Books of the Old Pueblo: A Love Letter to Tucson

I’ve always had an odd connection with Tucson Arizona. It is the city of my birth, in which I
have lived occasionally, and visited frequently, over my two short decades of life, and home to
much of my extended family. Despite these connections, it is also a city that has occupied the
odd liminal space between familiarity and foreignness: for much of my childhood Tucson was
Nana’s house, a place that ought to be home but was never quite that, it was the circle of family
friends who remembered me far better than I remembered them, and, most importantly, Tucson
was the desert.

The desert was different; wild, teeming with flora well-armed against drought and children’s soft
hands and fauna with venom and captivating names like “javelina” or “coati.” It imprinted itself
on my brain, trapped me in that hereditary desert-sickness my mother bequeathed to me, and led
me to start this book collection. As I grew older, the stories of the desert, and the people who
shaped it and were shaped by it became almost an obsession: from the ancient Hohokam to
romantic soldados to rugged cowboys, they lived in my mind’s Tucson as vividly as the cactus
wrens or the road runners, images fueled by the few books I could find on their legacies.

In high school, as I began to approach my IB Extended Essay, a major paper all IB students write
their senior year, one topic stood out to me as the obvious choice. I simply had to write about
Tucson, and the ways the physical space of Tucson had been shifted from the Mexican to Anglo
era. There was just one problem: sources. Local history is always a niche subject, and reliable
books on local history are always in short supply. With the help of some good friends at the
Presidio de San Agustin in Tucson, I managed to scavenge up practically every reputable (and
some very irreputable) source there was about this period of Tucson’s history, and about the
legacy of Tucson’s Hispanic past in general. As any lover of books knows, however I couldn’t
stop here: soon I needed to read about the Arizona Sonora border, and lo, more books. I wanted
to read about Tucson folklore, and even more books! Before I knew it, I had a modest collection.

Of particular interest in this collection are Lydia Otero’s brilliantly written La Calle, a detailed
history of the scars urban renewal left on Tucson as well as a celebration of the city’s vitality, and
Thomas Sheridan’s Los Tucsonenses, which is an incredibly detailed social history of Tucson’s
citizens of Hispanic descent, and alternatingly feels like a wild west adventure, a victorian drama
of etiquette and intrigue, and a 20th century realist depiction of urban poverty. I would be remiss
if I didn’t mention “Big Jim” Griffith, the legendary Tucson anthropologist, folklorist,
banjo-player and cowboy poet, and his book on the list, 4 Border Runs Through It, which
manages to be an incredibly informative account of local legends and folklore while also being
the funniest thing I’ve read in a while.



This collection may not be significant to most people, there are no very rare books, nor are there
very expensive ones. However, this collection means everything to me, as a reminder of Tucson,
its stories and legacies and my family. It serves as a constant reminder, a testimony in ink and
wood pulp, to my ties to Tucson, and to my love of every inch of its desert.
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