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Season Life of the Mono Lake Pauite
For thousands of years, Northern Paiute people have lived near or traveled to the shores of Mono Lake, an ancient, landlocked body of briny, alkaline water that appears as a deep blue oasis in the high desert.   They followed the rhythm of the seasons, harvesting food as it became available.   Keen observation of plants and animals, along with knowledge passed down from elders, told the Paiute people when it was time to reap and prepare the bounty that the earth provided to sustain them.  Raymond Andrews is a descendent of the Mono Lake Paiute.  For him, and many of his ancestors, the lakes and streams of the Mono Basin play a central part in their culture and traditions. 

R.ANDREWS
“...Well, (any water is) sacred; we’re really, really respectful to the water.  The blood of Mother Earth.  That’s what we call the waters.”

As a boy, for part of the year, Raymond’s family lived near the water on the western edge of Mono Lake at Rush Creek. In the early days, it was a plentiful place to be. Springtime camps near freshwater streams meant families had the chance to go searching for fresh roots, bulbs, and greens. Succulent rabbitbrush bark made for a nice wad of chewing gum. After a long winter eating carefully preserved foods, Raymond was ready for some fresh tastes.  It’s something he still enjoys today.

R.ANDREWS 

Our family has always gathered our food.  We go out, like in March, and collect what we call, puduzi, it’s wild onions and it’s the small onion that grows in the meadows and we (would put it in our palms and then make little balls and eat it like that.)

By summer, family groups would stake out their own section of Mono Lake shoreline as they set up camp in preparation for another harvest – an unusual food source that gave the Mono Lake Paiute their distinctive family name.

R.ANDREWS
“Kutsavi is the brine fly pupae that is in the lake before it turns into the black fly, and our people gather that during the summertime.  And so the groups around us called us Kutzadikaa and it basically, what it means is Kutsavi Eaters.
Gathering was an important communal activity in which every family member participated. However, harvesting the ‘kutsavi’ was not a simple job.
R. ANDREWS

 “The boys task was to go and scrape them off the tufa under the water and they would come to the surface and the women and the girls would come along with their baskets and scoop them up and then they would put em in their baskets on their back and eventually take em to the shore and dry.”

The work didn’t end there.  The boys were given sticks to help stir the protein and oil-rich insects in an effort to dry them faster.  As Raymond tells us, it didn’t take long to get tired of doing what they were “supposed to do.”

R. ANDREWS:

“And kids will be kids and so we would end up playing, end up swimming and (before you know it, we’re doing everything with the kutzavi, throwing em up in the air with the sticks (laughs) get in trouble of course because they were saying, well, that’s your food, don’t be playing with your food!)”

For those of you who can’t imagine eating a plump little fly larvae, you’ll be happy to know that in the fall, family groups would migrate to the north and west of the lake where pinyon pine nuts could be collected for the coming winter.  Children and adults alike looked forward to one special way this important food source was prepared. According to a Paiute elder, the finely ground pine nuts are mixed with cold water, then the gruel is put into small bowls and placed on top of the houses to freeze, making a delightful treat, a Paiute popsicle.

But it wasn’t all work. Like kids everywhere, the children had their games and toys. Pickup sticks and Paiute Jacks were played by all. Girls had dolls and baskets, while boys enjoyed a pole and hoop game that honed their hunting skills.  

R.ANDREWS

 “We traveled together and hunted together and played together.  And the fall time’s kinda like, like the Thanksgiving time (when all the people) come in and you celebrate the harvest.”   

Days of celebration were filled with hand games, feasting, gambling, and dancing.  Many were looking for a mate to share their lives of plenty.  But for some, the year may not have been as kind.  And as Raymond Andrews points out, it didn’t go unnoticed.

R. ANDREWS

 “Everybody knew how everybody was faring was so, (during this time) they would see that there (would) be like a, like a older person or a single mother that didn’t have a husband so they would all provide them with something, so they wouldn’t go without.  (Everybody took care of each other.  Everybody...you know, shared with each other. ) 


Respecting and honoring these extended family relationships is a deeply valued custom and tradition.  For as we’ll discover in our next story, the knowledge that is passed down from one generation to the next can not only help feed a family, but can also lead to the creation of beautiful, usable works of art.
