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Bear Grass Burned in Northwest
by Renée Stauffer

On September 30, 1993, the Ukonom Ranger District (Klamath National
Forest) burned three acres of bear grass. The conditions were perfect
and the burn was a success. Many members of the Northern California
Native American Basketweavers and Gatherers Association
(NCNABGA) were there to witness the occasion. Two weeks previous
to this burn, many basketweavers spent their Saturday working on this
bear grass unit to remove debris to keep the fire from burning too hot.
We would like to thank Stan Pfister, Orleans District FM.O. and Duane
Steen, Klamath CDF, for their expertise in the removal of the material
from the unit. We also thank Ukonom and their fire crew.

On November 9, 1993, the Orleans Ranger District (Six Rivers
National Forest) burned five acres of bear grass directly across the road
from the Ukonom burn. This, too, was a successful burn. Members of
NCNABGA were again on hand, and provided snacks and beverages
for the fire crew, as they did for the Ukonom burn.

This area is especially good for elder gatherers because it is so
easily accessible from the road and is relatively flat. We look forward to
having two new “choice” bear grass areas to gather from next summer.

Susan "Tweet” Burdick, Yurok basketweaver, lights fire at
Ukonom with drip torch.
Photo by R. Stauffer
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Rekindling Indian-Land Relationships
by Kat Anderson

The vast network of agencies and personnel that administers our public lands is often a stumbling block to Native Americans
who want to gather plants for weaving. The human energy, time, and paperwork involved in getting permission to gather is
often intimidating and overwhelming and therefore often discourages the would-be gatherer. Furthermore, each agency has
its own rules and regulations regarding the gathering of plant and animal resources by Native Americans on public lands.
These regulations are subject to change; the administrators of these regulations also come and go.

Some agencies require special permits for gathering purposes and this process is arduous. It is perceived as a
“controlling mechanism” and a disrespectful policy by some weavers. The affront is particularly acute among elders, who
remember in earlier times when certain key individuals within the agencies “looked out” for Indian concerns. Some long-time
foresters and range managers, in the distant past, listened to native people and actively advocated and facilitated Indian
access to resources. Yet the concern for traditional gathering rights is once again growing, as evidenced by recent meetings
held in Ukiah, California this past July.

In July of 1992, a Pomo weaver stood up at the end of a public performance in Ukiah, passed around a coffee can, and
asked for donations. The audience quickly quieted when she stated her reasons: to build a defense fund for weavers who
feared being jailed for trespassing on private or public lands in their attempts to gather basketry materials.

Two non-Indian men present in the room, Pete Passof, Mendocino County Director, U.C. Cooperative Extension, and
Glenn McGourty, Plant Science Advisor, with U.C. Cooperative Extension, were deeply disturbed by her comments. Together
with Dot Brovarney (Curator) and Suzanne Abel-Vidor (Director) of the Grace Hudson Museum, and myself, they organized a
day-long event to bring weavers and land managers together to explore ways to make basketry material access and availabil-
ity easier, safer, and legal. Funding was obtained from the California Integrated Hardwood Range Management Program.

Pomo weavers met with representatives from the Bureau of Land Management, California Department of Forestry,
Department of Fish and Game, City of Ukiah, State Parks, Caltrans, U.S. Forest Service and other agencies at the Grace
Hudson Museum in Ukiah last July. The morning was filled with vivid stories told by Susan Billy (Hopland Pomo) and
Carmen Christy (Yokayo Pomo) about the ingenious ways in which weavers dodge dogs, hop barbed-wire fences, and walk
miles to persistently continue their collecting traditions.

The resource managers gained insight into the wisdoms, concerns, and values of contemporary weavers. Discussions
centered around plant species used, their dwindling supplies, poor qualities, and conflicting land uses. Weavers pointed out
the need for burning, pruning, and tending sites to keep the plants healthy and the absolute necessity of no pesticide spraying
anywhere near gathering areas.

Because of numerous broken promises and destruction of former gathering sites, weavers emphasized their reluc-
tance to share the locations of their special gathering sites with the public agencies. The major concern is that once these sites
are identified and placed upon a map, this will hasten their destruction. Not only is there fear of these sites being destroyed by
logging, road building, cattle grazing or other conflicting uses, but the information could fall into the hands of artifact collec-
tors who ravage areas searching for valuable prehistoric artifacts, or curiosity seekers who will use the land in inappropriate
ways. Because plant resources have become so scarce, to identify an area as a “basketry collection site” or “sourberry collec-
tion site” might lure other gatherers who have had difficulty in finding the plants.

Several land managers stressed that the disconcerting reality is that these special areas may eventually fall prey to
conflicting land uses anyway, if they are not identified by California Indians. Often sites are destroyed by public agencies out
of ignorance rather than intentional malice.

In the afternoon, moderator Greg Giusti (UC Cooperative Extension) challenged agency personnel to put their heads
together and come up with solutions. The receptivity was high as they sought creative ways to work collaboratively with
weavers to help them sustain their traditions. Recommended future tasks included: Develop an easy-to-use guide for weavers
to the gathering policies, procedures, and appropriate contacts in local, regional, state, and federal agencies that administer
public and private lands. Assemble plant species lists of culturally-sensitive plants, their uses, and management requirements
to inform land managers. Inventory public lands to locate and set aside potential gathering sites for Native American use.
Develop innovative land management arrangements such as conservation easements to provide access to basketry material on
private and public lands.

As a follow-up to the first meeting, an afternoon in late July was devoted to a public forum entitled “Future Harvest:
Native Weavers, Basket Plants, and Public Lands”. Pomo, Hupa, Nomlaki, Mono, Concow, and Yurok weavers and many
concerned non-Indians attended. The major guest speakers were weavers Susan Billy (Hopland Pomo) and Gladys McKinney
(W. Mono). Once again obstacles to plant access and availability for today’s Native American weavers were discussed.
Solutions to access problems were explored through partnerships with public and private land managers. The event was co-
sponsored by the Grace Hudson Museum, City of Ukiah, and U.C. Cooperative Extension, Mendocino County with support
from the California Council for the Humanities. -

The Grace Hudson Museum, Ukiah and the U.C. Cooperative Extension, Mendocino County, have demonstrated a
concerted commitment to revitalizing Indian-land relationships and the preservation of indigenous cultures and specifically
basketweaving traditions. Their exemplary actions break the old stereotype of museums and government agencies as only
promoting some static notion of Indian cultures in prehistoric time or early historic times as national park interpretive
programs often still do, but rather they are beginning to foster a relationship through which traditional cultures can evolve
and continue their traditions. These meetings can serve as a model for government agencies and museums in other regions.
For more information call Dot Bovarney (707) 462-3370 or Glenn McGourdy (707) 463-4495.
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