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Synopsis

The mother ditch, or acequia madre, is the main water line that is dug by hand and feeds many of
the smaller acequias that cover the fertile land of Northern New Mexico. The acequias, water
ditches, were used to irrigate the fields of crops for many farmers in the early days of settlement in
New Mexico. A unique technology, the acequia, especially the mother ditch, had to be taken care of
by everyone in the community that benefited from its generosity. A governing body was established
to watch over the utilization and maintenance of the ditch. The mayordomo was the top elected
official to preside over the governing council, and he was also required to perform numerous
responsibilities representative of the people of the community. The acequia was truly one of the last
vestiges of a life where people depended on each other for survival. The life of the community
revolved around the acequia. Cooperation was essential to ensure everyone’s sustenance. Today,
many of the acequias the early settlers of New Mexico depended on have dried up. Yet, when one
stands in the footings of these sand pits, you can feel the presence of the power of water that was
so significant to the development of human progress in this part of the continent. English and

Spanish edition.
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Oliver La Farge, winner of the Pulitzer Prize for Laughing Boy, originally published The Mother Ditch
in 1954 as a children’s book. It is more vital and informative to us today than it was then. A genteel,
intellectual New Englander, La Farge had discovered another world on the Navajo Reservation and,
later, among the Hispanic villagers of Northern New Mexico. He spent much of his career as a writer
sending messages back to the East proclaiming what he had found. Other books by Oliver La Farge
from Sunstone Press include: Behind the Mountains, Cochise of Arizona, The Enemy Gods, The

Man with the Calabash Pipe, A Pause in the Desert, and Raw Material.
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