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Low berms or ridges are built around fields or at their lower end to retain run-off, and 

similar but smaller features are formed around plants within fields. Many of these diversion and 
retention structures are built a month or more prior to the rainy season in anticipation of 
floodwater. Simple rock alignments are placed at regular intervals in drainages, forming rows 
across the drainages at right angles to the direction of water flow. These alignments create flat 
areas for planting, increase soil depth, control soil erosion, manage the flow of water, and 
prevent frosts. Most of the water control devices used in floodwater irrigation are small 
ephemeral features, constructed with hand tools by individual farmers. This low-input 
technology is simple but effective. 

Floodwater flowing as sheet wash across valley floors was also managed by farmers. 
When heavy rain showers occurred, Hopis traditionally worked in their fields throwing up dykes 
and leading the water by shallow ditches over their fields. Any part of a field which failed to 
receive floodwater was leveled off or roughly trenched to promote heavier flow. This form of 
water management was observed in 1884 by Frederick S. Dellenbaugh (n.d.:5-6), who described 
how “With every shower the Hopi men turn out day or night, come down from the top of the 
mesa, 700 feet, with their hoes and skillfully direct the accumulating rain in and around the corn 
stalks.” Dellenbaugh 1901:335-336) concluded that the Hopis did not need irrigation canals 
because they were able to spread enough floodwater in their fields to mature crops. 

The Hopis have several terms to describe floodwater irrigation (Micah Loma’omvaya, 
Morgan and Joy Saufkie, and Dalton Taylor in Whiteley and Ferguson 2003:1-2, 9, 11; Saufkie 

Figure 18.  Earthen dyke built using a hoe in a corn field 
in Oraibi Valley. Photographer unknown, ca. 1900. 
National Museum of the American Indian Neg. No. 
P17473. 

Figure 19. Sketch map showing how an earthen dyke is 
used to spread water from a drainage onto a farm field. 
Adapted from Page (1940:54). 
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