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Education Initiative

2002-2003 The Sacaton Project

Restoring water to ensure the
continuity of the Akimel O’ otham

and Pee Posh tradition of agriculture

When Indian Irrigation Engineer William Code proposed to develop wels and
relocate the Pima at Santan, he recommended that Maricopa Colony (1,500 acres) and Gila
Crossing (5000 acres) be exempt from sde, with land being dlotted to the Pima and
Maricopa in these villages. By the end of 1904, he was willing to dlot 12,000 acres to the
Pima living & Casa Blanca. Yet, by 1909, Code sought to relocete al but a handful of the
Indians from these protected areas to Santan.

Congress approved of Code's generd plan to develop well water in exchange for the
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sde of land—but only if the project proved a success. The first funds were appropriated on March 3,
1905. In January of 1906, John Granwille arived a Gila River to begin a prdiminay survey in
advance of dlotment, which was closdly digned with the irrigation scheme. With the 1907 power
contract with the Sdt River Vdley Water User’s Association, work began on congructing an eectrical
line to the north boundary of the reservation. In April of 1908, Congress gave the Secretary of the
Interior the authority to enter into agreements with the Reclamation Service to build Indian irrigation
works. Using this authority, the Reclamation Service began what was known as the Sacaton Project.

The Sacaton Project included the 10 irrigation wells proposed by Code as well capturing the
floodwaters of the Gila River. The project included the congruction of three cands. The fird was the
Santan Cand, which would carry floodwaters from the Gila River beginning a a point 3 %2 miles east
of Sacaton. The head of this floodwater cand was at the future ste of the Sacaton Diverson Dam (and
Olberg Bridge). This cand on the north bank of the river was designed to irrigate 10,000 acres of land
with wels and floodwaters—which were unlikey to continue if San Carlos Dam were congructed. A
second, smdler cana was to branch off the Santan and carry well water. A third cand was to be built
on the south bank and supply alimited amount of water near Casa Blanca.

Before the Reclamaion Service began condruction of the floodwater cand, the Gila River
shifted its channd, necesstating the condruction of the cand head through a heavier cutting of rock
than was origindly planned in 1906. The cand—Ilater cdled the Santan Cana—headed northwest for
8 miles, extending to within 2 % miles northeast of Gila Butte. Without a controlling dam a the head,
the Pima constructed a brush dam to capture the floodwaters. In 1911, this head washed away three
times. Consequently, the Pima received little benefit from the flood weaters “on account of there having
been no means of controlling them,” even though the past year had been “extremey favoradle in
respect of flood waters for irrigation.” The Reclamation Service informed the Indian Service that if it
wanted a dam the Indian Service would have to supply it.

In 1911, the leading Pima chiefs petitioned the Indian Rights Association for their assgtance in
the fight agang the developing irrigation and land cesson scheme. Samud M. Brosus, of the Indian
Rights Association, pushed the House of Representatives to investigate the activities of Newel and
Code, as well as the generd expenditure of irrigation funds on behdf of the Pima Brosius explained to
the House that Code sought to dlot the village of Gila Crossng in 1904 but had changed his mind
because “snce the completion of the Roosevet Reservair, it is known that dl the cultivable land on the
north sde of the river a Gila Crossng can be supplied with Sdt River mpounded water.” As a result,
the land had “much speculative vaue.”

Brosus disrused Code and sought to involve the House in looking into the alegations of
impropriety. Why else would Code “want the [Gila Crossng] Indians to abandon that much water
[1,500 miner's inches or enough for 5,000 acres] in order to get a Smilar amount of pumped water

1



Moving Towards the San Carlos Irrigation Project

from the wels a Santan?” Brosius inquired. Furthermore, seepage waer a Gila Crossng and
Maricopa Colony was equivaent to the output of seven wells in Sartan. With the cost of each well
$10,000, Brosius noted, why was this money not used to extend the eectrica power line and “augment
the naturd supply of water & Gila Crossing with three or four wells?” As Brosus correctly reasoned,
the wels were put in a Santan and not Gila Crossng so that non-Indians would “get the natura flow
of good river water and the Indians [would] get the dectricity” to pump inferior quality well water.
Through the “ad of some unscrupulous [government] officids’ the Pima and Maricopa stood to lose
much more than their land. They sood to lose the life-giving surface flow of the Gila River itsdf.
Lewis Nelson, a Pima from Casa Blanca, explained that Code tried to “advise’” the Pima to accept the
well project and that the Pimawere afraid of losing their rights to the waters of the GilaRiver.

With regards to the “Casa Blanca Indians” there was a concern that they, too, might be
relocated to Santan. While Code initidly agreed that they should receive dlotments a Casa Blanca, by
1909 he thought they should remove to Santan—with children eventudly receiving dlotments on the
south sde of the river near Casa Blanca. Nonetheless, 800 Pimas at Casa Blanca were scheduled to
receve 5-acre dlotments, far less than what they needed. Code even suggested “the Blackwater
Indians would have to be moved.” Even if dl 4,000 Pima and Maricopa relocated to Santan—where
some 10,000 acres were being developed—there was insufficient land and water for each member to
receive an dlotment of land; hence the 10 acre per family limitation. “Equitable digtribution of the land
aready covered by an assured water supply” was a stated Indian Office objective.

The Pima were clearly unhappy with this scheme. Head Chief Antonio Azul, Chief Juan
Jackson and Chief Vanico sent a letter to Interior Secretary James Garfield on July 1, 1909, objecting
to dlotment “because the water supply has been teken from us and is very uncertan now.”
Furthermore, the chiefs understood that the proposed alotments would “not be enough to endble us to
ean a living by agriculture and sock raising, by the which we have earned our living heretofore”
Nonetheless, the Indian Office proceeded with plans to dlot the reservation. As late as April 29, 1911,
Commissoner Robert Vdentine ordered Allotting Agent Charles Roblin to dlot each family 10 acres,
five for the husband and five for the wife. Minor children would receive an dlotment unless future
developments should “cause such course to be impracticd.” This ambiguity caused the Pima even
more concern, leading many to conclude that children would not be dlotted at all.

Lewis Nelson aso explained how Code tried to force well water on the Pima Code (or J.B.
Alexander, they each blamed the other) ordered the damming of the Little Gila River with the idea of
denying water to Pima fidds east of Sacaton. By so doing, Code hoped to persuade the Pima that they
were redly without water and that “pumps would have to be used.” Code disguised his scheme by
ordering the closure of the Little Gila River for fear it was unsafe and the entire channd of the Gila
could “come down that channd.” The Agency farmer and experimenta farmer both characterized the
closng of the Little Gila “as an outrage” Loss of this important conduit of water caused more
privation among the Pima but did not persuade them to accept Code's scheme. The Little Gila was
reopened in 1913 after Code had resigned and Alexander had been removed as superintendent.

In July 1911, the Indian Office withdrew its dlotment plan in a tdegram sent by Assgant
Commissoner C.F. Hauke. “The Indians a Gila Crossng and Casa Blanca will be permitted to take
dlotments where they are now located,” Hauke informed the Pima Agency via telegram. “But if they
want dlotments where water is now developed they can be dlotted there [at Santan]. Please make it
clear to everyone that the place of dlotment for each Indian is within his or her sdection.” In a letter
following the telegram, Hauke dressed that “wherever on the resarvation there are settlements of
Indians in large numbers enough and under favorable agriculturd and irrigable conditions, every effort
possible will be made to bring water to them where it can be done a a cost that would not be nugatory
of al other efforts” Vaentine visted the Pima Agency in October and in a meeting with the Pima held
in Sacaton he promised to oppose any “plan to try to induce the Casa Blanca Indians to move over into
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the Santan Didrict.” He further pledged his support to dlot every Indian 10 acres of irrigable land
while dividing up dl the grazing land on a per capita basis”

The Pima aso opposed wdls on the ground that the water was too akai and would prove
harmful to their soil. Lewis Nelson, in a letter to Jonathan Stephens of the House Committee on Indian
Affars, complained once again about the ill planned well sysem. “Why ask us to experiment when the
Gila River water, to which we are dready entitled, would make experiment unnecessary.” River water,
Nelson sressed, “is in no way an impossbility, and we know that it is the best and mos practicd
sygem.” The Pima will “some day stand sde by sde with our white brother in thrift and culture”
Nelson continued. “To place us a a disadvantage now may mean the loss of hope, and when hope is
dead the man is dead.” The Pimas opposed wells not only because of a fear that their rights to the low-
water mark of the Gila River would be logt but dso because the wells were “complicated and
expensive’ and the water was bad. The water, many believed, would ruin the land with dkai.

In 1913 the Reclamation Service turned over its activities in Indian Country to the Indian
Irrigation Service and in March of that year the Indian Service assumed responshility for the Sacaton
Project. The plan to irrigate 10,000 acres of Pima land with well water continued but the scheme to sl
off 180,000 acres of land did not. Relocation of the Pima and Maricopa to the Santan area adso ended,
dthough many dlotments were eventudly made in the Santan area. The Code-Newdl-Hill scheme,
which “originated with persons owning large tracts of land and water privileges adjacent to that portion
of the Pima reserve proposed to be sold” ended. While crop production would continue to increase in
the 1910s, the Pima ill lacked a permanent supply of water. And their rights to the water had yet to be
protected.

Match the names of the left with their rolesftitles on the left.

1. William H. Code A. Commissioner of Indian Affars

2. John Granville B. Indian Rights Association

3. Samuel Brosius C. Indian Irrigation Engineer

4, Lewis Nelson D. PimaChief

5. Antonio Azul E. Allotting Agent

6. Robert Valentine F. Pimaleader

Now match the Community names on left with the correct description on theright.

1. Santan A. 1,500 acres was to be dlotted here

2. CasaBlanca B. Areawhere Pimas were to be rel ocated

3. GilaCrossng C. 12,000 acres to be alotted here

4. Maricopa Colony D. 5,000 acresto be irrigated with seepage water

5. Sacaton Project E. Name given to the project around which 10,000
acres were to be developed with well and
flood water.
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Teacher Plan for “ The Sacaton Project”

Terms to know and understand Studentswill beableto:

1. Hypothesize possible
AHOtr_nent reasons why Code 9
Alkdl wanted to relocate al | “—=—=*

lative Pima and Maricopa to
Specu > E’R
S&p&ge Santan. —
U ns_crupul ous 2. Describe Pima s
Equiteble concerns  with  the 8

floodwater canal.
Critica Thinking:

Casa Blanca was home to some of the best agriculturd lands within the Pima Reservation.
But in the early 1910s eectric power, which could have operated wells to pump water to
supplement the exising supply of water at Casa Blanca, stopped four miles short of the
village. How might this lack of dectricity have hurt Casa Blanca (remember the need for
water)?

Activities

If possble, take a trip out to the Sacaton Diverson Dam (Olberg Bridge). Ask students if
they have ever seen water behind this diverson dam. Point out the intent behind the
congruction of the divison dam was to divert floodweter into the head of the Santan Candl.
The Pima were dready concerned in 1911 that if a Sorage dam were ever built (i.e,
Coolidge Dam), there would be no floodwaters to enter the Santan Cand, except on rare
occasons when the river 4ill floods. Ye, the Santan was a much larger cand than what
was needed a the time, which of course, fuded speculation that the cand was redly
designed to ddiver water to land west of the Chandler Ranch.

Have students research the differences between groundwater and Gila River water. Which,
if dther, is better quaity water? What nutrients are in groundwater that are not in river
water? If possble, have children grow crops usng water from both and see if there is a
difference.

If 4,000 Pima and Maricopa had been relocated to Santan to farm 10,000 acres, how many
acres per person would have been dlotted? If children had been dlotted on the south bank
of the river in the Casa Blanca area and their parents were dlotted on the north bank, what
hardship would this cause?

About P-MIP

The FAma-Maricopa Irrigation Project is authorized by the Gila River Indian Community to
condruct dl irrigation systems for the Community. When fully completed, P-MIP will provide
irrigation for up to 146,330 acres of farmland. P-MIP is dedicated to three long-range gods:

Restoring water to the Akimel O’ otham and Pee Posh.

Putting Akime O’ otham and Pee Posh rights to the use of water to beneficid use.

Demondrating and exercisng sound management to ensure continuity of the Community’s

traditiond economy of agriculture.



