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Clever solutions and hard work can bring rain  
to the desert that become hunger-filling crops.

Picture from Popular Archaeology.com

This is the story of the Hohokam Indians’ 
massive irrigation canals in present day 

Phoenix AZ. Celebrate the thousand year 
ingenuity of the Hohokam Canal Builders 

from the year 450 to 1450AD!
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Life is hard for Hoka and his family. 
They live in a hot and mostly dry desert. 
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For food, Hoka and family hunt rabbits, 
fish and gather plants. All this is very 
hard work in the desert heat. Hoka  
and family are often hungry.
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Kama is Hoka’s wife. She uses stone tools and 
clay pottery to prepare and cook their food.
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On a very hot day, they struggle together  
to find enough food.  With rumbling tummies,  
the children cry. “We are hungry.” Kama  
grinds their few seeds to make small biscuits. 
Hoka grabs his small net and runs out the door.
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He runs across the blazing hot sand and wades 
into the refreshing river. He throws his net 
and pulls it in.  He is sad to see only a few 
small fish flapping in the near-empty net.
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While Hoka is in the river, he sees a dry,  
wild corn plant that struggles for enough  
water.  Hoka gets an idea. He walks over to  
the corn plant. He drips water onto the leaves.

He does this every day for a week. He notices  
that the plant grows. Hoka gets more ideas.
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He laughs to himself, “If only I could control the rain, I 
could grow more corn”.  Then my family will have enough 
to eat!  I can’t control the desert rain but I can dig 
ditches so water flows from the river to our corn plants.

He plants a few rows of seeds. He and his family  
dig shallow ditches. For weeks, they water the corn.
They make stick and stone tools to care for their  
corn plants. They keep weeds away. Hoka puts  
a corn plant in a pot and goes to see the Chief.
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Oh Mighty Chief of the Hohokam tribe, your people 
are hungry.  We do not complain but we need more 
food. We pray to the Great Spirit for rain but the 
skies do not leak and we have no crops. What if  
we figure out a way to water the corn ourselves?

“What is your plan Hoka?”, said the chief.
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Far to the North are mountains where our river comes from. 
What if we could use River Water like Desert Rain? 
See this corn plant?  Daily we give it water from the river.

Many of the tribal leader’s scoff at Hoka. “Who do you think 
you are to taunt the Great Spirit?” said a Tribal leader. 
“We mean no disrespect. We only ask for a few more workers 
to help us try out our idea.”  The Chief agrees.
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For weeks, Hoka and Team experiment with how to best 
move the water. They dig canals of different shapes and 
sizes. Water flows from high to low places.  They use  
woven baskets to block and control the flow of water.  
They learn that too little water and the plants dry up  
and die. Also, with too much water, the plants drowned.

Some other members of the tribe, point and scoff  
at Hoka and Team, who work hard in the hot sun.
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For months, Hoka and Team manage the canals full  
of Desert Rain. They care for their corn plants.
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Rows of colorful corn ripen in the bright sun rays.  
The team makes baskets to put the corn in. They  
pick the corn and dry the seeds in the sun. They  
make stone tools to grind the corn. They make  
a meal for the team. The Team members are full.
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When they see all the corn, the other Tribe Members 
say, “We are sorry.” “Please teach us how to make 
canals to grow our own corn.”  Hoka and Team say, 
“Sure, We are happy to share what we know.”



The Chief makes Hoka the leader of the 
Desert Rain Project. Hoka’s Team shares with all 
the people how to dig canals to water the corn.
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For months and months, the people work  
together in the hot sun to care for the plants.
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The Hohakam Tribe all help each other harvest 
the corn. They are all amazed at how much corn 
they pick.
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They have a giant corn festival and feast! There 
is plenty to eat. The people are full. Everyone 
sings and dances.
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Hand in hand, Hoka and Kama quietly walk away 
from the party. They smile as they scoop up 
some water and pour it on young corn plants.
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They talk about how the Hohokam improve their 
tools and different crops. As far as they can see, 
there are rows and rows of canal watered crops.
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Kama picks cotton. It was her idea to plant the 
cotton, so they can make clothes out of it.
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They walk near the crops. They talk about the Hohakam`s journey 
from hunger to having enough. How clever ideas use canal water,  
like desert rain, to water crops. How teams of people help each  
other with hard work to dig canals and care for their crops.  
They all share the harvest.  This lesson of teams applies  
working together to solve problems applies  to us today too!
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This tale is based on the true story of the Hohokam People. 
Over a Thousand years, they used river water to irrigate 
their crops. They had a population of 25 to 50 thousand 
people. At that time, Hohokam City is bigger than London. 
It is a mystery of history, why the Hohokam people vanished 
in the 1450‘s. In the 1800’s, Europeans come to Arizona. 
They find and use the Hohokam canals to grow crops. The 
dry desert blossoms. On the site of the older Hohokam City, 
Europeans build a new city. They name it Phoenix.
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In mythology, Phoenix is a Bird who rises from ashes.  
Today, Phoenix is the fourth largest city in the USA.  
There are still reminders of what the Hohokam built.   
Using stick and stone tools, the Hohokam achieved  
amazing success. Together, they turned the desert  
into farms to feed themselves. 

May we continue their lessons of self sufficiency,  
of respect for nature and sharing the harvests.
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 The desert is a hot and dry place.  The people who live  
there, forage but find it hard to get enough food. This tale  
is based on the true story of the Hohokam. They lived long  

ago in area that is present day Phoenix Arizona.  They cleverly 
turn mountain river water into desert rain and crops.
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