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From Burns to Baskets

KAT ANDERSON

F r he noise of crushing deer grass
leaves during the swift escape of a
buck is a welcome sound to the

elder weavers as they get out of their car

on an early morning in September. Deer
grass is important to the deer and weavers
alike—the deer use it for shelter and
shade, especially during the fawning pe-
riod, and the weavers use it to form the
hidden structures, the “stuffing,” of coiled
baskets.

The women approach the plants with
caution, as the dense foliage can harbor
sleepy rattlesnakes, and gopher holes
abound near the thick patches. Tap, tap,
tap with a digging stick. The women listen
for the clear vibrating sound of a rattler.
Only silence...

Tall, stout flower stalks wave in the
breeze above the large deer grass tufts. By
mid-to-late summer, they are ready to
pick, letting go easily with a small popping
sound when the women tug on them. The
partially green or light golden flower
stalks from this year are the ones the
women are after. Then the stalks are sized
and neatly bundled, tied together with old
cloth scraps retrieved from a crumpled
grocery bag. Six bundles. When stood on

Collecting or Gathering?

hen the leaves turn yellow,

Grandmother Lucy [Telles]
taught, it's acorn gathering time.
Acorns fall from the trees twice each
season. The first fall consists of un-
healthy, worm- and insect-infested
acorns, and it is left alone.

Winds bring the others down later,
in late September or early October de-
pending on the weather. These good,
healthy acorns are heavier than the oth-
ers, a quality that is felt for as they are
gathered off the ground. Each acorn is
also inspected by sight and feel for any
bumps or holes. These are left on the
ground to return to the earth or be
eaten by squirrels.and birds.
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end, the longest bundle towers above the
women.

Soft and cushion-like in appearance,
deer grass used to be an indispensable bas-
ketry plant for many California groups. It
is flexible, strong, and expands when
soaked in water. In the past, its abundance
also contributed to its popularity.

Known in botany books as Muhlenbergia
rigens (formerly Epicampes rigens), deer
grass has various Indian and common
names: the Kawaiisu call it sipu(m)bivi,
while the Mono call it straw grass, bunch-
grass or monop; the Yokuts call it chawkish
or rice grass; the Southern Sierra Miwok
call it it’lup or sometimes buffalo grass;
the Cahuilla call it suul. It used to be wide-
spread throughout much of the western
Great Central Valley and South Coast
Ranges.

Picture a Valley Yokuts weaver sur-
rounded by a colony of deer grass so
prominent as to form an “inland sea” of
continuous plants extending for ten or
twenty acres across the Central Valley.
Early photographs hint of the bunchgrass’s
ancient importance to weavers—the many
orderly bundles shown at the sides of
weavers indicate the vast numbers of

Depending on the weather, some years
are better for acorn than others; a plentiful
harvest only occurs every four or five
years, but individual trees can vary.

As Julia [Parker] has observed, the
number of deer seen in Yosemite Valley in
autumn is an indication of how good a
given year’s harvest will be. More deer
come into the valley when acorn isn’t plen-
tiful at the higher elevations. During such
years, Julia finds herself picking acorns off
the ground with deer close by.

In off years, when there wasn’t enough
acorn, Lucy used to purchase it already
pounded from Ida Bishop. Even in such
years, however, it was still important to go
out and gather at least one basketful of
acorns. As Julia explains, “The elders told
me when it comes get out and pick and

gather, even it it’s one basketful, so the

flower stalks needed—several thousand to
complete one good-sized cooking basket.
Today, deer grass is still gathered by
some weavers on California wildlands and
private property. They sometimes trans-

Decadent deer grass plants in the Sierra
National Forest, 1991. Photo by Kat Anderson.

acorn spirit will know you’re happy for
the acorn, and next year the acorn will
come.”

Julia never talks of “collecting” acorn or
other natural material. Instead, she makes
a thoughtful distinction between collecting
and gathering. “Indians gather,” she states
with unwavering conviction. “Most non-
Indians collect.”

The distinction lies in intent: gathering
implies respectfully taking only what you
need and respectfully giving back for what
you take. To Julia, collecting implies a
more wanton, thoughtless hoarding, with
no attention paid to the method used or
quantity taken.

It is only by gathering responsibly that
one guarantees the future harvest. And the
best and most responsible gathering tech-
niques are those learned from others...
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plant it to gardens adjacent to their houses,
where it can be more conveniently tended.

Although she is of Shoshonean ances-
try, Florence Brocchini follows the
basketweaving traditions of the Southern
Sierra Miwok people of her husband, Nick
Brocchini, including the use of deer grass.

“It reminds me of miniature pampas
grasses,” Florence chuckles. After gather-
ing the deer grass, she lays the flower
stalks in the sun to dry, and then they are
available for use—no storage period is re-
quired to season the material, and it
doesn’t have to be soaked in water. The
only other preparation step Florence takes
is to discard the panicle of seeds by rub-
bing a piece of leather or deerskin along
the stalk.

Some weavers have special areas that
produce particularly good quantities of
flower stalks. Nonetheless, the grass is
gathered less and less often because it is
getting harder and harder to find.

Deer grass doesn’t appear on any state
or federal lists of rare and endangered
plant species. Yet warnings of the dwin-
dling deer grass population were given as
early as the 1940s by Francisco Patencio, a
Cahuilla leader. “The places where the
basket grasses grew are all ranches and the
cattle stamp on the ground, and eat down
the grass,” he said. “There is not any more
to be gathered.”

Today, the plants occur in small num-
bers (one to twenty plants) in widely scat-
tered areas miles apart, compared to
prehistoric and historic areas of hundreds
of plants in a single meadow, grassland, or
river course. Gladys McKinney (Dunlap

Each woman had a special acorn tree
handed down through generations. Paiute
elder Maggie Howard (Tabuce) had just
such a tree, a tree which would usually
produce lots of nuts. Tabuce’s tree is actu-
ally a cluster of three trees which stand
adjacent to a busy Yosemite Valley inter-
section today, one tree larger and older
than the others.

From It Will Live Forever: Traditional
Yosemite Indian Acorn Preparation, by Bev
Ortiz, with photographs by Raye Santos.
‘Copies of this book are available postpaid for
$11.95 plus 90¢ California sales tax (where
applicable) from Heyday Books, P.O. Box 9145,
Berkeley, CA, 94709.

Right: Maggie Howard (Tabuce) returning
from gathering acorns in Yosemite Valley,
1930. Photo courtesy of Yosemite Association.
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Mono), Norma Turner (Mono), Hector
Franco (Wukchumni Yokuts), Katherine
Saubel (Cahuilla), and Virgil Bishop
(Northfork Mono) are just a few of the
many Native Americans who remember
how widespread the grass used to be, and
can take the interested individual to many
former gathering sites that are now wid-
ened roads, homes, shopping centers,
overgrazed meadows, or dry gulches.

Public lands do not necessarily serve as
a refuge from development. The land uses
and policies practiced on public lands (i.e.
cattle grazing, logging, fire exclusion poli-
cies, pesticide spraying) often conflict with
the healthy maintenance of deer grass. Al-
lowing them to continue unchecked may
lead to the extinction of deer grass, and
other materials as well.

Today, the flower stalk production per
plant is often scanty, because the plants are
smothering in so much dead material. Old
leaves keep piling up, shutting out sun-
light to the new growth. “When they get
this way they need to be burned,” says
Virgil Bishop, remembering how his
mother, Ida Bishop, and grandmother
Annie Gibbons made baskets with the
Honop. i

“There used to be some back in there
(along Cascadell Road in North Fork) that
my mother and grandmother gathered.
But it's being covered over with trees [pon-
derosa pine], so it's disappearing,” says
Virgil.

Deer grass needs almost full sunlight
and is eliminated if shrubs, oaks or pines
are allowed to invade grassland and
meadow sites. Virgil says, “Some of that

stuff just stays there and doesn’t produce
anything, so they would burn it and it
would come back in again better than it
was—full of vitality, with many more
stalks to get. My family would burn it
wherever they thought it was necessary—
every two or three years.”

Lydia Beecher (Mono) remembers:
“They burned monop in November or De-
cember to give it time to grow.” Her sister
Melba adds, “You have to see how it
grows before you burn it again. It gets
kind of dry in the center and doesn’t make
a good crop—old plants grow little short
stalks. But they'd still pick them, though,
to make little coiled baskets.”

Fire destroys insect pests, recycles plant
nutrients, and eliminates competitive
grasses and shrubs. It not only stimulates
new growth, but may also cause “fragmen-
tation,” a term ecologists use to describe
how portions of the plant die out, leaving
small patches of active growth that break
off and become separate plants, in essence
making more bunchgrasses.

In addition to burning, gathering deer
grass is healthy for the plant. When the
weavers harvest basketry material they do
it in ways that lift away the dead material
on and around the plant, allowing more
sunlight to reach the plant, stimulating it
to grow new parts.

As Katherine Saubel says, “When you
burn or cut something it comes out more.
It sprouts up more. When you trim some-
thing it’s going to come up better. Picking
it is also good—it’s just like pruning it.”

“If you don’t pick it, it won’t grow ei-
ther,” says Norma Turner. “You can’t use
the old ones, and they get in the way and
push the young ones out. It grows better
when you pick it.”

Deergrass is often present just a stone’s
throw from major archaeological sites. Per-
haps the Western Mono, Yokuts, Miwok
and other tribes planted or transplanted
deer grass to creeksides, meadows and
grassland. Walking along the border of a
creek that has recently overflowed, one
notices the presence of healthy deer grass
plants that have been scoured by periodic
flooding. Floods, grazing by native ani-
mals, lightening, and fires set by humans-
all are disturbances that revitalize the deer
grass habitats. Native Americans, by pat-
terning and timing harvests, and by burn-
ing, gathering and replanting, can ensure
the health and abundance of this plant, as
long as there is a place for it to grow.

Kat Anderson is a doctoral candidate at the
University of California at Berkeley, and an
ethnobotanical consultant to Yosemite National
Park.
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