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Trading was a large part of the ancestral history of native Paiute people, exchanging items such as salt, rabbit fur blankets, obsidian, artwork, and basket material.  Native American baskets, once utilitarian, are now considered collectors items, and command hundreds of thousands of dollars for their artistry.  Lucy Parker: “If you ever go to museums you might see them on display and you notice that they’re kind of worn.  That’s because they were used, uh, quite often. They never threw them away.  It takes too long to make them”

Lucy Parker was born and raised in Yosemite National Park.  She is from four different tribes: the Yosemite and Coast Miwok, Kashaya Pomo and Mono Lake Paiute. Her family has been weaving baskets for generations.  In the summertime, Lucy and her parents would come to Mono Lake to visit her father’s family. It was an opportunity for the young girl to watch and learn. What we regard as traditions, to Lucy, was just a way of life:

Lucy Parker 

“You didn’t call it traditions, as it was your life, you know, what they did.  And traveling over here to Mono Lake, watching the aunts, you know, being in their home, sleeping, but being in the environment of them doing the basketry.”

Most baskets in the Mono Lake area were made out of coiled and twined willow, a local material considered to be some of the best around.  

Lucy Parker 
 “It’s very dense wood, its very hard wood and when you split the willows, you’ve got to get the willow so it’s thin as like paper thin, so you can wrap it.  And then you use water to dampen it and make it pliable.”  Obsidian, a hard glass-like volcanic rock, was used as a tool for scraping and cutting the willow into long, thin strips, which were then used to weave a variety of baskets that were used for daily for household chores like cooking, hauling and cleaning. 
Lucy Parker: 

 “Some styles were like the burden baskets and they were cone shaped......and made very large because they would use that for gathering, pine nuts in this area.  And then, the other styles, were what they called winnowing baskets, and they’re made like kind of a flat tray but very oval shaped.”  

Basket weaving is highly technical with a specific formula for lining up the stitches or points. It’s not unlike algebra or geometry. A basket weaver’s skills develop through many years of visual learning combined with much practice.  

LUCY PARKER
“As a weaver I look at my great grandmother’s basket and I said “Am I ever going to get there?” but you know she is a different person and I’m a different person, it’s in my blood, but you know, I’m going to create things different and it’ll be a basket that’s a Lucy Parker basket.”

The coloration of these utilitarian works of art is the result of several materials incorporated into their designs. Black comes from the roots of Bracken Ferns, reds come from the colored fibers of California Redbud twigs, and Sedge roots form the yellow-white background of many of these amazing baskets. 

 
Traditional basket weavers have a deep spiritual connection with their materials as they guide them into intricate patterns.  Parker fondly recalls listening to her mother and aunt talk of basket weaving as they traded these raw materials for their creations. She distinctly remembers there were never any arguments or feelings of competition. 

Lucy Parker 

“It was always respect, you know, that they’re all working together and they were all, were basket makers. No one was ever saying, ‘Well, mine’s better than yours.’ I never heard anything like that.”

That respect carries over in the way many Paiute people live their daily lives and in the sharing of their cultural traditions, something that Parker will always treasure.

Lucy Parker 
“Oh I’m so glad I learned,” you know.  And that’s how I feel now, “I’m so glad I was there and sitting in the little Indian house with the ladies.” I’m glad that those people that did care, took the baskets and they kept ‘em and preserved ‘em and that’s why they’re here to day.  So we can’t be mad at, for people, for buying ‘em, you know. I mean, it’s just amazing (what we created in California.)”   


Travelers shouldn’t miss the chance to visit the Mono County Museum in Bridgeport, which is open daily from June through September. From Highway 395, turn north onto School Street, by the county courthouse. Then turn left into the driveway or continue to Emigrant Street for museum parking.  


We hope you have enjoyed discovering more about the life ways of the first people in the Mono Lake Basin. As you’ll soon find out, the Eastern Sierra is a land that’s rich not only in plants and animals, but minerals too. So it’s not surprising there were men and even women, who decided to endure the rugged granite passes of the Sierra Nevada and take their chances in the mines and prospect pits in hopes of striking it rich. We’ll talk about them next.

