de llevar a cabo las 
obras relativas están conformes en aportar las cantidades que les corresponde de acuerdo con la 
Ley local de Cooperación; que confían en que le ejecución inmediata de esas obras significará un 
beneficio general para la ciudad y consolidará el valor de la propiedad urbana…”] 



 300 

named Gabriel Murillo Barriaga complained, “I am so poor, but the authorities of this town want 

us to pay for water to benefit the rich.  I do not think this is fair…while those of us dying from 

hunger are already buying water for two dollars a barrel.”46  Another resident, Albino Muñoz 

Acevedo, wrote to the head of the Junta de Aguas to protest being “forced” to pay for water services 

he never received: “I consider this illegal, unjust, and inhumane,” he declared.47  A merchant on 

Calle Segunda, Francisco Ros Oviedo, hated how the Junta de Aguas “mocks the Law and handles 

cases on an arbitrary basis,” noting that those in charge “believe that the Junta was created to be 

able to extort money from the people by charging them for services that go unrendered.”48 

 The president of the Junta de Aguas, Jorge Ruiz Fitch, pushed back on these accusations 

in a series of rebuttals, claiming that under his leadership, the Junta was making “superhuman 

efforts” to maintain an adequate water supply for the city: “Thanks to measures that have been 

taken, drastic in some cases, but always tending toward the goal of collective benefit, we have 

ensured that the serious situation caused by the scarcity of water has not become a crisis.”49  Given 

                                                
46 Gabriel Murillo Barriga, Residente de Tijuana, to Adolfo López Mateos, El Presidente de la 
República, Jul. 13, 1961, AHEBC, FGE, [162.1].  [“…Por ser llo [yo] tan pobre, pero es que las 
autoridades de este pueblo quieren que nosotros pagaremos para eso de agua para que los ricos se 
beneficien.  Llo [yo] no creo que sea de justicia...mientras nosotros muertos de hambre están 
comprando el agua 2.00 dos dólares cada pipa de agua...”] 
47 Albino Muñoz Acevedo to El Jefe de la Junta de Agua Potable y Alcantarillado del Distrito 
Urbano de Tijuana, Jun. 11, 1962, AHEBC, FGE, [159.1]; Albino Muñoz Acevedo to Junta 
Federal de Agua Potable y Alcantarillado del Distrito Urbano de Tijuana, Jul. 25, 1962, [159.2].  
[“…El motivo de esta protesta es por que la considero fuera de toda ley injusta e hinumana 
[sic].”] 
48 Francisco Ros Oviedo to Eligio Esquivel Méndez, El Gobernador del Estado de Baja 
California, Sep. 4, 1962, AHEBC, FGE, [159.2].  [“…La Junta de Aguas se burla de la Ley y 
maneja los casos a su arbitrio, cometiendo arbitrariedades debido a la falta de conocimiento de 
sus componentes, que juzgan que esa Junta fué organizada para poder extorsionar al pueblo 
cobrándole lo que no corresponde y con mas razón por un servicio que no se presta.”] 
49 Jorge Ruiz Fitch, Presidente de la Junta de Agua Potable y Alcantarillado del Distrito Urbano 
de Tijuana, to Dr. Don Xicoténcatl Leyva Alemán, Presidente Municipal, Tijuana, Jul. 25, 1961, 
AHEBC, FGE, [162.1].  [“…Esta Junta continúa haciendo esfuerzos sobrehumanos para poder 
mantener el abastecimiento de agua en la Ciudad, y gracias a les medidas que se han tomado, 
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the current water shortage, Ruiz Fitch explained to Ros Oviedo, “the reduced volume is distributed 

proportionally to the City, for which reason, some properties receive it, as you say, only at certain 

times each day.”50  By the summer of 1962, the city was pumping up from the Río Tijuana only 

about half as much water as was needed to satisfy local demands, meaning that large swaths of the 

urban area received only a trickle of water, at random intervals, or went entirely without water 

services at all.51  Fortunately, progress had advanced substantially on the Acueducto de la Misión, 

which was about 90 percent complete in late August, with an estimated 8 weeks left to finish the 

job.52  This would add another 300 liters per second to Tijuana’s current water supply—essentially 

doubling it—just to meet the minimum daily needs of the expanding urban population.  Still, 

engineers at the SRH were hopeful that a “normal” pattern of rainfall would soon return to the 

region, and that the waters carried in the Acueducto de la Misión might someday be used to supply 

“coastal subdivisions” stretching along the beach between Ensenada and Tijuana.53  For now, 

though, the aqueduct would serve as a three-year lifeline.  Hopefully—for the sake of all 

tijuanenses—the rains would have returned by then. 

                                                
drásticas en algunos casos, pero todos tendientes a un fin de beneficio colectivo, se ha logrado 
que la gravedad de las situación provocada por la escasez del líquido, no haya hecho crisis…”] 
50 Jorge Ruiz Fitch, Presidente de la Junta de Agua Potable y Alcantarillado del Distrito Urbano 
de Tijuana, to Sr. Francisco Ros Oviedo, Oct. 16, 1962, AHEBC, FGE, [159.2].  [“…Como 
existe escasez del líquido, el reducido volúmen con que se cuenta se reparte proporcionalmente a 
la Ciudad, por cuya razón, sus propiedades lo reciben, como Ud. dice, solamente en ciertas horas 
cada día.”] 
51 “Breve exposición del problema del abastecimiento de agua de Tijuana, B. C.,” Secretaría de 
Recursos Hidráulicos, Consulto Técnico, [sin autor], Apr. 9, 1962, AHA, CT, Caja 1077, Exp. 
10439. 
52 Alfredo E. Colín Varela, [engineer], to Junta de Agua Potable y Alcantarillado del Distrito 
Urbano de Tijuana, Aug. 23, 1962, AHEBC, FGE, [159.2]. 
53 José Ramos Magaña, El Ingeniero en Jefe de la Secretaría de Recursos Hidráulicos, to Jorge 
Ruiz Fitch, Presidente de la Junta de Agua Potable y Alcantarillado del Distrito Urbano de 
Tijuana, Oct. 17, 1962, AHEBC, FGE, [159.2].  [“…Cuando el abastecimiento de la ciudad de 
Tijuana se encuentre totalmente asegurado y resuelto, el acueducto de La Misión podrá trabajar 
en sentido directo para proporcionar agua a los fraccionamientos costeros…”] 
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THE SECOND BARREL 

 Tijuana’s deepening water crisis had been momentarily deferred with the completion of 

the Acueducto de la Misión, but everyone involved in its construction recognized that this was 

only a temporary fix.  Eventually, a long-term solution would have to be found—almost certainly 

from the Colorado River.  In many ways, Tijuana’s experience with prolonged drought and 

explosive population growth in the 1950s mirrored that of San Diego—both cities more than 

doubled their respective populations over the course of the decade, and both sought to substantially 

increase the volume of water imported from the north and south in order to meet their ballooning 

urban demands on the border.54  The main difference, though, was that San Diego had access to 

economic and hydraulic resources that Tijuana simply did not.  By 1950, the San Diego County 

Water Authority (SDCWA) was importing approximately 70,000 acre-feet of Colorado River 

water per year, which accounted for more than three-quarters of all water consumed in San Diego 

County.55  The San Diego Aqueduct, completed in 1947 by the U.S. Navy, had saved the city from 

its wartime water crisis; however, as people continued flocking to San Diego in droves throughout 

the postwar period, the aqueduct was almost immediately considered inadequate by the region’s 

civil and military leaders.  It was time, they insisted, to build the second barrel. 

 By the summer of 1950, the original barrel of the San Diego Aqueduct had, according to 

the SDCWA, “insufficient capacity” to supply the full needs of the region—especially considering 

that local watersheds had been “reduced to a dangerously low level by a sustained drought.”  

Furthermore, the outbreak of hostilities on the Korean peninsula had increased industrial activity 

                                                
54 Between 1950 and 1960, Tijuana’s municipal population increased from roughly 60,000 to 
160,000; San Diego County’s population increased from roughly 535,000 to over 1,000,000. 
55 San Diego County Water Authority (SDCWA), Fourth Annual Report, 1950, pp. 7, 25, San 
Diego History Center (SDHC), San Diego County Water Authority Collection (SDCWAC), MS 
302, 1:2. 
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in San Diego and brought in additional military personnel.56  The Secretary of the Navy, Dan A. 

Kimball, wrote to the Chairman of the House Armed Services Committee, Carl Vinson, in August 

of 1951 to inform him of the increased stresses that this was putting on San Diego’s water supply: 

“Without reference to activities of the other military departments, naval activities alone in the area 

served by the San Diego County Water Authority, have currently assigned approximately 44,000 

military and 18,000 civilian personnel, with whom reside an estimated 70,000 dependents.”  Under 

the existing drought conditions, there was simply not enough water available to meet the combined 

daily needs of the civilian and military populations.  “Therefore,” Secretary Kimball explained to 

Chairman Vinson, “if facilities are not constructed to provide an adequate supply of water, 

consideration must be given not only to revising mobilization plans for expanding military 

facilities and increasing personnel in the vicinity above present levels, but also the curtailment of 

the existing activities.”  This, clearly, was not an acceptable option in the midst of the Korean War.  

Thus, for Secretary Kimball, construction of the second barrel was understood as a “military 

necessity.”57 

 Of course, there were a number of complicated issues involved with increasing the volume 

of Colorado River water to be delivered to San Diego.  William E. Warne, the longtime California 

water expert who now served as Assistant Secretary of the Interior, warned the Senate Armed 

Services Committee that it should “be fully aware of the legal complications which are involved 

in any proposal to construct in the Lower Basin of the Colorado River permanent works which 

will make possible an increased utilization of the waters of that stream.”  Warne was referring to 

the fact that the waters of the Colorado River had been divided up and laid claim—both between 

                                                
56 SDCWA, Fourth Annual Report, 1950, pp. 7, 33-35, SDHC, SDCWAC, MS 302, 1:2. 
57 Dan A. Kimball, Secretary of the Navy, to U.S. Congressman Carl Vinson, Chairman of the 
Armed Services Committee, Aug. 8, 1951, CSA, EWP, F3640:3628. 
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the Basin States and among the various interested parties in California—in a complicated series of 

negotiations, agreements, treaties, and compacts dating back to the 1920s.  Within the state of 

California, the Seven Party Agreement of 1931 had divided the state’s total allotment of Colorado 

River water among its seven interested parties, based on a system of priorities, with San Diego 

County ranking fifth on the list.  There remained, however, a simmering controversy between the 

states of California and Arizona over the proper division of the total volume of the Colorado River 

among the Basin States themselves.  “Suffice it to say,” explained Warne, “that if the contentions 

of the State of California are correct, there is sufficient water to supply all of the rights now claimed 

by it.  If, on the other hand, the contentions of the State of Arizona are correct, there is not 

permanently available sufficient water to supply the rights existing under the fifth California 

priority or even, perhaps, the whole of the fourth priority.”  The construction of the second barrel 

of the San Diego Aqueduct would “place an immediate demand upon the river which in the long 

run may become involved in the legal complications of the river.”  Nevertheless, after considering 

the “national defense aspects” of the construction of the second barrel, Congress could still decide 

that “those aspects are of sufficient importance to warrant investment of Federal Funds therein 

regardless.”58  As it turned out, they were. 

 Legislation authorizing construction of the second barrel by the U.S. Navy was officially 

passed by Congress in October of 1951, providing an appropriation of $18,000,000 for the use of 

the Navy in the construction of the line.59  In November, a tentative contract was drawn up between 

                                                
58 William E. Warne, Assistant Secretary of the Interior, to U.S. Senator Richard B. Russell, 
Chairman of the Armed Services Committee, Aug. 21, 1951, CSA, EWP, F3640:3628. 
59 Public Law 171, 82d Congress, Oct. 11, 1951.  The cost of construction would be 
reimbursable to the Government, under a contract with the SDCWA, which would include 
interest on the deferred payments of the true cost of construction.  See SDCWA, Sixth Annual 
Report, 1952, pp. 30-31, 55-57, SDHC, SDCWAC, MS 302, 1:3. 
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the Navy and the SDCWA, which included the terms and conditions by which the Navy would 

build the aqueduct and, subsequently, turn it over to the Water Authority.  As a concession to the 

federal government, the member agencies of the SDCWA agreed, in writing, that they would give 

“first priority, for all time to come, to the request for imported water supply needed for military 

purposes.”60  Here it was, in black and white—the needs of the Navy came first.  After the final 

plans and specifications were drawn up, construction got underway in October of 1952, and was 

expected to take about two years to complete.  The second barrel would run parallel to the first, 

adding an additional carrying capacity of 95 cubic feet per second, which would make the total 

volume of Colorado River water available through the San Diego Aqueduct approximately 

155,000 acre-feet per year.  And the water could not come soon enough—according to a Special 

Federal Census taken in 1952, San Diego’s military population had increased nearly 400 percent 

since 1950, now numbering more than 80,000 active servicemembers in the county.61  By 1953, 

San Diego County’s total population had surpassed 700,000—up nearly 33 percent since 1950.62 

 Even with the additional supply expected from the second barrel, water experts in San 

Diego were already nervous that this was not going to be enough.  In a presentation for the 

American Society of Civil Engineers in December of 1953, the chief hydraulic engineer of the 

Southern California Office of the State Division of Water Resources, Max Bookman, pointed out 

that “the second barrel of the aqueduct, under construction and scheduled for completion soon, 

will just about balance San Diego County’s present needs with her water supplies.”  This was all 

well and good, Bookman explained to his audience, but it would provide no surplus water for the 

                                                
60 “Memorandum: Second Barrel San Diego Aqueduct,” Max Bookman, Supervising Hydraulic 
Engineer, Los Angeles Office, Department of Public Works, Division of Water Resources, Jan. 
29, 1952, CSA, EWP, F3640:3628. 
61 SDCWA, Sixth Annual Report, 1952, pp. 1-2, SDHC, SDCWAC, MS 302, 1:3 
62 SDCWA, Seventh Annual Report, 1953, p. 1, SDHC, SDCWAC, MS 302, 1:4. 



 306 

city’s future growth.  Considering the region’s rapid population increase and the expected 

expansion of irrigated agriculture, Bookman estimated that the “ultimate annual water 

requirements” for the county would be approximately 1,200,000 acre-feet.  This would necessitate 

“an additional imported supply of nearly 900,000 acre-feet annually over and above San Diego’s 

rights to Colorado River water, and over and above all of the water which could be developed from 

local supplies.”63  Clearly, San Diego’s future water problems were not going to be resolved—or 

even really addressed—by building the second barrel. 

 In any case, the second barrel was seen as the obvious next step for San Diego’s water 

development, and given the needs of the Navy during the Korean War, its construction was 

understood as a matter of national security.  Just like the first barrel of the San Diego Aqueduct, 

the second barrel was conceived in the context of war, with the immediate needs of the Navy 

foremost in mind.  And, just like during World War II, the Korean War came to an end before the 

new Colorado River water ever arrived.  By the time the second barrel was completed in October 

of 1954, fighting on the Korean peninsula had largely subsided, while the water needs of San 

Diego’s military establishments only continued to increase.  This time around, however, there were 

no legal challenges launched by the Comptroller General of the United States against funding the 

aqueduct.64  In February of 1955, the Navy formally turned over the second barrel to the SDCWA 

for operation and maintenance, as was provided for under their previous arrangement.  The pipeline 

                                                
63 “Present Planning on the Feather River Project,” Max Bookman, Engineer-in-Charge, 
Southern California Office, State Division of Water Resources, Statement presented before the 
San Diego Section, American Society of Civil Engineers, San Diego, California, Dec. 15, 1953, 
CSA, GKP, C114.154, 57:9. 
64 See chapter four of this dissertation. 
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had cost a total of $13,250,000 to build—significantly less than the $18,000,000 the Navy had 

been permitted by Congress to spend on the project.65  This was a rare case, indeed. 

 During their first full year in operation together, the two barrels of the San Diego Aqueduct 

were able to deliver approximately 138,000 acre-feet of Colorado River water to San Diego 

County, by far the largest quantity of supplemental water ever imported in a single year.  The 

timing was critical, as the prevailing drought conditions—which began immediately after World 

War II and had continued, with only one interruption, for the next eleven years—had reached its 

low point in 1955-1956, with a rainfall of only 4.52 inches.   “Practically no flow occurred in the 

streams of the County of San Diego during the fiscal year,” noted the SDCWA in its annual report, 

“with the result that surface and underground storage reservoirs received no water to replenish the 

rapidly dwindling reserves.”  The county’s population had reached almost 820,000—up nearly 50 

percent since 1950—with “increased activity in manufacturing plants, the Navy, and in many other 

phases of the County’s economy, including recreation and agriculture.”  These activities had 

“completely utilized all of the County’s available water supply,” stressing the need for “immediate 

development of means by which added water may be obtained.”  Studies to this end had already 

been started by the chief engineer of the SDCWA.66 

 The first question, as always, was where would this water come from?  Southern California 

had already maximized the volume of water it could legally obtain from the Colorado River, so 

most water experts had fixed their eyes on the heavy-flowing streams in the northern portion of 

the state.  By this time, the California Department of Water Resources was in the advanced stages 

of planning a massive, statewide infrastructure project, with the aim of funneling the “wasted” 

                                                
65 SDCWA, Ninth Annual Report, 1955, pp. 26-28, SDHC, SDCWAC, MS 302, 1:5. 
66 SDCWA, Tenth Annual Report, 1956, pp. 11-12, SDHC, SDCWAC, MS 302, 1:5. 
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waters of northern California to “areas of deficiency” further south (much more on this to come).  

Because the SDCWA could no longer rely on additional water resources coming from the 

Colorado River, it had to get its hands on some of this water coming from the north.  Plans for a 

“Second San Diego Aqueduct” were soon drawn up by engineers at the SDCWA.  The idea was 

to build a third, high-capacity pipeline running parallel to the first two barrels of the “First San 

Diego Aqueduct.”  In the short term, the line could deliver “surplus” water from the Colorado 

River to San Diego County; then, once water from the north became available down the line, it 

could be used to deliver this water, instead.67  In either case, the time to act was now. 

 But how to pay for such a project?  In July of 1957, the SDCWA held a countywide vote 

to determine whether or not the citizens of San Diego were willing to authorize a $35,000,000 

bond issue for construction of the aqueduct.  This amount was the largest ever voted upon in San 

Diego’s history.  Yet despite the hefty price tag, the bond issue passed in a landslide, with more 

than 90 percent of voters backing the bill.  Severe drought conditions had continued throughout 

the year, providing practically zero runoff into the major impounding reservoirs of San Diego 

County, and heightening public awareness of the region’s precarious water situation.  And, of 

course, people from all corners continued to flood into the region at an unprecedented rate.  

“Continuation of growth appears inevitable,” remarked the SDCWA, “and to meet the additional 

water demand, construction of the Second San Diego Aqueduct must be carried forward 

diligently.”68  The pipeline would be built approximately six miles to the west of the First 

Aqueduct, running 94 miles along the coast from the outlet of the Colorado River Aqueduct to the 

Lower Otay Reservoir in southern San Diego County. 

                                                
67 SDCWA, Tenth Annual Report, 1956, pp. 32-34, SDHC, SDCWAC, MS 302, 1:5. 
68 SDCWA, Eleventh Annual Report, 1957, pp. 9-11, 33-35, SDHC, SDCWAC, MS 302, 1:6. 
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 To streamline construction, the aqueduct was divided into four sections, with individual 

contracts awarded for each one.  Work got underway in the fall of 1957 and was expected to finish 

within three years.  The region was finally blessed with above-average rainfall in the winter and 

spring of 1958, which helped to replenish local water supplies and eased the hydro-tension in San 

Diego.  In fact, after just this one rainy season, the activities of the “Don’t Waste Water 

Committee”—which had been organized the year prior to promote water conservation throughout 

the county—were discontinued indefinitely.  So much for planning ahead. 

 In any case, construction of the aqueduct remained on schedule and was completed in the 

fall of 1960.  At the dedication ceremony, held on December 1, the General Manager and Chief 

Engineer of the SDCWA, Richard S. Holmgren, celebrated the additional water supply that the 

Second San Diego Aqueduct would provide—an estimated 180,000 acre-feet per year.  But alas, 

this would not be enough to resolve the water situation indefinitely.  “We are certain that history 

will repeat itself in the future,” Holmgren reminded his audience, “that more and more people will 

move here, bringing more industry and new demands for additional water.”  This pipeline would 

help San Diego maintain its growth for the next decade or so—but “without ample water now and 

tomorrow, San Diego County, like a land-locked pond will stagnate and die.”  In the not-so-distant-

future, additional measures would need to be taken to prevent this bleak scenario from ever 

becoming reality. 

 

A WATER POLICY FOR THE AMERICAN PEOPLE 

 The idea of creating a “California Water Plan” had long been in the making.  A critical step 

toward this end was taken in 1945, when the California Legislature enacted the most detailed and 

comprehensive declaration of state water policy to date, known as the State Water Resources Act.  
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It created a new agency, the State Water Resources Board, composed of authorities in all fields 

related to water management, and instructed them to conduct investigations, hold hearings, and 

advise the Legislature on matters pertaining to the development and control of California’s water 

resources.  In 1947, the Legislature provided funding for a state-wide investigation, with the 

objective of creating a plan “for the full conservation, control, and utilization of the State’s water 

resources, both surface and underground, to meet present and future water needs for all beneficial 

purposes and uses in all areas of the State, insofar as practicable.”69  In other words, the Water 

Board was tasked to make a full inventory of the water resources of the entire state—including 

details on precipitation, streamflow, storage capacity, flood intensity, groundwater levels, and 

mineral quality, just to name a few.70  The resulting study would be designated the “California 

Water Plan”—meant to serve as a roadmap for California’s prosperous future. 

 Indeed, the centrality of water development to California’s prosperity was widely 

recognized and increasingly apparent.  As the State Engineer, Edward Hyatt, told the California 

Chamber of Commerce in December of 1947: “Probably in no other state is the economic welfare 

of the people more closely linked to water development than in California.  Here, we have created 

an agricultural economy largely dependent upon our ingenuity in the husbanding and use of our 

annual water crop.”  Hyatt argued that California, as a state, had “done more toward the solution 

of its own problems than any other similar area.”  The need for development of additional water 

supplies had always been “recognized and planned far in advance of the actual development.”  And 

for good reason: “The inherent hazards of California’s climate made this condition almost 

                                                
69 “Views of the State of California on Elements of a National Water Resources Policy,” State 
Water Resources Board, Statement Submitted to The President’s Water Resources Policy 
Commission, Jun. 1950, CSA, EWP, F3640:3608. 
70 Erwin Cooper, Aqueduct Empire: A Guide to Water in California, Its Turbulent History, and 
Its Management Today (Glendale, CA: Arthur H. Clark, 1968), p. 169. 
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axiomatic.”  Because the state of California receives approximately 90 percent of its annual rainfall 

between the months of November and April, its inhabitants have always had to plan accordingly.  

“From its inception,” Hyatt explained to the Chamber of Commerce, “our State has recognized 

and attempted by whatever means available at the time to devise a man-made system of ironing 

out the humps of Nature’s excesses.”71  This was precisely what the California Water Plan was 

intended to do. 

 Since the start of the Second World War, California’s unprecedented growth had 

transformed the state into a primary engine of the U.S. economy.72  By 1947, California produced 

more than one-fifth of the total hydroelectric power in the United States, and it watered 

approximately one-fourth of the nation’s total acreage under irrigation.73  It also contributed 

approximately one-tenth of the total federal taxes collected in the United States.  As Hyatt noted, 

“this steadily increasing ratio of per capita contribution to the Nation by California has been made 

possible largely by its wealth producing enterprises dependent to a considerable extent on the 

continuing progress of irrigation.”74  In other words, water development had been the key—a 

lesson which was not lost on national politicians in Washington, D.C. 

 In January of 1950, President Harry S. Truman initiated a nationwide investigation of all 

U.S. water resources.  He established, by executive order, a temporary Water Resources Policy 

Commission, to “study and make recommendations…on the policies which should be followed by 

                                                
71 “Water Supplies for California,” Edward Hyatt, State Engineer, before the Annual Meeting of 
the California State Chamber of Commerce, Los Angeles, Dec. 2, 1947, CSA, EWP, 
F3640:3594. 
72 The total population of the State of California increased from about 7 million in 1940 to about 
11 million in 1950. 
73 Approximately 5,000,000 acres out of a total of 21,000,000 acres. 
74 “Progress in Irrigation Development,” Edward Hyatt, State Engineer, before the Irrigation 
Association of California, San Diego meeting, Nov. 13, 1947, CSA, EWP, F3640:3594. 



 312 

the Federal Government in fulfilling its proper responsibilities for the development, conservation 

and use of the Nation’s water resources.”  President Truman selected an engineer from 

Philadelphia named Morris L. Cooke to serve as chairman of the new commission, which included 

a total of seven water experts from across the country.  In his initial letter to Mr. Cooke, Truman 

laid out some of the overarching issues he sought to address regarding the nation’s water policy: 

 For more than a century, the Federal Government has played a vital role in harnessing our 
 water resources and converting them to the beneficial and productive use of this nation.  
 Over this period, our water resources policies have been constantly modified and adjusted 
 to meet the emerging needs of our complex and dynamic society.  It has not always been 
 possible, however, to decide individual changes in policy in the light of broad national 
 objectives.  Frequently, new policies which have been developed to meet specific situations 
 or to solve particular social and economic needs existing at the time have produced 
 inconsistencies in our national water resources policies… In many cases, piece-meal or 
 partial approaches to a problem as broad as water resources development tend to confuse, 
 rather than clarify, many of the basic, underlying issues.  It is essential in my judgment that 
 a comprehensive study and review be made of all existing water resources legislation and 
 policies and that recommendations be made in the full knowledge of national needs and 
 objectives.75 
 
Truman remarked how the United States was investing more than a billion dollars annually in 

water resources improvements.  It was therefore imperative, he explained, that individual projects 

be “properly related to the total water resources program”; that they be “undertaken in logical and 

orderly sequence”; and that they be “scheduled to conform to fiscal and other national 

considerations.”  Most importantly, Truman insisted, the policies underlying these programs 

needed to be “adopted in the light of our goal of a stable and expanding national economy.”76  No 

longer could the whims of local and regional actors be allowed to take precedent over the common 

interest of the Nation. 

                                                
75 President Harry S. Truman to Morris L. Cooke, Jan. 3, 1950, CSA, EWP, F3640:3609. 
76 President Harry S. Truman to Morris L. Cooke, Jan. 3, 1950, CSA, EWP, F3640:3609. 
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 Because of the need for early action on the water issue, President Truman requested that 

the Commission complete its investigation and submit its final report to him no later than 

December 1, 1950—in less than a year’s time.  The Commission got to work straight away, sending 

out hundreds of questionnaires to water agencies and experts across the country in hopes of gaining 

a wide array of feedback on local, regional, and national water policy issues.  California obviously 

loomed large in the minds of the investigators.  In May of 1950, a group of Stanford University 

faculty members—representing such diverse fields as biology, economics, engineering, food 

research, mineral sciences, law, and political science—submitted their own 30-plus-page response 

to the survey.  The nature of the problem, the professors agreed, was that “our water-resources 

policies have grown like Topsy, under the influence of local and sectional pressures, competition 

among different Federal agencies, and a set of changing ideas some of which have become 

obsolete.  Naturally, this has resulted in conflicts, inconsistencies, and wastes that the Nation can 

ill afford.”  In developing a Long-Range Master Plan, “full consideration needs to be given not 

merely to the development of additional water supplies, but also to enormous potentialities for 

greater efficiency and economy in the use of water where it is scarce…”77  By this they meant the 

capturing of “wasted” river water and the re-utilization of domestic and industrial supplies for 

irrigation purposes. 

 Guided by President Truman’s primary interest in “those special aspects of resource 

development programs which have major immediate effect on the well-being and proper 

functioning of the Nation’s economy,” the Stanford faculty sought to address the challenges of 

using a singular “formula” to establish economic justification for any and all water projects across 

                                                
77 “Stanford University Group Response to Request from The President’s Water Resources 
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the country.78  Even when the best possible estimates of costs and benefits could be made, there 

often remained important considerations to which an economic formula could not appropriately 

be applied: “Such matters as national security, health and recreation, preservation of wild life, and 

the ‘peace of mind’ afforded by flood protection cannot validly be estimated in money terms.  They 

reduce to questions of judgment rather than measurement.”  In other words, the decision to invest 

federal funds into a given water project should not be—and could not be—reduced to a simple 

cost-benefit analysis.  The real challenge lay in assessing the “value” of those non-monetary 

considerations—and to avoid the danger that these intangible benefits “may become a convenient 

means of inflating the alleged benefits of unjustified projects and thus facilitate log-rolling and 

‘pork-barrel’ operations.”79 

 When it came to the issue of national versus regional water interests, the Stanford 

professors acknowledged that “considerations of national security, conservation of resources of 

national importance, and exceptional similar objectives may warrant efforts to alter the course of 

regional development.  In the main, however, economic and social forces can be trusted best to 

determine the changing balance among regions, and we may expect the national interest to be best 

served thereby.”  This was a rather explicit call for the power of regional interests to be respected 

and maintained by the federal government, as much as possible.  With this in mind, the Stanford 

group suggested that “if the American people should decide that in the future they want to make 

more use of the drier, sunny climatic regions [of the U.S. Southwest] for industrial work and 

residence, then (a) the scanty water resources of those areas must be allocated increasingly and 

with priority to urban and industrial use; and (b) agricultural production in excess of its present 
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output must increasingly rely on the area of the Nation which has a net surplus of precipitation, 

i.e., the Eastern half.”  American agriculture was in the midst of a “remarkable, almost 

revolutionary development,” noted the professors, and the Nation’s agricultural future “lies in the 

opportunity of increasing crop yields per acre in the Eastern half of the United States.”  If priority 

were given to agriculture in the dry lands of the American West, then the transfer of population 

westward would have to stop far short of what it otherwise might be.  “Therefore,” the professors 

concluded, “the use of water for agricultural irrigation should by no means have priority when it 

would curtail the desirable expansion of homes or industries.”  They envisioned an urbanized 

American West, not a future of farming in the desert.80 

 California’s recently-established State Water Resources Board was also asked to provide 

feedback and recommendations to the President’s Water Resources Policy Commission.  The 

California Water Board returned its questionnaire in June of 1950, along with 70-plus pages of 

commentary and analysis.  In general terms, the Water Board agreed that the several governmental 

agencies involved in national water resource development were “inadequately coordinated,” and 

that there was a “frequent lack of desirable cooperation with State and local public engineering 

bodies concerned with the same problems.”  The obvious result was an “unnecessary and wasteful 

duplication of effort.”  Because of this lack of cooperation—and, occasionally, outright 

competition between agencies—“Federal water resources projects have frequently failed to give 

full consideration to local needs and desires, or to fully utilize available information, data and 

                                                
80 “Stanford University Group Response to Request from The President’s Water Resources 
Policy Commission,” May 1950, CSA, EWP, F3640:3609.  This was perhaps a plea to protect 
California’s rights to Colorado River water against Arizona’s incessant challenges—more on this 
to come. 
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experience.”  According to the Water Board, the overall costs of Federal projects were thus 

“substantially higher” than those carried out by State or local governments or by private interests.81 

 The Water Board also addressed the challenge of determining economic justification for 

such a wide variety of water projects: “It is recognized that esthetic, social and other values, as 

well as economic values, are involved in water resources development.  However, the lack of 

monetary means to measure such esthetic, social and similar values forces the major emphasis of 

project justification into the field of economics, so that economic justification becomes the 

principal basis for project approval.”  There was no direct relationship, they explained, between 

the value of domestic, industrial, or irrigation water—“nor is the cost of providing a water supply 

necessarily any indication of its need or value.”82  Unfortunately, the only “rational basis” for 

estimating the benefits of a particular project was by calculating the projected gross revenue 

derived from future water sales.  This was hardly a sufficient measure of the water’s real value. 

 Finally, when it came to striking a balance between local, regional, and national interests, 

the Water Board felt that there remained much work to be done: 

 It is a long established American principle that governmental functions be divided into 
 appropriate spheres of activity – national, state, county and municipal – with each agency 
 primarily responsible for those activities of its own particular interest and concern, within 
 its reasonable capabilities.  Under present national water policy, as administered by Federal 
 agencies, the reasonable capabilities of state and local agencies to independently 
 accomplish required works is not sufficiently considered.  The independence and initiative 
 of local governmental agencies, necessary in the interests of orderly, efficient and 
 economic government, local, state and Federal, has been impaired.83 
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From the perspective of California water experts, at least, the entire Nation would be better served 

if local and regional interests were less encumbered by clumsy federal overreach. 

 In December of 1950, after eleven months of investigation, the President’s Water 

Resources Policy Commission issued the first volume of its study, titled, “A Water Policy for the 

American People.”  Early on in the report, the Commission outlined what it understood to be the 

essential role of the federal government in shaping national water policy: 

 The American system succeeds only as it encourages initiative, enterprise, and a sense of 
 responsibility for the common good… The Federal Government is clearly charged with 
 responsibility for safeguarding and developing our resources, but it is only one of the 
 agencies involved.  Its specific role is one of leadership—the provision of relevant 
 scientific and economic information and co-ordination, as well as a public investment 
 function on behalf of the entire Nation.  These functions aid and supplement, but can never 
 supplant, the work of local individuals and groups directly concerned.84 
 
Plans for water development “should arise from present or prospective requirements, and be 

designed to meet them on a regional, state, or local basis.”  They should also be based on adequate 

data, and “uniform procedures should be used by all agencies in estimating costs and benefits.”85 

With regards to determining the “value” of non-monetary considerations, the Commission stressed 

that “the Federal Government seeks to conserve and develop the Nation’s natural resources for the 

general welfare and not for profit.  Hence, financial feasibility is not the same as economic 

feasibility.  Financial costs and returns should be considered in analysis, but financial feasibility 

alone should not determine the desirability of a program or project.”86  Thus, the report recognized 

                                                
84 A Water Policy for the American People: The Report of the President’s Water Resources 
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the value of “intangible” benefits to the common good, but it did not offer any particular method 

to measure or compare these benefits with one another. 

 Criticism of the Commission’s report tended to focus on the nature and extent of local and 

state participation in national water resource policy.  The National Association of Manufacturers, 

for instance, offered its firm conviction that “the American people have progressed, and will 

continue to progress and prosper better under the present system that depends to a maximum 

degree on individual initiative, resourcefulness, and responsibility, and self and local control, than 

they would under a socialistic government, the seeds of which are inherent in the Commission’s 

proposals for basin-wide developments.”87  This was in direct reference to the ongoing work of 

the Tennessee Valley Authority in the eastern United States, which opponents saw as one of the 

most egregious examples of federal overreach in recent memory.  Yet not all critics shared this 

view—some, like the manager of the Natural Resources Department of the U.S. Chamber of 

Commerce, recognized the inherent connection between federal investment and control: “In all 

development of water resources it must be borne in mind that responsibility and control are 

inseparable.  And to the extent that federal responsibility, financial or otherwise, is accepted, it 

goes without saying that there will be, and must be, a commensurate share of control.  Financial 

responsibility without control is not tenable in private enterprise.  It cannot be expected in 

government.”88  The argument here was for states and communities to assume more financial 

responsibility in water development in order to avoid the undesired—but entirely appropriate—
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intervention of the federal government.  Local investment would make the direct beneficiaries of 

these water projects insist on the most efficient use of their hard-earned money.  Clearly, the 

Commission’s first report did not provide a totally satisfactory “Water Policy for the American 

People.”  Some of the primary problems had been pinpointed, and steps were being taken to 

address them, but national water policy—just like state and local water policy—would remain 

improvised and imperfect.  There was no formula, nor a master plan.  At least, not yet. 

 

THE FEATHER RIVER PROJECT 

 It is probably not a coincidence that the push for a national water policy came precisely 

when California was preparing its own State Water Plan.  As previously mentioned, California had 

become the western engine of the U.S. economy, thanks in large part to its continued commitment 

to the development and exploitation of water resources.  Politicians and businessmen throughout 

the state were keenly aware of the significance that water had played in California’s recent 

transformation, and they wanted to make sure that all the pieces were in place for that progress to 

continue apace.  With the federal government now seemingly poking its nose into California’s 

water business, there was a growing sense of urgency to nail down a comprehensive and 

independent water plan for the future of the state.  But while Californians were willing to join 

together to defend their state from perceived federal encroachment, it was much harder for them 

to see eye-to-eye when it came to dividing and distributing their waters amongst themselves. 

 By 1950, the State Water Resources Board—working closely with the Department of 

Public Works and the office of the State Engineer—had nearly completed its years-long 

investigation of California’s water resources.  Initial findings indicated that the total runoff for all 
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drainage basins in the entire state of California approximated 71,000,000 acre-feet per year.89  Of 

that, about 41 percent was produced in the north coastal region; about 32 percent in the Sacramento 

River Basin; about 16 percent in the San Joaquin River Basin; about 3 percent in the central coastal 

basins; and only about 2 percent in southern California below the Tehachapi Mountains.90  In other 

words, the south coastal area, encompassing the rapidly expanding urban centers of Los Angeles 

and San Diego, was responsible for producing only a tiny fraction of California’s overall water 

supply.  To make up for this lack of rainfall and runoff, southern California had come to rely on 

extensive groundwater pumping to meet its growing needs.  Annual groundwater uses of about 

800,000 acre-feet were nearly double those from surface supplies—including all importations from 

the Colorado River, Owens Valley, and Mono Basin.91  Clearly, something would have to be done 

to “right Nature’s wrongs” in California. 

 After more than 25 years on the job, State Engineer Ed Hyatt finally retired in 1950 and 

was succeeded by A. D. Edmonston, who had been leading the statewide water investigation and 

was preparing his report for the California Legislature.  Edmonston presented some of his initial 

findings in a series of public lectures prior the publication of the water report.  “On the basis of the 

inventory of water resources and estimates of ultimate requirements so far made,” he told the 
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California Irrigation Districts Association in October of 1950, “it is indicated that adequate water 

supplies can be developed and regulated from California’s water resources, including California’s 

rights in and to the waters of the Colorado River, in available surface reservoir sites and ground 

water basins, to meet probable ultimate water requirements in the State.”92  However, as he pointed 

out to the American Geophysical Union in February of 1951, “it is quite obvious…that in any plan 

for the ultimate development and utilization of the water resources of the State, water must be 

transferred from the areas of surplus water supply to the areas of deficiency.”93  In other words, 

the plan was to take from the water-rich North and give to the water-poor South.  Unsurprisingly, 

not everyone was on board. 

 Edmonston submitted his report to the legislature on May 1, 1951.  After careful 

consideration, the State Engineer had determined that the north coastal area and the Sacramento 

River Basin had water supplies far in excess of their ultimate local needs.  More specifically, 

Edmonston had zeroed in on the heavy-flowing Feather River—the main tributary of the 

Sacramento—as the primary target for statewide redistribution.  His plan was to build the world’s 

tallest dam at Oroville, on the Feather River, which would regulate the watershed’s erratic flows, 

prevent flood damage, and “conserve the waters for beneficial purposes.”  Studies had shown that 

only about one-fifth of the mean seasonal runoff of the Feather River would be required to supply 

the “ultimate water needs of its immediate surface area when properly controlled and utilized.”  

Rather than “wasting” into the Pacific, the remaining four-fifths could be “conserved to the extent 
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practicable for exportation to areas of deficient water supply.”94  Ultimately, this meant the 

transportation and delivery of Feather River water along a 750-mile route from north to south—

first via the Sacramento River to the San Francisco Bay area; then to the San Joaquin Valley 

through an aqueduct along its barren western flank; and finally, up and over the Tehachapi 

Mountains to the cities, industries, and agricultural lands of southern California.  Despite the 

enormity of this undertaking, Edmonston considered it “the most practicable and economic means” 

of providing necessary flood protection in the north and furnishing necessary water supplies to the 

south.95  It seemed like a win-win. 

 But not everyone agreed—and the pushback, surprisingly, came from both north and south.  

For the most part, those in northern California were adamantly opposed to “surrendering” their 

water rights to agribusiness in the San Joaquin Valley and to greedy urban consumers in Los 

Angeles and San Diego.  On the other hand, most of those in central and southern California 

enthusiastically supported the plan to redistribute the “wasted” water of the north to those who 

could actually do something useful with it.  Still, some in the Southland had serious concerns about 

how this “fantastical” Feather River Project might affect California’s ongoing legal battle with 

Arizona over water rights on the Colorado River.  Preston Hotchkis, president of the Colorado 

River Association of California, expressed his dismay to the Director of Public Works over the 

widespread attention that Edmonston’s proposal was receiving beyond the borders of California:  

 Under conditions as they exist today, and will probably exist for the next twenty years, 
 such a scheme is plain daydreaming as you and I know.  But to have a State Engineer 
 seriously present such a fantastic idea at this critical moment in our fight with 
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 Arizona…doesn’t do our cause one bit of good.  It is just exactly the kind of diversion that 
 our opponents are looking for and in which Mr. Truman himself indulged a few months 
 ago when he suggested that the Columbia River could be brought to Southern California 
 in one easy jump.96 
 
Edmonston was making a grave mistake by providing the opposition with “aid and comfort” at 

this critical juncture: “They already outrank us politically in the Senate and the House, and our 

only hope is for complete unity of purpose in our own state.”97  This would be hard to achieve, 

clearly, given the contradictory regional interests involved in these overlapping intra- and inter-

state water controversies. 

 The Governor of California, Earl Warren, endorsed the Feather River Project as an 

“insurance policy” for the future of the state.  In a televised appearance on ABC in November of 

1951, he advocated for unity of purpose among all Californians, “so that the people of California 

can get the benefit of this water storage as soon as possible.”  More significantly, Governor Warren 

expressed his firm belief that the State of California—and not the federal government—should be 

the entity responsible for financing this gargantuan project.98  By planning, funding, and building 

the water system itself, California had the chance to demonstrate to the rest of the country—and 

to the world—that it deserved a place in the company of nations rather than mere states.99  In order 

to pay for such an undertaking, Warren suggested that the state could issue revenue bonds, sell 

them to the public, and amortize those bonds through future water and power revenues generated 
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by the project.  As of yet, there was no precise estimate for the total cost, but it was sure to be one 

of the most expensive multipurpose water systems ever constructed. 

 Edmonston recognized the financial burdens of his plan more than anyone else.  “If we do 

anything about our water resources,” he explained to the California Chamber of Commerce, “[it] 

will involve the expenditure of large sums of money – billions, not millions.”  But the Feather 

River Project, as he had drawn it up, would ultimately be worth it.  Edmonston pointed to a series 

of “certain distinct advantages” that made this project so desirable: “In the first place, the water to 

be used for export is taken from the delta.  It is not dependent upon a single source, for all excess 

water from the Sacramento-San Joaquin River systems finds its way naturally into the delta.  There 

it is free water that will either waste into the ocean or be recaptured.  No legal objections are 

anticipated in exporting such excesses and waste waters.  No exchange of water supplies will be 

involved.”100  It was probably naive of Edmonston to suggest that there would be no legal 

objections to statewide water redistribution on an unprecedented scale, but he made sure to 

emphasize in his report that “first and prime consideration is being given to the requirements, both 

present and ultimate, for all uses in the local area, before a determination is made of the amounts 

of surplus waters that may be available for exportation to areas of deficient supply.”  In other 

words, Edmonston sought to calm the nerves of northern Californians by promising to meet their 

region’s water needs—“not only for domestic, municipal, irrigation and industrial uses, but also 
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for development of hydroelectric power, propagation of fish and wild life, and recreational 

needs”—for all time.101  This was quite an assurance. 

 The California Legislature appropriated additional funding for more detailed studies of the 

Feather River Project in the fall of 1952, leaving the looming “areas of origin” question unsettled, 

for now.  In the meantime, after years of bickering over the “just” allocation of the Colorado River, 

the state of Arizona formally filed a lawsuit against the state of California in the U.S. Supreme 

Court.  Arizona had never accepted California’s claim to 5,362,000 acre-feet per year, maintaining 

that the state actually deserved about a million acre-feet less.  Furthermore, Arizona’s 

congressional leadership had recently developed its own plans to divert and utilize an enormous 

supply—about a million acre-feet per year—of Colorado River water to expand irrigated 

agriculture in central and southern Arizona.102  As the Los Angeles Times understood it: “The stake 

in this dispute is a water supply that will be used either to maintain crop production on 219,750 

acres of reclaimed desert land in Arizona or to serve homes and industries in 47 Southern 

California cities with a population of 4,000,000.”  It seemed like a no-brainer.  Attorneys 

representing California insisted that the state’s position was legally sound, and that they welcomed 

the opportunity to show how “Arizona’s attempt to invade California’s long-standing water rights 

imperils the water supply of an area that is making a major contribution to national defense 
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production.”103  There was no way that the Supreme Court would turn back the clock and 

“reapportion” the river at this point, right?  That question, however, would remain unanswered for 

the next decade, affecting decisions at all levels about water development throughout the Colorado 

River basin. 

 As it turned out, in October of 1953, Governor Warren was appointed by the recently-

elected president, Dwight D. Eisenhower, to serve as chief justice of the U.S. Supreme Court.  

Upon taking his seat on the bench, he recused himself from the ongoing case of Arizona v. 

California, but he did preside over the landmark, unanimous decision of Brown v. Board of 

Education in May of 1954.  Warren’s successor as governor of California, Goodwin J. Knight, 

shared his predecessor’s support for the Feather River Project—at least in principle.  In January of 

1954, Governor Knight visited the tiny town of Oroville and met with its local chamber of 

commerce to discuss the proposed Oroville Dam and Power Plant, which were to become the 

cornerstone of the California Water Plan.  He reassured the chamber that “the operation of the 

Feather River Project will not infringe upon any established local water rights or uses; nor will the 

area of origin be deprived of any water for its future development… Our state water plan requires 

that the needs of local areas shall be satisfied before any water may be exported to areas of deficient 

supply.”  The governor warned his audience that California was facing a problem “that could 

become a nightmare if we do not plan and build now.”  He emphasized the economic importance 

of the project for the state: “We must continue to develop our lands and attract major industry; and 

to do either we first must make a capital investment in water, for water and water alone is the 
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limiting factor; water at a reasonable price – usable water.  Without this water our economic system 

could collapse… With it, nothing can stop us.”104 

 The State Engineer overseeing the project, A. D. Edmonston, finally addressed the “areas 

of origin” question before the California Legislature in April of 1955.  “While local areas should 

be accorded adequate protection against deprivation of water required for their development and 

use,” he told the congress, “the county of origin and watershed protection laws, as they now exist, 

constitute a road-block to the full development and utilization of our water resources.”  Edmonston 

believed—again, perhaps naively—that “it should not be too difficult to effect the necessary 

legislative changes to protect the areas of origin as to their present and future water requirements, 

and at the same time assure the exportation of specific quantities of surplus water to areas of 

deficiency.”  Given that the conservation works planned for northern California would cost far 

more than the local areas were capable of paying, Edmonston explained to the representatives that 

“the principal financial burden for large scale water resource projects must be assumed by the areas 

of deficiency.”  In other words, southern and central California were expected to provide the lion’s 

share of funding.  However, as Edmonston sought to make clear: “We can no more expect the 

deficient areas to help finance conservation works for water which may be taken away from them 

later than we can expect a man to buy and pay for a home or farm which may later be taken from 

him because the former owner says he needs it.”  Therefore, the quantities of water ultimately 

required for local use—as well as those determined to be exportable—had to be explicitly defined, 
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“so that permanent rights may attach thereto.”105  Finding a mutually agreeable arrangement would 

be no simple task. 

 Sadly, Edmonston would not get the chance to see his Feather River Project come to 

fruition.  After more than 30 years of service to California in water resource planning and 

development, Edmonston retired as State Engineer in the fall of 1955 and passed away shortly 

thereafter.  On the day before his official retirement, he wrote to the Director of Public Works 

about the fundamental importance of the Feather River Project to California’s future: “The State’s 

future growth and prosperity are dependent upon prompt and decisive action to overcome present 

water deficiencies.  Delay is to court vast economic losses, if not disaster.”  Edmonston maintained 

that the state of California had the financial ability, as well as the obligation, to assume the water 

resource development required in the public interest.  Issues and controversies would continue to 

arise, he conceded, but they “should not be allowed to interfere with an immediate start on the 

Feather River Project.”106  The time to act was now. 

 As was so often the case, however, it ultimately took an act of nature to jumpstart collective 

human action in California.  During the winter of 1955, the state was struck by some of the largest 

and most powerful floods on record.  The rivers of the Sierra Nevada and the north coastal region, 

including the Feather River, overflowed their banks and inundated an area of almost 100,000 

square miles—roughly 60 percent of the state’s total surface area—taking more than 60 lives and 
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causing more than $200 million in property damage.107  In the aftermath of the disaster, it became 

clear that much of the destruction could have been prevented by the proposed Oroville Dam, giving 

supporters of the Feather River Project a persuasive argument in their favor—that the California 

Water Plan was for the good of the entire state, not just the central and southern regions.  

Recognizing the increased need for statewide cooperation and oversight, the California Legislature 

in 1956 created a new superagency, the Department of Water Resources, which brought together 

under a single umbrella all 52 formerly-independent agencies responsible for some aspect of water 

development.108  But even with this new organizational structure in place—and with increased 

goodwill toward the project in the wake of the floods—state legislators remained bitterly divided 

over the issue of redistribution.  The stalemate continued, as Governor Knight proved incapable of 

inducing the regional factions to find common ground. 

 In 1958, the frustrated voters of California elected the state’s Attorney General, Edmund 

“Pat” Brown, to succeed Governor Knight as the state’s chief executive.  Pat Brown was the first 

Democratic politician elected governor of California in nearly two decades, and his million-vote 

victory in the November election helped to usher in the state’s first Democratic-majority legislature 

of the twentieth century.109  Governor Brown brought to state government the more “activist 

principles” of the Democratic party nationally, as well as a firm conviction that the development 

of new water resources was essential to California’s future growth and prosperity.110  Importantly, 

                                                
107 Norris Hundley, Jr., The Great Thirst: Californians and Water—A History, rev. ed. (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2001), pp. 280-282; Reisner, Cadillac Desert, pp. 344-345; 
Cooper, Aqueduct Empire, pp. 372-376. 
108 Hundley, Great Thirst, pp. 280-282. 
109 Harvey P. Grody, “From North to South: The Feather River Project and Other Legislative 
Water Struggles in the 1950s,” Southern California Quarterly, Vol. 60, No. 3 (Fall 1978), p. 300; 
Hundley, Great Thirst, p. 283. 
110 Hundley, Great Thirst, p. 282. 
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however, the question of how to solve California’s water problem was not a Democratic versus 

Republican issue—it was North versus South.  Regardless of the fact that his fellow Democrats 

were, themselves, divided on the issue, Governor Brown remained convinced that the Feather 

River Project was “good for the state”—and that he, himself, was the one who could ultimately 

seal the deal: “I was absolutely determined that I was going to pass this California Water Project,” 

he recalled in an interview, many years later.  “I wanted this to be a monument to me.”111  Who 

says there are no honest politicians? 

 Soon after taking office, Governor Brown abandoned the futile efforts to secure a 

constitutional amendment to the existing “areas of origin” laws in California.  Instead, his strategy 

was to try and appease both sides with major concessions in order to get enough individual 

legislators on board with the project.  To the northerners, he offered to earmark $130 million of 

the total bond sales directly to future water projects in their region.  To the southerners, he 

guaranteed contracts for “firm” water supplies that future legislators could not change, as well as 

the necessary funds to pay for the facilities needed to deliver water from the Sacramento-San 

Joaquin Delta to southern California.  Legislators from both political parties—and from all parts 

of the state—attached a series of special amendments and companion measures to the main bill, 

known as the Burns-Porter Act, in an effort to get it across the finish line in congress.  Although 

not everyone was satisfied with the hodge-podge nature of the arrangement, the bill did manage to 

pass both the Assembly and the Senate with bi-partisan support in the spring of 1959.  It was then 

to be put before the voting citizens of California. 
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the Legislation, Public Support, and Construction, 1950-1966,” Regional Oral History Office, 
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 Governor Brown and his advisors estimated that the total cost of the Feather River Project 

would be something in excess of $2.5 billion, which they considered far beyond the possibility of 

public approval.  So, rather than asking his constituents to cover the full cost up front, Brown 

decided it would be better to just ask for $1.75 billion now, and to figure out the rest of the funding 

sometime down the road.112  Even after cutting $750 million from the expected total, the $1.75 

billion bond issue was still, by far, the largest ever contemplated by any U.S. state.  The bond vote, 

known as Proposition One, was slated for November of 1960.  Its chances for passage were 

uncertain. 

 But the circumstances surrounding the vote changed substantially in May of 1960, when 

Special Master Simon Rifkind—to whom the U.S. Supreme Court had assigned the Arizona v. 

California case on the Colorado River—finally reached his long-labored decision.  Much to the 

shock of the California press, Rifkind had ultimately sided with Arizona.  He determined that the 

California Limitation Act of 1929 had fixed the total quantity of California’s rights to the Colorado 

River to a maximum of 4.4 million acre-feet per year, plus one-half of any surplus, after satisfying 

required deliveries to Mexico and federal reservations.  Considering Mexico’s guaranteed 

allotment of 1.5 million acre-feet, established in the 1944 International Water Treaty with the 

United States, there was no longer any surplus to speak of.  Thus, in the absence of any surplus, 

and in accordance with the California Seven Party Agreement of 1931, the most that the 

Metropolitan Water District of Southern California could expect to receive in a given year was 

550,000 acre-feet—or less than one-half of the carrying capacity of Metropolitan’s Colorado River 

                                                
112 For more details on funding, see Hundley, The Great Thirst; Reisner, Cadillac Desert; Grody, 
“From North to South”; Brown, “The California Water Project,” among others. 
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Aqueduct.113  The entire state was dealt a devastating blow by the Rifkind decision, but the 

consequences were obviously most severe in southern California. 

 Governor Brown sought to redirect public anger at Arizona into public support for the 

Feather River Project: “This adverse development str[o]ngly re-emphasizes that California must 

seek large additional supplies of water from other sources.  The need for the state water program 

(the Feather River Project) before the voters this November becomes even more important for the 

prosperity and continued growth of the state.  Failure to pass the water bond issue in November, 

combined with curtailment of water supplies from the Colorado River, would have disastrous 

consequences for the economy of not only Southern California, but the entire state.”114  Many 

others agreed, including some in northern California.  The San Jose News noted that “[Rifkind’s] 

decision was adverse to this state and the consequences are not small by any means.  For the 

prosperity of Southern California affects most singularly the well being of the north – despite the 

fact that north and south have for years been embroiled in internecine warfare over water.”  The 

newspaper conceded that “Arizona must grow and develop,” but its “population needs are not as 

ferocious – nor are the industrial ones.”115  The Feather River Project thus appeared the best option 

available for ensuring a prosperous future for all Californians. 

 But most of the north remained intransigent—firmly opposed to the idea of sending their 

current and future water supplies to the greedy Southland for the “good of the state.”  The San 

Francisco Chronicle found Governor Brown’s comments “uncommonly preposterous,” noting 

that “the Rifkind decision has not in any respect cured any part of the grave and manifold defects 
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of the Feather river plan.  Its engineering is as vague as it ever was, its economics as uncertain and 

dangerous.”116  The Chronicle urged its readers to vote down the bond issue in November, warning 

that California was “taking a desperate plunge into the unknown” and authorizing a “blank check 

to irresponsibility.”117  It made much more sense, the newspaper argued, for people to go to the 

water than vice versa—meaning that southern Californians should move up north if they wanted 

northern water so badly.  Other voices of opposition came from organized labor, who claimed that 

the Feather River Project would unjustly benefit agribusiness at the expense of the small farmer.  

As one labor leader put it: “The thought of subsidizing several millions of acres of land on the 

western side of the Central Valley to large corporate interests is shameful.”118  Clearly, the issues 

surrounding the Feather River Project went far beyond the simple transportation of water. 

 Surprisingly, perhaps, many individuals and entities in southern California also expressed 

their reservations about the project—and none more vociferously than the Metropolitan Water 

District of Southern California, headquartered in Los Angeles.  But why would the MWD be 

resistant to a plan that would ultimately provide it with much more water than ever before?  The 

main reason, it would seem, was the expected distribution of costs.  As things stood in 1960, the 

City of Los Angeles was using less than 10 percent of the Colorado River water being imported 

by the MWD, while paying taxes on over 60 percent of the district’s operations.119  The vast 

majority of the Colorado River water to which the City of Los Angeles was entitled—and for 

which it was paying—was going to other southern California communities (like San Diego) that 

                                                
116 “Aftermath of Colorado Case,” San Francisco Chronicle, May 11, 1960, CSA, CRBCR, 
R114.002, Box 2:5. 
117 San Francisco Chronicle, Oct. 27, 1960, quoted in Hundley, Great Thirst, pp. 286-287. 
118 J. B. Quinn, Grangemaster, State Grange, quoted in Cooper, Aqueduct Empire, p. 234. 
119 William L. Kahrl, Water and Power: The Conflict over Los Angeles’ Water Supply in the 
Owens Valley (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982), p. 403. 
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now wanted even more water to sustain their tremendous growth.120  Moreover, those areas that 

benefitted from the current situation—like San Bernardino, Riverside, and San Diego counties—

also wanted Los Angeles to pay an outsized portion of the total cost for importing additional water 

supplies from the north.  There were thus daunting economic reasons for Los Angeles to be wary 

of underwriting the Feather River Project for the rest of southern California. 

 In the weeks leading up to the election, the L.A.-based board members of the MWD found 

it increasingly difficult to keep their fragile coalition together, as individual MWD agencies 

(including the San Diego County Water Authority) began to break ranks and publicly endorse the 

Feather River Project.  Just four days before the election, the L.A. board members finally 

capitulated and endorsed the project as well.  The MWD signed a contract with the State of 

California for 1.5 million acre-feet of Feather River Project water per year, with an estimated 

delivery date set for 1970.  For its part, the San Diego County Water Authority expected to receive 

approximately 362,000 acre-feet of this supply, to be delivered through the Second San Diego 

Aqueduct.121  Finally, on November 8, 1960, the $1.75 billion bond issue was put before the voters 

of California.  It passed—but only by a narrow margin of 174,000 votes out of more than 5.8 

million cast.  As expected, the slim victory was carried by heavy balloting in the state’s 

southernmost counties—chief among them, San Diego.  In fact, San Diego County voted more 

than four-to-one in favor of the project, giving it the necessary numbers to eke out a statewide 

victory.  The people of San Diego could thus take pride in the fact that they were individually 

responsible for greenlighting the Feather River Project.  Now all they needed to do was wait for 

the water. 

w v v v w 
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 Entering the 1960s, residents of San Diego had reason to be excited for the future.  They 

had taken it upon themselves to build the Second San Diego Aqueduct, and they could expect 

hundreds of thousands of acre-feet of northern California water to make its way down the pipeline 

in the years ahead.  In the meantime, they could rely on a steady supply from the Colorado River 

to sustain their tremendous growth—a luxury which allowed city leaders to plan ahead and pursue 

formal strategies for urban development.  Residents of Tijuana, on the other hand, faced the 1960s 

with an empty reservoir and no access to the Colorado River.  The emergency system installed at 

La Misión averted immediate disaster, but it offered no long-term relief to the people of Tijuana.  

City leaders were desperate to meet the minimum daily needs of the sprawling city—never mind 

planning ahead for the decades to come.  This resulted in a much more informal urban 

development—driven by the resourcefulness of the city’s inhabitants and circumscribed by its lack 

of economic and natural resources.  For now, the city would have to do what it could to get by. 
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CHAPTER SIX: 
GLOBALIZING TIJUANDIEGO, 1963-1982 

 
 

 Tijuana entered the 1960s in the midst of another water crisis.  The storage reservoir behind 

the Presa Rodríguez had completely dried up; the wells sunk into the Tijuana riverbed were failing 

to provide enough water to satisfy daily needs; and to complicate matters, the city’s population 

was growing at a rate of almost 10 percent a year, surpassing 150,000 by 1960.  Local authorities 

were desperate to find a solution—any solution—to the pressing water problems.  As detailed in 

the previous chapter, they ultimately decided to build an emergency aqueduct—the Acueducto de 

La Misión—which took in groundwater from the Valle de la Misión and carried it approximately 

65 kilometers northward to Tijuana.  Upon its completion in 1963, this aqueduct provided enough 

potable water to temporarily stave off a more serious social disaster in Tijuana, but it hardly 

addressed the underlying issues at hand.  Of course, it was not intended to.  It was a short-term 

solution to a long-term problem.  Nevertheless, it was considered the best option available to 

Tijuana at the time, given the persistence of the postwar drought, the social pressures brought on 

by mass migration to the border region, and the economic realities on the ground in Baja California.  

In the eyes of federal policymakers in Mexico City, Tijuana remained a distant city—the most 

distant city—whose economic potential was promising, if uncertain.  Over the course of the 1960s, 

though, the “advantages” of the border region—namely, abundant cheap labor—became much 

more obvious to transnational corporations around the world, which began to relocate important 

pieces of their manufacturing and assembling operations to Mexican border cities like Tijuana and 

Ciudad Juárez.  This was globalization in action—long before it had a name. 
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 By the 1970s, Tijuana had become an essential node in the transborder economy.  It thus 

became a much greater priority for the Mexican federal government, which invested heavily in 

infrastructure and public works projects in Tijuana throughout the decade.  The government was 

able to dedicate so much money to public spending thanks in large part to the discovery of huge 

stores of petroleum in southeastern Mexico, which presidents Luis Echeverría (1970-1976) and 

José López Portillo (1976-1982) both used to leverage massive foreign loans.  In Tijuana, this 

meant that there were finally enough funds available to address the city’s long-standing water 

problems once and for all—by building a billion-peso aqueduct to the Colorado River.  At the 

same time, the federal government spent another billion pesos on the “channelization” of the 

Tijuana River, hoping to “rescue” from the riverbed hundreds of hectares of high-value property 

in the heart of the city.  The channelization project served multiple purposes—it made the city 

safer, more urban, and more commercially dynamic.  It also necessitated the removal and 

relocation of tens of thousands of tijuanenses who had informally settled in the dry riverbed since 

the 1940s.  Indeed, the razing of “Cartolandia”—or Cardboardland—to make room for a modern, 

urban “Zona Río” was a major part of the appeal.  It marked a decisive shift away from the 

previously-sanctioned urban informality of the city center, driving those without means even 

further into the scattered colonias stretching up the hillsides to the south and east of the city. 

 Across the border in San Diego, the water problems of decades past were beginning to fade 

away.  Since the 1940s, San Diego had built a series of parallel north-south aqueducts to import 

large quantities of Colorado River water from the Metropolitan Water District of Southern 

California.  By the early 1960s, the San Diego County Water Authority (SDCWA) was capable of 

delivering up to 320,000 acre-feet of Colorado River water per year to its member agencies.  At 

the same time, the State of California was in the midst of building the largest and most elaborate 



 338 

state-funded water project ever contemplated in the United States—or even the world.  The State 

Water Project, completed in the early 1970s, would funnel millions of acre-feet of northern 

California river water to the south—first through the Sacramento-San Joaquin River Delta; then 

through the farmlands of the Central Valley; and finally, up and over the Tehachapi Mountains 

into urban southern California.  The SDCWA had claimed a legal right to approximately 362,000 

acre-feet of this northern California water, which, when combined with the current supply coming 

from the Colorado, gave the citizens of San Diego more water than they knew what to do with. 

 The 1980s brought radical changes to Tijuandiego.  Mexico’s half-century project of 

national capitalism—starting with the “postrevolutionary” regimes of the 1920s and continuing all 

the way through the “administrations of abundance” in the 1970s—finally hit a wall in the early 

1980s.  Mexico’s remarkable production of petroleum in the late 1970s eventually helped to drive 

down the global price of oil, which meant the massive foreign loans that Echeverría and López 

Portillo had taken out were suddenly impossible to pay back.  The federal government had little 

choice but to implement strict austerity measures and to “open up” the Mexican economy to the 

global market.  In Tijuana, this meant a reinvigorated focus on attracting foreign manufacturers—

mostly from the United States and Japan, but also from other parts of the world—to establish 

assembly plants, or maquiladoras, in the new industrial zone located directly on the border.  

Tijuana became evermore a “Maquilapolis”—an urban hub of transnational capital, parts, and 

labor—set across from San Diego, the shining “Martial Metropolis” on the Pacific.1  The Navy 

and its related industries remained the roaring engine of San Diego’s economy, as the United States 

continued to prioritize defense spending well beyond the end of the Cold War.  Tijuandiego—

                                                
1 See Maquilapolis: City of Factories, directed by Vicky Funari and Sergio de la Torre (San 
Francisco: California Newsreel, 2006); and Roger W. Lotchin, ed., The Martial Metropolis: U.S. 
Cities in War and Peace (New York: Praeger, 1984). 
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consisting of both the maquilapolis and the martial metropolis—was thus a critical nexus of early 

globalization.  And as always, water remained the key. 

 
 
DESALINATION AT ROSARITO 

 The Acueducto de La Misión was greenlit by Mexico’s Secretaría de Recursos Hidráulicos 

(SRH) in March of 1961 as an emergency solution to Tijuana’s grave water crisis.  Experts 

projected that the 65-kilometer aqueduct could be built in less than a year, and could deliver an 

estimated 300 liters per second, for a maximum of three years, before eventually depleting the 

aquifer underneath the Valle de La Misión, located just north of Ensenada.  By that time, it was 

hoped, a “normal” pattern of rainfall would return to the region, giving state and federal officials 

the opportunity to finally pursue a “long-term” solution to Tijuana’s existential water threat.  The 

two most promising options under consideration at the time were: a) to build an aqueduct to the 

east, running parallel to the international boundary for more than 100 kilometers, which would be 

capable of carrying large quantities of Colorado River water from Mexicali to Tijuana; or, b) to 

build an experimental desalination plant in the tiny coastal town of Rosarito, located about 20 

kilometers to the southwest of Tijuana.  These were two very different options.  The first, building 

an aqueduct to Mexicali, had been on the minds of water experts in Tijuana for decades—ever 

since the Colorado River Aqueduct had been built across southern California in the 1930s.  The 

second, attempting to convert seawater into drinking water, had also been on the minds of water 

experts for decades—probably for millennia—but thus far, no breakthrough in desalination 

technology had made it an economically-viable option for large-scale water production.  Still, that 

did not stop anyone from trying. 
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 In the early 1960s, numerous proposals for an experimental desalination plant at Rosarito 

landed on the desk of Mexico’s Secretary of Hydraulic Resources, Alfredo del Mazo.2  One 

company in particular, the Westinghouse Electric Corporation of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, 

seemed especially interested in building a desalination plant in Baja California—perhaps to 

complement the experimental plant that the company was currently constructing at Point Loma in 

San Diego.  In June of 1961, Secretary del Mazo forwarded Westinghouse’s most recent designs 

to the President of Mexico, Adolfo López Mateos.  Westinghouse had offered to install “two 

instantaneous evaporators and a low-pressure boiler,” capable of producing 220 liters per second, 

plus a pumping plant and an aqueduct to carry the desalinated water from Rosarito to Tijuana, for 

an estimated total cost of 67,500,000 pesos.  As Secretary del Mazo pointed out to the president, 

this would be about 80 liters per second less water than the emergency aqueduct from La Misión 

was expected to deliver, at a cost of nearly twice as much.3  Clearly, this early version of the plan 

was not the long-term solution to Tijuana’s water problems. 

 Rosarito had been selected as the target location for a desalination plant for two main 

reasons: first, unlike Tijuana, Rosarito was located directly on the coast (an obvious requirement 

for any seawater conversion operation); and second, Rosarito was already the site of a brand-new 

thermoelectric plant, currently in the final stages of construction by Mexico’s Federal Commission 

                                                
2 Alfredo del Mazo Vélez, an engineer by training, had previously served as the head of the 
Administrative Department of the Comisión Nacional de Irrigación (CNI), as well as Governor 
of the State of México from 1945-1951.  He was Secretary of Hydraulic Resources from 1958-
1964, during the entire presidency of Adolfo López Mateos. 
3 Alfredo del Mazo V., El Secretario de Recursos Hidráulicos, to Adolfo López Mateos, El 
Presidente de la República, Jun. 13, 1961, Archivo Histórico del Agua (AHA), Consultivo 
Técnico (CT), Caja 1077, Exp. 10438. 
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of Electricity.4  The idea was to build a large-scale desalination plant capable of working in 

combination with the thermoelectric facilities, and thus producing large quantities of potable water 

using energy generated right next-door.  More ambitious plans for a desalination plant—as well as 

detailed designs for the alternative option, a Mexicali-Tijuana aqueduct—continued to get drawn 

up and passed around the SRH throughout 1962.  For the time being, engineers at the SRH insisted 

that further studies needed to be conducted on both options before any worthwhile comparisons 

could be made. 

 One major factor worth considering, according to Secretary del Mazo, was the potential 

cooperation of the United States in a establishing a desalination plant in Mexico.5  In the spring of 

1963, the U.S. Department of State reached out to the Mexican Embassy in Washington, D.C., 

expressing interest in working together to advance the scientific and engineering techniques of 

desalination in the Western Hemisphere: “This Department is in a position to designate, in 

conjunction with Mexican experts, the technical advisors necessary to study and render a report 

on the projected plant in Rosarito.”  The State Department emphasized that the United States 

“clearly recognizes the global importance of the saltwater conversion program,” adding that if such 

a report on Rosarito were ultimately deemed favorable, it would seem “entirely appropriate for the 

United States to cooperate with Mexico in this project.”6  Secretary del Mazo voiced his support 

                                                
4 “Breve exposición del problema del abastecimiento de agua de Tijuana, B. C.,” Secretaría de 
Recursos Hidráulicos, Consulto Técnico [sin autor], Apr. 9, 1962, AHA, CT, Caja 1077, Exp. 
10439. 
5 Alfredo del Mazo V., El Secretario de Recursos Hidráulicos, to Manuel Tello, El Secretario de 
Relaciones Exteriores, Feb. 22, 1963, AHA, CT, Caja 1077, Exp. 10439.  [“Como al comparar 
las dos alternativas posibles para el abastecimiento de agua potable de Tijuana, a saber, 
Acueducto Mexicali Tijuana y Planta Desaladora de Rosarito, se debe tomar en consideración la 
cooperación que pudiera otorgar el Gobierno de los Estados Unidos, la cual puede determinar la 
selección de la Planta…”] 
6 El Departamento de Estado, E.U.A., to Embajada de México, Washington, D.C., [translation], 
Mar. 5, 1963, AHA, CT, Caja 1077, Exp. 10439.  [“Este Departamento está en disposición de 
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for such a binational study to the Mexican Foreign Minister, Manuel Tello, telling him that “the 

final resolution on whether or not to install the Rosarito Plant should be made after the studies 

cited, since the contribution that may be received from the United States is an important factor in 

this decision.”7 

 Previously, Secretary del Mazo had considered seawater conversion an unlikely solution 

to Tijuana’s water problems, given that it “would constitute a significant economic burden for 

users, who would have to cover not only the cost of operation and maintenance, but also the 

amortization of the substantial initial investment required.”  The possibility of receiving financial 

assistance from the Unites States, however, might “significantly reduce the cost of water obtained, 

with the consequent decrease in service fees.”8  Thus, there were mutual interests in achieving 

binational cooperation at Rosarito.  For the United States, Rosarito offered another enticing 

opportunity to pursue technological innovation by using Mexico as a scientific “laboratory”—

much like what had taken place in the field of industrial agriculture during the “green revolution” 

                                                
designar los representantes técnicos necesarios para que estudien conjuntamente con los expertos 
mexicanos y rindan un informe sobre la proyectada planta en Rosarito… El Congreso, por medio 
del acta Anderson Aspinall, reconoce claramente la importancia mundial del programa de 
conversión del agua salada.  Por lo tanto, si el informe es favorable y otros requisitos del acta 
pueden cumplirse, parece completamente apropiado que los Estados Unidos cooperen con 
México en este proyecto.”] 
7 Alfredo del Mazo V., El Secretario de Recursos Hidráulicos, to Manuel Tello, El Secretario de 
Relaciones Exteriores, Apr. 15, 1963, AHA, CT, Caja 1077, Exp. 10439.  [“…La resolución 
final sobre si se debe o no instalar la Planta de Rosarito se tomará después de la información y 
estudios citados, siendo un factor importante para esa resolución la aportación que se pueda 
recibir de Estados Unidos.”] 
8 Alfredo del Mazo V., El Secretario de Recursos Hidráulicos, to Manuel Moreno Torres, El 
Director General de la Comisión Federal de Electricidad, May 4, 1963, AHA, CT, Caja 1077, 
Exp. 10439.  [“…constituiría una carga económica de importancia para los usuarios que tendrían 
que cubrir no sólo el costo de operación y mantenimiento, sino también la amortización de la 
importante inversión inicial requerida… [L]a posibilidad de lograr una cooperación económica 
internacional…podría reducir apreciablemente el costo del agua que se obtuviera con la 
consiguiente disminución de las tarifas de servicio.”] 



 343 

of the preceding decades.9  The interest here was to gather data, not necessarily to solve Tijuana’s 

water problems. 

 The U.S. Department of the Interior also supported the idea of working together with 

Mexico to advance the study of desalination.  According to the Acting Secretary of the Interior, 

James K. Carr, this was the first request by a foreign government since the passage of the 

Anderson-Aspinall Act of 1961, which had as its objective “advancing the science and technology 

in the field of saline water conversion.”  An international study at Rosarito was considered to be 

entirely consistent with the purpose of the Act—as well as with the larger foreign policy objectives 

of the United States.  And there were a number of other promising features about a desalination 

plant at Rosarito, in particular: “The study is simplified by the fact that the electric powerplant is 

already financed and under construction.  Fortunately, the two turbines now being installed have 

been designed so they can be linked with a desalting plant.  It is our understanding the two 

additional turbines can be designed in like manner at little more cost.  If so designed, the ultimate 

capacity of the desalting plant could be about 25,000,000 gallons a day from the four generators, 

or about 25 times the capacity of the largest demonstration plants presently operating in the United 

States.”  The Acting Secretary wanted this plant to be massive—desalination on a scale not yet 

contemplated.  Just the sheer data that could be gleaned from a plant of this size made the proposed 

international study worthwhile.  In August of 1963, Acting Secretary Carr recommended to the 

U.S. Secretary of State, Dean Rusk, that the United States should proceed with a “detailed 

engineering and economic feasibility report,” to be conducted in full cooperation with the Mexican 

government.10 

                                                
9 More on the “green revolution” to come. 
10 James K. Carr, Acting Secretary, U.S. Department of the Interior, to Dean Rusk, U.S. 
Secretary of State, Aug. 2, 1963, AHA, CT, Caja 1077, Exp. 10439. 
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 It is important to take a moment to consider the Cold War context in which these binational 

conversations were taking place.  In 1959, Fidel Castro had successfully overthrown the U.S.-

backed military dictatorship of Fulgencio Batista in Cuba—a deeply threatening development in 

the eyes of the U.S. government, given the island’s location less than 100 miles from the southern 

tip of Florida.  U.S. officials feared that Castro’s socialist revolution might spread to other 

countries across Latin America, so they attempted to topple the Castro regime before it had the 

chance.  In April of 1961, at the behest of the CIA, a brigade of over 1,000 Cuban exiles launched 

an armed invasion of the Bay of Pigs, on the south side of the island.  After a violent initial 

skirmish, the invaders were quickly overwhelmed and captured by the Cuban Revolutionary 

Armed Forces.  Castro negotiated the return of these prisoners to the United States in exchange for 

tens of millions of dollars’ worth of food and medical supplies—successfully turning the failed 

U.S. invasion into an economic and political boon for his revolutionary cause.  Castro was driven 

even further into the arms of the Soviet Union, agreeing secretly with Nikita Khrushchev in July 

of 1962 to place Soviet ballistic missiles on the island to deter any future U.S. invasion.  President 

Kennedy managed to negotiate a resolution to the missile crisis with Khrushchev in October, in 

which the Soviet Union agreed to dismantle its offensive weapons in Cuba in exchange for a public 

declaration from the United States that it would never invade Cuba again.  For his part, Castro felt 

slighted by the Soviets, who had pressured him to put the missiles there in the first place, and who 

had not addressed any of Cuba’s key interests in their negotiations with the United States—chief 

among them, the status of the U.S. Naval base at Guantanamo Bay. 

 In February of 1964, Castro decided to take matters into his own hands—he cut off the 

water supply to the naval base at Guantanamo, leaving it without access to any of the imported 
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Cuban water it had come to rely on for its daily operations.11  In response, the U.S. Navy turned to 

desalination.  Given the urgency of the situation, however, there was not enough time to build a 

new desalination plant from scratch.  Instead, the Navy arranged with the Department of the 

Interior to disassemble the demonstration plant at Point Loma and to rebuild it at Guantanamo 

Bay.  The plant was dismantled within a matter of weeks—its parts loaded aboard the SS President 

Grant in San Diego harbor and transported to Guantanamo in mid-April.12  By the end of July, the 

desalination plant was up and running at the naval base, producing 750,000 gallons of potable 

water per day.  A second conversion unit went online in September, and a third followed in 

December, bringing the total productive capacity to 2.5 million gallons per day—enough water to 

achieve complete self-sufficiency at Guantanamo.13 

 The relocation of the Point Loma plant—while celebrated at Guantanamo—changed the 

calculus at Rosarito entirely.  Now that there was an opportunity to build a brand-new replacement 

plant in San Diego, the incentive to move forward with a project in Mexico was greatly diminished.  

Besides, the latest reports from the SRH indicated that the proposed plant at Rosarito would only 

have a productive capacity of around 7.5 million gallons per day—nowhere near the 25 million 

gallons that the Interior Department was hoping for when it initially expressed interest in the joint 

study a year prior.14  In June of 1964, the United States officially notified Mexico that it would not 

                                                
11 M. E. Murphy and John Pomfret, The History of Guantanamo Bay, 2 vols., (U.S. Naval Base 
at Guantanamo Bay, 1964): vol. ii, ch. xxi, “The 1964 Water Crisis,” pp. [?].  The main source of 
water for the base was the Yateras River, located about five miles away, from which the Navy 
received about 2,500,000 gallons per day, at a rate of about $14,000 per month. 
12 Murphy and Pomfret, The History of Guantanamo Bay, ch. xxi.  In the meantime, the naval 
base relied upon its limited reserves, as well as water imported by barge from Florida and 
Jamaica. 
13 Office of the Base Commander, Guantanamo Bay, to Commander-in-Chief, U.S. Atlantic 
Fleet, Dec. 6, 1964, quoted in Murphy and Pomfret, The History of Guantanamo Bay, ch. xxi. 
14 José Ramos Magaña, Ingeniero en Jefe de Agua Potable y Alcantarillados; Manuel Anaya Y 
S., Ingeniero Consultor; Eduardo Berrón U., Director de Estudios y Proyectos; y Eduardo 
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be participating in the construction of a desalination plant at Rosarito, choosing to focus its 

resources, instead, on building a second experimental plant at Point Loma, which would 

incorporate the latest technological advances in the field.15 

 That same month, coincidently, President Lyndon B. Johnson announced at a White House 

press conference that the United States and the Soviet Union had reached an agreement to “explore 

the possibility of cooperative development of methods for desalting sea water…including the use 

of nuclear power for running desalinization plants.” Representatives from the two nations were 

scheduled to meet in Washington in mid-July to discuss possible areas of collaboration.  President 

Johnson expressed his hope that these exploratory discussions would lead to “effective scientific 

cooperation” in “what could become a very important activity of great economic significance to 

many areas of the world.”16  The United States and the Soviet Union remained geopolitical foes 

throughout the Cold War era, but they also made concerted efforts to promote binational scientific 

exchanges between them.  Working together to generate new knowledge and to discover new 

technologies seemed like a worthwhile pursuit for both superpowers.17 

 According to White House officials, the initiative for these most recent cooperative 

discussions had come from the Soviet Union, inviting uncertain speculation about Soviet motives.  

The New York Times reported that “one line of speculation is that the Soviet Union, like the United 

States, is seeking to convey a picture of cooperation in an area of research that is becoming of 

                                                
Fuentes C., Jefe de la Oficina de Electromecánica, to Alfredo del Mazo V., El Secretario de 
Recursos Hidráulicos, Jul. 10, 1964, AHA, CT, Caja 1077, Exp. 10439. 
15 “Resumen de la actuación de la Secretaría de Recursos Hidráulicos en relación con el 
abastecimiento de agua potable a Tijuana, B.C., incluyendo lo relativo a la planta desaladora de 
Rosarito,” [SRH, undated, likely Jul. 1964], AHA, CT, Caja 1077, Exp. 10439. 
16 “U.S.-Soviet Talks on Desalting Set; Parley in July to Discuss Possibility of Joint Effort,” The 
New York Times, Jun. 24, 1964. 
17 See Gerson S. Sher, From Pugwash to Putin: A Critical History of US-Soviet Scientific 
Cooperation (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2019). 
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increasing interest and importance as certain areas of the world face a water shortage.”  The 

newspaper noted that “a new interest in desalination has been injected recently by the possibility 

of building dual-purpose atomic power plants that would produce both electricity and water.”  

Large-scale atomic reactors offered the promise of producing “fairly cheap steam that could first 

be used to turn electrical generators and then to distill sea water.”  The United States was reportedly 

interested in giving an “international scope” to these efforts by offering, through the International 

Atomic Energy Agency, to help countries such as Mexico and Israel to develop these dual-purpose 

atomic power plants.18 

 President Johnson took the most substantial step yet in August of 1965, when he signed a 

$185,000,000 Water Desalinization Research Bill intended to make saltwater conversion 

“economically feasible” within five years.  “We shall make the great breakthrough before the 

calendar turns to 1970,” he predicted at the signing ceremony.  “Desalting is no longer a dream.”19  

According to the San Diego Union, President Johnson had taken a keen personal interest in the 

field of desalination during his years in the Senate, and he prioritized it accordingly once he was 

in the Oval Office: “Not so long ago, water desalinization was a plain Jane in flour sack underwear 

alongside such dazzling and glamorous federal programs as space exploration”—but now, “an 

ardent beau named Lyndon B. Johnson has noticed the wallflower, showered her with cash, and 

put her right up there with anti-poverty and the other belles of the Great Society ball.”  A well-

funded saline water conversion program could have tremendous benefits for the United States—

both at home and abroad.  Indeed, water desalination had already become an important part of U.S. 

                                                
18 “U.S.-Soviet Talks on Desalting Set; Parley in July to Discuss Possibility of Joint Effort,” The 
New York Times, Jun. 24, 1964. 
19 “$185 Million OKd For Desalting Study,” The San Diego Union, Aug. 12, 1965, Archivo 
Histórico del Estado de Baja California (AHEBC), Fondo: Gobierno del Estado (FGE), [159.4]. 
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foreign policy.  As the San Diego Union explained, “Mr. Johnson has discovered that sharing the 

U.S. desalinization techniques with foreigners can be a useful, cheap and convenient way of 

making friends, even behind the Iron Curtain.”  Soviet scientists had recently visited U.S. 

desalination plants, and vice versa. “Water is neutral,” observed a spokesman for the Interior 

Department.  “As for sharing our secrets of desalinization with foreigners – well, you don’t fight 

wars with water pistols.”20 

 Despite President Johnson’s enthusiasm for working with other countries—including 

Mexico—to develop the science of desalination, it was not to be the case at Rosarito.  That left 

Mexican officials with a hefty decision to make: Should they pursue a desalination plant at 

Rosarito without the economic assistance of the United States; or, should they build an aqueduct 

to Mexicali to tap the Colorado River at long last?  The head of the Junta de Aguas in Tijuana, an 

engineer named Jorge Ruiz Fitch, was adamantly opposed to the idea of a desalination plant, and 

repeatedly pleaded his case for the Mexicali-Tijuana Aqueduct to the SRH.  In August of 1965, he 

wrote: “As we have the impression that some advisors of the Secretariat are convinced that the 

integral solution of the water supply problem for Tijuana is feasible through the construction of a 

desalination plant in conjunction with the Thermo-Electric plant installed in the Town of Rosarito, 

we firmly and sincerely believe that it is not opportune to experiment with that method at the 

expense of this City…”21  The most recent design for a desalination plant from Westinghouse had 

                                                
20 “Desalting Grows From Wallflower To Belle Of Ball,” The San Diego Union, Aug. 15, 1965, 
AHEBC, FGE, [159.4]. 
21 Jorge Ruiz Fitch, Presidente de la Junta de Agua Potable y Alcantarillado del Distrito Urbano 
de Tijuana, to Salvador Aguilar Chávez, Subsecretario de Recursos Hidráulicos, Aug. 18, 1965, 
AHEBC, FGE, [159.4].  [“Como tenemos la impresión de que algunos asesores de la H. 
Secretaría están convencidos de que la solución integral del problema de abastecimiento de agua 
para Tijuana es factible mediante la construcción de una planta desaladora en conjunción con la 
Termo-Eléctrica instalada en el Poblado de Rosarito, creemos firme y sinceramente que no es 
oportuno experimentar con ese método a costa de esta Ciudad…”] 
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a productive capacity of 330 liters per second (7.5 million gallons per day) at a  cost of 100 million 

pesos.  The Mexicali-Tijuana Aqueduct, on the other hand, was designed to carry 1,000 liters per 

second (23 million gallons daily) at a cost of 180 to 200 million pesos.  In other words, thrice the 

water for twice the price.  And, according to Ruiz Fitch, the operation and maintenance of the 

desalination plant would be ten times more expensive in the long run.  “Under these 

circumstances,” he implored, “neither Mexico nor Tijuana should acquire such a large debt to do 

an experiment; one which is already being done by a friendly nation that will give to the world for 

free the knowledge that it obtains on this matter.”22 

 Ruiz Fitch saw “an infinity of reasons” for not moving forward with the desalination plant 

at Rosarito.  Besides the basic cost considerations, he reminded the SRH that the plant would have 

to be built by “specialized North American personnel” and operated by “North American 

scientists” until they could train enough Mexicans to take over the operations.  In contrast, the 

Mexicali-Tijuana Aqueduct would be “built by Mexicans, with Mexican materials, and operated 

by non-scientific pump operators and one or two Mexican engineers.”  Powering the desalination 

plant would require “diesel of foreign origin,” while the aqueduct would use “Mexican electric 

power, and may even generate part of it for its own use.”  The cutting-edge technology used for 

the desalination plant “will be inadequate within a few years, maybe less,” while the aqueduct “has 

an economic duration that can exceed a century.”  Finally, Ruiz Fitch summed up his position as 

follows: “The construction of the aqueduct is a normal solution to a normal problem, while the 

desalination plant is an experimental solution never before done on such a scale.”  It was 

                                                
22 Jorge Ruiz Fitch, “Memorandum: Datos Comparativos entre Plantas Desaladoras y Acueducto 
Mexicali-Tijuana,” Aug. 18, 1965, AHEBC, FGE, [159.4].  [“Ante estas circunstancias, México 
y menos Tijuana puede ni debe adquirir una deuda tan grande para hacer un experimento, el cual 
ya lo está haciendo una nación amiga que dará al mundo gratis los conocimientos que obtenga 
sobre esta materia.”] 
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appropriate for a “rich country” like the United States to bear the cost of experimentation—but not 

for Mexico, and certainly not for Tijuana.23 

 But despite the compelling arguments put forward by Ruiz Fitch, the man whose actual 

decision it was to make—the new Secretary of Hydraulic Resources, José Hernández Terán—

ultimately chose to pursue the desalination plant at Rosarito.  Perhaps there were other reasons, 

besides the 50 percent cheaper initial investment required, that tilted the scales in favor of 

desalination—like the chance to show the United States that Mexico rightfully belonged among 

the world’s most advanced nations.  Mexico City had been selected to host the upcoming 1968 

Summer Olympics, and President Gustavo Díaz Ordaz was intent on using the games as a way to 

shine the international spotlight on the “Mexican Miracle.”  It certainly would not hurt to have a 

cutting-edge desalination plant on the border with the United States to showcase to the world.  In 

any case, the Governor of Baja California, Raúl Sánchez Díaz, dissolved the Junta de Aguas in the 

spring of 1966—leaving Ruiz Fitch without a job—and established a new Comisión Estatal de 

Servicios Públicos de Tijuana (CESPT) to take over all water management functions of the city.24 

                                                
23 Jorge Ruiz Fitch, “Memorandum: Datos Comparativos entre Plantas Desaladoras y Acueducto 
Mexicali-Tijuana,” Aug. 18, 1965, AHEBC, FGE, [159.4].  [“Hay infinidad de razones porque 
no debe construirse la planta desaladora en Tijuana… La planta experimentadora que se quiere 
construir tendrá que ser por personal norteamericano especializado y operada por científicos 
norteamericanos hasta que se puedan entrenar mexicanos para tomar la operación de dicha 
planta.  El acueducto se haría con mexicanos, material mexicano y se operaría por operadores de 
bombas no científicos y uno o dos ingenieros mexicanos.  Para operar la planta desaladora se 
necesita diésel de procedencia extranjera, mientras que el acueducto utilizaría energía eléctrica 
mexicana y hasta puede generar parte de ella para su propio uso… El acueducto tiene una 
duración económica que puede exceder un siglo mientras la desaladora con su sistema será 
inadecuada un unos cuantos años, quizá menos… La construcción del acueducto es una solución 
normal a un problema normal, mientras que la desaladora es una solución experimental nunca 
antes hecha en tal escala.”] 
24 “DECRETO No. 22,” Periódico Oficial (Mexicali, B.C.), Apr. 22, 1966, AHEBC, FGE, 
[161.9.1]. 
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 The first item on the agenda was the desalination plant.  In February of 1967, Governor 

Sánchez Díaz signed a contract with the Federal Commission of Electricity to build a plant at 

Rosarito with a nominal productive capacity of 330 liters per second (7.5 million gallons per day).  

The Government of Baja California was obligated to pay a fixed fee of 786,000 pesos per month, 

for a total of 20 years, in order to cover the initial investment and accumulated interest over that 

period of time.  In addition, the government would pay 1.05 pesos for each cubic meter of water 

delivered to Tijuana, covering the costs of electricity and maintenance at the plant.25  Construction 

took slightly more than a year to complete, and by the end of 1968, the plant was up and running.  

It initially produced about 280 liters of potable water per second, which was delivered to Tijuana 

by a newly-constructed pipeline.  This increased the city’s total water supply to about 880 liters 

per second—sufficient for a population of roughly 250,000 people.26  Unfortunately, Tijuana’s 

population in 1968 was already approaching 300,000—and growing at an annual rate of over 6 

percent.  The plant at Rosarito would help to mitigate a deeper crisis for a few more years, but it 

was obviously not the long-term solution to Tijuana’s water problems.  Regardless, it was the 

solution that state and federal authorities had chosen to pursue.  The Colorado River would have 

to wait. 

 

 

 

                                                
25 “Acueducto Mexicali-Tijuana.  Estudios de Factibilidad,” Secretaría de Recursos Hidráulicos 
(SRH), Subsecretaría de Planeación, Dirección General de Estudios, Apr. 1974, AHA, CT, Caja 
24, Exp. 162. 
26 “Acueducto Mexicali-Tijuana.  Planteamiento y Evaluación de una Solución de Bombeo 
Utilizando Energía Eléctrica Secundaria,” Secretaría de Recursos Hidráulicos (SRH), 
Subsecretaría de Construcción, Jul. 1973, AHA, CT, Caja 19, Exp. 119. 
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CARTOLANDIA 

 Over the course of the 1960s, the population of Tijuana essentially doubled—from about 

150,000 to well over 300,000 inhabitants.  With dozens of new arrivals reaching the border city 

each day, local authorities in Tijuana sought to manage the masses as best they could.  There was 

simply not enough room, however, for everyone who came to Tijuana to settle in an established 

colonia, so migrants settled wherever they could.  The obvious choice was the dry Tijuana 

riverbed—it was wide, flat, and centrally-located.  Plus, migrants had been settling in the riverbed 

for decades already—it had become something of a “staging ground” for those seeking to cross 

the border into the United States, as well as a “landing spot” for those sent back across by U.S. 

authorities.  Over time, the portion of the riverbed located in the center of the city came to be 

known as “Cartolandia”—or Cardboardland—because of the ramshackle dwellings constantly 

being built and rebuilt by its itinerant inhabitants.  By the early 1970s, local officials estimated that 

there were upwards of 20,000 people living in the riverbed between the Presa Rodríguez and the 

international boundary.  This was understood as a problem for two main reasons: first, the situation 

had the potential to turn catastrophic in the event of a rapid river rising; and second, this was prime 

real estate in the center of the city.  Local, state, and federal authorities agreed that it was high time 

to remove these “vagrants” from Cartolandia and to “urbanize” the Tijuana River.  What exactly 

this entailed, however, was a matter of interpretation. 

 The story of Cartolandia goes way back.  In 1919, the Tijuana River was officially declared 

“property of the nation” by the Secretary of Agriculture, meaning that permission for any use of 

its streamflow—or the land that constituted its streambed—had to be granted by the federal 

government.27  In 1924, the Secretariat of Agriculture established a general agency in Tijuana, 

                                                
27 In some respects, a return to earlier Hispanic water law; see chapter three of this dissertation. 
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which was tasked with the demarcation of the streambed on both banks of the river.  This agency 

then began to grant annual permits to tijuanenses for land occupation—intended for agricultural 

purposes only.  Yet despite these stipulations, plenty of people still chose to “illegally” settle in 

the dried-up riverbed when they first arrived in Tijuana.  Often, that is where they remained, 

sometimes for generations.  By the 1930s, local officials were already referring to this as an 

“invasion” of migrants onto federal territory.  They called them paracaídistas—or parachutists.28 

 One of these so-called parachutists, a 52-year-old man from the state of Jalisco named 

Trinidad O. García, arrived in Tijuana in 1937 and proceeded to settle on the western bank of the 

Tijuana River.  There, in a portion of the riverbed occupied by about 300 other migrants and their 

families, he built himself a small casita made of found materials—mostly wooden crates and 

cardboard boxes.  In January of 1940, García was approached by the city engineer of Tijuana, who 

informed him that his meager dwelling was not only unsightly, but illegal—he needed to relocate 

beyond the margins of the federal waterway.  García, who happened to be an aging veteran of the 

Mexican Revolution, wrote to his former soldier-in-arms, President Lázaro Cárdenas, about the 

injustices he faced in this border region.  He told the president about the “miserable circumstances” 

he found himself in, and begged to have some additional time to try and find a decent place in the 

city to which he could move his humble abode.  The whole situation seemed unfair to García, since 

“there are more than 300 people living here, and I am the only one being told to vacate the place.”29 

                                                
28 “Informe condensado del problema ocasionado por la invasión por particulares, al cauce y 
zonas federales del ‘Río Tijuana’, en el tramo de la Presa ‘Rodríguez’ a la linea divisorial con los 
EE. UU.,” Secretaría de Recursos Hidráulicos, [sin autor], [1969], Archivo Histórico del Agua 
(AHA), Fondo: Aguas Nacionales (AN), Caja 2109, Exp. 29631. 
29 Trinidad O. García to Lázaro Cárdenas, Feb. 24, 1940, AHA, Fondo: Aprovechamientos 
Superficiales (AS), Caja 4838, Exp. 67059.  [“…En el mes de agosto de 1939 construí una casita 
en la margen del río que es zona federal por las circunstancias en que me encontraba de miseria, 
en vista de que ya habían otras casitas construidas en dicho lugar, y el C. Delegado de Gobierno 
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 Apparently, President Cárdenas forwarded García’s complaints to the Secretary of 

Agriculture, who subsequently requested a suspension of action against García by local officials.30  

In response, the city engineer in Tijuana explained to the Secretary of Agriculture that García had 

actually already been offered by the State Government a plot of land in Colonia Libertad or Colonia 

Independencia “absolutely free of charge,” as well as the transportation of his rickety building 

materials and all of his belongings to any plot of his choosing.  García had rejected this offer, 

requesting instead that he be given sufficient time to obtain a more “centrally-located” lot in town.  

According to the city engineer, the directive to relocate to Libertad or Independencia was for 

García’s own good, since those colonias were at least equipped with basic water services, while 

“the pools of water surrounding the place where the man is currently living are true pockets of 

infection.”31  Upon learning of the offer of free land and relocation from the State Government, 

the Secretary of Agriculture “kindly granted” García 30 additional days to vacate the federally-

controlled riverbed.32  This, it seemed, was more than fair. 

                                                
me exige que desocupe el lugar exponiendo que es zona federal y que no puedo vivir yo ahí y 
siendo que estamos mas de 300 a mí solo me exige que desocupe el lugar.”] 
30 José G. Parres, El Secretario de Agricultura y Fomento, to El Delgado del Gobierno del 
Territorio Norte de Baja California, May 8 1940, AHA, AS, Caja 4838, Exp. 67059. 
31 El Ingeniero de la Ciudad quoted in Santiago P. Ortega, El Secretario de la Delegación del 
Gobierno, Tijuana, to El Agente General de la Secretaría de Agricultura y Fomento, Jun. 7, 1940, 
AHA, AS, Caja 4838, Exp. 67059.  [“…Trinidad García se radicó con una carpa en el cauce del 
Río y no en la Zona Federal, habiéndosele llamado la atención y citado a esta Oficina 
inmediatamente a fin de que procediera a desocupar esa faja del cauce del río, sugiriéndole este 
Departamento que gestionara por conducto de la Delegación el que se le diera un lote 
absolutamente gratis ya fuera en la Colonia Libertad o Independencia… El señor García no 
aceptó la oferta hecha, solicitando por el contrario que se le concedieran unos días de plazo a fin 
de que pudiera conseguir mediante compra un lote céntrico en la población… Por otra parte, las 
charcas de agua que se encuentran cerca del lugar donde radica actualmente dicho señor, 
constituyen verdaderos focos de infección.”] 
32 Francisco Vásquez de Mercado, El Subsecretario de Agricultura y Fomento, to Trinidad O. 
García, Jul. 10, 1940, AHA, AS, Caja 4838, Exp. 67059.  [“En tal virtud esta Secretaría ha tenido 
a bien conceder a usted un plazo de 30 días a partir de la fecha de este oficio, para que desocupe 
dicho terreno.”] 
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 García’s story was typical of the late 1930s, when “repatriated” Mexicans from the north 

and migrants from the south simultaneously found themselves up against the wall—quite 

literally—in Tijuana.  With the onset of World War II—and with it, the bracero program—the 

number of Mexican migrants arriving in Tijuana increased by the day.  Many of these recent 

arrivals continued on their journeys across the international boundary, to go find work on U.S. 

farms or in other industries.  However, not everyone who came to Tijuana intended to cross over—

at least, not right away.  And, because the urban core of Tijuana had developed in a highly 

improvisational manner, the city did not have sufficient infrastructure to absorb the “caravans” of 

migrants arriving en masse from central and southern Mexico—at the behest of the United States.  

Migrants thus settled wherever they could, typically up the steep hillsides or, increasingly, in the 

flat, dry riverbed running through the middle of town.  After 1945, the lack of rainfall in the region 

made the riverbed an even more attractive option.  Indeed, this was when the area known as 

Cartolandia really started to take shape.  The postwar drought gave recent arrivals to Tijuana an 

undue confidence in the security of the riverbed from flooding.  Those who had been in the city 

for years, however, knew of the dangers that awaited anyone who assumed that the riverbed would 

remain dry forever. 

 In 1946, a man in Mexico City named Ernesto Orendáin submitted to the Secretary of 

Agriculture perhaps the first ever proposal for the channelization of the Tijuana River.  Orendáin 

had noticed that along the river’s “rambling” course from the Presa Rodríguez to the international 

boundary—and especially where it passed directly through the city center—“the amplitude of its 

riverbed does not correspond with the volume of water which flows through it.”  Accordingly, his 

plan was “to channel the waters of the stream into a canal formed by two parallel banks, which 

lead the surplus waters to the other side of the Dividing Line, gaining some land surfaces that can 
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be used permanently, either in agricultural farms or in the expansion of the urbanized area of the 

city of Tijuana.”33  In other words, this was a plan to “rescue” the land currently being 

“squandered” in the dry riverbed.  Orendáin requested up-to-date information from the Comisión 

Nacional de Irrigación (CNI)—precursor to the Secretaría de Recursos Hidráulicos (SRH)—

regarding the streamflow of the Tijuana River, the technical specifications of the Presa Rodríguez, 

and the historical data on the region’s precipitation and flood records.  It appears that Orendáin 

never received this information from the CNI, and his proposal was shelved by the Secretary of 

Agriculture—at least, for the time being. 

 Migrants continued to make their way to Tijuana in the years after WWII, as the bracero 

program was extended by popular demand in the United States, and the city of Tijuana, itself, came 

to be seen as a “land of opportunity” for downtrodden Mexicans from other parts of the country.  

In the Mexican heartland, and in other agricultural regions, the turn to mechanized, irrigated, 

chemically-fed cultivation—celebrated as a “green revolution”—reduced labor needs and 

corroded communal autonomies across rural Mexico, sending migrants in growing numbers to 

Mexican cities and to the United States.34  Unsurprisingly, as more and more people came filing 

into Tijuana, they continued to settle in the ramshackle neighborhoods stretching up the hillsides 

and across the river valley.  Beginning in the 1950s, some of these residents started to complain to 

                                                
33 Ernesto A. Orendáin, México, D. F., to El Director General de las Aguas, Secretaría de 
Agricultura y Fomento, Nov. 21, 1946, AHA, AN, Caja 1529, Exp. 21031.  [“El Río Tijuana 
desde el Puente del Ferrocarril en Agua Caliente hasta la Línea Divisoria es divagante y en 
algunos puntos de su curso especialmente frente a la ciudad de Tijuana su amplitud de cauce no 
corresponde al volúmen de agua que conduce… El objeto que persigue el suscrito es encauzar 
las aguas de la corriente en un canal formado por dos bordos paralelos, que conduzcan las aguas 
excedentes al otro lado de la Línea Divisoria, ganando algunas superficies de terrenos que 
pueden ser utilizados en forma permanente ya sea en granjas agrícolas o en ampliación de la 
zona urbanizada de la ciudad de Tijuana.”] 
34 John Tutino, The Mexican Heartland: How Communities Shaped Capitalism, a Nation, and 
World History, 1500-2000 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2018), pp. 340-344. 
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the SRH (established in 1946) about the unfair treatment they received from local authorities in 

Tijuana.  The SRH investigated the matter, confirming that many recent arrivals were being 

“extorted by people who charged them more or less money under various pretexts.”  One local 

engineer, in particular, “charged between 10 and 100 dollars, and in some cases up to 300, under 

the false pretense that this payment legalized their occupation.”35  Of course, since the Tijuana 

River and its streambed were legally considered property of the federal government, this local 

engineer had no authority to be granting land titles to the recent arrivals.  Migrants, it seems, have 

been taken advantage of in border cities for much longer than we sometimes imagine. 

 In any case, residents of the neighborhoods stretching along the riverbed wanted legal 

clarification about their property rights.  In the summer of 1951, the president of the “Comité Pro-

Mejoramiento” of the Zona Norte in Tijuana, a woman named María Alcántara Mesa, reached out 

to the SRH on behalf of her neighbors: “It is the unanimous wish of all the inhabitants of the Zona 

Norte, to know in what situation they find themselves with respect to the lands they possess, 

because when the help of the Authorities is required to address certain material works that are 

needed in this sector of the city, it is alleged to be none of their concern since they are considered 

federal lands…”36  Alcántara Mesa received a response from the SRH a week later: “This Agency 

                                                
35 “Informe condensado del problema ocasionado por la invasión por particulares, al cauce y 
zonas federales del ‘Río Tijuana’, en el tramo de la Presa ‘Rodríguez’ a la linea divisorial con los 
EE. UU.,” Secretaría de Recursos Hidráulicos, [sin autor], [1969], AHA, AN, Caja 2109, Exp. 
29631.  [“Más o menos desde 1950 principiaron las quejas de ocupantes por que se decían 
extorsionados por personas que les cobraban más o menos dinero con diversos pretextos… 
cobraban entre 10 y 100 dólares y en algunos casos hasta 300, con el engaño de que con este 
requisito ya legalizaban su ocupación.”] 
36 María Alcántara Mesa, Presidente del Comité Pro-Mejoramiento de la Zona Norte [de 
Tijuana], to Eligio Esquivel Méndez, Gerente del Distrito de Riego de Río Colorado, Secretaría 
de Recursos Hidráulicos, Jun. 18, 1951, AHA, AS, Caja 4727, Exp. 63965.  [“Es deseo unánime 
de todos los habitantes de la Zona Norte, el saber en que situación están colocados con respecto a 
los terrenos que poseen, pues cuando se requiere la ayuda de la Autoridades para atacar 
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has already notified you, countless times, that although you have public deeds of purchase of the 

lands you possess in the federal channel of the Tijuana River, it is not your property because 

according to the Constitution of the Republic, the federal lands of the channels are the property of 

the Nation, inalienable and imprescriptible.”  The only way for the residents of Zona Norte to 

become the legal owners of these lands, explained the SRH, would be to build a levee along the 

western bank of the river in order to “gain back” some national territory in the riverbed, which 

could then be purchased from the federal government in private lots.37  Unfair as this was to those 

who had been forced to purchase “unofficial” land grants from local authorities, the SRH sought 

to assert its federal power over the international watercourse—at least, the portions flowing 

through Mexican territory.  Furthermore, the recommendation from the SRH that local tijuanenses 

build their own flood prevention infrastructure along the riverbed indicates a measure of officially-

sanctioned urban informality that differed markedly from San Diego.38 

 Further efforts to dislodge the residents of Cartolandia continued throughout the 1950s, but 

every time a few dozen people were expelled from the riverbed, a few hundred more always 

                                                
determinadas obras materiales que hacen falta en este sector de la ciudad, se alega no ser de 
competencia de ellas por tratarse de terrenos federales…”] 
37 Eligio Esquivel Méndez, El Gerente del Distrito de Riego del Río Colorado, to Comité Pro-
Mejoramiento de la Zona Norte, Jun. 27, 1951, AHA, AS, Caja 4727, Exp. 63965.  [“…Esta 
Gerencia ya les ha notificado infinidad de veces, que aunque tengan escrituras Públicas de 
compra de los terrenos que poseen ustedes en el cauce federal del Río de Tijuana, no es 
propiedad de ustedes a causa de que conforme a la Constitución de la República, los terrenos 
federales de los cauces son propiedad de la Nación, inalienables e imprescriptibles… Esta 
Gerencia les indica que la única forma que hay para que ustedes puedan llegar a ser dueños 
legales de esas tierras, es construyendo el bordo de defensa que limite la zona federal del río, 
pasando la parte ganada al río a terrenos nacionales, que entonces podrá enajenar la Nación.”] 
38 On urban informality in the Americas, see Brodwyn Fischer, Bryan McCann, and Javier 
Auyero, eds., Cities from Scratch: Poverty and Informality in Latin America (Durham, NC: 
Duke University Press, 2014); and John Tutino and Martin V. Melosi, eds., New World Cities: 
Challenges of Urbanization and Globalization in the Americas (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 2019), among others. 
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seemed to replace them.39  Local officials were constantly lamenting the “eyesore” caused by these 

ramshackle dwellings—an unsightly “first impression” of Mexico for anyone coming across the 

border from the United States.  In 1959, the issue was brought before the newly-elected President 

of the Republic, Adolfo López Mateos, who supported the clearing of Cartolandia and the 

“canalización” of the Tijuana River.  He issued a Presidential Decree in November of 1959 which 

outlined the plan moving forward: “Considering that it is essential to improve the urbanization and 

sanitation of the city of Tijuana,” he explained, “the Federal Board of Material Improvements of 

Tijuana is authorized, under the technical direction of the Secretariat of Hydraulic Resources…to 

execute directly or through a contract with a construction company the works of rectification and 

channeling of the Tijuana River in the section that crosses the city of the same name.”  Given that 

the total cost of the works would far exceed the “ordinary resources” of the local Improvements 

Board, President López Mateos suggested that the initial investment could be covered by the 

Ministry of Finance, and then “recovered” with the revenue derived from the sale of the lands 

“won back” from the Tijuana River.  As for the thousands of people currently living in the riverbed 

who would be affected by the channelization, the Improvements Board was instructed to 

“compensate them with some fractions of land” considered to be of equal value elsewhere in the 

city.40 

                                                
39 Antonio Padilla Corona, “Desarrollo Urbano,” in Historia de Tijuana, 1889-1989: edición 
conmemorativa del centenario de su fundación, 2 vols., ed. David Piñera Ramírez and Jesús 
Ortiz Figueroa (Tijuana: Universidad Autónoma de Baja California, Centro de Investigaciones 
Históricas UNAM-UABC, 1989), vol. 1, pp. 183-201. 
40 “DECRETO que autoriza a la Junta Federal de Mejoras Materiales de Tijuana, B.C., para 
ejecutar directamente o mediante contrato con alguna empresa constructora, las obras de 
rectificación y encauzamiento del río de Tijuana,” Adolfo López Mateos, Presidente 
Constitucional de los Estados Unidos Mexicanos, Nov. 13, 1959, AHA, AS, Caja 3798, Exp. 
52740.  [“CONSIDERANDO. – Que es indispensable para mejorar la urbanización y salubridad 
de la ciudad de Tijuana…se autoriza a la Junta Federal de Mejoras Materiales de Tijuana para 
que bajo la dirección técnica de la Secretaría de Recursos Hidráulicos…ejecute directamente o 
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 In the early 1960s, the SRH conducted a handful of studies on the proposed channelization 

project—however, more immediate concerns over Tijuana’s rapidly dwindling water supply soon 

took top priority.  All available resources were invested into the Acueducto de La Misión, 

completed in January of 1963 and capable of delivering up to 300 liters per second to the thirsty 

city—or, to those with access to the city’s limited water delivery system.  Focus returned to the 

channelization project in the summer of 1963, when authorities from the Port of San Diego reached 

out, in an “unofficial” capacity, to the Mexican government about the possibility of working 

together on the project.  At the time, the city of San Diego was in the midst of planning an overhaul 

and expansion of its own port facilities, and city leaders were intrigued by the idea of creating an 

“outlet” to the south of San Diego Bay, through a navigation channel that would connect directly 

with the Tijuana River and then flow out to the Pacific Ocean.  Additionally, the San Diego port 

authorities suggested deepening the navigation channel to 10 meters on the U.S. side and extending 

it along the Tijuana River all the way to the Mexican border.  Here, it could connect with the 

channelization project on the Mexican side, creating an “interior seaport” in the city of Tijuana.41  

                                                
mediante contrato con alguna empresa constructora las obras de rectificación y encauzamiento 
del río de Tijuana en el tramo que atraviesa la ciudad del mismo nombre… CONSIDERANDO. 
– Que el costo de las obras de rectificación y encauzamiento del río de Tijuana, por su cuantía no 
puede ser cubierto con los recursos ordinarios de la Junta, pero que en cambio puede recuperarse 
con los productos derivados de la venta de los terrenos que se ganen al río de Tijuana… Para 
compensarlos pueden entregárseles algunas fracciones de terrenos que queden disponibles 
teniendo en cuenta el valor de unos y otras…”] 
41 Guillermo Rossell, El Subsecretario de Bienes Inmuebles y de Urbanismo, Secretaría del 
Patrimonio Nacional, to Alfredo del Mazo V., El Secretario de Recursos Hidráulicos, Jun. 4, 
1963, AHA, Fondo: Consultivo Técnico (CT), Caja 9, Exp. 54.  [“Las autoridades del Puerto de 
San Diego, en forma extraoficial, se han acercado a esta Secretaría para tratar sobre la 
posibilidad de que se aprovecharan las obras de encauzamiento del Río Tijuana de modo que, 
coordinándose con los planes de ampliación del Puerto de San Diego, permitieran hacer de 
Tijuana un puerto interior.”]; Joaquín C. Bustamante, El Ayudante del Comisionado, Comisión 
Internacional de Límites y Aguas, Secretaría de Relaciones Exteriores, to Alfredo del Mazo V., 
El Secretario de Recursos Hidráulicos, Jul. 12, 1963, AHA, CT, Caja 9, Exp. 54.  [“El Distrito 
Unificado del Puerto de San Diego, Calif. considera de mucha importancia para el área de San 
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This was truly a radical idea—a complete reimagining of the transborder urban space.  But the 

advantages of such a project for Tijuana—if any—were not immediately clear to the Secretary of 

Hydraulic Resources, Alfredo del Mazo, who shot down the proposal almost as soon as he got 

wind of it.  Secretary del Mazo argued that such an undertaking would “advance the salt water of 

the sea to the international line, contaminating the aquifer that is now being exploited for potable 

water.”42  Given the prevailing water crisis in Tijuana, this risky proposal was deemed out of the 

question. 

 For the rest of the 1960s, water experts focused their attention on the desalination plant at 

Rosarito.  By the time that venture was up and running in 1969, the number of people living in 

Tijuana had surpassed 300,000—including an estimated 20,000 living in poor conditions in 

Cartolandia.  The SRH, which had been monitoring the situation in the riverbed for decades, was 

increasingly wary of the dangers this posed in the event of an “extraordinary river rising,” which, 

at the very least, “would destroy the belongings of many poor people, and perhaps take their lives 

as well.”43  In May of 1970, the SRH finally put forward its own plan for the channelization of the 

Tijuana River.  The concrete channel would be divided into two parts: an “upper” section, from 

                                                
Diego darle una salida por el sur a la bahía de San Diego, por medio de un canal de navegación 
que, en combinación con el encauzamiento del río Tijuana, comunique con el Océano Pacífico.  
Una alternativa sería prolongar el canal de navegación, en combinación con el encauzamiento del 
río Tijuana, para construir un puerto marítimo en la ciudad de Tijuana.”] 
42 Alfredo del Mazo V., El Secretario de Recursos Hidráulicos, to Guillermo Rossell, El 
Subsecretario de Bienes Inmuebles y de Urbanismo, Secretaría del Patrimonio Nacional, Jun. 25, 
1963, AHA, CT, Caja 9, Exp. 54.  [“…hará avanzar el agua salada del mar hacia la línea 
internacional, contaminando el subálveo que ahora se explota para abastecimiento de agua 
potable…”] 
43 “Informe condensado del problema ocasionado por la invasión por particulares, al cauce y 
zonas federales del ‘Río Tijuana’, en el tramo de la Presa ‘Rodríguez’ a la linea divisorial con los 
EE. UU.,” Secretaría de Recursos Hidráulicos, [sin autor], [1969], AHA, AN, Caja 2109, Exp. 
29631.  [“…evitar tal vez el peligro de una creciente extraordinaria del río, que, cuando menos 
destruiría muchos bienes de gente pobre y tal vez sus vidas mismas.”] 
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the Presa Rodríguez to the confluence of the Río Alamar, measuring approximately 10 kilometers 

in length and capable of carrying 2,100 cubic meters of water per second; and a “lower” section, 

from the confluence of the Río Alamar to the international boundary, about 7 kilometers in length 

and capable of carrying 3,820 cubic meters per second—the maximum anticipated streamflow of 

the Tijuana River.44  The channelization of the riverbed would allow the city to “rescue” 693 

hectares of centrally-located urban space, facilitating the “accelerated development” of this new 

“Zona Río.”  Indeed, running alongside the canal, the SRH planned to cover the river zone with 

broad swaths of concrete, upon which large lots would be dedicated to commercial centers, high-

rise apartment buildings, and a brand-new administrative complex, among other new 

developments.45  The goal was wholesale “urbanization” of the Tijuana River and its lands 

adjacent. 

 As for the thousands of families living in the riverbed, the SRH proposed that they be “re-

accommodated” to new subdivisions elsewhere in town, which would be equipped with essential 

public services like water and electricity.  Not everyone believed that the government would 

actually follow through with the relocation, however, once the residents of Cartolandia had been 

evicted and the riverbed razed.  The local leader of the Partido Acción Nacional (PAN) in Tijuana, 

Salvador Rosas Magallón, urged that those living in the riverbed “should not allow any authority 

to remove them from that location.”46  The PAN continually criticized politicians and officials in 

                                                
44 “Encauzamiento del Río Tijuana, B.C.: Justificación Económica del Tramo 1,” Secretaría de 
Recursos Hidráulicos, Dirección General de Estudios, Dec. 18, 1972, AHA, AN, Caja 3421, Exp. 
52308. 
45 Antonio Padilla Corona, “Desarrollo Urbano,” in Historia de Tijuana, 1889-1989: edición 
conmemorativa del centenario de su fundación, 2 vols., ed. David Piñera Ramírez and Jesús 
Ortiz Figueroa (Tijuana: Universidad Autónoma de Baja California, Centro de Investigaciones 
Históricas UNAM-UABC, 1989), vol. 1, pp. 183-201. 
46 “El Lic. Salvador Rosas Magallón, líder del PAN, ha estado instando a quienes se encuentran 
en posesión de una parte del cauce del Río Tijuana, a no permitir que los desalojen,” Secretaría 



 363 

Tijuana (almost all members of the ruling Partido Revolucionario Institucional, PRI) for their 

appalling indifference to the “chaos of Cartolandia”—particularly for their failure to ensure that 

the children living in the riverbed had access to basic needs like water, schooling, and medical 

care.47  The PRI-ísta leadership in Tijuana shot back at Magallón, dismissing his efforts to “rabble-

rouse” and insisting that the “human aspect” of the channelization project is what mattered most. 

“We are not thinking about abusing or despoiling anybody,” explained the head of the Material 

Improvements Board.  “We come to serve.”48 

 Indeed, ever since the state-sponsored massacre of hundreds of unarmed students and 

civilians at Tlatelolco in Mexico City in 1968, the PRI, as the ruling party and perpetrator of the 

crimes, increasingly found itself on the defensive throughout the country.  The PAN had expressed 

some support, if limited, for the student movement prior to the massacre, and it ramped up its 

attacks on the PRI in the aftermath.49  In an effort to mollify some of this widespread discontent, 

the PRI leadership selected what it considered to be a “compromise” candidate for the presidential 

elections of 1970—Luis Echeverría Álvarez.50  Echeverría had served as Secretary of the Interior 

since 1963, and although he was widely suspected of having orchestrated the massacre of 1968, 

                                                
de Gobernación (SG), Dirección General de Investigaciones Políticas y Sociales (DGIPS), 
Estado de Baja California (EBC), Información de Tijuana (IT), Dec. 7, 1971, Archivo General de 
la Nación (AGN), Secretaría de Gobernación (SG), Siglo XX, DGIPS, Caja 1112, Exp. 2.  
[“…no deben permitir que ninguna autoridad los saque de ese lugar.”] 
47 “Critica el PAN la apatía para resolver el caos de Cartolandia en Tijuana,” La Voz de la 
Frontera (Mexicali, B.C.), Apr. 1, 1971, AGN, SG, DGIPS, EBC, Información Periodística (IP), 
Caja 1113, Exp. 3. 
48 “Ni atropellos ni despojos al canalizar el Río de Tijuana,” El Mexicano (Tijuana, B.C.), Apr. 4, 
1972, AGN, SG, DGIPS, EBC, IP, Caja 1113, Exp. 3.  [“El problema humano en la canalización 
del Río es el que más nos interesa.  No pensamos en atropellos ni despojos, venimos a servir.”] 
49 Yoram Shapira, “Mexico: The Impact of the 1968 Student Protest on Echeverría’s 
Reformism,” Journal of Interamerican Studies and World Affairs, Vol. 19, No., 4 (Nov. 1977), 
p. 564. 
50 Louise E. Walker, Waking from the Dream: Mexico’s Middle Classes After 1968 (Stanford, 
CA: Stanford University Press, 2013), p. 71. 
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he made sure to publicly distance himself from any involvement in the “tragedy” at Tlatelolco.  

Once in office, President Echeverría sought to regain the public’s trust—mostly by ramping up 

federal spending on social services like housing, healthcare, food, and education.  He also 

aggressively promoted infrastructure projects across the country, both to create jobs for the 

working classes and to “modernize” Mexico, wherever possible.  In Tijuana—a city long beset by 

federal neglect and perceived social morass—Echeverría and the PRI saw a golden opportunity to 

prove their worth to a disillusioned nation.51 

 In May of 1972, President Echeverría made a visit to Tijuana and spoke directly to the 

residents of Cartolandia.  He assured them that the channelization and urbanization of the Tijuana 

River “will have great social and human significance,” making it “one of the most important urban 

works” to be carried out during his administration.52  This was to be a federally-funded urban 

renewal project, claimed in the name of all tijuanenses, for the good of the Mexican nation.  In 

June, the Secretariat of National Patrimony announced that it had selected the Grupo ICA 

(Ingenieros Civiles Asociados) to construct the first and most essential section of the channel, 

running though the center of the city from the confluence of the Río Alamar to the international 

boundary.  This first phase would require a substantial investment, estimated at 650 million pesos.  

However, as federal officials were quick to point out, the project would ultimately “pay for itself” 

through the sale of high-value property in the newly-formed Zona Río.53  At the same time, the 

                                                
51 On Luis Echeverría, see Samuel Schmidt, The Deterioration of the Mexican Presidency: The 
Years of Luis Echeverría (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1991), among others. 
52 “Le conmovido en ‘Cartolandia’,” El Mexicano (Tijuana, B.C.), May 14, 1972, AGN, SG, 
DGIPS, EBC, IP, Caja 1114, Exp. 3.  [“…la canalización y urbanización del Río Tijuana 
contendrá un alto sentido social y humano, además de constituír una de las obras más 
importantes que se realizarán en el medio urbano…”] 
53 “Obtuvo ICA las obras del río,” El Mexicano (Tijuana, B.C.), Jun. 30, 1972, AGN, SG, 
DGIPS, EBC, IP, Caja 1114, Exp. 3. 
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Secretariat of National Patrimony announced that it had started building a brand-new 

subdivision—“Centro Urbano 70-76”—located adjacent to the city’s airport to the east of the river, 

which would house approximately six hundred families evicted from Cartolandia.  The problem 

was, there were approximately six thousand families living in the riverbed, in total.  Other 

subdivisions and new colonias were promised by local authorities, but it was obvious that not 

everyone kicked out of Cartolandia was going to be blessed with a brand new “lot” in life.  Still, 

the SRH recommended that the channelization project be carried out immediately, since “the 

danger of a catastrophic event is every day more imminent.”54 

 The urbanization of the riverbed was meant to totally transform Tijuana.  According to the 

Secretariat of National Patrimony, it would become the “backbone” of a brand-new city.55  In 

addition to “rescuing” hundreds of hectares of high-value property, the channelization project also 

gave urban planners the once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to revamp the city’s congested streets and 

avenues.  By the 1970s, Tijuana had come to be known as a “one-way” city, with heavy traffic 

running southward from the border crossing at San Ysidro onto Avenida Revolución, then turning 

eastward onto Agua Caliente Boulevard, and eventually heading out of town on the Tijuana-

Mexicali highway.  One of the most important aspects of the channelization project was to create 

                                                
54 “Encauzamiento del Río Tijuana, B.C.: Justificación Económica del Tramo 1,” Secretaría de 
Recursos Hidráulicos, Dirección General de Estudios, Dec. 18, 1972, AHA, AN, Caja 3421, Exp. 
52308.  [“El problema de la expansión de la zona urbana ha tomado proporciones tales que los 
nuevos pobladores han llegado a invadir el cauce del río Tijuana, estimándose que unas 6 000 
familias se encuentran gravemente expuestas al problema de inundaciones… [D]ebe señalarse 
que el peligro de que ocurra una creciente de efectos catastróficos es cada día más inminente…”] 
55 “Canal del Río Tijuana,” Alonso Vera Bulle, Director General de Juntas Federales de Mejoras 
Materiales de la Secretaría del Patrimonio Nacional, Gaceta Fiscal y Económica de Baja 
California, No. 13, Dec. 1973; cited in “Tijuana Pasado y Futuro: Problemas de la gran ciudad,” 
Cuadernos Fronterizos 2001, Año 1, No. 1, Jul.-Aug., 2000, cap. 7, “Canalización del Río,” pp. 
8-9. [“…[S]e iniciará una transformación total de Tijuana, ya que ésta es la obra vertebral de una 
ciudad que se desarrolló sobre la Cuenca del Río y arroyos tributarios del mismo.”] 
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two, brand-new, parallel boulevards running in both directions along the banks of the concrete 

riverbed.  This would dramatically improve the flow of traffic in the city center, allowing for high-

speed, two-directional movement of peoples and products along the Tijuana River.56 

 The first phase of the project—from the confluence of the Río Alamar to the international 

boundary—was expected to take four years to complete.  By the spring of 1975, the project had 

received a total federal investment of over 400 million pesos and was on schedule for completion 

in the fall of 1976.57  According to the Secretariat of National Patrimony, about 15 or 16 percent 

of the “marketable area” of the new Zona Río had already been acquired by private individuals or 

institutions, “in addition to the fact that there is great interest on the part of investors from 

Guadalajara and Monterrey to acquire expansive plots of land, upon which they will install 

commercial properties or other types of real estate.”58  Unfortunately, by the summer of 1975, local 

newspapers were reporting that the channelization project had “registered a notable increase in 

cost of almost 100% due to inflation and the large indemnifications” associated with relocating the 

inhabitants of Cartolandia.  The first phase of the project was now estimated to cost a total of 1.2 

billion pesos—the entirety of which was expected to be covered, up front, by the federal 

government.  However, since President Echeverría and his cabinet still considered this to be one 

of the most important urban projects in all of Mexico, there could be no turning back now. 

                                                
56 “Vialidades,” Alonso Vera Bulle, Director General de Juntas Federales de Mejoras Materiales 
de la Secretaría del Patrimonio Nacional, Gaceta Fiscal y Económica de Baja California, No. 13, 
Dec. 1973; cited in “Tijuana Pasado y Futuro: Problemas de la gran ciudad,” Cuadernos 
Fronterizos 2001, Año 1, No. 1, Jul.-Aug., 2000, cap. 7, “Canalización del Río,” p. 9. 
57 “407 millones invertidos en el Río Tijuana,” La Voz de la Frontera (Mexicali, B.C.), Feb. 20, 
1975, AGN, SG, DGIPS, EBC, IP, Caja 1118, Exp. 5. 
58 “16 % de los terrenos del río de Tijuana vendidos: Moctezuma,” El Mexicano (Tijuana, B.C.), 
Apr. 29, 1975, AGN, SG, DGIPS, EBC, IP, Caja 1119, Exp. 3.  [“…además de que hay gran 
interés por parte de inversionistas de Guadalajara y Monterrey, por adquirir una extensa cantidad 
de terreno, en donde instalarán locales comerciales u otro tipo inmuebles.”] 



 367 

ANOTHER FEATHER IN OUR CAPS 

 Across the border in San Diego, the water challenges of the 1960s and 1970s took on very 

different dimensions.  For one thing, the city already had access to the Colorado River, which 

provided the San Diego County Water Authority (SDCWA) with enough water to continually meet 

the demands of its member agencies.59  This was accomplished by funneling an annual supply of 

more than 200,000 acre-feet of Colorado River water from the Metropolitan Water District of 

Southern California (MWD) via the First and Second San Diego Aqueducts.  In fact, as of 

November of 1962, approximately 94 percent of the 28 billion gallons (86,000 acre-feet) of water 

in the city’s 12 storage reservoirs came from the Colorado.  Only 4 percent was rainwater runoff, 

which is what most of the large storage reservoirs had been built to catch in the first place.  

Additionally, the federal government’s recently-installed desalination plant at Point Loma added 

another 25 million gallons monthly, but that amounted to less than 1 percent of the total volume 

of water consumed by the City of San Diego in a given month.60  The SDCWA considered it 

doubtful that local supplies would ever yield the quantities previously anticipated.  The only “wise” 

option, then, was to import more and more water from outside the region—whether it be from the 

Colorado River, the Feather River, or somewhere even further astream.61 

 The possibility of importing more water from the Colorado River was unlikely, especially 

after the final decision in the Arizona v. California case was handed down by the U.S. Supreme 

Court in June of 1963.  In short, the ruling upheld the Rifkind decision of 1960—limiting 

                                                
59 San Diego County Water Authority (SDCWA), Sixteenth Annual Report, 1962, p. 11, San 
Diego History Center (SDHC), San Diego County Water Authority Collection (SDCWAC), MS 
302, 2:1. 
60 “Century Ago Supply Came From Buckets,” San Diego Tribune, Nov. 6, 1962, California 
State Archives (CSA), Colorado River Board of California Records (CRBCR), R114.002, Box 
2:11. 
61 SDCWA, Sixteenth Annual Report, 1962, p. 35, SDHC, SDCWAC, MS 302, 2:1. 
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California to an annual allotment of 4.4 million acre-feet of water from the Colorado River, while 

awarding Arizona 2.8 million acre-feet annually from the main stream, plus all of the water from 

the Arizona tributaries.  The result was considered a blow to California, which was already drawing 

more than 4.4 million acre-feet per year from the Colorado.  But the “severity of the blow,” 

explained the SDCWA, would depend upon “many speculative factors, such as the rate of 

development in Arizona and the upper basin states, the water yield of the river, the possibility of 

securing supplemental supplies through conservation measures or other sources, etc.”  There was 

no doubt that the litigation gave California a “paper loss” of nearly one million acre-feet per year, 

but the “seriousness of the actual water loss involved is yet to be determined.”62  This was one of 

the more reasonable “takes” coming out of southern California at the time, as much of the regional 

press treated the court decision as an epochal indictment against the future of the state.63 

 By 1964, construction on the Feather River Project—designed to redistribute “surplus” 

water from northern California to agribusiness in the Central Valley and to urban users in the 

Southland—was well underway.  Up at Oroville—which would serve as the keystone of the entire 

operation—local railroads and highways had been rerouted around the planned reservoir site, and 

the massive dam structure was already beginning to take shape.  About 200 miles to the south, in 

Merced County, the San Luis Dam and Reservoir—which would be capable of storing up to 2 

million acre-feet of redirected Feather River water for use on the farmlands of the Central Valley—

was also under construction.  Finally, down at the Tehachapi Mountains—which separate the 

Central Valley from southern California—designs were well established for a pumping plant and 

conveyance system capable of surmounting the Tehachapis and delivering fresh Feather River 

                                                
62 SDCWA, Seventeenth Annual Report, 1963, pp. 42-43, SDHC, SDCWAC, MS 302, 2:2. 
63 See the many newspaper clippings in CSA, CRBC, R114.002, Box 2:5-12. 
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water to metropolitan Los Angeles and San Diego, more than 500 miles from Oroville.  The scale 

of the State Water Project, as it was rechristened in the 1960s, was beyond anything ever attempted 

by a single state government—or even by most countries. 

 As California moved forward with its State Water Project, the rest of the United States 

began to more directly address their own water needs and challenges.  In August of 1965, U.S. 

News & World Report noted: “Water is coming more and more into the spotlight as a top problem 

for the nation.  It has long been a basic worry in the West, dealt with only by planning and massive 

outlays for dams and pipelines.  Now a water crisis is plaguing some of the major cities in the 

East… In the South, large parts of Florida’s Everglades are drying up.  In the Midwest, Great 

Lakes water levels are at the lowest point on record – threatening the tourist business and shipping.  

Why is all this so?”  The magazine offered a few possible explanations: “Prolonged drought, 

especially in the Northeast, is seen as a major cause.  Mounting pollution of lakes and streams 

complicates the problem.”  But above all else, the water shortage in the East stemmed from “the 

failure of cities to develop and plan for the use of the huge resource of water to be found in the 

region as population and industries grow.”  Water experts in the Johnson administration insisted 

that “planning and meeting the nation’s water needs in the future will have to be done on a broad 

and sweeping scale – not by individual cities.”  Essentially, this meant envisioning the nation as a 

collection of shared river basins, rather than a collection of individual and competing cities and 

states.  Unity of purpose was paramount.  As one Senate committee cautioned: “We face a water 

crisis that threatens to limit economic growth, undermine living standards, endanger health and 
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jeopardize national security.  We live on the edge of water bankruptcy.”64  The stakes, they warned, 

could not have been higher. 

 Water experts had been contemplating the “joint development” of the nation’s river basins 

for decades already, though mostly in an abstract sense, as no actual plans had yet been considered 

by the U.S. Congress.  In the wake of the Arizona v. California ruling, however—which many 

considered an extraordinary consolidation of federal power over the nation’s water resources—the 

conversations about “inter-basin transfers” became much more substantial.  In September of 1965, 

the Chairman of the California Republican Party, Caspar Weinberger, penned an op-ed in the Los 

Angeles Times, in which he asserted that if the state of Arizona wanted to secure the support of 

California and other states for its Central Arizona Project, “it would have to join a plan to secure 

additional imports of water from other parts of the country to replenish the Colorado.”  According 

to Weinberger, a “general agreement” had already been reached, “to the effect that Arizona could 

take 1.2 million acre-feet annually from the Colorado, provided a program was reported to 

Congress by Interior Secretary Stewart Udall to add at least 2.5 million acre feet of Columbia River 

water to the Colorado Basin.”  In all likelihood, he explained, those imports would have to come 

from the states of Oregon and Washington: “The Columbia River, which wastes billions of gallons 

of water into the sea every year, is the principal target source, and several plans have been proposed 

to channel its surplus flow into the Colorado by channels through Nevada and other routes… As 

no one state owns the Columbia River, it seems quite clear that Congress has the right to bring 

water from the Columbia to the Colorado.”65 

                                                
64 “Water Crisis – WHY?  Story of a Scarcity That’s Getting Worse,” U.S. News & World 
Report, Aug. 2, 1965, AHEBC, FGE, [159.4]. 
65 Caspar W. Weinberger, “Bankrupt River; Thirsty People,” Los Angeles Times, Sep. 24, 1965, 
CSA, CRBCR, R114.002, Box 2:10. 
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 Weinberger had notably changed his tune with regards to federal jurisdiction over interstate 

river basins.  After Judge Rifkind had handed down his initial decision favoring Arizona in May 

of 1960, Weinberger wrote that “even the most pessimistic participants in the marathon trial never 

envisioned a decision so harmful to California and so startling in its rejection of accepted 

principles.”66  When Rifkind’s decision was upheld by the Supreme Court three years later, 

Weinberger called it a “smashing blow” to California’s water prospects.67  But once Arizona v. 

California was settled law, a new era of federal water management seemed to be on the precipice.  

If California could no longer rely on the Colorado River for its future supply, the state could at 

least position itself to be “first in time, first in right” on the next river basin to be divvied up—in 

this case, the Columbia River.  The editor of the daily Compton newspaper, the Herald American, 

described the situation in December of 1965 as follows: “The big alternative, it is now generally 

felt, will be the construction of a great water conduit from the Columbia River diagonally across 

Nevada into Lake Mead.  At the minimum this would carry at least 5,000,000 acre feet of water, 

water of excellent quality.  Conceivably the ultimate delivery could be as much as 10,000,000 to 

15,000,000 acre feet.”68  The importation of such vast quantities of water into Lake Mead “could 

permit by water exchange extensive additional development throughout parts of Wyoming, Utah, 

Colorado and New Mexico.”  And the advantages of such an undertaking might even extend across 

the Mexican border: “By mixing the high quality Columbia River water with the salty water that 

                                                
66 Caspar W. Weinberger, “Colorado River Ruling Is ‘Stunning Defeat’,” Press-Democrat (Santa 
Rosa, Calif.), May 13, 1960, CSA, CRBCR, R114.002, Box 2:5.   
67 Caspar W. Weinberger, “State Water Dealt A Smashing Blow,” Evening Outlook (Santa 
Monica, Calif.), Jun. 12, 1963, CSA, CRBCR, R114.002, Box 2:11. 
68 The average annual discharge of the Colombia River is more than 170,000,000 acre-feet. 
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now is delivered to Mexico at the international boundary the Mexicali Valley could also continue 

to grow and prosper.”69  It seemed like a winning proposal. 

 The problem, of course, was that the people who currently utilized the waters of the 

Columbia River were not particularly keen on sharing it.  In Seattle, a radio station executive 

hopped on the airwaves in February of 1966 to warn his audience of “the ‘raid’ that is being 

mounted at this very moment against the Columbia River by the Southwest.”  California, he 

claimed, was already using a $350,000 war chest to mobilize national public opinion in favor of a 

diversion of the Columbia River.  “Citizens of the Northwest should encourage their public 

officials to stand steady in the face of such an assault.”70  Public officials throughout the Northwest 

did, indeed, mount a unified and vociferous defense against the proposed “redistribution” of 

Columbia River water to the greedy Southwest.  Those in the Southwest—and elsewhere—who 

supported the idea of diverting the Columbia River reiterated the fact that “the Columbia has a 

flow of water ten times that of the Colorado,” and that “tens of millions of acre feet of this water 

are presently wasted into the Pacific Ocean.”  The Southwest was “only” talking about siphoning 

off around 8.5 million acre-feet per year—less than 5 percent of the total annual outflow of the 

Columbia River.71  This was setting up as another battle of north versus south—mirroring the 

California debates a decade earlier over the Feather River Project, but this time, expanding the 

scope and complexity by crossing state lines.  Clearly, the issue of inter-basin water transfers was 

not going to be an easy one to resolve. 

                                                
69 Warren W. Butler, “Epochal Decision,” Herald American (Compton, Calif.), Dec. 10, 1965, 
CSA, CRBCR, R114.002, Box 2:10. 
70 Robert W. Glasgow, “Northwest Girds to Fight Columbia River Diversion,” The Arizona 
Republic (Phoenix, Ariz.), Feb. 22, 1966, CSA, CRBCR, R114.002, Box 2:10. 
71 Robert W. Glasgow, “Northwest Girds to Fight Columbia River Diversion,” The Arizona 
Republic (Phoenix, Ariz.), Feb. 22, 1966, CSA, CRBCR, R114.002, Box 2:10. 
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  As the debates over the Columbia River raged on across the American West, the state of 

California continued to make progress on its own unprecedented water redistribution project.  

After the deeply disappointing decision of Arizona v. California, the Metropolitan Water District 

of Southern California (MWD) immediately filed a claim with the state government for additional 

Feather River water to supplement some of its “losses” on the Colorado.  The MWD sought to 

increase its guaranteed allotment of Feather River water from 1.5 to 2 million acre-feet per year—

which would make up for about half of their paper losses through litigation.  With surprisingly 

little pushback, the State of California agreed to the new terms and amended the contract in 1965.72  

That same year, the San Diego County Water Authority (SDCWA, a member agency of the MWD) 

decided to move forward with its own plans to add another “barrel” (the fourth, in total) to the San 

Diego Aqueduct.  In June of 1966, the voters of San Diego County approved—by a margin of 

almost five-to-one—a $30,000,000 bond issue to construct the second pipeline of the Second San 

Diego Aqueduct.  In that same election, all voters within the Metropolitan Water District of 

Southern California approved an $850,000,000 bond issue to expand the MWD’s conveyance 

system to provide for delivery of Feather River water below the Tehachapis.  The SDCWA was 

assured that the San Diego Aqueduct would be linked with the State Water Project’s terminal 

reservoir in Perris “in time to receive water as soon as it becomes available in 1972.”73  This project 

would take some time, but California appeared to have plenty of money available to see it through 

to completion. 

 By June of 1968, the State Water Project was estimated to be about 60% completed, with 

another 20% currently under construction.  Oroville Dam and its accompanying hydroelectric 

                                                
72 SDCWA, Nineteenth Annual Report, 1965, pp. 29-30, SDHC, SDCWAC, MS 302, 2:3. 
73 SDCWA, Twentieth Annual Report, 1966, p. 11, SDHC, SDCWAC, MS 302, 2:3. 
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powerplant were fully built and operational, as were the pumping plants in the Sacramento-San 

Joaquin River Delta, the aqueducts to the south, and the San Luis Dam and Reservoir located in 

Merced County.  The San Joaquin Aqueduct—running nearly 200 miles along the barren western 

flank of the San Joaquin Valley—was nearing its southerly terminus at the Tehachapi Mountains, 

where the Wind Gap and Edmonston Pumping Plants were currently being built.  The four 

Tehachapi tunnels, which would be cut through the mountainside, were “progressing with some 

difficulty, not considered unusual in tunnels of this length.”  At the end of 1968, the California 

Department of Water Resources indicated that it was “maintaining its goal” to deliver water to the 

West Branch (Los Angeles) in 1971, and to the East Branch (San Diego) in 1972.74 

 Down in San Diego County, work charged ahead on the Second Pipeline of the Second San 

Diego Aqueduct, running parallel to the first pipeline and with a maximum carrying capacity of 

380 cubic feet per second (275,000 acre-feet per year).  This was nearly the total capacity of the 

three existing pipelines combined.75  The idea was to ensure that the SDCWA had sufficient 

capacity to utilize as much Feather River water as it was legally entitled to—in this case, 

approximately 362,000 acre-feet per year.  This, in addition to the 200,000 (or more) acre-feet 

imported from the Colorado River every year, would put San Diego in a prime position to expand 

its growth—demographic, agricultural, commercial, industrial—well into the future. 

 As for the issue of inter-basin water transfers that loomed over the entire American West, 

very little common ground could be found between all the relevant parties.  The “general 

agreement” to which Caspar Weinberger had referred in 1965—in which the seven Basin States 

of the Colorado River agreed to support the Central Arizona Project, provided that the Colorado 

                                                
74 SDCWA, Twenty-Second Annual Report, 1968, p. 29, SDHC, SDCWAC, MS 302, 2:4. 
75 The First San Diego Aqueduct (Pipelines No. 1 and 2) had a capacity of 196 c.f.s; Pipeline No. 
3 (part of the Second San Diego Aqueduct) had a capacity of 250 c.f.s. 
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Basin was “replenished” with water imported from the Columbia River—ultimately failed to reach 

the floor of the House of Representatives.  As the SDCWA explained, the proposal was beset with 

opposition from sources both inside and outside the Colorado Basin—“the conservationists 

opposing any new dams in the river, the Pacific Northwest States jealously protecting the 

Columbia River from any threat of exportation, the guardians of the Federal Treasury appalled at 

the huge costs involved.”76  The precarious agreement came apart at the seams. 

 Thenceforth, representatives from Arizona proceeded to promote a “stand-alone” Central 

Arizona Project before Congress, “omitting any reference to protection of existing projects, 

creation of a basin fund, construction of the cash register dams on the river to assist in the funding 

of the project and the authorization of any studies of sources from which the Colorado River might 

be augmented.”77  This approach was rejected by representatives from California and other states, 

putting pressure on the Arizona delegation to find compromise.  Finally, in 1968, congressional 

representatives from all seven Basin States successfully drafted a Colorado River Basin Project 

Act that each state was willing to endorse.  In addition to authorizing the Central Arizona Project, 

the Act “established a priority in favor of existing projects, including 4.4 million acre feet in 

perpetuity to California.”  It also “transferred to the federal government the obligation of satisfying 

the Mexican Water Treaty and made it the first obligation of any water augmentation project.”78  

As for the issue of inter-basin water transfers, a provision in the Act established a ten-year 

moratorium on any Bureau of Reclamation studies concerning the transfer of Columbia River 

water into the Colorado Basin.  Arizona was given the green light to try and make the desert 

bloom—as well as to provide municipal water to several communities in central and southern 

                                                
76 SDCWA, Twenty-First Annual Report, 1967, p. 34, SDHC, SDCWAC, MS 302, 2:4. 
77 SDCWA, Twenty-First Annual Report, 1967, p. 34, SDHC, SDCWAC, MS 302, 2:4. 
78 SDCWA, Twenty-Second Annual Report, 1968, p. 34, SDHC, SDCWAC, MS 302, 2:4. 
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Arizona, including the growing metropolitan hubs of Phoenix and Tucson.  California, at long last, 

was ready to move on. 

 State officials re-focused their attention on the State Water Project.  By 1970, work was 

almost finished on the four remaining pumping plants—Buena Vista, Wheeler Ridge, Wind Gap, 

and Edmonston—as well as on the four transmountain tunnels being bored through the Tehachapis.  

In October of 1971, at the dedication ceremony of the Edmonston Pumping Plant, Governor 

Ronald Reagan gave the signal which initiated the lifting of water nearly 2,000 feet over the 

mountains.79  Named after the State Engineer who had originally drawn up the Feather River 

Project more than two decades prior, the Edmonston Pumping Plant was—and remains to this 

day—the largest and most powerful water lift in the world.  Once the plant was in operation, water 

deliveries to southern California could begin on a limited basis.  All that was left to complete was 

the East Branch of the California Aqueduct, running southeast through San Bernardino and 

Riverside Counties to the system’s terminal reservoir at Lake Perris.  From there, water could be 

redirected into the SDCWA’s system and delivered throughout San Diego County via the four 

pipelines of the San Diego Aqueduct.  After a few final adjustments and delays, by 1976, the entire 

system was operational, and the San Diego Aqueduct was delivering 425,000 acre-feet of fresh 

river water per year.80  San Diegans could finally sit back and relax—their water problems, it 

seemed, had been resolved for good. 

 

 

 

                                                
79 SDCWA, Twenty-Sixth Annual Report, 1972, pp. 33-34, SDHC, SDCWAC, MS 302, 2:6. 
80 SDCWA, Thirtieth Annual Report, 1976, p. 19, SDHC, SDCWAC, MS 302, 3:2. 
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COLORADO, POR FIN 

 By the 1970s, Tijuana’s water situation was worsening by the day.  The Presa Rodríguez—

the city’s most important piece of water infrastructure to date—stood tall but mostly empty, as it 

had since the early 1950s.  The dozens of wells dug into the Tijuana River basin provided a measly 

300 liters per second, while the wells dug into the aquifer at La Misión outside of Ensenada added 

only about 100 liters per second more.  The desalination plant at Rosarito could deliver an 

additional 300 liters per second when running at full capacity, but this water was of questionable 

quality and came at an elevated price.  In total, then, the city had access to less than 800 liters of 

water per second, or less than 20,000 acre-feet of water per year.  This was nowhere near enough 

to meet the current daily water needs of its 300,000 inhabitants—never mind the future needs of 

all those who would come to Tijuana in the months and years ahead.  It was starting to look like 

the decision to build the desalination plant at Rosarito, rather than the Mexicali-Tijuana aqueduct, 

had been the wrong one, after all. 

 On August 5, 1971, at 4 o’clock in the morning, a fire broke out at the Agua Caliente 

Racetrack, apparently caused by an electrical short-circuit in one of the luxurious private 

bungalows on the property.  The fire quickly spread to other structures, engulfing the grandstands, 

offices, and restaurants in a matter of moments.  Unfortunately, there was little that could be done 

to stop it.  According to one report: “The deficiency of the fire brigades and the lack of water have 

resulted in the fact that as of 10:50 a.m., it has not been possible to control the fire in its entirety.”81  

                                                
81 “El incendio que principió en uno de los bungalows del club house a las 4:10 de la mañana en 
el Hipódromo de Agua Caliente, ocasionó la total destrucción de las instalaciones del mismo,” 
Aug. 5, 1971, AGN, SG, DGIPS, EBC, IT, Caja 1111, Exp. 1.  [“La deficiencia del equipo de 
bomberos y la falta de agua han dado como resultado que hasta las 10:50 hora local, no se ha 
podido controlar el fuego en su totalidad, teniendo que intervenir el cuerpo de bomberos de San 
Diego California, quienes han colaborado con los bomberos locales para extinguir el fuego.”] 
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The San Diego Fire Department was called across the border, and together, the international 

brigade managed to finally douse the flames—but only after an estimated property loss of more 

than 60 million pesos.  The overnight razing of the legendary Agua Caliente Racetrack had laid 

bare, in a very stark sense, the severe inadequacies of municipal water services in Tijuana. 

 In many of the city’s poorer neighborhoods, basic water services were entirely absent.  

Residents of these colonias had to rely on pipas, or water delivery trucks, which drove around the 

city selling water by the barrel.  In the fall of 1971, protests began to bubble up in the colonias 

over a recent surge in water prices, which had been authorized and implemented by the State 

Director of Transportation.  One of the leaders of the protests, a tijuanense named Carlos Kennedy, 

argued that “this increase damages the already-stunted economy of the humble classes.”82  Another 

protestor, Jose Valle Álvarez, who served as president of the Confederation of Consumer Defense 

of Tijuana, demanded that the Governor of Baja California intervene to “stop the abuses of the 

piperos.”83  Local reports indicated that the water carriers were charging up to three times the legal 

limit per water drum, taking advantage of the fact that the residents of these colonias had no other 

recourse to receive their water.  Kennedy and Álvarez managed to get a meeting with the governor, 

who promised to investigate the abuses and to cancel the permits of any and all piperos who were 

found to be violating the law.84  This was a step in the right direction, certainly, but it failed to 

                                                
82 “Debido a que el Director de Transito del estado autorizó el aumento de cuota a las pipas que 
acarrean agua a las colonias populares, los habitantes de estas han estado protestando,” Aug. 17, 
1971, AGN, SG, DGIPS, EBC, IT, Caja 1111, Exp. 1.  [“…este aumento lesiona la raquítica 
economía de las clases humildes.”] 
83 “José Valle Álvarez, Presidente de la Cámara Nacional de la Defensa del Consumidor, envió 
una carta al C. Gobernador Del Edo. Lic. Raúl Sánchez Díaz, pidiendo su intervención para que 
frene los abusos de los ‘piperos’ de las diversas centrales obreras,” Sep. 10, 1971, AGN, SG, 
DGIPS, EBC, IT, Caja 1111, Exp. 3. 
84 “Para exponer los abusos que vienen cometiendo los ‘piperos’ en Tijuana, José Valle Álvarez, 
presidente de la Cámara de Defensa del Consumidor, y Carlos Kennedy, Dirigente del Frente 
Liberal ‘Francisco I. Madero’ solicitaron audiencia con el Gobernador del Estado,” Sep. 13, 
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address the root problems in Tijuana—that the city needed more water and better water 

infrastructure to truly meet the needs of its inhabitants. 

 For decades, water experts in Tijuana had acknowledged—and forewarned—that the city 

would ultimately need to import water from the Colorado River if it were to continue its remarkable 

growth into the future.  In the 1960s, the debate over whether to build a Colorado River Aqueduct 

to the east, or a desalination plant at Rosarito, was decided in favor of Rosarito by the SRH.  The 

Rosarito Plant went online in 1968, and by the early 1970s, it was producing approximately 300 

liters per second (less than 8,000 acre-feet per year) of barely-usable, desalted seawater.  

Desalination was obviously not the answer for Tijuana—at least, not yet.  But the city’s water 

crises were mounting, and city officials needed to find solutions quickly.  Engineers estimated that 

it would take a minimum of two years—likely a couple more—to build an aqueduct over La 

Rumorosa and across the desert to Mexicali.  By that time, the water pressures bubbling up in 

Tijuana might well have boiled over.  The city needed Colorado River water now.  But how? 

 The obvious answer was to get it from San Diego.  By 1972, the California State Water 

Project was essentially complete, and San Diego was set to receive more than 350,000 acre-feet of 

northern California water, each and every year.  Surely it could spare some Colorado River water 

for its neighbor?  In December of 1971, the Comisión Estatal de Servicios Públicos de Tijuana 

(CESPT) made its first official gesture to the International Boundary and Water Commission 

(IBWC), requesting that an “emergency supply” of Colorado River water be delivered to Tijuana 

via the conveyance system of the San Diego County Water Authority (SDCWA).  The CESPT 

                                                
1971, AGN, SG, DGIPS, EBC, IT, Caja 1111, Exp. 3; “En una reunión que tuvo el Director de 
Transito y Transportes del Estado, con los Dirigentes de los ‘piperos’, les manifestó que a todo 
aquel que se le compruebe que altera las tarifas establecidas, se le cancelara su permiso,” Sep. 
23, 1971, AGN, SG, DGIPS, EBC, IT, Caja 1111, Exp. 3. 
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proposed that an annual supply of 10 to 20 million cubic meters (approximately 8,000 to 16,000 

acre-feet) would help to “cover the needs of the population for the next five years.”85  This was 

not an exorbitant request—it was only for about three percent of San Diego’s current annual supply 

of Colorado River water, never mind the hundreds of thousands of additional acre-feet the city was 

set to receive in just a couple of years.  The CESPT claimed that these emergency deliveries would 

give Tijuana enough time to build its own aqueduct to the Colorado River—the “definitive 

solution” to the city’s lifelong water problems. 

 On June 13, 1972, representatives from both the U.S. and Mexican sections of the IBWC 

met in Ciudad Juárez to hash out the details of such an arrangement.  The commissioners agreed 

that Tijuana’s existing water resources were dangerously insufficient, and that “unless such 

emergency deliveries are made, the city, which now has a population of about 400,000, will suffer 

serious shortages of water.”  On the U.S. side, the water agencies who would be responsible for 

providing this water—the Metropolitan Water District of Southern California, the San Diego 

County Water Authority, and the Otay Municipal Water District—were willing, “in view of the 

emergency and under certain conditions,” to deliver “certain volumes” of Colorado River water 

“to a point on the international boundary near the City of Tijuana.”  These emergency deliveries 

would begin in August of 1972 and would extend for a period “not to exceed five years,” during 

which time Mexico was expected to complete the “permanent works necessary to fulfill its water 

requirements for the City of Tijuana.”86  Mexico agreed to pay for the immediate construction of 

                                                
85 “Gestiones oficiales para dar agua de San Diego a Tijuana,” Dec. 10, 1971, AGN, SG, DGIPS, 
EBC, IP, Caja 1112, Exp. 2.  [“…para cubrir las necesidades de la población durante los 
próximos 5 años.”] 
86 International Boundary and Water Commission (IBWC), “Minute No. 240: Emergency 
Deliveries of Colorado River Waters for Use in Tijuana,” Jun. 13, 1972, pp. 1-12.  As it turned 
out, these “emergency” deliveries would continue to be made long after the first five years 
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the necessary pipelines to link San Diego’s Otay Reservoir to Tijuana’s Presa Rodríguez—as well 

as to a rate of $109 per acre-foot of water delivered at the international boundary.  By January of 

1973, Tijuana was receiving approximately 1,200 acre-feet per month (14,400 acre-feet per year) 

of water from the Colorado River.  This was not a huge volume, by any means, but it was at least 

enough to tamp down some of the social unrest in Tijuana.  It is also important to recognize that 

this water was not a charitable gift from a benevolent yet disinterested northern neighbor.   By the 

1970s, Tijuana’s survival as a city actually mattered to San Diego.  The social and economic 

structures of Tijuandiego had become inextricable, and one side could not afford to let the other 

shrivel up and dry out. 

 Once the emergency deliveries from San Diego were secured, water experts in Tijuana 

could turn their attention eastward.  After years of equivocation, the SRH was finally committed 

to building an aqueduct from Mexicali—across the desert and over the mountains—to Tijuana.  In 

July of 1973, the SRH reported: 

Considering the limited availability of surface and groundwater on the western slope of the 
Sierra de Juárez, and of the economic and technical problems associated with the 
desalination of seawater, there is a general agreement that the only satisfactory solution, in 
the long term, to meet the needs of Tijuana, consists in the conduction of the waters of the 
Colorado River… Although the proposed solution may be considered exceptional as a 
whole, due to the distances and unevenness involved, all of its constituent elements 
correspond, in type and magnitude, to routine works in the most advanced countries in 
these disciplines.87 

                                                
agreed to in Minute No. 240.  The most recent five-year extension—Minute No. 322—went into 
effect in January of 2017. 
87 “Acueducto Mexicali-Tijuana. Planteamiento y Evaluación de una Solución de Bombeo 
Utilizando Energía Eléctrica Secundaria,” Secretaría de Recursos Hidráulicos (SRH), 
Subsecretaría de Construcción, Compañía Mexicana de Consultores en Ingeniera, S.A., Jul., 
1973, AHA, CT, Caja 19, Exp. 119.  [“En consideración a las ínfimas disponibilidades de aguas 
superficiales y subterráneas de la vertiente occidental de la Sierra de Juárez, y de los problemas 
económicos y técnicos asociados a la desalación del agua del mar, existe un acuerdo general en 
el sentido de que la única solución satisfactoria, a largo plazo, para atender las necesidades de 
Tijuana, consiste en la conducción de las aguas del Río Colorado… Aunque la solución 
propuesta puede considerarse excepcional en su conjunto, por las distancias y desniveles 
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The SRH had taken a gamble and lost on the Rosarito Plant in the 1960s—it could no longer afford 

to keep experimenting in the 1970s. 

 But before a final decision on the aqueduct was made, one last experimental solution was 

floated before the SRH.  A California scientist named John L. Hult, who worked as a consultant 

for the RAND Corporation, reached out to the Mexican water authorities regarding the “feasibility 

of using Antarctic icebergs as a global fresh water resource.”88  Hult had received a sizeable grant 

from the National Science Foundation to pursue this research, and his preliminary findings 

indicated that there was “an enormous annual yield of Antarctic icebergs” that moves into the 

southern oceans, melts, and returns to seawater.  “It appears feasible,” he explained, “to control 

the melting and to float such icebergs through deep water to terminal locations around the world 

where they can be converted to fresh water at a small fraction of the cost (or energy supply) 

required for desalting or long distance water transfer.”89  Hult figured that “this source of high 

quality fresh water should be of interest to Baja California and Northwest Mexico in addition to 

the Colorado River basin and California in the United States and many other arid regions of the 

world.”90  He was not the first—nor the last—to suggest that melting glaciers might someday 

provide potable water to those in need, but alas, his solicitation of support from the Mexican 

government in 1974 was flatly rejected.  Hult was just another “water dreamer”—an individual 

with a grand plan (or, more often, a grand delusion) who promised to have all the answers when it 

                                                
involucrados, todos sus elementos constitutivos corresponden, en tipo y magnitud, a obras que 
forman parte de una rutina en los países más avanzados en estas disciplinas.”] 
88 John L. Hult, President of Application Concepts and Technology Association, Santa Monica, 
California, to Milton Castellanos Everardo, Governor of Baja California, Jun. 11, 1974, AHEBC, 
FGE, [459.16]. 
89 “Antarctic Iceberg Study Background,” John L. Hult, President of Application Concepts and 
Technology Association, Santa Monica, California, Jun. 11, 1974, AHEBC, FGE, [459.16]. 
90 John L. Hult to Milton Castellanos Everardo, Jun. 11, 1974, AHEBC, FGE, [459.16]. 
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came to the world’s great water questions.  But the leadership of the SRH was in no mood for far-

fetched schemes or scams—it was time to build the Acueducto Río Colorado-Tijuana. 

 The aqueduct was designed to carry 4 cubic meters of water per second, or approximately 

102,000 acre-feet per year, along its 125-kilometer route from Mexicali to Tijuana.  Along the 

way, the water would pass through six separate pumping stations before reaching its maximum 

elevation of 1,068 meters at La Rumorosa.  From there, it would descend down the western slope 

of the mountain range toward Tecate, eventually emptying into a terminal reservoir called El 

Carrizo, located about 15 kilometers to the east of the Presa Rodríguez on a tributary of the Tijuana 

River.91  The SRH would be in charge of the project from start to finish, overseeing construction, 

operation, and maintenance of the entire system.  It would also be responsible for building, 

operating, and maintaining the El Florido water treatment plant, located halfway between El 

Carrizo and the Presa Rodriguez, which would transform the saline-rich water of the Colorado 

River into potable water for Tijuana.  Once the water was treated at El Florido, it would become 

the responsibility of the Comisión Estatal de Servicios Públicos de Tijuana (CESPT) to store it in 

the Presa Rodríguez and to distribute it throughout the city.  The SRH would sell the untreated 

Colorado River water to the CESPT at wholesale value, while the CESPT would sell the treated 

water to its consumers in Tijuana at retail.92  In total, the project was estimated to cost around 1.7 

billion pesos.93 

                                                
91 Comisión Estatal de Servicios Públicos de Tijuana (CESPT), Historia de los Acueductos en 
Tijuana y Playas de Rosarito (Tijuana: CESPT, 2006), pp. 31-40. 
92 “Acueducto Mexicali-Tijuana. Estudios de Factibilidad,” Secretaría de Recursos Hidráulicos 
(SRH), Subsecretaría de Planeación, Dirección General de Estudios, Estudios y Proyectos, S.A., 
Apr., 1974, AHA, CT, Caja 24, Exp. 162. 
93 “Agua del Colorado a los 4 municipios,” El Mexicano (Tijuana, B.C.), Mar. 2, 1975, AGN, 
SG, DGIPS, EBC, IP, Caja 1119, Exp. 2. 
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 Construction got underway in January of 1975 and was expected to take about three years 

to complete.  During this same period, the SRH continued its work on the channelization of the 

Tijuana River—a project which President Echeverría had called “one of the most important urban 

works” in all of Mexico.  Together, the two water projects were expected to cost almost 3 billion 

pesos.  As a state, Baja California was receiving a tremendous investment from the federal 

government.  The SRH’s budget in 1975 committed 707 million pesos to Baja California—more 

than double the average spent in each of the other Mexican states.  Upon his arrival to Tijuana in 

March of 1975, the Secretary of Hydraulic Resources, Leandro Rovirosa Wade, told reporters that 

this was all thanks to the “sincere interest that President Luis Echeverría has shown in bolstering 

the bases of economic and social development in this State.”94  From the president’s perspective, 

the “urbanization” of Tijuana, combined with a steady supply of water from the Colorado River, 

could mean tremendous growth in this key corner of the nation.  Indeed, Tijuana’s importance to 

the national economy had swelled substantially in recent years, as the commercial benefits of the 

border region became increasingly attractive to transnational corporations. 

 The official termination of the bracero program in 1964 had done little to stem the flow of 

migrants to the border region.  But with fewer Mexican nationals legally permitted to cross over 

into the United States for work, border cities like Tijuana and Ciudad Juárez continued to “fill up” 

with new arrivals, creating “reservoirs” of potential cheap labor.  Not coincidentally, in 1965, the 

Mexican federal government launched its Border Industrialization Program, with the intention of 

stimulating the manufacturing sector of the border economy and providing employment for the 

hundreds of thousands of itinerant workers displaced by the end of the bracero program.  At the 

                                                
94 “707 millones invertirá RR. HH,” El Mexicano (Tijuana, B.C.), Mar. 1, 1975, AGN, SG, 
DGIPS, EBC, IP, Caja 1119, Exp. 2.  [“…en atención al interés que tiene el Presidente Luis 
Echeverría para afirmar las bases del desarrollo económico y social del Estado.”] 
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heart of the program was the establishment of what are called maquiladoras—basically, assembly 

plants that import components and raw goods from abroad (usually the United States), assemble 

them into finished products using cheap Mexican labor, and then export those products back across 

the border for distribution.  In order to attract foreign capital, the Mexican government passed new 

legislation which allowed for wholly-owned subsidiaries of foreign companies to operate in 

Mexico’s border cities, as well as for the materials and machinery used in the maquiladoras to 

enter Mexico duty-free.  The purported benefits to Mexico were to be the jobs created by the 

assembly plants in the ballooning border cities, as well as the potential for establishing “backward 

linkages” between the maquiladoras and the nation’s interior manufacturing zones.95 

 By the 1970s, Tijuana was an integral node of the transborder industrial economy.  Dozens 

of foreign companies had established maquiladoras in the city’s new industrial park at Mesa de 

Otay, located about 10 kilometers east of downtown and directly adjacent to the future Otay Mesa 

port of entry.  The city’s economic reorientation—from tourism and related services to 

transnational industry and commerce—meant that Tijuana began to occupy a new niche in both 

the hemispheric and global economies.  No longer was Tijuana seen as a distant and insignificant 

“vice town” in the eyes of Mexico City—it was now a federal asset worth investing in.  And, 

fortunately for the federal government, there were actually some funds to go around. 

                                                
95 On the maquiladora industry, see Leslie Sklair, Assembling for Development: The Maquila 
Industry in Mexico and the United States (London: Unwin Hyman, 1989); Patricia A. Wilson, 
Exports and Local Development: Mexico’s New Maquiladoras (Austin: University of Texas 
Press, 1992); Kathryn Kopinak, Desert Capitalism: Maquiladora’s in North America’s Western 
Industrial Corridor (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1996);  Devon G. Peña, The Terror of 
the Machine: Technology, Work, Gender, and Ecology on the U.S.-Mexico Border (Austin: 
University of Texas Press, 1997); Jorge Carrillo and María del Rosio Barajas, eds., 
Maquiladoras fronterizas: Evolución y hetergeneidad en los sectores electrónico y automotriz 
(Mexico City: M. A. Porrúa, 2007); James M. Cypher and Raúl Delgado Wise, Mexico’s 
Economic Dilemma: The Developmental Failure of Neoliberalism (Lanham, MD: Rowman & 
Littlefield, 2010), among others. 
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 In October of 1973, the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) used its 

immense power to punish Western industrialized nations who supported the state of Israel against 

its Arab neighbors in the Yom Kippur War.96  OPEC instituted an oil embargo that spiked global 

energy prices.  For Mexico, this came first as a shock, then as an opportunity.  Recent discoveries 

of vast quantities of petroleum in the southeastern states and in the Gulf promised to make Mexico 

a major petroleum exporter once again—precisely when the price of oil was skyrocketing.  The 

Mexican federal government leveraged the tremendous value of these hydrocarbon reserves as 

collateral for massive foreign loans.  International capital came pouring in from U.S. banks, 

intended to ramp up Mexican oil production and to add non-OPEC supplies to the world market—

thus bringing down prices.97  The Mexican federal government, first under President Echeverría, 

then under President López Portillo, recognized that the end result of increasing oil production was 

decreasing the value of oil—meaning that the loans they were leveraging would ultimately be 

harder and harder to pay back.  Still, they pressed forward, offering the Mexican people 

“administrations of abundance” that amounted to little more than “petrolization.”98 A considerable 

portion of the foreign money was invested directly back into the oil industry—to build offshore 

drilling platforms, expand processing facilities, enlarge refineries, etc.—but most of it was directed 

to other items in the federal budget.  In Baja California, the money was spent on urban water 

infrastructure—namely, the channelization of the Tijuana River and the long-awaited aqueduct 

from Mexicali. 

                                                
96 Lorenzo Meyer, “The Second Coming of Mexican Liberalism: A Comparative Perspective,” in 
Cycles of Conflict, Centuries of Change: Crisis, Reform, and Revolution in Mexico, ed. Elisa 
Servín, Leticia Reina, and John Tutino (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2007), p. 274. 
97 Tutino, Mexican Heartland, p. 345. 
98 Meyer, “Second Coming of Mexican Liberalism,” p. 284. 
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 Progress on both projects proceeded at pace, while Tijuana’s population continued 

climbing to new heights.  By 1977, there were more than half a million people living in the city 

and surrounding area, whose basic daily water needs pushed the existing water supply well beyond 

its limits.99  Fortunately for the thirsty tijuanenses, the rainfall that winter was the heaviest in years, 

filling the Presa Rodríguez beyond the brim and greatly reducing the water pressure building up 

again in Tijuana.  Unfortunately, however, the flooding below the Presa Rodríguez disrupted the 

final stages of work on the channelization project and damaged the old Puente México beyond 

repair.100  It would have to be demolished and rebuilt a few years later. 

 By 1980, the first phase of the Tijuana River Channel—from the confluence of the Río 

Alamar, through the center of the city, to the international boundary at San Ysidro—was complete.  

The channel was originally planned to extend into the United States all the way to the ocean, but 

local environmentalists persuaded U.S. authorities to rescind those plans and to create the Tijuana 

River National Estuarine Research Reserve, instead.  The protected status of the estuary prevented 

any further development in the lower river valley, and also derailed efforts to extend a transnational 

coastal freeway across the mouth of the river to link San Diego directly to Playas de Tijuana, 

Rosarito, and Ensenada.101  Development in Tijuana was thus concentrated at Mesa de Otay and 

the new Zona Río, where hundreds of hectares of prime real estate had finally been “rescued” from 

                                                
99 In August of 1977, the IBWC extended the “emergency” deliveries from San Diego beyond 
the original 5-year framework. 
100 It rained 411 millimeters (16 inches) during the wet season of 1977-1978.  Comisión Estatal 
de Servicios Públicos de Tijuana (CESPT), Historia de los Acueductos en Tijuana y Playas de 
Rosarito (Mar., 2006), pp. 25-26; Tijuana y su Río: Un documental sobre la canalización del Río 
Tijuana, directed by Gabriel Arvizu Rodríguez, MA thesis, Universidad de las Américas Puebla, 
2008. 
101 David Piñera and Ella Paris, “Historical Background of the San Diego-Tijuana Border 
Region,” in Atlas de Planeación del Área Fronteriza Internacional Tijuana-San Diego (San 
Diego-Tijuana International Border Area Planning Atlas), ed. Paul Ganster (San Diego: San 
Diego State University Press, Institute for Regional Studies of the Californias, 2000), p. 3. 
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the riverbed.  As had been the plan from the beginning, the “rehabilitated” riverbed was divided 

into private lots and sold to private citizens—mostly wealthy tijuanenses or local agents of outside 

Mexican and U.S. real estate developers.  Thus, by leaving the responsibility of actually developing 

the Zona Río to private initiative, the federal government abdicated a considerable degree of 

control over the finished product.  The end result was an uneven pace of development throughout 

the river zone that was, in places, visually jarring: modernist high-rise buildings and shopping 

plazas interspersed with an ugly mix of unpaved and untended empty lots.102  The original vision 

of Mexican urban planners—for a cohesive, modernist urban core to showcase at the border with 

the United States—was not exactly taking shape.  And then, the bottom dropped out of the Mexican 

economy. 

 As might have been expected, the increase in Mexican oil production, combined with new 

discoveries in the North Sea, finally helped to bring down global oil prices in the 1980s.  The 

United States and other industrial nations benefitted, while Mexico faced its staggering foreign 

debt—pegged at 86 billion dollars in 1982—without the means to pay it back.103  The Mexican 

government turned to the International Monetary Fund (IMF), dominated by the United States, 

which provided an emergency loan to help stave off the worst of the economic disaster.  In return, 

however, the IMF required Mexico to adopt strict austerity measures which limited federal 

                                                
102 Christian Rocha, “Boomtown Modernism: Urban Planning and Crisis Management in 
Tijuana, Mexico, 1960-1982,” MA thesis, Vanderbilt University, 2015, pp. 32-36. 
103 In 1982, Mexico owed $24 billion just in annual interest.  See Meyer, “Second Coming of 
Mexican Liberalism,” p. 275.  On the promise of oil, the escalation of debt, and the collapse of 
the Mexican economy in the 1980s, see Stephen Haber, Herbert S. Klein, Noel Maurer, and 
Kevin J. Middlebrook, Mexico Since 1980 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008); and 
Enrique Cárdenas Sánchez, La política económica en México, 1950-1994 (Mexico City: El 
Colegio de México, 1996), among others. 
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spending and prioritized Mexico’s foreign liabilities.104  The heady years of elevated public 

spending during the oil boom came to a screeching halt.  Fortunately for Tijuana, its major 

federally-funded public works projects—the channel and the aqueduct—had already been 

completed before the crash.  Still, the resulting devaluation of the peso had a severe impact 

throughout the border region, especially after President López Portillo nationalized the banks and 

required that all U.S. dollars in Mexican bank accounts be converted to Mexican pesos.  Since U.S. 

dollars were still the primary currency used at the border, many tijuanenses who had put their life-

savings in Mexican banks instantly saw their net worth cut in half, or even worse.105  The 

consequences of the debt crisis in Mexico would reverberate for years to come—indeed, the 1980s 

have come to be known as “la década perdida,” or the “lost decade.”  Inflation exploded, the 

economy stopped expanding, and the federal government took a fateful turn toward neoliberalism.  

After more than fifty years of state-led capitalism, Mexico finally opened itself up to the full 

vicissitudes of the “free trade” economy.  The country—and especially the border region—would 

never be the same. 

 In this sense, the completion of the Acueducto Río Colorado-Tijuana in 1982 was a seminal 

moment—not just for Tijuana, but for all of North America.  Just as the debt crisis was accelerating 

the “internationalization” of the Mexican economy, the new Colorado River Aqueduct profoundly 

“internationalized” the waterscape of the entire continental southwest.  Sure, Mexicali had been 

                                                
104 Judith Teichman, “The Politics of the Mexican Debt Crisis,” in Political Dimensions of the 
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using Colorado River water since the time of Porfirio Díaz, and Tijuana had been receiving an 

“emergency” supply from San Diego since 1972—but the direct connection of Tijuana to the 

Colorado via an “acueducto todo-mexicano” was something entirely different.  Now, Tijuana 

could count itself among a handful of major American cities whose livelihoods were directly 

dependent upon the water flowing through the Colorado River.  It would take a few more years 

before the aqueduct was running at full capacity, but by the 1990s, Tijuana was already receiving 

more than 90 percent of its total water supply through the aqueduct.  This marked a true turning 

point for Tijuana—a watershed moment, if you will. 

 But in some ways, this was a change more in scale than in substance.  Tijuana’s waterscape 

had always been internationalized—at least since the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo imposed an 

international boundary slicing directly through the heart of the Tijuana River basin.  So even when 

Tijuana’s water supply was considered entirely “local,” it was still fundamentally transnational in 

nature.  What the Acueducto Río Colorado-Tijuana did, then, was to expand the scope of the city’s 

hydraulic resources from one international watershed to another.  Before the aqueduct was built, 

Tijuana’s water development remained entirely within the confines of Tijuandiego—its 

international components were limited to the immediate transborder region.  But once the aqueduct 

was up and running, Tijuana’s water future became inexorably linked to cities as far-flung as 

Denver, Phoenix, and Las Vegas, as well as agricultural zones in New Mexico, Arizona, and other 

states across the continental southwest.  In other words, the aqueduct added Tijuana’s rapidly-

expanding urban population to the tens of millions of others who already relied on the Colorado 

River for their survival.  Tijuana took its place at the bottom of the totem pole—the last major city 

to reach the “last watering hole” in the West. 

w v v v w 
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 By 1982, all of the major components of Tijuandiego’s water infrastructure were in place. 

San Diego had access to huge quantities of water—nearly 500,000 acre-feet per year—from the 

Colorado River and the streams of northern California, delivered via the four pipelines of the San 

Diego Aqueduct.  Tijuana had access to a much smaller supply—up to 100,000 acre-feet per 

year—via the Acueducto Río Colorado-Tijuana.106  Still, this surge of additional water to Tijuana 

would be enough to sustain the city’s extraordinary growth for decades to come. 

 Mexico’s economic collapse in the early 1980s effectuated a decisive shift away from 

national capitalism and an embrace of globalization.  At the border, the federal government 

adopted a “free-trade” approach aimed at boosting the maquiladora industry.  Between 1982 and 

1988, the number of assembly plants in border cities like Tijuana and Ciudad Juárez more than 

doubled, and employment in the maquiladora industry increased by almost twenty percent a 

year.107  Jobs in the maquiladoras were tedious, exhausting, and often dangerous—but the pay was 

considered high by Mexican standards, which enticed huge numbers of migrants to continue 

making their way toward the border cities throughout the 1980s and 1990s.  Once they reached 

Tijuana, some recent arrivals—generally young women—found work in the assembly plants, but 

most migrants did not.  Instead, they lived and worked wherever they could—either in Tijuana or, 

more often, in the United States.  In a sense, Tijuana itself had become something of an urban 

dam—stopping the flow of migrants at the border and forming a deep pool of cheap labor in its 

urban reservoir.  Some would remain in Mexico; some would pass through to el norte.  In either 

case, water from the Colorado River would help to sustain this hydropolitical labor system at the 

                                                
106 In 1982, the population of San Diego was approaching two million people, while Tijuana’s 
was around 500,000. 
107 Figures from the Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Geografía (INEGI), cited in Patricia A. 
Wilson, Exports and Local Development: Mexico’s New Maquiladoras (Austin: University of 
Texas Press, 1992), pp. 40-45. 
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border, and control over the sluice gate at San Ysidro would remain in the hands of the United 

States. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
 

 Tijuandiego is a single ecological space.  It is where global North meets global South, yet 

it is so much more than that.  Tijuandiego does not just encompass the “two sides” of the U.S.-

Mexico border—it unites them, and makes them whole.  The transborder city, itself, is one of the 

sturdiest stitches on the two-thousand-mile-long seam that binds our national fabrics together.  

That said, the binational inhabitants of Tijuandiego have not all enjoyed the same privileges and 

opportunities.  The border was, and remains, very real—and its power to divide has almost always 

outstripped its power to unite.  San Diego and Tijuana have developed into two of the most 

different cities imaginable, despite their inseparable histories, economies, and environments.  This 

is because, within an integrated metropolis, the two cities are distinct yet linked products of larger 

national, continental, and global processes. 

 Political capitalism in North America has never operated within the confines of neatly 

drawn cities, states, and nations.  Networks of labor, capital, water, and more transcend political 

boundaries and provide shared—if unequal—opportunities for profits and exploitations.  The 

waterborne political capitalism of Tijuandiego has always been bifurcated by the border—a 

boundary drawn in 1848 to recognize the U.S. victory in the “War for North America.”  It split the 

Californias, taking the richest lands and greatest water supplies into the northern nation.  When 

San Diego and Tijuana later developed on the border, they faced deep resource inequities while 

remaining ever-connected in histories of confluence, contradiction, and conflict.  It is thus 

important to recognize the distinct historical experiences of each city, state, and nation as they 

grappled with variants of shared ecological challenges in changing global contexts. 
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 In San Diego, private water development was key from the start.  Railroad companies like 

the Santa Fe funded the construction of large storage dams on the region’s most promising 

watersheds in exchange for local land and water rights.  They used this “developed” water to grow 

citrus and other lucrative crops on company lands, shipping the produce on their own rail lines to 

serve the wider U.S. and global markets.  Other, smaller water capitalists got in on the action as 

well, building dams and delivery systems to sell water to domestic and agricultural consumers 

throughout the backcountry.  By the turn of the twentieth century, most of the region’s rivers—

including the binational watershed of the Tijuana River—had already been claimed by private 

interests, if not yet fully developed for profit. 

 As the town of San Diego grew into a modest city, the power balance between private and 

public interests began to tilt in the latter’s favor.  San Diego’s municipal government exerted 

greater control over the region’s water resources in the early twentieth century, buying up dams, 

pipelines, and other water infrastructure that had previously been built by private capital.  The 

ultimate municipal coup came in 1929, when the California Supreme Court determined that the 

City of San Diego was the legal heir to the original Spanish pueblo, and that the city therefore 

retained “paramount rights” to all of the waters flowing through the San Diego River.  This was a 

major win for the local government, and a blow for the private interests which had already invested 

millions of dollars in the watershed in the decades prior. 

 Further complicating the relationship between private and public water interests was the 

emergence of the U.S. Navy in San Diego in the wake of World War I.  By the late 1920s, the new 

naval installations around the bay—and the concomitant influx of military personnel—had 

fundamentally transformed the local political economy.  San Diego was fast becoming a “navy 

town” in which federal interests took priority over local wants and needs.  With the onset of the 
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Great Depression in the 1930s, federal control over the nation’s water resources reached new 

heights.  As a means of pushing back against this perceived federal encroachment, the greater 

metropolitan area of Los Angeles embarked on its own unprecedented water project, building a 

240-mile-long aqueduct to bring Colorado River water into southern California to fuel urban and 

agricultural expansion into the future.  San Diego played no part in bringing this water to the coast, 

but the city would soon become one of the project’s greatest beneficiaries. 

 Once the United States was drawn into World War II after Pearl Harbor, San Diego became 

an indispensable center of the U.S. war effort on the Pacific.  The city’s population more than 

doubled over the course of the war, pushing local water supplies to the brink of exhaustion and 

threatening U.S. military operations around the globe.  In the context of this national crisis, the 

Navy was granted special permission to build an emergency aqueduct to Los Angeles in order to 

tap into the supply from the Colorado River.  This was, in a sense, a federal coup in San Diego—

no longer was the municipal government calling the shots regarding the city’s water development.  

San Diego had transitioned from a navy town to a martial metropolis, where the political and 

economic power of the military came to shape its urban identity.  Even in the postwar years, 

regional water development continued to be dictated by the needs of the Navy, as additional 

“barrels” were added to the San Diego Aqueduct in order to expand the military installations and 

to keep them operating at full bore. 

 After 1960, the water situation in California entered a new era.  Southern Californians had 

argued, for decades, that the river water in northern California was being “wasted” into the ocean, 

and that efforts should be made to capture this water and send it down to where the people could 

actually use it.  Northern Californians resented and rejected this proposal, but they were ultimately 

unable to stop it.  With the narrow passage of the State Water Project in November of 1960, 
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California’s water future was officially charted.  Despite producing only a tiny fraction of the 

State’s overall water supply, arid southern California was able to continue its expansive urban and 

agricultural development using water imported from the Colorado River—knowing that millions 

of additional acre-feet of northern California water would soon be on its way to supplement the 

existing supply.  This confidence of water security gave cities like Los Angeles and San Diego the 

ability to plan ahead for future growth—a luxury that Tijuana unfortunately was never afforded. 

 Tijuana’s experience with waterborne political capitalism mirrors San Diego’s in important 

respects, but Tijuana was always operating with less water and less capital.  Left high and dry in 

1848, Tijuana entered the twentieth century a dusty cattle ranch in the farthest corner of the 

Mexican nation.  A few ambitious capitalists from southern California had managed to acquire 

water rights to the Tijuana River from Mexican President Porfirio Díaz, but thus far, no water 

development projects had been pursued below the border.  After the failed Magonista rebellion in 

1911, the territory of Baja California came under the dominion of Colonel Esteban Cantú, who 

ruled the northern portion of the peninsula as a boss-capitalist until the end of the Mexican 

revolution in 1920.  Cantú worked closely with business and political allies in southern California 

and Mexico City to reap enormous profits from the emerging vice industries in Tijuana and the 

expansion of cotton in the Mexicali Valley—both of which relied on the development and control 

of limited local water resources. 

 With the end of the revolution came the triumph of the Sonorans, among them General 

Abelardo L. Rodríguez, who continued Cantú’s legacy as the chief political-military-economic 

boss of Baja California through the 1920s.  Like Cantú, Rodríguez used his position as governor 

to greatly expand his personal business empire while also making modest improvements in the 

territory over which he ruled.  Rodríguez implemented an early policy of colonización in Baja 
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California—intended to populate the distant border region with loyal Mexicans from the nation’s 

interior—and he oversaw the construction of his namesake dam—the Presa Rodríguez—on the 

Tijuana River.  Thus, unlike San Diego in the 1920s, where water development was a matter of 

diverse and competing interests, Tijuana’s water development was ruled by a powerful political 

appointee, working in concert with the jefe máximo in Mexico City, Plutarco Elías Calles, seeking 

to profit by expanding irrigated agriculture. 

 The ascendency of Lázaro Cárdenas to the presidency in 1934 marked a decisive shift in 

Mexican political capitalism.  Cárdenas shook up the postrevolutionary order by breaking the unity 

of political-capitalists throughout the nation.  He brought everyday Mexicans into the fold with 

land, labor, and education reforms—making good on some of the popular promises of the 

postrevolutionary regime while also shoring up federal power in the midst of great economic and 

geopolitical uncertainty.  Cárdenas’s decision to expropriate the lands of the U.S.-owned Colorado 

River Land Company in the Mexicali Valley was a powerful demonstration of the reclaimed 

sovereignty of the Mexican state.  At the same time, this action showed how Cárdenas sought to 

continue the policy of colonization and the expansion of commercial agriculture along the northern 

border.  He recognized the fundamental importance of water in the arid borderlands—as well as 

the political complications of the transnational watersheds.  Cárdenas knew that the more water 

Mexico put to “productive use” from the Tijuana, the Colorado, and the Río Grande, the greater 

volume the nation could rightfully claim in future negotiations with the United States.  By 

“colonizing” Baja California with Mexican nationals and rapidly expanding the acreage under 

cultivation, Cárdenas was gaining political leverage at a time when the United States needed all 

the friends it could get. 
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 The Second World War brought the two nations closer than ever before.  Mexico was fully 

committed to the allied war effort, working closely with the United States to defend North America 

in the face of mutual danger.  Together, the two nations developed, through the bracero program, 

a transnational labor system which expanded and sustained the continental economy—mostly 

benefitting the United States, but also creating social and economic linkages which brought 

opportunities to Mexican citizens and political power to the Mexican state.  The two nations also 

managed to negotiate an international water treaty at the height of the war, demonstrating their 

shared commitment to resolving outstanding political tensions and their mutual recognition of the 

ecological interconnectedness of the borderlands. 

 After World War II, Tijuana’s primary function as a continental conduit for labor migration 

intensified the transient nature of the city itself.  Recent arrivals found the city ill-equipped to 

absorb them, leaving few options but to cross the border into southern California or to build their 

own homes and neighborhoods in Tijuana out of whatever materials they could find.  Urban 

planning was improvisational, informal, and almost always insufficient.  Tijuana’s limited water 

supply—initially developed for the purpose of irrigated agriculture—was soon redirected to serve 

the needs of the growing city.  But by 1960, the precious water stored behind the Presa Rodríguez 

had completely dried up.  Thus, at the same time that San Diegans were celebrating the imminent 

arrival of northern California water, Tijuana faced an urban water crisis with no easy or obvious 

solutions.  The city hobbled along from one emergency fix to the next, unable to provide the 

ballooning population with enough water to meet its daily needs.  The only viable long-term 

solution was to tap into the Colorado River, but building an aqueduct to transport that water from 

Mexicali to Tijuana was beyond the economic capacity of the state and federal governments of the 

1960s.  Only with the capital generated by the brief oil boom in the late 1970s was Mexico finally 
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able to build its own Colorado River Aqueduct in Baja California.  Fortunately for Tijuana, the 

aqueduct was completed just before the Mexican economy entered its devastating tailspin in the 

early 1980s. 

 Clearly, San Diego and Tijuana had very different experiences with waterborne political 

capitalism.  Yet the two sides of Tijuandiego always developed in tandem—two halves of a 

transnational whole.  It is no coincidence that San Diego’s growth as a navy town in the 1920s was 

complemented by Tijuana’s growth as a center of vice.  A huge influx of young sailors—at a time 

when the U.S. federal government prohibited the production and sale of alcohol—turned Tijuana 

into a transnational “playground,” for which it retains its reputation to this day.  With the onset of 

the Great Depression and the end of Prohibition in the 1930s, San Diego expanded as a naval-

industrial hub while Tijuana pursued “revolutionary” development under Cárdenas.  But once war 

came to North America’s doorstep at Pearl Harbor, Mexico joined the United States in a binational 

war effort that involved much more than military collaboration—it also deepened social, political, 

economic, and ecological integrations on a continental scale.  After 1950, San Diego soared as a 

naval-industrial metropolis, while Tijuana began its population explosion in provision of cheap 

labor on both sides of the border.  The emergence of the maquiladora industry in the 1960s 

integrated binational and global chains of production in Tijuandiego, providing San Diego with 

corporate capital and Tijuana with low-wage jobs in the assembly plants.  In the 1970s, both sides 

seemed to solve their water problems once and for all—San Diego was supplied from northern 

California, and Tijuana was set to tap the Colorado River, at last. 

 Since then, San Diego has continued its steady growth as a center of military, industrial, 

and technological innovation.  The city’s population has risen from slightly less than 2 million in 

1980 to approximately 3.25 million today.  Ample water resources from the Colorado River and 
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from northern California have sustained this growth for more than forty years.  Tijuana, on the 

other hand, has grown beyond what most had ever imagined.  Since the completion of the 

Acueducto Río Colorado-Tijuana (ARCT) in 1982, the city’s population has more than 

quadrupled—from roughly 500,000 to well over 2 million people, and counting.  This means that 

there have been four decades of explosive urban growth in Tijuana since the last major water 

project was completed.  Over those years, modest improvements have been made to expand the 

carrying capacity of the ARCT, as well as to increase efficiency in domestic and industrial water 

consumption, but one stark reality remains the same: Tijuana’s water supply has not increased in 

proportion to its population.  A worsening water deficit limits economic options and plagues life 

in growing barrios.  The once celebrated “long-term” solution to the city’s water problem is 

reaching the end of its long term—without viable alternatives in sight. 

 As Tijuana enters a new era of escalating water insecurity, San Diego must pay attention.  

The two cities are bound to face the future together—a future which, just like the past, will be 

shaped by mutual necessity and integrated inequity.  After nearly two centuries of transborder 

urban development, Tijuandiego is here to stay.  The sooner Tijuandiegans can recognize this 

reality, the better we can all prepare for the challenges ahead. 

 Chief among those challenges is the existential threat of climate change.  The growth and 

prosperity of the continental southwest has coincided with—and contributed to—an overall drying 

of the region’s climate.  The Colorado River—the essential water resource for more than 40 million 

people, on both sides of the U.S.-Mexico border—carries less water today than it did forty years 

ago, and nearly every projection agrees it will carry even less water in the future.1  As more and 

                                                
1 See U.S. Department of the Interior, Bureau of Reclamation, “Colorado River Basin Water 
Supply and Demand Study,” (2012); U.S. Geological Survey, Scientific Investigations Report, 
“Colorado River Basin Focus Area Study” (2018); and P. C. D. Milly and K. A. Dunne, 
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more people come to rely on this dwindling supply, the issue of differential access to water is only 

going to intensify.  Given the transnational nature of the problem, it seems prudent that we seek 

transnational solutions. 

 When the border was drawn in 1848, no one could have imagined the urban, industrial, and 

global future of the California borderlands.  Yet uneven development was built in from the start.  

California got the best lands and ample water resources; Baja California got little of each.  The 

United States and San Diego were set to prosper; Mexico and Tijuana were set to struggle.  And 

Tijuandiego, the place where North meets South, was set to fuse the contradictions.  Now fusions 

and contradictions are intensifying in our time of globalizing urbanization.  Can we recognize our 

common bonds and work toward solutions?  Or will we fixate on boundaries in an ever more 

integrated world?  The ultimate question may be this: Can San Diego and Tijuana see the looming 

crises as belonging to Tijuandiego—demanding shared responses to maintain the viability of a 

transborder metropolis pivotal to two nations and the world? 

 

                                                
“Colorado River Flow Dwindles as Warming-Driven Loss of Reflective Snow Energizes 
Evaporation,” Science, Vol. 376, Issue 6483 (Mar. 13, 2020), pp. 1252-1255. 
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APPENDIX 
 
 

POPULATION ESTIMATES 
Metropolitan Areas 

 
 

Year 
 

 
San Diego 

 
Tijuana 

1850 800 --- 
1860 4,300 --- 
1870 5,000 --- 
1880 8,600 --- 
1890 34,900 200 
1900 37,000 250 
1910 61,700 700 
1920 112,200 1,000 
1930 209,700 8,000 
1940 289,300 16,000 
1950 556,800 60,000 
1960 1,033,000 154,000 
1970 1,357,900 289,000 
1980 1,861,800 437,000 
1990 2,498, 100 812,000 
2000 2,813,800 1,365,000 
2010 3,095,300 1,754,000 
2020 3,251,000 2,140,000 

 
Population figures come from Philip R. Pryde, San Diego: An Introduction to the Region, 5th ed. 
(San Diego: Sunbelt Publications, 2014); and Rodolfo Stavenhagen, Tijuana 58: Las condiciones 
socioeconómicas de la población trabajadora de Tijuana (Tijuana: El Colegio de la Frontera 
Norte, 2014); as well as United Nations and U.S. Census data. 
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RAINFALL RECORD AT SAN DIEGO, CALIFORNIA, 1800-1982 
 

 
 

Chart comes from the San Diego County Water Authority (SDCWA), Thirty-Sixth Annual 
Report, 1982, p. 26, SDHC, SDCWAC, MS 302, 3:5. 
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SURFACE WATERS OF SAN DIEGO COUNTY 
 

 
 
Map comes from the San Diego History Center Research Archives, Photograph Collection. 
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TIJUANA RIVER WATERSHED 
 

 
 

Map comes from the San Diego Union-Tribune. 
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TIJUANDIEGO 
 

 
 

Image comes from NASA’s Shuttle Radar Topography Mission (SRTM), February 2000. 
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