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  INTRODUCTION

  Wild Rice was first published in hardcover in 2000. In 2001, it won a Minnesota Book Award and in 2004 it was issued in paperback. With this publication, it has a new publisher and many new photos although little about wild rice has changed over the years. It remains a natural and nutritious food, the same one that sustained North American peoples in centuries past as it does today.

  Also unchanged since the first publication, is the contentious science and politics of Zizania palustris, wild rice. This humble plant might not seem at the outset to be a candidate for a complex controversy, but it is. Z. palustris is indigenous to the Upper Great Lakes Area of North America and nowhere else in the world. Yet today, the bulk of wild rice is harvested not in Minnesota, Wisconsin, or Canada but in California, where it is grown in cultivated paddies. The original seeds for California wild rice and for cultivated beds in Minnesota and Wisconsin came from natural beds in Minnesota. They have been selected for cultivated farming but they are still Z. palustris. Efforts to modify the seed for easier growing and harvesting have not, however, stopped with selection. The potential for abuse—for genetic modification and hybridization—have botanical, cultural, and ethical consequences. For example, genetically modified seeds would almost certainly find their way into natural wild rice beds, forever altering the true crop.

  For the cook, the complexities of Z. palustris are more manageable. Chapter Two of Wild Rice sorts out the variables of buying and cooking wild rice: by color (black, brown, blond), origin (paddy, lake, river), size of the grain (long, short, thin, wide), method of harvest (hand, mechanical), and method of processing (hand, mechanical).

  In the end, the “best” wild rice, in the past as in the present, is determined by individual taste preference and intended use. Lighter, broken rice works well in soup but not as a side dish. Smaller, lighter grains cook faster than larger, darker grains. The best way to understand wild rice is to cook and use it frequently. Cook a whole bag of it at one time and freeze it in one- or two-cup packets. Use it in soups and chili, stir it into pancakes, toss in black beans for a quick side dish or salad, or just heat it up, garnish with a splash of parmesan cheese, and eat it while standing in the kitchen. It is my favorite fast food: nutritious, healthful, and delicious.

  Susan Carol Hauser

  Puposky, Minnesota, 2014
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  Zizania palustris ready to harvest. University of Minnesota, David L. Hansen. Used with permission.


  PROLOGUE: WILD RICE, RICER, RICING

  North of Bemidji, Minnesota, on Beltrami County Highway Nine, if you follow the road far enough, you will come to a low spot in the terrain. First, there is a pasture that slopes toward the road and yields to a large pond, then there is a watercourse.

  The watercourse crosses under the highway. In the spring, it is brisk with snow melt. At its bottom, even then, seeds from last year’s Zizania palustris are breaking through the muck of the soaked earth. As the water slows to its summer pace, the plants take hold and grow themselves to the surface of the stream.

  In June, narrow, delicate leaves unfurl on the water’s surface where they float with the current. In July, the plants’ slender stalks, with encouragement from the long sun, breach the water, stretch into air, stand straight, and begin to set flowers.

  Around the shore of the pond and reaching back and out from the stream, more wild rice rises up in its annual ritual of perpetuation. This one stand spreads out for acres to the east and west for as far as a traveler in a car can see.

  Every year in late summer when I drive down County Nine, I say to myself, maybe I will rice this year. In northern Minnesota, rice is a verb as well as a noun: “We are going ricing.” “I riced last weekend.” We say it the way we say “We’re going to sugar next week,” and everyone knows we mean that we will tap maple trees, harvest the sap, and boil it down to maple syrup.

  When I think about going ricing, I know what it means because I have riced. My husband, Bill, had been a ricer for several years. I envied him his time on the river, time in the late summer light, time in the canoe with the water lapping at its sides, time breathing in the primeval aroma of the perimeter swamps. When he came home late in the afternoon, he was wet with sweat and with water from the river. Rice beards, one inch long wisps with barbed awns, clung to his clothing. His face was red from the sun and from the effort of his body. He ate dinner like a logger and slept like a bear in winter.

  Bill riced with the friends who taught him to rice. One summer, many years ago, I decided it was time for me to experience the human ritual for myself. As we only needed two people and one canoe, one early September day we hefted the canoe onto the top of the car, tied on the poling pole, put the knockers in the back along with a lunch and water to drink, and headed out to Pine Point on the Mississippi River, about a twenty mile drive from home.

  Pine Point is a popular setting-off spot for ricers. From it you can paddle against the current and toward Lake Itasca, the cultural headwaters of the Mississippi River, which is about fifteen road miles from Pine Point and about a day’s worth of miles by canoe, or you can paddle with the current and away from Lake Itasca.

  If you go toward Lake Itasca, you will be traveling south, for from Lake Itasca, the Mississippi River flows north. Near Bemidji, thirty road miles later, it turns east, and seventy-five road miles after that near Grand Rapids, it finally swings south in its meandering journey to the Gulf of Mexico. The main channel of the river itself is about twelve feet wide, but it only occasionally touches shore as it does at Pine Point. The rest of the time, it is a narrow ribbon lacing through a half- to one-mile wide swamp under-laced with rivulets and lazy water courses.

  South of Pine Point, toward Itasca, rice lines the river channel in long beds that vary from a few feet to maybe one hundred feet wide. These beds are among the first to get riced out as they are close to the landing and because the river water flows easily through them and the canoe does not get bogged down as it does in the shallower beds that reach farther back from the river proper.

  But the real ricers, the ones who want a winter’s supply of rice or who plan to sell their harvest, paddle north out of Pine Point. The current helps carry their canoes along but that is not why they go that way. They are heading to Rice Lake and other backwaters of the main stream of the Mississippi River. Acres of Zizania aquatica grow in these natural paddies. For centuries, probably for millennia, this wild rice has fed blackbirds and ducks and human beings.

  The day my husband took me ricing, we arrived at the Pine Point landing close to mid-morning. It is no use going out earlier because rice that is still damp from the morning dew will not readily release its kernels.

  There were already a half-dozen cars and pickups there. The ricing teams were downloading their canoes and arranging their poles and knockers and cushions and food inside them. We, too, prepared ourselves for our morning’s task.

  Working at a quiet pace and talking amiably to each other, the teams of ricers one at a time pulled their canoes over to the landing proper, slid them down the ten foot steep embankment into the water, slipped them into the current, and hopped in. As we fussed our way through our preparations, we watched them disappear around the first crook in the river and into the five- to six-foot tall grasses and reeds that rise from its marshy sides. Although we could no longer see them, we could still hear them talking and laughing as they wended their way with the current toward Rice Lake.

  Finally ready, we dragged our canoe over to the bank, pushed it down the steep slope and into the water, and hopped aboard. I was in the stern where the poler stands. As the current caught us, I started to paddle with it but Bill said we should go the other way. As this was my first time out, we would go south from the landing toward Lake Itasca and away from the “serious” ricers. I did not care which way we went. It was ricing time and I was on the river in a canoe, taking in the early September sun and the sounds and smells of the water.

  As quickly as the other ricers disappeared from our sight when we stood on the bank, the landing disappeared from our sight as we moved around the first bend in the river, and into a ten-foot wide tunnel of grasses and reeds that lifted well above our shoulders; the roof of the tunnel was the glittering September sky.

  We paddled a mere fifteen minutes from the landing. Along the way, we passed strips of rice that had been harvested. We could see the paths where the canoes slid into the beds, pressing the rice stalks down and to the sides. As we continued on, Bill watched both sides of the river for a channel that might lead us into an untapped bed.

  Finally, we found one, an opening in the tall grasses that wafted above our heads. We paddled into it. No one had been there before us, and the rice went back about ten feet on each side of a slender path of open water.

  We put our paddles in the canoe and readied ourselves for the harvest. Bill carefully moved from the front seat of the canoe to the middle where he knelt facing forward with a lifesaver cushion under each knee. I stood just in front of my seat with one foot lodged against it and to one side, the other forward a bit and to the other side.

  There is really no way to practice ricing. You just have to get in a canoe and do it. You do, however, have a choice between two tasks: poling or knocking. By tradition, and now by law, ricers can only pole their canoes through the rice beds. Paddles do not work, because the stands are thick, and because they damage the rice; motors move the canoe too quickly for the action of the knocker, and are considered to be not sporting.

  Knockers are also regulated, although anyone who wants to harvest rice efficiently and effectively would want to comply with the traditional standards. Knockers are sticks that cannot be more than thirty inches long, and cannot weigh more than one pound. To meet these specifications, they have to be made of poplar or a similar light-weight wood. In some families, knockers are passed down from generation to generation.

  Bill made the knockers we used. I liked the feel of them in my hand, heavier at the handle, lighter at the tip, the strokes of the carving knife still visible, and the grain of the wood stained with the oil from his hands and from the rice plants. But I did not use the knockers. We decided I should pole. I am shorter than Bill, with better balance.

  I had handled the pole before we came out and liked the feel of it as much as of the knockers. It was made from a two-inch diameter tamarack sapling that was stripped of its branches and bark, but not of the nubs where the branches came out of the trunk. A metal duck bill was attached to the wider end of the pole. It looks a bit like two hands pressed together at their base. A hinge between the two sides allows the “hands” to open. When the pole is pushed into the mud at the bottom of the water, the hands open flat, allowing the poler to purchase the pole against the mercurial muck that serves as ground in these boggy waters.

  I grew up playing on Minnesota lakes and learned early to not stand up in a boat. Standing in the narrow canoe, I understood why in a new way. The slightest shift of my hips caused our slender craft to wobble, and my effort to correct the wobble only made us wobble even more in the other direction.

  Fortunately, ricing is leisurely in pace, and while I maneuvered to head the canoe into the rice stand, Bill started his work. He reached out with the knocker in his right hand into the rice that was snugging up against our craft, and sort of encircled the rice with his stick and pulled it over the boat. At almost the same time, he brought his left hand knocker over to and above the other one, and before the canoe moved forward, and before the rice stalks slipped away from the right hand knocker, he gently grazed the right knocker with the left, drawing the left one from near the hand on the right one down to its tip.

  Instantly I heard the tinkling of rice kernels against the metal bottom of the canoe. As we worked, that sound was lost, because the rice covered the bottom of the canoe, and then filled it, covering Bill’s kneeling cushions, and then his knees, and rising up his legs. Then the only sounds were the swooshing of the canoe against the rice stalks, the random clicking of the knockers against each other, and the occasional burst of song from a redwing blackbird rousted by us from its own garnering of the rice.

  When I first stood up to take my poling position, I was surprised to realize that I could now see over the stands of flora that so completely encompassed the canoe, could see to the far sides of the river valley, to the banks and trees that keep the water in its place. Scanning the swamp itself, and looking down river, I could even see the tops of the poles and the heads of other ricers, slipping in and out of sight through the high rice as though through shadows.

  But I was not there to indulge in the vista, and I turned to my job. Rather quickly, I thought, I gained control of the pole. I nudged the front of the canoe just two feet into the bed, and then worked the pole so that the canoe remained parallel to the water course. This way we could go back and forth in a pattern, turning at the end of the bed, and returning just a foot or two over from our previous row. It is the traditional way. The path left by the canoe with each pass can be used again, for wild rice seeds ripen over a period of ten to fourteen days and any given bed can be harvested several times. Neat rows established on the first pass can be reused without breaking down any more rice.
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