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Crop production is based on each family having access to several fields in ecologically 
diverse areas (Dominguez and Kolm 2004:4-8; Simpson 1953:51-52). Farmers select which 
fields to plant in any given year based on land-use rights, soils, and changing conditions of 
moisture available from direct precipitation, springs, and run-off. Agricultural fields form a 
mosaic of small, irregular shapes, strategically placed to harvest water from much larger 
watersheds (Hack 1942:31; Nabhan 1979:249; Watt and Green 2002:13). Hopi fields are 
generally between 3 to 6 percent of the size of the drainage basin above them (Figure 35). On the 
Hopi Reservation, catchment areas are thus from 15 to 27 times the size of cultivated fields. The 
ratio of field size to catchment areas varies because factors such as sandy soils and bare shale 
slopes produce differences in runoff.  

 
Figure 35.  Relationship between areas of cultivated fields and the watersheds which supply them with water. 
Source:  Hack (1942:31). 

Management of farm fields and water harvesting areas entails slope management that has 
reshaped the natural landscape into forms suitable for farming. Check dams, berms, diversion 
structures and terraces are constructed and reconstructed as farmers make small adjustments on 
how water flows across the land. Slope management to control erosion and deposition is a 
continual process rather than a one-time project (Wilken 1987:96-128). Significant modification 
of slopes on the Hopi Reservation has been attained in small increments, with construction 
taking place over many years or generations. The present generation of farmers benefits from 
landscape modifications made by their ancestors over many centuries.  

Hopi agricultural landscapes are dynamic, and they evolve over time. Some fields are left 
fallow to allow the natural vegetation to reestablish itself and renew soil fertility (Dominguez 
and Kolm 2004:30-31; Doolittle 2000:228; Hoover 1930:435; James 1956:110-118; 
Koyiyumptewa 2003:7; Stewart and Nicholson 1940:47). The boundaries of fields on sand dunes 
are sometimes shifted as much as 30 feet every year because the prevailing winds deposit blow 
sand on the eastern side of planted areas, and farmers reconfigure their fields to take advantage 
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