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Author’s Note: Some foods in this book may be unfamiliar to you, especially to anyone who has never been to the Southwest. I urge the readers of this book to be absolutely certain to properly identify wild edible plants, herbs, flowers, fungi, and vegetables before harvesting and eating them as some plants look alike and are not edible. Please adhere to any special instructions or warnings I have included in the recipes with the handling of wild plants. Most states have laws against the removal of native plants from their natural habitat and have restrictions on the collection of these plants including collecting their seeds and fruits. Check regulations in your own state and national law to see if any plants are protected or endangered before harvesting them and anything that grows in the wild. This ensures and protects these plants and makes them available for future generations. Please follow any traditional protocols when harvesting plants in the wild. Thank you.
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FOREWORD



Friendship and Collaboration Through Native Foodways


I first met Lois Ellen Frank and Walter Whitewater in 2003 at a Slow Food meeting. I was there to learn more about the emerging Slow Food movement in the United States and see how to respectfully include Native American communities who have been practicing “slow food” for millennia. At that time, I was less familiar with the extraordinary agrobiodiversity of the Southwest Indigenous farming traditions. I was in awe of the diversity of foods and seeds Lois and Walter brought to share, multiple varieties of corn, chiles, squashes and gourds, and several beautiful red, brown, and white beans. After a whirlwind virtual tour with gorgeous photos, engaging stories, and chef demonstrations, we tasted and savored some of the magnificent foods we just learned about. Summer squash–stuffed Hatch chiles with moist mushroom tamales and tepary bean dip with blue corn bread were absolutely mouthwatering. After their talk and our meal, we connected personally, and it was like meeting a long-lost sister and brother.


We have been deep friends and colleagues ever since and have worked together, in various contexts, for the health and well-being of Indigenous communities through Native foodways. Many of our food projects have been through The Cultural Conservancy, the Native-led Indigenous rights organization for which Lois and I both serve on the board of directors and that I directed from 1993 to 2021. Through our Native Foodways Program, we have worked with various urban and rural tribal communities. Lois has helped us create recipes and has taught in-person and online cooking classes to our tribal partners.


It’s been enriching to also dive into growing Native foods and learning together as we share heirloom seeds and gardening practices. The Cultural Conservancy now manages two Indigenous farms in Coast Miwok territory in Northern California. At these sites we grow most of the “magic eight” Lois writes about so beautifully in this book: corn, beans, squash, chiles, tomatoes, and potatoes, but not cacao and vanilla. It’s important to honor these sacred foods of the Americas; this book does just that as it takes us on a historical, culinary, nutritional, and cultural journey through their complex genealogies and pathways to our plates.


It is ironic and sadly typical that these foods were identified, cultivated, and loved by Indigenous ancestors for thousands of years before being “discovered” by European nations. Everyone on the planet knows and eats these foods, often daily. But very few know and understand the Indigenous Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) and deep kinship relationships that Indigenous Peoples historically had and still have today for these “life sustainers” as the Haudenosaunee refer to the Three Sisters (corn, beans, and squash).


Lois has a very practical approach to getting more culturally relevant, nutrient-dense, plant-based foods onto Native people’s plates; she is famous for helping people find affordable Three Sisters ingredients like organic corn at Walmart or Trader Joe’s to feed their families on a budget. This pragmatism is essential and complemented with a deeply reverential approach to these first foods, as she holds them in high esteem, respecting each nation’s unique cultural relationship with the foods. “Seed to Plate” honors the practical side of growing Indigenous heirloom seeds to fruition. Lois demonstrates how to respect the whole life cycle of these foods by processing and cooking them with reverence, so when they end up on our plate and in our bellies, they are true medicine. This book shows us how we can decolonize our diets, one seed and meal at a time. “Soil to Sky” helps us to recognize the spiritual dimensions of our foods and their essential and holy bond with the soil, the very body of Mother Earth that gives us all life. This cycle is complete when we move from soil to Father Sky and recognize the cosmological dimensions that animate our lifeways. This book honors Native American food wisdom and transforms the way we think about daily nourishment.
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INTRODUCTION



The Magic Eight: The Plants That Native Peoples Shared with the World


I always knew I wanted to work with food. It was a part of my dreams and visions growing up. I grew up with an innate knowledge that food was the nourishment and medicine we need to sustain ourselves.


My family ancestry and cultural heritages are mixed. My mom always told me that all people were like the different colors of corn. She told us that since we had mixed ancestry, we were like the beautifully multicolored speckled corn, and I always thought that this was a wonderful way to describe who we were. I grew up on Long Island in New York, mostly with my dad’s side of the family. My mom always had a garden. I remember her growing corn, beans, squash, tomatoes, and other crops, using straw as mulch to keep the moisture and nutrients in the soil and placing leftover vegetables scraps in the garden under the straw to decompose, before it was called compost. She always instilled in us to care for the earth and the land and that the earth would care for us.


I am the chef/owner of Red Mesa Cuisine, a small catering company where I cook and work with Chef Walter Whitewater. Walter is Diné from the small town of Pinon, Arizona, on the Navajo Reservation. We have been cooking together since the early 1990s, and our mission has always been to educate people on the history of Native American Cuisine and the contributions that Native Peoples have given to some of the foods we eat every day. Eight of these foods—corn, beans, squash, chile, tomato, potato, vanilla, and cacao—which I call the Magic Eight, were given to the world by Native Peoples of the Americas. Part of Red Mesa Cuisine’s mission is to provide Indigenous foods and cultural education. We like to call it Native American Cuisine with a modern twist.


Walter’s family adopted me into their way of being in the world, and my family adopted Walter into our family. He is truly considered a brother to me and my siblings, and a son to my parents when they were alive. We have both had tremendous impacts on each other’s lives. Learning and living the traditions of Walter’s family has been influential to my work and has taught me about many foods and dishes that have been in the Whitewater family lineage for millennia. I have worked with Diné (Navajo) families from many different communities and learned many different traditional recipes from them. I have also worked with many Pueblo communities and Native families in New Mexico and Arizona. Through increasing my own personal knowledge on Native foods and foodways, my work is focused on and dedicated to health and wellness, improving diets with Native American Ancestral foods, and passing this information on to future generations.
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Chef Walter Whitewater and the author


Through decades of working with Native American communities in the Southwest on traditional foods and foodways, the elders have taught me where to find, how to harvest, and how to prepare Native American foods. I have had the honor of cooking alongside generations of Native women in their kitchens. Through them I have learned traditional methods of cooking and, from that, while honoring tradition, created new approaches to these traditional foods.


Throughout this cookbook I use the terms Native American, American Indian, Indigenous, Native, and Native Peoples—all of which are how the People here in the Southwest refer to themselves. I refer to the People here as they call themselves first and then provide the names by which they may be commonly called by others.


Please note that there are many recipes not included in this book and that I do not represent all Peoples of this region and all foodways that have existed here for thousands of years. What I do present in this book is a sample of the abundance of foods and recipes of Native American Southwestern cuisine and a snapshot of how intricate and diverse the cuisine in the Southwest is. Some of the recipes are presented as they have been prepared for millennia, while others are contemporary versions of traditional dishes. Still others are creative, nutritious, and delicious recipes featuring the ingredients of this region. For example, Walter grew up eating Navajo kneel down bread (nitsidigo’i’), which is traditionally made with just sweet corn, but he wanted to add a modern twist to the recipe, so he added golden raisins, which were part of the food distribution program foods he grew up with; dried currants, which he remembers hand-harvesting; and apples, which are nutritious, delicious, and easily accessible. Some recipes like Grilled Sweet Corn may be familiar to you but perhaps not without butter, and the recipe I present here features red and green chile with some citrus and sunflower oil for an emulsion that doesn’t have the saturated fat that butter has.


Other recipes you may be familiar with, but you may not know that they are made here in the Southwest and are a part of Southwestern cuisine. For example, enchiladas are made on many of the Pueblos and have been for generations. Jemez Pueblo is famous for their version, called the Jemez Enchilada. A variation of this dish is served at the Indian Pueblo Kitchen located in the Indian Pueblo Cultural Center kitchen in Albuquerque and at many Pueblo Feast Days. Tamales are another Southwestern staple that are made in a variety of ways with an assortment of ingredients. Some food historians estimate that Native Americans have been preparing corn soaked and cooked in wood ash for thousands of years, combining this corn masa with beans, squash, chiles, and other ingredients and then wrapping them in corn husks to make the first tamales that are a Native American dish and served throughout the Americas. I’ve included some yummy plant-based versions of both enchiladas and tamales in this book, recipes that I’ve tasted over the years and then put my own spin on them. And some recipes, like the Native American Wild Rice & Sweet Corn Sauté (Manoomin) (here), include hand-harvested wild rice from the Great Lakes area of the United States and portions of Canada, which is a Native ingredient but not native to the Southwest. However, because it is very nutritious and an important part of a healthy Native American diet, I’ve included it in the chapters that follow as well. I’m an advocate for purchasing this wild rice and other native ingredients from Native-owned suppliers to support important Native American Indigenous foods (see the Source Guide for Native Foods here).


Another example is the Blue Corn Pasta recipe (here). Because I love pasta, Chef Marianne Sundquist (who is Italian and helped test and develop some of the recipes in the cookbook) and I created a blue corn pasta recipe that features blue corn, doesn’t use eggs, and preserves the integrity of the blue corn. Chef Walter has been the culinary advisor on all the recipes and helped to modernize some of the traditional recipes for the home cook while keeping the essence of the traditional version intact.


The focus solely on plant-based recipes in this cookbook is for several reasons. Chef Walter and I want to encourage people to use plants that are nutritious and delicious, and that can be incorporated into our lives as part of a healthy lifestyle and healthy diet without losing flavor. I think that cooking with plants is harder to do than with meat proteins, and the challenge here has been to make delicious plant-based recipes to help incorporate more plants into all our diets. More and more health professionals are promoting a plant-forward diet, and this has been an important mission to me and Chef Walter in our cooking. If any information has been excluded in the body of work I present here or it has offended any of the Peoples that share this region, this has not been our intention.


The foods and plants celebrated in this book were not only important in the past but are crucial to the future. The food traditions here are alive and vibrant, and their importance is realized by many different cultural groups that now share the Southwest. Food has always been more than something just to eat. Some of the foods we focus on in this book are used in Ceremony, as medicine, and to heal. For me, food has always been something that is meant to be shared, even when there is only a small amount to go around. My mother always revered food and told us to share all that we had. She said that when we share something with others, in this case food, that more will be bestowed upon us through the act of sharing. Thus, the act of sharing gives something to the sharer, more than the food itself. She grew up without much and she never wasted anything. All food was saved, and she had a zero-waste policy, which I now continue to this day at Red Mesa Cuisine. Everything is used and everyone is fed.


Please join us in rediscovering the nutritional benefits of these foods and honoring their heritage. Whether you gather your own foods and cook with these recipes or simply read to educate yourself, I hope you take away how important these foods are and how they will help you appreciate and honor the Southwest and the Native communities that live here. And I hope that this book inspires you to pursue knowledge and an understanding of the importance of these foodways for the health and wellness of the generations that are still yet to come.


The Foods That Native Peoples Gave to the World


Seed to Plate, Soil to Sky is the story of eight plants that Native peoples gave to the world: corn, beans, squash, chiles, tomatoes, potatoes, vanilla, and cacao. Prior to 1492, these plants existed only in the Americas. Once these plants were introduced to cultures of the world outside of the Americas, sometimes referred to as “Old World,”1 those cuisines were changed forever.


The originators of agriculture in the Americas were, of course, the Indigenous Peoples here. By the time Europeans reached this land, many of the Native cultures had made the transition to growing and cultivating plants, using hunting and gathering to supplement the produce from their fields. Native communities were cultivating these eight plants in different regions throughout the Americas, creating a Native American Cuisine that I think is one of the most underrepresented cuisines in the world, yet a cuisine that is rich in flavor, nutritious, and extremely diverse in origin.


These eight plants, now found in almost every cuisine all over the world, are inherently Native American and are the foundation to the foods we cook at Red Mesa Cuisine. And they are an important part of Native American Cuisine. Think about this: the Italians didn’t have the tomato until after 1492. The Irish didn’t have the potato. In Britain, they had fish but no chips. The Russians didn’t have the potato, nor did they have vodka or distilled spirits from the potato. Corn, beans, and squash were not a part of any of the world’s cuisines. There were no chiles in any East Indian cuisine dishes, including curries, and no chiles existed in any Asian cuisines at all. As a matter of fact, chiles weren’t introduced into South Asia until the 1500s, when they would come to dominate the world spice trade in the sixteenth century. Vanilla and cacao weren’t used in any confection dishes prior to 1492. Ecuador, Belize, and the United States are also known for making some of the world’s finest chocolate; however, Belgium, Switzerland, France, the United Kingdom, Italy, and the Ivory Coast, which are now known for making some of the best chocolates in the world, didn’t have cacao.


Cacao was first cultivated some four thousand years ago in ancient Mesoamerica by pre-Olmec cultures, the first known civilizations to turn the cacao plant into chocolate. They cultivated cacao plants found in the tropical rain forests by fermenting, roasting, and grinding the cacao beans into a paste that is thought to have been mixed with water, vanilla, honey, chile, and other spices to brew a frothy chocolate drink. They used their chocolate during rituals but also as medicine. Olmec, Mayan, and Aztec cultures found chocolate to be an invigorating drink, a mood enhancer, and an aphrodisiac. These beans were so coveted that they were used as a form of currency.
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What’s so fascinating is that the average American today, even those who cook with these foods regularly, doesn’t know this history. Many people are unaware of the contribution Native peoples have made to the foods we eat every day; the story of these eight ingredients is an important one that needs to be told. And so, this book relays the little-known history of these magical plants and so much more. I believe this food has a story of how it nurtured the Ancestors of the Americas and sustained generations. Corn, beans, and squash, also called the Three Sisters, are connected to the culture of Native peoples. The Three Sisters are considered to be a sacred gift from the Great Spirit to support the health of the People. Besides providing nearly all the nutrients needed to sustain human life, the way these vegetables grow together is a perfect example of permaculture, creating a self-sufficient and sustainable ecosystem. The understanding of sustainability is based on the philosophy that all things are integrally connected. For instance, corn draws nitrogen from the soil while beans replenish it. The tall cornstalks provide climbing poles for the bean tendrils. And the broad leaves of squashes grow low to the ground, shading the soil, keeping it moist, and deterring the growth of weeds. Many Native communities hold that a healthy environment means a healthy culture, which ultimately means a healthy people.


Originating in Mesoamerica, these three crops were brought northward, up through river valleys over generations, to tribes in what is now the United States and Canada, where they were used for food and trade. The Iroquois or Haudenosaunee (“People of the Longhouse”) of the northeastern United States refer to the Three Sisters in their stories, describing how these plants emerged from the first garden as sisters to help and support one another. The term the Three Sisters also refers to the companion agricultural practice of planting corn, pole beans, and squash (such as pumpkins) together in mounds.


Kaylena Bray, who is Seneca from Cattaraugus Territory in western New York along Lake Erie, and the former Native Foodways Program director at The Cultural Conservancy, as well as an academic now living in Piermont, New York, talks about how she was taught about these Sisters, spirits collectively referred to as Jöhéhgöh (meaning “those who support us” or “our sustainers”). Kaylena, along with her parents, Wendy and David Bray, shared their sacred Seneca white corn with The Cultural Conservancy, and it now grows in Northern California in Marin County.


And Clayton Brascoupe (Mohawk/Anishnabeg) of the Iroquois Confederacy, a founding member and program director of the Traditional Native American Farmers Association (TNAFA), a nonprofit intertribal association of Indigenous farmers, gardeners, educators, and health professionals with a mission to revitalize traditional agriculture for spiritual and human need, and who lives at New Mexico’s Tesuque Pueblo, just north of Santa Fe, has practiced traditional agriculture here in the Southwest for many years now and emphasized that there have always been multiple varieties of corn, beans, and squash planted together in fields here as well.


The Ancestral Puebloans of the Southwest have grown corn, beans, and squash for thousands of years; even today, the technique of planting the three types of vegetables in the same proximity, mound, or waffle garden (an ecological method of conserving water in dry land environments) is found at many Pueblos and on some farms in Northern New Mexico. This sophisticated, sustainable system cares for both the People and the earth, providing a healthy diet and long-term soil fertility.


Many people are unaware of the contribution Native Peoples have made to the foods we eat every day. When Chef Walter and I prepare these foods, we revitalize everything associated with them. And when we feed people, we nurture them while still honoring the Native American Ancestors.


A Timeline of Native American Cuisine


There are four distinct food periods that now make up this cuisine:


First, the Precontact Period, beginning from over twenty thousand years ago2 and evolving until contact with Europeans. The People from this period used petroglyphs and pictographs to document historical events, such as epidemics, food shortages, droughts, and other important events, such as how to harvest, how to plant, what to plant, etc. This vital information is a part of a form of Indigenous Science called Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) that is passed down through generations via traditional songs, stories, and beliefs; it is the foundation of Native communities today. TEK is a form of food sovereignty that includes food security and environmental justice. It connects Native Peoples to their land, their community, and culture. (For more on TEK and food sovereignty, see here.) Ceremonies have always honored many of the sacred foods that are a part of this period, giving gratitude to everything that is harvested, hunted, and procured. Thus, the health of the land and the health of the People are inextricably linked.


Some of the foods from the precontact period include corn, beans, squash, chiles, tomatoes, potatoes, vanilla, and cacao, along with wild foods including carrots, celery, onions, garlic, greens, spinach, purslane greens, cacti, mushrooms, and all types of wild fruits, grains, and nuts including sunflower seeds, piñon nuts, pecans, acorns, mesquite beans, amaranth—and many more. Wild animals were a part of the precontact period diet, as well as lots of medicinal plants used for teas, tinctures, and other healing uses.


Extensive trade routes have been documented, especially with Mesoamerica, but primarily dried goods were traded. In 2009, an analysis of ceramics in Pueblo Bonito, the largest site in Chaco Canyon in northwestern New Mexico, documented for the first time the presence of theobromine, a marker for Theobroma cacao, or chocolate, indicating that cacao was consumed in the American Southwest around A.D. 1000 to 1125.3 Items such as seeds, shells, beads, turquoise, and feathers were traded between the tribes from this region and tribes to the south, which supports the idea that several trade mechanisms operated simultaneously.4 Sometimes trade occurred because items were not available locally, but the exchange also confirmed social bonds between groups. With the use of grinding stones, seeds, nuts, and corn were ground into flour for breads, mush, and other uses. As much as 85 to 90 percent of the Ancestral Pueblo diet consisted of calories consumed from agricultural products, with wild fruits, greens, nuts, and small game making up the balance. Because larger game was scarce, textiles and corn were traded with the Plains tribes for bison meat.5


The precontact period is probably the most diverse and most important part of Native American Cuisine. Activities related to foods were, and still are, central to many Native communities in the Southwest. What are now classified as art forms in these communities were originally made for purposes centered around food. Chef Walter stated that plants are not picked randomly or wastefully. In his Navajo way of being, the Diné direct a prayer to the plant to explain why its neighbor will be harvested. An offering is made and then the harvester picks only what they need to use. After the plant is harvested, and then prepared into food, the plant remains are put back to the earth with a final prayer. A good example are the corn husks used to cook corn in the oven: Chef Walter uses these burned corn husks after the corn has been cooked as a garnish on his beautifully designed plates, so as not to waste these husks and to create art from the ingredients he cooks with. These corn husks are not wasted. Chef Walter and I follow a traditional protocol with any of the wild foods we harvest for any culinary event in which we prepare and use these foods. Each plant is considered sacred, and they must be respected if they are to continue to be effective in helping to heal and feed humans. Chef Walter states, “Plants were and are harvested not only as medicine but also as food, for making tools, and in some instances for making clothing.”


Second, the First Contact Period, with foods introduced to Native communities from Europe after 1492. In the 1500s the Spanish entered the American Southwest from Mexico. In 1540, the Spanish conquistador Francisco Vasquez de Coronado and his party arrived at the cornfields of Zuni Pueblo, demanding food, and the departure of Pueblo life as they had known it had begun. The Spanish changed the traditional way of life and altered an Ancestral food history that would never be the same.6 Probably the biggest and most profound introduction was that of domesticated animals and their by-products. Because Native Peoples only hunted wild game, there was no dairy. The Spanish also brought additional varieties of chiles, tomatoes, potatoes, cultivated prickly pears, epazote, and so on, north from the tribes of Mesoamerica to the South. Bread made from wheat was introduced to the New Mexico Pueblos in horno ovens, constructed from adobe and earth, further changing the corn-based diet here. Once these foods were woven into the Native American diet, in many instances, they became inseparable from the identity of the People.


Third, Government-Issue Period, during which foods were imposed onto Native communities during the relocation and Indian reservation era of the 1800s. The most historically traumatic and the most detrimental in terms of Native foods and traditional foodways, this is the period of forced relocation of Native Peoples from their Ancestral lands onto Reservations and the issuing of commodity foods by the US government. Some Native communities remained on and in their Ancestral areas, but the land mass and size of those areas was drastically reduced. When Congress initiated the Federal Indian Removal Act of 1830, more than one hundred thousand Native Americans east of the Mississippi River were evicted and forced to Indian Territory in Oklahoma, disrupting traditional ways of life, Ceremonial calendars, and foodways. The loss of lands was devastating. Native Peoples have always called the earth their Mother, or Turtle Island, and revered their association with the land and all that the land provided for them. The United States government would ultimately determine where Native tribes could live, hunt, fish, farm, gather, harvest, and eat.7


On August 10, 1864, Captain John Thompson and Colonel Christopher “Kit” Carson destroyed countless crops, including roughly four thousand Navajo peach trees in Canyon de Chelly, on their way to Fort Canby, Arizona (formerly Ft. Defiance), after overtaking Barboncito, the leader of the de Chelly Navajos, who had no choice other than to finally surrender. After the majority of their sheep were slaughtered, their crops burned, and their orchards cut down, the Navajo people surrendered and accepted deportation to the Bosque Redondo Reservation at Fort Sumner, in southeastern New Mexico.8 They were marched at gunpoint from their traditional lands, and this approximately four-hundred-mile walk is known as the Long Walk of the Navajo. The entire period of incarceration on the Bosque Redondo Reservation at Fort Sumner is called Hwéeldi in Navajo. Between 1863 and 1868, thousands died from the inhumane conditions at the camp. In 1865, more than 450 of the Ndé (Mescalero Apaches) escaped, but the Diné (Navajo) remained there for another three years until the US government intervened and allowed them to make the return walk home, with nearly one-third of the People dying before being permitted to return to their homelands.9


Foodways and life among Native peoples changed dramatically during this period. Foodways are particularly entrenched in cultural identity. They are the earliest layers of culture to form and the last to erode.10 During the relocation and incarceration period, the government-issued food rations to relocated tribes which originally included beans, beef (sometimes bacon), lard, flour, coffee, and sugar, which were distributed twice a month. The Native American diet during this period included foods that Native communities struggled to incorporate into dishes and recipes. As time passed, additional foods were issued as part of the commodity food program, such as cheese, egg mix, nonfat dry and evaporated milk, pasta, rice, other grains, dehydrated potatoes, peanut butter, crackers, corn syrup, vegetable shortening, and canned or frozen meat, poultry, and fish.
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Monument Valley (Tse’Bii’Ndzisgaii), Totem Pole, and Yei Bi Chei.
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Canyon de Chelly, Navajo Fortress.
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Monument Valley, Mittens buttes.
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Canyon de Chelly, White House Ruins.


Today, as noted on USDA’s website, the Food Distribution Program on Indian Reservations (FDPIR), a food and nutrition service, “provides USDA Foods to income-eligible households living on Indian Reservations and to Native American households residing in designated areas near reservations or in Oklahoma.” FDPIR offers a wide variety of fresh fruits and vegetables, frozen meats, whole grains, and traditional foods.11 Participating tribal communities today can select from more than seventy products to help them maintain a nutritionally balanced diet. Chef Walter and I work with several of these programs, showing community members how to use some of the distributed foods in healthy recipes that are nutritious and taste good.


Fry bread and the Indian Tacos (both now pan-Indian dishes) were born from the government-issue period. This period is the most painful and most difficult in terms of health and wellness in Native American Cuisine history. I, along with some other academics working in Native Studies, sometimes refer to this initial period as one of nutritional genocide.


Fourth, New Native American Cuisine, contemporary times, which have seen Native communities returning to and reclaiming the healthy foods of their past to move forward into the future for their own health and wellness. For the first time in history, Native American chefs and cooks are defining what foods should be included in this category. Chef Walter’s focus is on using Ancestral Native American ingredients along with healthy introduced foods from all the other periods (primarily the precontact and first contact periods), which he and I now serve with a modern twist at Red Mesa Cuisine. However, some Native American chefs are presenting precontact or solely precolonial ingredients on their menus; others serve a combination of precontact and first contact foods, and still others are presenting a combination of all three of the historic food periods on their menus. It’s now up to each Native American community and each Native American chef to decide what the New Native American Cuisine is and what they are going to serve on their plates.


Tocabe, an American Indian Eatery in Denver where diners can build-their-own Indian tacos, is the only American Indian–owned and –operated restaurant in Metro Denver specializing in Native American Cuisine. According to their website, as part of the Osage Nation, Tocabe utilizes American Indian roots to help educate people on Indigenous culture. In Minneapolis, founder/CEO Chef Sean Sherman and co-owner/COO Dana Thompson opened Owamni, by the Sioux Chef, a modern Indigenous James Beard–award winning restaurant serving foods from the precontact period. And Brian Yazzie (a.k.a. Yazzie the Chef) defines himself as cooking in two worlds: he has a catering company, Intertribal Foodways, and is now the executive chef at the Gatherings Café located in the Minneapolis American Indian Center. Crystal Wahpepah, chef and owner of Wahpepah’s Kitchen in Oakland, California, features foods that she views as a portal to food sovereignty and a reclamation of Ancestral knowledge in Native and Indigenous communities. At Thirty Nine Restaurant at First Americans Museum in Oklahoma City, chefs Bard Harris and Loretta Barrett Oden serve Modern Indigenous Cuisine. Sherry Pocknett is the executive chef and owner of Sly Fox Den in Charlestown, Rhode Island, a Native American restaurant serving East Coast regional specialties promoting local seasonal foods and traditions of the Mashpee Wampanoag. And Chef Nephi Craig opened Café Gozhóó a Western Apache Cafe in Whiteriver, Arizona, integrating the tastes and flavors of Apache foodways. For Craig, it’s the end of a long journey and the beginning of a new one—one of healing, reciprocity, restoration, and nutritional recovery.


There are Native American chefs all over the United States opening restaurants, cafés, and eateries both in urban areas and on Ancestral tribal lands. Today is a great time to be a chef, especially for Native American chefs, and I hope that young Native chefs will be inspired to continue the legacy of these important foods and Native American Cuisine. Today there is a Native foods movement focusing on food sovereignty, the revitalization of Native American foods, and the re-indigenizing of Ancestral Native American foods, and it is growing.


Reclaiming Indigenous Foods and Foodways


Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) is one of the most important terms I have used when I have taught the Indigenous Concepts of Native American Food class over many years at the Institute of American Indian Arts (IAIA). Also sometimes called Indigenous Knowledge, or Native Science, TEK is the foundation to understanding Native American Food Sovereignty and how Native American communities and community members can re-indigenize their bodies, minds, and way of being in the world. TEK is an Indigenous Science that has accumulated over thousands of years’ experience and observations of relationships among living beings that are a part of a specific ecosystem, including the myriad of interactions with people, plants, animals, landscapes, and environmental factors.12 An important way to understand ideological concepts of what it is to be Native and how to live sustainably in the world, TEK is the perpetuation of the wisdom of the ancestors, information that is handed down through generations by traditional songs, stories, beliefs, and a part of Native American physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual wellness. It is used for life-sustaining knowledge and ways of living in the world, and its application here, specifically surrounding food and foodways, includes traditional methods of food procurement and other types of knowledge systems surrounding food. And it is a vital method to implement positive change surrounding health and wellness in Native communities today.


Oral accounts taught by the elders in Native communities imprint this vital information on the younger generations. Where foods are concerned, elders have traditionally served as the tribal historians. They commit to memory a body of past experiences and cultural traditions relating to food—how to prepare specific dishes, how to find wild plants, which plants are edible, their names and their uses for food and medicine, when to plant and how to grow crops, how to prepare and store them—as well as a multitude of other information relating to food and its uses. Food is indeed more than something to eat. Food is medicine. The foods that make up Native American Cuisine are the Indigenous cultural traditions that are woven together into the fabric of life in Native American communities, like a beautiful blanket, of what it is to be Native American.
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Canyon de Chelly, Spider Rock
















In the book Original Instructions: Indigenous Teachings for a Sustainable Future, edited by Melissa K. Nelson, PhD, a colleague and friend, she states, “There’s no time like today to decolonize and re-indigenize our bodies, minds, and communities by taking back our food sovereignty. Our very survival, individually and collectively, may depend on us taking back control over the quality and production of the food we put into our bodies.”13 The phrase “Decolonizing Our Bodies, Nourishing Our Spirits” has become a central theme in Dr. Nelson’s work.


Chef Walter and I like to say that in order to move forward to the future for health and wellness, everyone has to go back to the past to understand what happened, when it happened, and how it happened. That’s why it is so vital and important to understand the history of what happened in the past and investigate why the Indigenous diet deviated from a healthy precontact diet—a diet that I call a “Nativevore Diet”—to the diet that exists today and what that means in terms of the future and Native American health and wellness. TEK, therefore, does not stand alone in understanding how to move forward in the future. By using the ancient Ancestral foods of the past in contemporary kitchens, Native communities can reclaim a new Native American Cuisine based on the wild and cultivated foods of the past for health and wellness, and to solve contemporary health problems, now and in the future.


In Recovering Our Ancestors’ Gardens, Devon A. Mihesuah says, “Even if we have access to our precontact foods today, often those nutritious foods are contaminated with pesticides, farm animal wastes, and genetically modified organisms. Still prior to the introduction of sugar and wheat flour, Indigenous peoples appeared to have suffered fewer food-related maladies than they do today—maladies such as type 2 diabetes, obesity, high blood pressure, and celiac disease. How can we become healthy?”14 Her book offers a way to get started, and I often use parts of it when teaching the Indigenous Concepts of Native American Food class at IAIA.


In order to truly move in the direction of health and wellness in Native communities, there is a need to understand the concept of Native American Food Sovereignty and how this sovereignty is intricately tied to and a part of each Native American community’s TEK. But what is Native American Food Sovereignty, anyway? Chef Walter Whitewater and I have this conversation on a regular basis. He believes, like some other Native American activists, that the word sovereignty is rooted in and comes from a European and Eurocentric system that is not Native at all. He doesn’t like to use the word to define what Native American communities are reclaiming and how they are revitalizing their Indigenous foodways; he says that most of the Native American community members he knows don’t know what the term means and that it is better to discuss how to do this in Native terms as opposed to non-Native terms. And Chef Whitewater believes that each Native community has their own way of doing this.


The Food Sovereignty definition includes prioritizing local agricultural production in order to feed the People, the right of farmers to produce food and the right of consumers to be able to decide what they consume, and how and by whom it is produced, the right of countries and Indigenous nations to protect themselves from too-low-priced agricultural and food imports, agricultural prices linked to production costs, populations taking part in the agricultural policy choices, and the recognition of the rights of women farmers, who play a major role in agricultural production and in food.15 If I were to try to simplify the meaning of food sovereignty, it would mean the right to sufficient, healthy, culturally appropriate food. And I would emphasize the word right. Yet Native American Food Sovereignty can be localized even more so, with a focus on food justice, food security, environmental justice, knowledge that is dependent on TEK, and a means by which Native American communities can produce, grow, and harvest their own food and buy these foods from Native vendors and growers, and ultimately to acknowledge that all these factors help to reconnect these communities to their land, community, and culture.


In an interview for the Healthy Roots Project by Chelsea Wesner (Choctaw) at the University of Oklahoma’s American Indian Institute (Aii), Joseph (Joey) Owle from the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians stated, “Having attended the second annual Food Sovereignty Summit in Wisconsin hosted by the Oneida Nation, the motto of the conference really impacted me. It simply stated, ‘How sovereign are we… if we can’t feed ourselves?’” Mr. Owle went on to state, “As our tribe progresses with gardening and agricultural initiatives, I would like to see all families and individuals of this tribe create their own garden. At least with their own garden, a family or individual would then be producing some of the food they consume within a year. The ultimate goal is to have all the food we consume in a year be produced within our boundary. It is a lofty goal, but nonetheless, a goal to strive towards.”16 And many Native communities all over the Americas are now working on health and wellness initiatives to include gardens, educate their youth on planting traditional crops, and then follow up with cooking classes on how to prepare these foods.


So what are the next steps in terms of sustainability? Where do Native communities go from here? There is no exact formula for what to do and how to do it. Each Native community is working on creating their own steps that are relevant for their own community. And this to me seems like a good way to move forward. Some of the steps that communities are taking include objectives surrounding food and foodways and how to pass on culinary information in their own communities. These include:



• Reclaiming Ancestral foods for physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual wellness;


• Revitalizing traditional cooking techniques and the recipes associated with them;


• Educating and teaching children, teens, and adults of all ages the importance and role Ancestral foods play in health and wellness;


• Developing well-rounded culinary professional programs in both the theory and technique of food, foodways, and cuisine;


• Developing specialized workshops tailored toward individual and group needs that include but are not limited to health, nutrition, team-building, youth development, and technical skill enhancement, and other social and professional development;


• Creating an overall awareness of traditional and contemporary Native American culinary customs and technologies that include concepts of sustainable agriculture, health, and nutrition; and


• Emphasizing how the benefits of incorporating an Ancestral diet can improve health and connect Native American community members to their culture.




These educational steps lead to new outcomes and paradigm shifts. Chef Walter and I now use the following steps as teaching tools in the work we do in Native American communities, and I also use these steps in my academic teaching work, as well. These steps include:



• Activating Ancestral knowledge utilizing TEK and understanding the interactions with land and culture to inform practice;


• Creating and embedding Indigenous cultural links into standards of Indigenous cuisine;


• Recovering social values through Indigenous foods;


• Transitioning from a Western or Euro modern culinary methodology to one that reclaims Native traditional values for food, food practice, and food presentation surrounding Native American foodways;


• Using teaching methods and strategies that incorporate the history of Native American foods, including agricultural practices, wild food–harvesting techniques, food as medicine, and other methods to prepare Native foods that inform a cook’s decisions on health and wellness for their community members all from a Native American perspective;


• Strengthening community partnerships with local, tribal, state, and federal programs and services that support food systems for health and wellness in Native American communities; and


• Identifying resources that assure accessibility to safe, fresh, and healthy foods.




I believe that there is room for everyone to participate in this Native American Foods Movement and a place for everyone to become part of the sustainable future. Dr. Melissa K. Nelson has framed this as an Indigenous partnership, which she defines as short- and long-term reciprocal alliances between Indigenous groups, Native American tribes, communities, and organizations and other ethnic or Euro-American groups, organizations, and institutions where the Indigenous agenda(s) take priority. Dr. Nelson provides essential ingredients for these partnerships that include (1) Listening—what does the community really want and need; how do they want to work together? (2) Self-knowledge—each partner is rooted in an ethnic background, cultural identity, and useful position, (3) Acknowledging positions of power—there is explicit acknowledgment about differential positions of power and privilege, (4) Respect—for Indigenous cultural traditions and diverse worldviews including cultural privacy and intellectual property rights, (5) Time—to commit to a collaborative process, to building trust; to making a real difference; to both short- and long-term goals, (6) Reciprocity—mutual respect and shared decision-making process; all partners are learners and teachers, and finally, (7) Benefit-sharing—tangible and intangible benefits are outlined and a system for equity and sharing is outlined as part of the partnership.


Today is the time that is not only exciting but empowering for Native communities. To realize that everyone can play a role in the health and wellness of all people is a wonderful place to be. There is so much hope for the future. The time for re-indigenizing these foods in Native communities is now. The time for a sustainable future is now. The time for reclaiming and revitalizing Indigenous foods and foodways for Native American community members is now. Joseph Brophy Toledo, a cultural leader from Jemez Pueblo, and a wise and wonderful advocate for traditional foods and foodways, stated in 2021 that we are all “Earth People” and Indigenous to the earth and that in order for any of us to work toward health and wellness in any of our communities, we need to work together as caretakers and stewards of our Mother Earth.


What can you do? Buy ingredients from Native producers and growers to support these efforts and to support the Native American Foods Movement. There are some wonderful Native American food producers listed in the source guide (at the back of this book) where you can purchase wild rice, culinary ash, and cornmeal. Get involved and donate your time to a Native non-profit or organization, and/or your resources to a Native-run non-profit. My hope and wish is that everyone can work together toward a sustainable future and that these recipes inspire you to cook with these amazing nutritious and delicious Indigenous Ancestral plants for health and wellness.


Lois Ellen Frank, PhD,


Santa Fe, New Mexico
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Monument Valley, East and West Mitten Buttes, and Merrick Butte
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The story of corn begins about nine thousand years ago. The ancestor of corn, teosinte (meaning “God’s corn” in Nahuatl), is actually a form of a wild grass. Yet how corn arose from teosinte has long been a subject of dispute among scientists and academics. I wonder how the Native American ancestors knew that it was edible and how they were able to grow it and develop it into the most important grain of the Americas, one that would become the essence of life to tribes from as far south as it will grow to as far north as it will grow. The domestication of corn was probably a rapid process, which took place over a sizable portion of Mexico and Guatemala, where the greatest number of cultivated maize varieties are grown today.


By the time of Columbus’s voyage to the Americas—often referred to as the “New World”17—maize had been established throughout most of the continental North America east of the Colorado River, Central America, and the Caribbean Islands, where Columbus first encountered it. Corn was the only staple grown in both the Northern and Southern Hemispheres and still today grows virtually everywhere humans can grow crops.18


Because of the beauty of corn’s colors and form, many Indigenous Peoples of the Americas developed around it a great culture of art, science, literature, and religion in addition to its importance as a food source. The significance of corn in these cultures’ rituals and creation narratives is also a part of the story of corn. Each tribe has its own explanations for its origin and its variously colored strains. The story of corn is essentially the story of Old America and its many Native cultures. Corn is believed to be the plant of the greatest spiritual significance to the tribes of the Southwest. Some tribes consider corn to be Mother. Rituals using corn can be seen in pottery, jewelry, carvings, paintings, a variety of textiles, and in the Native cuisine of this region. The first harvest of corn is celebrated by some tribes in the East with the Green Corn Festival. These tribes share a tradition to honor the beginning of the yearly corn harvest with this festival, which usually takes place in July or August, depending locally on when the corn crop ripens.


Growing up, I was told that there are four significant colors of corn: yellow, white, blue or black, and red. Speckled corn is a blending together and mix of the four significant colors of corn. Some Native communities believe that the People are the caretakers of the corn and that they would be taught how to plant and harvest the corn, and how to use corn for food, medicine, prayer, and in ceremony.


Chef Walter Whitewater uses a special corn pollen as an offering to a new day beginning every morning and to the setting sun every evening. He greets the sun and thanks the Creator for the new day, and in the evening, he thanks the Creator for the day that is ending. Corn, to him, is medicine and he often uses the metaphor “food is our medicine,” with corn being the first and foremost ingredient in his food. You’ll see some of his uses of corn in recipes we collaborated on throughout this book. Corn to Chef Walter is not only food, it is medicine, with stories and songs, and it is art.
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