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Winter Solstice No. 27 1989 

the Seedhead News 
Hopi Agriculture: A Tradition for the Future 

By Daniela Soleri 

Note: This talk was given by Daniela Soleri in 

the "Agricultural Issues Forum" during the 1989 Hopi 
Cultural Preservation Week activities at the Hopi Civic 
Center, Kykotsmovi, September 15,1989. 

Over the last year I have been coming to the 
Hopi reservation each month to interview farmers about 
the seeds they are using. I have talked with over 40 
farmers in Shungopovi, Hotevilla, Bacavi, Kykotsmovi 
and Old Oraibi. The purpose of this preliminary study of 
the crop genetic resources of farmers here is to find out 
what crops people are growing today and what propor
tion of those are old, Hopi varieties. 

Over centuries Hopi farmers and gardeners have 
been selecting crop varieties that work best for them in 
their growing environment. For example, Hopi com is 
famous for its ability to grow up from a deep planting 
hole and for being able to produce some ears when 
farmed under very hot, dry and windy conditions. Hopi 
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farmers already know this and so they have kept many of 
their old seeds and are still growing these today. The 
basics are still in wide use: blue and white com, grey and 
yellow lima beans and Hopi squash. What is being lost is 
the diversity of less common crop varieties like purple, 
dark blue and speckled com. Also not being planted are 
Hopi varieties of fruit trees like peaches and apricots 
which seem to outlive new varieties and survive to 
produce a harvest even under the toughest conditions. In 
addition, a generation gap in knowledge about Hopi 
seeds appears to be developing. Younger people, even 
those who farm, are aware of fewer kinds of Hopi crops 
than the previous generation. 

Of what use is this survey to the Hopi people? 
This is a good question, which I think has more than one 
answer. First of all, it helps the Hopi people know which 
of their old crop varieties are still around and which are 
being lost. There is a big difference between these old 
crop varieties and most of the new commercial ones you 
can buy in the store. Old varieties have been selected for 
their ability to produce in the local growing environ
ment. Commercial varieties have been selected for their 
ability to produce in an ideal environment. That means 
that they can be very productive if they get plenty of 
water and fertilizer, not too much wind, and are pro
tected from pests and diseases, usually with commercial 
chemicals. But all of these things cost money and using 
them increases farmers' expenses - and losses should 
anything go wrong. 

When farmers anywhere lose the crop varieties 
which, th-ough years of selection have become adapted 
to the local growing environment, those farmers increase 
their risk. Unadapted crops need more care, and usually 
more resources, all of which adds up to more time and 
money for the farmer. 

When farmers in an extremely difficult environ
ment like the one here on the Hopi reservation lose their 

Continued on page 5 



Seed Savers 
in Their 

Own Right 

Erik-Anders Shapiro 

By Kevin Dahl 

It was one of those spooky coincidences. We 
received a call from a Bureau of Indian Affairs office in 
Phoenix, asking what we knew of the state of agriculture 
among the Havasupais; they had heard rumors that no 
one was gardening there any more. Within a week 14 
letters from Havasupai gardeners arrived requesting 
seeds. A few days later Erik-Anders Shapiro walked into 
our office. "Have you received any letters lately from 
Havasupai?" he asked. 

We learned it was Erik who had motivated 
those seed requests. He recently received his M.A. from 
the Univ. of Arizona Dept. of Geography and Regional 
Development with a thesis on the historical geography of 
Arizona's commercial cotton industry. It was geography, 
in a sense, that led him to Havasu Canyon when he first 
went there to visit a former classmate and good friend 
who had become the tribal planner. Over several trips to 
the canyon, Erik became friends with Warren Sinyella, a 
gardener, president of the Havasupai Livestock Associa
tion, and co-author of .last issues's cover article on 
Havasupai gardening. This last Spring, he told Warren 
that free seeds were available from Native Seeds/ 
SEARCH, and that they might be interested in buying 

Field Study Tour Announcement: 

Enduring Seeds & Native Farming 
on the Colorado Plateau 

April 30 to May 3, 1990 - $475 

The acreage traditionally farmed by Navajo 
and Hopi families in Arizona is far greater than the 
acreage in native crops among other tribes in the U.S. 
Although there has been erosion of both gene pools 
and soils in their fields this century, Navajo and Hopi 
agriculture has remarkably persisted. Today, as native 
foods become popular among non-Indians, how will 
these farmers be affected? We will talk with several 
elderly and young farmers about how they see their 
future. This 4-day tour, co-sponsored by NS/S and 
Canyonlands Field Institute, includes travel, meals, 
lodging and field interpretation by Gary Nabhan. To 
register, write CFI, Box 68, Moab, UT 84532. Call 
801-259-77 50 for details. 
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seeds produced by Havasupai gardeners. On his next 
visit, Erik armed himself with two catalogs and soon 
found himself helping a number of people order seeds. 

Among the Havasupais who ordered seeds, 
including five elderly, most were currently gardening. It 
took several days to reach everyone Erik was told would 
be interested, but as the word got out in the community 
he could see that enthusiasm was gathering. Native 
Seeds/SEARCH wound up sending these gardeners more 
than 12 pounds of seeds. As one gardener said, "All 
these people ordered seeds, now I guess they'll have to 
garden more." 

There was particular interest in gaining access 
to crops from other tribes. For example, people wanted 
to try Apache giant squash, Yaqui blue com and espe
cially the Tohono O'odham crops like 60-day Com and 
white-seeded Devil's Claw. The famous Havasu basket 
makers generally use the wild variety which have much 
shorter claws. Erik was impressed by the sophisiticated 
knowledge among the gardeners. He mention,ed to one 
gardener that growing two different corns nearby would 
result in crossed seed, he was told that the gardener of 
course knew that and planned to stagger the planting 
time to prevent cross pollination. 

Erik has learned much from his Havasupai 
friends about traditional gardening. In tum, he has 
suggested ways that their gardening tradition can earn 
them cash in their tourist-oriented economy. He is truly a 
seed saver in his own right. 
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Survey Reveals an Active Membership 
By Kevin Dahl 

By the time this article was written in late 
November, almost 15% of our membership had re
sponded to the one page survey included in the summer 
Seedhead News. This return of 315 questionnaires, 
outstanding in the world of surveys where 2% is an 
average response rate, shows an involved and helpful 
membership. Two out of three forms included additional 
written comments. Volunteer Erik-Anders Shapiro spent 
several days compiling the responses on a computer for 
analysis. His experience in his family's marketing survey 
business was invaluable in helping to interpret the 
responses. 

While several people commented they enjoy all 
the article types in the Seedhead News, the ranking 
process produced a definite order of interest. From most 
important to least important, the articles were ranked in 
this order: Gardening Advice, Historic Native American 
Farming, Seed-Saving Information, Current Native 
American Farming, Genetic Issues, Collection Trips, 
Recipes, Book Reviews, Upcoming Events, Annual 
Report. You can expect future issues to reflect this. 

Your replies paint a picture of our membership. 
Most members learned about NS/S from a maga,?,ine or a 

(%) none 1-2 yrs 3-4 yrs 5-6 yrs 7-8 yrs 9-1 0 yrs 

Chart 1: Years gardened out of last 10 

friend. More than 90% practice organic gardening. More 
than half use other heirloom seeds (and we learned that 
there is some confusion as to what is meant by the term 
"heirloom seeds"). The accompanying charts show 
answers to: how many years members have gardened out 
of the last ten (chart 1), length of membership (chart 3), 
and age of NS/S members (chart 2). Geographically, 
survey respondents reflected our general membership: 
about 50% live in the Southwest, 20% in California, 7% 
in Texas and the rest are divided between other regions 
of the United States. Five people responded from out of 
the country; the farthest response was received from 
Zimbabwe. 

Seed-saving practices were revealed. First, we 
learned that 17% of our members have never ordered our 
seeds. But 48% have saved NS/S seeds harvested from 
their gardens, with 73% saving more than one variety. 
44% have shared NS/S seeds with others. This informa
tion bolsters our argument that distributing seeds to 
interested home gardeners directly helps conserve this 
valuable genetic material. We also learned that many 
wish to learn more about seed saving techniques; you'll 
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Chart 2: Age of Native Seeds/SEARCH members 

be seeing more of this hands-on information in future 
newsletters. 

Tooting Our Horn 
One survey respondent urged us to "toot your 

own hom more." To do this (and gosh, this is embar
rassing), here's a few of the comments that have been 
gleaned from the 26 surveys lavishing praise on NS/S. 

"The work you do on the budget you have is 
simply amazing .... pat yourselves on the back for doing 
what should be considered vital work in the preservation 
of biodiversity." 

"I admire your efforts and energy! ... and I feel 
you are of great servicelo farming/ecology." 

"On the whole, your newsletter is excellent, 
your programs of educational outreach and return of seed 
to native populations fantastic, your collections far
reaching, in other words, if you never improved from 
this point, you'd still be doing great!" 

Seedhead News is "one of the most interesting 
and absorbing magazines I have." 

"An interesting, well written, and edited 
journal." 

"Seedhead is the most interesting, best written 
publication in its field." 

"I think that NS/S has done a remarkable job of 
combining both academic and 'grass roots' farming 
interests in your newsletter. Keep up the good work!" 

"Reading your newsletter always brightens up 
my day." 
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Chart 3: Length of membership 



Survey, cont. 

Criticism, too 
We received some specific constructive 

criticism. Two people commented that last year's farm 
project should not have used modern agriculture: 
"growing these crops may not be the best configura
tion." On the other hand, one member voiced an 
opposite concern, "if some of these crops are ever going 
to be of significant economic importance, methods of 
commercial production, likely using certain amounts of 
chemical fertilizers and pesticides, should be exam
ined." One said, "Some of your recipes may taste good 
yet they tend to encourage one of the saddest and worst 
nutritional atrocities that western civilizations ever did to 
native cultures - that is pumping processed sugar and 
oil/fats into the food." 

One member complained that the articles are 
too scientific, too much about Mexico and not applicable 
for southwestern gardeners. Another said there are not 
enough articles on native seeds and farming outside the 
southwest. Two people said our seeds formerly had very 
low germination rates and were packaged with too much 
"trash," but that this has improved over the last two 
years. One said the Seedhead News arrives too late to 
plan for special events. The slash "I" in our name was 
disliked (and in case you didn't know, it sets off 
SEARCH as an acronym: Southwest Endangered 
Aridlands Resources Clearing House). One wanted more 
outreach to places besides Tucson. 

More Information 
As time goes by we will try to respond to the 

many requests for more information, in our newsletter 
articles, handouts and workshops. For instance, 16 
people wanted more information on specific crops, 
planting methods, growth requirements, harvesting, and 
recipes. 15 people wanted information on Native 
American farming. Nine requested cooking information 
and recipes. Eight needed help with pest problems. There 
were also many specific questions, such as hand pollina
tion, harvesting amaranth seed, herb use, etc. 

Gardening Experiences and Tips 
Our members have a tremendous wealth of 

experience to share, and future Seedhead News will 
include growing reports, techniques, tips and questions 
in a reader-to-reader column. The next such column will 
include many of the comments from these surveys, and 
we encourage you to send in more. Here's a great 
example from one of our members in California (because 
the anonymous survey was designed to be unsigned, we 
don't know who sent this): 

"I was having a problem with cottontail rabbits 
eating young cornstalks. A neighbor suggested setting 
out a pan of water for them, as they were probably eating 
the corn for the moisture. Since setting out water for 
them, they completely stopped eating the plants. I sure 
like simple solutions!" 
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Welcome New Board Members 

This year three positions were added to our 
Board of Directors. Two additional slots were opened 
with the resignation of Karen Reichhardt and the ending 
of the term filled by Kevin Dahl (many thanks to both 
for their service). We welcome five new board-members, 
including staff members Linda Parker and Martha 
Burgess, and feel especially pleased to introduce to you 
the three other new Board members below. A full list of 
the Board appears regularly in the Seedhead News. 

Michael Kuntzelman, M.D. A physician in the 
practice of psychiatry, Mike works primarily in the 
treatment of chemical dependency. While completing 
training in psychiatry at the University of Arizona, he 
authored a chapter on use of computer technology in 
psychiatry and psychology which was published in 
Computers in Clinical Practice, Macmillan, 1985. Mike 
is interested in the use of experimental archeology as an 
adjunct to the rehabilitation and treatment of juvenile 
and adult behavioral dysfunction. 

Danny Lopez is a member of the Tohono 
O'dham Nation of Arizona. He's an intructor of Tohono 
O'odham language, culture and history at Indian Oasis
Baboquivari Unified School District in Sells. Former 
Director of the Desert Indian Dancers of San Xavier, 
Lopez now works with the Big Fields Traditional Danc
ers. Also, he coordinates the weekly O'odham "Desert 
Voices" radio program at the University of Arizona, 
Lopez was one of the Community Scholars for the first 
Folklore Summer Institute '89 in Washington, D.C. 
While there, he was also funded by the Native American 
awards program to research Tohono O'odham history at 
the Smithsonian Institute. 

Emory Sekaquaptewa, B.S., J.D., Brigham 
Young University, University of Arizona. A Lecturer in 
the University of Arizona's Department of Anthropol
ogy, Dr. Sekaquaptewa has a major grant from the 
National Endowment for the Humanities to compile a 
comprehensive Hopi to English dictionary. From 
childhood, he has been involved in traditional farming, 
the Hopi way, with his family. 

Anasazi Plant Program 

Crow Canyon Archaeological Center, a non
profit group in Cortez, Colorado, will offer a special 
program, "The Anasazi and the Natural World," on 
Feb. 4 to 10, 1990. Taking an in-depth look at Native 
American relationships to plants, the program will be 
led by Dr. Karen Adams, Director of Paleo environ
mental Research at Crow Canyon. Dr. Rina 
Swentzell, a Native American Scholar and Santa 
Clara Pueblo Indian, will examine the cultural 
significance of corn to the Pueblo people today. 
Clyde Benally, a Navajo historian, will explore the 
many uses of native plants within the Navajo culture. 
The program cost of $995 per person covers tuition, 
food, lodging, materials and transportation after 
arrival in Cortez. For more details call 800-422-8975. 
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Hopi Agriculture, Continued 

own crop varieties the consequences can be very serious. 
This is something many Hopi farmers have told me. 
They know their crops and have experimented with new 
pahaana (Anglo, commercial) crops. The new varieties 
work just fine sometimes, and many farmers are planting 
commercial sweet com with great success. However, 
these new varieties do not always work and the farmers I 
spoke with seemed to feel that under tough conditions 
and on more difficult soils the Hopi varieties of com are 
by far the best. 

So what could happen if Hopi farmers lose their 
old kinds of com and lima beans for example? Farming 
would not stop, people would still buy seeds and grow 
some commercial sweet com or pinto beans. However 
the area which could be planted would probably be 
smaller because it could only include the fields with 
better soil and moisture. In addition, there would be a 
greater chance of losing the plants in a hot, dry, windy 
year. But some people involved in agriculture in this 
country see more money as the solution to problems like 
these. They say farming without chemicals, big tractors, 
irrigation systems (and big bills!) is old fashioned. But in 
some ways this attitude may be changing. 

Changing Attitudes to Agriculture 
Just recently there has been talk of a new 

direction in conventional U.S. agriculture. Many factors 
have contributed to this including destruction of the 
environment, pollution, the loss of family farms and the 
community and personal tragedies that come with this, 
and finally, consumers' concerns about food quality and 
pesticide residues in our diets. Some people are saying, 
"Wait a minute, this kind of agriculture costs a lot of 
money, pollutes the environment, ruins towns and homes 
and produces tasteless, unhealthy food - something 
needs to change!" 

Interestingly enough, the National Research 
Council just published a report which echos those 
concerns and is attracting a lot of attention. This report 
suggests taking a new look at the economic, social and 
environmental consequences of conventional agriculture 
in the U.S. Based on research done since 1974, the report 
recommends looking at "alternative agriculture," an 
approach emphasizing farmer management, smaller scale 
and low cost techniques specifically adapted to fit the 
farmer's needs. If this sounds familiar to you it is 
because this is exactly what Hopi and other farmers 
around the world have been doing all their lives. 

Implications/or Traditional Crop Varieties 
This new attitude may mean that the value of 

those crop varieties selected by farmers which are 
adapted to the local growing conditions may finally be 
recognized. However, because of some changes in plant 
breeding techniques and new laws, those old kinds of 
seeds with characteristics like drought tolerance are 
becoming valuable outside of their local growing 
environment. These changes have raised important 
questions that were never possible in the past. Questions 
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Hopi cornfield, from Habitat, Economy and Society by 
C. Daryll Forde 

like "Who owns Hopi blue com or Hopi yellow lima 
beans?". 

This is because suddenly it is becoming possible 
to own and control a kind of crop, not just the seeds in 
your cupboard butIDl seeds of that crop variety. This 
kind of ownership means that whenever the seeds are 
sold the owner makes some money. 

Commercial breeders are collecting a lot of 
different kinds of seeds from farmers all over the world. 
They are using these to breed new crop varieties with 
special qualities. This is not a completely new approach, 
this sort of breeding has been done for years. In 1958 the 
USDA released a new variety of lima bean called 
"nemagreen" which was resistant to nematodes, micro
scopic worms living in soils which damage and kill 
many crops. How did nemagreen get this resistence? 
From Hopi lima beans which they used in the breeding 
process because Hopi limas were found to be nematode 
resistant. Nemagreen was given to commercial seed 
producers who then sold their own lines of this new 
variety with nematode resistance obtained from a 
traditional Hopi crop variety. 

Some farmers I have spoken to here have told 
me stories about breeders from seed companies coming 
to collect Hopi seeds or experiment with crossing their 

Continued next page 

Mt. Pima Have Poor Fall Harvest 

Barney Burns and Mahina Drees attempted to 
collect Mt. Pima seed in remote mountains near 
Madera, Chihuahua, Mexico, this fall funded under 
our grant from the Educational Foundation of Amer
ica. The growing season was a disaster because the 
rains were so late. Only a small quantity of com was 
produced and no beans at all. Squash (Cucurbita 
pepo) seems to have produced the best and that is 
what people are eating now. In one village visited, 
half the people or more had moved into town. NS/S is 
contemplating trying to take food in this winter or 
spring to help keep people on the land until next 
year's crop starts to produce. 



Hopi Agriculture, Continued 

varieties with Hopi ones and then taking the seeds back 
to their breeding laboratories and plots. But, as I said, 
until recently the major emphasis in U.S. plant breeding 
has been on high production under ideal or controlled 
conditions, and so many of the special qualities which 
make Hopi crops capable of growing here have not been 
considered very important. However, with the changes in 
t�e direction of the U.S. and world agriculture now being 
dISCUSSed, those qualities are becoming � important. 

Breeding crops that are stronger and better is a 
great thing that can help people farm more successfully 
and feed their families and communities. Unfortunately 
though, what is happening with plant breeding today is 
not always so good. 

. Today,
. 
most crop breeding is being done by 

pnvate compames. Once a new variety is developed the 
company files for legal ownership of it, and whenever it 
is sold they make money. That seems reasonable until 
you realize that these companies are making alot of 
money for themselves while the farmers whose old crop 
varieties contributed to these new successes receive 
nothing. In other words, after generations of careful 
selection by a farming community a breeder could take 
their seeds and use them to make a new commercial 
variety, but give no money or credit to the community. 
In addition, private companies are motivated by making 
the most profit for themselves, which can sometimes 
conflict with the people's best interest. 

I always thought of plants and animals as living 
things which, as a group, could not belong to anyone. 
Sure, someone could have their own field of blue com or 
their own herd of sheep, but that did not mean that they 
owned all of that variety of com or all of that breed of 
sheep. But this is changing and it will affect us all in 
some way. 

Hopi Seed Cleaning Basket 
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These new issues about who controls crop 
varieties and how they are compensated for them raise 
questions which are already being discussed in this 1 
country, at the United Nations, and all over the world. --.../ 

Someday this preliminary survey of seeds being grown 
in 1989 may be useful to the Hopi people if they are 
faced with the issue of control of their crop genetic re-
sources. 

Starting with Local Experts -I SO what do these changes in approach to 
agriculture and control of seeds mean for Hopi farming 
and gardening? Improving agriculture and the lives of 
the communities which depend on it requires constant 
observation and experimentation, trying out new ideas 
and techniques. Today more and more people are recog
nizing what seems obvious to most experienced farmers 
and gardeners; these changes must be practical and 
appropriate; they should not destroy soil and water 
sources, and they must be affordable. Slowly more and 
more of the people who are responsible for setting our 
national policy and attitudes about agriculture, namely 
scientists and politicians, are realizing this. But if this is 
the case and we take the new, "alternative" approach to 
agriculture, who then are the experts? Who are the 
people most knowledgable about soils, water, seasons 
and crops? 

Well, I interviewed more than 40 of these 
experts over the past several months. Experienced Hopi 
farmers know their fields and crops, they understand 
weather patterns. They experiment constantly, trying 
new crops, keeping those which work well, dropping 
those which do not, but never giving up their own tried 
and true staple varieties. They experiment with new 
designs for planting sticks, and try out tractors with dif
ferent attachments for plowing and planting. The farmers 
observe the results of their experiments and make 
decisions based on these. Many told me that using a 
planting stick is best because it disturbs only a small area 
of soil and gets the seeds down into the moisture which 
may be at different levels in different parts of the field. 
But this is hard work, as I learned one day thanks to a 
friend who let my husband and me try planting yellow 
beans with him. We were not very successful, obviously 
we need a lot more practice! In addition to being hard 
work, planting by hand takes more time than many 
people can spend, so experimentation continues with 
tractor planting attachments especially suited to local 
growing conditions and other ideas. On the other hand 
some Hopis who have the time, or who join in a group

' 

with family and friends, tell me that planting with 
planting sticks is rewarding and improves their knowl
edge of field conditions. 

As I said earlier, concern about the economic, 
social, environmental and health costs of the way much 
of the food is grown in this country have led to a 
discussion of so called alternative approaches to agricul
ture. If this more sensible approach is to succeed we 
must recognize the value of farmers' knowledge and of 
the seeds they have selected over many years. Although J 
they may use different words or descriptions than you 
might find in text books or extension manuals, local 
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farmers know what they are talking about-if they did not 
the Hopi would have starved or left this land long ago. 
Instead these farmers have produced their food in an 
envirodment where many others would have failed. The 
farmers here who plant their fields of Hopi corn with 
planting sticks are, in many ways, on the leading edge of 
a new vision of modern agriculture, and they should 
never be underestimated or ignored. They are the experts 
in this area. 

Traditions and Innovations 
This is not to say there is no room for improve

ment or change in Hopi agriculture. Change is needed so 
agriculture here can survive, so young families can make 
a living at farming full-time, or feel motivated to farm 
part-time. But I would suggest starting with what i� . 
already here, crops, techniques and knowledge, bUlldl�g 
on these for the future. Outsiders with years of schoohng 
but no experience can be of assistance but they must take 
the back seat to the local experts. 

Many older people have mentioned their 
concern about young people not being interested in 
farming, and in participating in Hopi ceremonial and 
community life. Unfortunately, problems of this kind 
exist everywhere, not just here. Hopi people are in many 
ways doing much better than many others because your 
communities and culture are still alive and have some 
meaning, things which are sorely missing in many of our 
towns and cities. 

Perhaps learning more about how Hopi farming 
is an example of modern agriculture, not something old 
and out-dated, would spark some young people's inter
est. Learning more about Hopi crops, their names, what 
they look like, how they grow and how to use them can 
bridge a generation gap of knowledge, and help keep 
those crops from disappearing while keeping valuable 
seeds alive for Hopi farmers today and in the future. This 
project, and further work with older, knowledgable Hopi 
farmers, could contribute to keeping Hopi crops alive. 
Hopi crops and Hopi farming are too important for the 
future of the Hopi people to be ignored or abandoned for 
strategies dominated by ideas out of touch with this 
environment and people's needs. 

The research discussed in this talk was carried 
out during 1989 under a grant to Native Seeds/SEARCH 
from the Pioneer Hi-Bred Education Foundation. A more 
detailed account of the research and findings will be 
given in an upcoming issue of the Seedhead News. In the 
meantime, if you have any questions about this project 
contact Daniela at the NS/S office in Tucson. 
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Denise Masayesva and Mike Morton 

Native American Interns 
Several years ago, Native Seeds/SEARCH had 

an intern program under a grant from the C.S. Fund. Two 
of the four interns - Kevin Dahl and Linda Parker
became key staff members. Hoping to duplicate this 
success, this fall NS/S revived its internship program 
with the goal of finding a Native American university 
student to help with the increasing work load on all of 
our part-time staff. 

After interviewing several very qualified 
applicants, we couldn't choose just one. Nor did we wait 
until funding was secured for this program (grant 
proposals are still being circulated to potential funders). 
We selected two wonderful people who have already 
made important contributions, and we feel very fortunate 
to have them working with us. 

Denise Masayesva, 22, originally from 
Kykotsmovi, Arizona, is a junior at the University of 
Arizona majoring in Plant Sciences. She hopes to use 
what she is learning to help her tribe, the Hopi, continue 
traditional farming. She is married to Maynard Nutumya 
and they have two boys, Keith, 3, and Kendall, l .When 
Denise first came into our office and saw a shelf of seed
filled jars, she said, "Oh, those look just like my grand
mother's seeds." A member of the Hopi Sand Clan, she 
is part Navajo through her grandmother. Denise's family 
had a booth at the Fiesta de los Chiles where they sold 
fry bread, chili, beans, piki (very thin corn bread) and 
kutuki (parched com). Her father, Vernon Masayesva, 
was recently elected Hopi Tribal Chairman. 

Mike Morton, 31, is a graduate student in the 
American Indian Studies program at the University of 
Arizona, and is writing his thesis on attitudes of current 
American Indian High School students compared to their 
parents. Mike is a Cherokee whose hobbies include river 
rafting, martial arts and traditional Indian dancing. He 
grew up in a military family and served in the Air Force 
for two years. Most recently, Mike moved to Tucson 
from Durango, Colorado. 



To Change In A Good Way 
By Simon J. Ortiz 
(Copyright 1980 by Simon J. Ortiz) 

Bill and Ida 
lived in a mobile home park 
west of Milan. 
They'd come out with Kerr-McGee 
when the company first started 
sinking shafts at Ambrosia Lake. 
That would be in '58 or '59. 
He was an electrician's helper 
and Ida was a housewife 
though for a while she worked 
over at that 24-hour Catch-All store. 
But mostly she liked to be around home, 
the trailer park, and tried to plant 
a little garden on the little patch 
of clay land that came with the mobile home. 
She missed Oklahoma 
like Bill did too who always said 
they were going to just stay long enough 
to get a down payment, save enough, 
for some acreage in eastern Oklahoma. 
That's what he told Pete, 
the Laguna man he came to be friends with 
at Section 17. 
Pete worked as a skip tender 
and once in a while they worked 
the same shift and rode car pool together. 

You're lucky you got some land Pete, 
Bill would say. 
It's not much but it's some land, 
Pete would agree. 

He and Mary, his wife, had a small garden 
which they'd plant in the spring. 
Chili, couple rows of sweetcorn, squash, 
beans, even had lettuce, cucumbers, 
and radishes, onions. 
They irrigated from the small stream, 
the Rio de San Jose, which runs through 
Acoma and Laguna land. 
Ida just had the clay red ground 
which she had planted that first spring 
they'd spent in New Mexico with lettuce 
and radishes and com, but the only thing 
that ever really came up was the com 
and it was kind of stunted and wilty looking. 
She watered the little patch 
from the little green plastic hose 
hooked up to the town water system 
that started running dry about mid-June. 

One Saturday, Pete and Mary 
and Bill and Ida 
were all shopping at the same time 
at the Sturgis Food Mart in Milan, 
and the women became friends too. 
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They all went over to the mobile home park 
and sat around and drank peps is and talked. 
Ida and Bill didn't have any kids 
but Mary and Pete had three. 
They're at home, 
staying out of trouble I hope, Mary said. 
Bill had a younger brother nicknamed Slick. 
He had a photo of him 
sitting on the TV stand shelf. 
Bill was proud of his little brother. 
He was in the Army. 
Bill said, In Vietnam. 
I worry about him some 
but at least he's learnt a trade. 
He's a Spec-4 in Signal. 
Slick's been kind of wild, 
so I know about trouble. 
Bill passed Slick's photo 
to Pete and Mary. 

Ida took Mary outside 
to show her her garden. 
It's kind a hard trying to grow anything 
here, Ida said, different from Oklahoma. 
Mary said, I think you need something 
in it, Ida, to break up the packed clay. 
Maybe some sheep stuff. 
I'll tell Pete to bring you some. 

The next weekend Pete brought some sheep stuff 
and spread it around the wilty plants. 
Work it around and into the ground, 
he said, but it'll be till next year 
that it will be better. 
He brought another pickup load later on. 

Ida and Bill went down to Laguna too, 
to the reservation, 
and they met Pete and Mary's kids. 
Ida admired their small garden. 
Slick was visiting 
on leave and he came with them. 
He had re-upped, had a new Spec-5 patch 
on his shoulder and had brought a motorcycle. 
He was on his way to another tour. 
Bill said, I wish he hadn't done that. 
Folks at home are worried too. 
Good thing your boys aren't old enough. 

In the yard, the kids, including Slick, 
were playing catch with a softball. 
He wasn't much older than Pete's 
and Mary's oldest. 
Slick had bright and playful eyes, 
handsome, and Bill was right 
to be proud of his kid brother. 
I'm gonna make sure 
that young jackoff goes to college 
after the damn Army, Bill said. 
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After that, they'd visit each other. 
Ida would come help Mary with her garden. 
A couple times, the kids 
went to stay with Ida 
when Bill worked graveyard or swing 
because she didn't like to be alone. 
The kids liked that too, 
staying in town or what there was 
of it at the edge of Milan 
at the mobile home amidst others 
sitting on the clay hard ground. 
The clay had come around to be workable 
with the sheep stuff in it. 
Ida planted radishes and lettuce 
and carrots and corn, 
even tomatoes and chili, 
and she was so proud of her growing plants 
that summer. 

One afternoon, up at Section 17, 
Bill got a message from the foreman 
to call Ida. 
They were underground replacing wire 
and he had to take the skip up. 
He called from the pay phone 
outside the mine office. 
Pete held the skip for him 
and when he came back Bill said, 
I gotta get my lunchpail 
and go home. 

Something wrong, Bill? Pete asked. 
You okay? 
Yeah, Bill said, something happened 
to Slick, the folks called from Claremore. 
Hope it's not serious, Pete said. 

On the way home after shift, 
Pete stopped at Bill's and Ida's. 
Ida answered the door and showed him in. 
Bill was sitting on the couch. 
He had a fifth of Heaven Hill halfway empty. 
Pete, Bill said, Slick's gone. 
No more Slick. Got killed by stepping 
on a mine, an American mine-
isn't that the shits, Pete? 
Dammit Pete, just look at that kid. 
He pointed at the photo on the TV stand. 
Pete didn't say anything at first 
and then he said, Aamoo 0 dyumuu, 
and put his arms around Bill's shoulders. 
Bill poured him some Heaven Hill 
and Ida told him they were leaving 
for Claremore next morning as soon as 
they could pack and the bank opened. 
Should get there by evening, she said. 
And then Pete left. 

When Pete got home, he told Mary 
what had happened. 
She said, Tomorrow morning 
on your way to work, drop me off there. 
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I want to see Ida. 
Pete said, you can go ahead 
and drive me to work and take the truck. 

That night they sat at the kitchen table 
with the kids and tied feathers 
and scraped cedar sticks 
and closed them in a cornhusk 
with cotton, beads, and tobacco. 
The next morning, Mary and Pete went by 
the mobile home park. 
Bill and Ida were loading the last 
of their luggage into their car. 

After greetings and solaces, 
Mary said, We brought you some things. 
She gave Ida a loaf of Laguna bread. 
For your lunch, she said, 
and Ida put it in the ice chest. 
Pete took a white corn ear 
and the cornhusk bundle 
out of a paper bag he carried, 
and he showed them to Bill. 
He said, This is just a corn, Bill, 
Indian corn. The People call it Kasheshi. 
Just corn. You take it with you, 
or you can keep it here. 
You can plant it. 
It's to know that life will keep on, 
your life will keep on. 
Just like Slick will be planted again. 
He'll be like that, like seed planted, 
like corn seed, the Indian corn. 
But you and Ida, your life 
will grow on. 

He put the corn ear back into the bag 
and then he held out the husk bundle. 
He said, I guess I don't remember 
some of what is done, Bill, 
Indian words, songs for it, 
what it all is, even how this is made 
just a certain way but I know 

Continued next page 



To Change, Continued 

that it is important to do this. 
You take this too, but you don't keep it. 
It's for Slick, for his travel 
from this life among us 
to another place of being. 
You and Ida are not Indian, 
but it doesn't make any difference. 
It's for all of us, this kind of way, 
with corn and this, Bill. 
You take these sticks and feathers 
and you put them somewhere you think 
you should, someplace important 
that you think might be good, maybe 
to change life in a good way, 
that you think Slick 
would be helping us with. 
And you say a few things 
about it to him when you do. 
You take it now, and I know 
it may not sound easy to do 
but don't worry yourself too much. 

Slick's okay now, he'll be helping us, 
and you'll be fine too. 

Pete put the paper bag in Bill's hand, 
and they all shook hands and hugged 
and Mary drove Pete on to work. 

After they left, Bill went inside 
their trailer home and took out the corn. 
He looked at for a while, 
thinking. Just corn, just Indian corn, 
just your life to go on, Ida and you. 
And then he put the corn by the photo, 
by Slick on the TV stand. 
And then he wondered about the husk bundle. 
He couldn't figure it out. 
He'd grown up in Claremore all his life, 
Indians living all around him, 
folks and some teachers said so, 
Cherokees in the Ozark hills, Creeks 
over to Muskogee, but Mary and Pete 
were the first Indians he'd ever known. 
He held the bundle in his hand, 
thinking, and then he decided not to take it 
to Oklahoma, and put it in the cupboard. 
They locked up their trailer and left. 

Bill and Ida returned a week later. 
Most of the folks had been at the funeral, 
and everything had gone alright. 
The folks were upset a whole lot, 
but there wasn't much else to do 
except comfort them. 
Some of the other folks said 
that someone had to make the sacrifice 
for freedom of democracy and all that, 
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and that's what Slick had died of, for. 
He's done his duty for America, 
look at how much the past folks 
had to put up with, living a hard life, 
fighting off Indians to build homes 
on new land so we could live the way 
we are right now, advanced and safe 
from peril like the Tuls' Tribune 
said the other day Sunday that's what 
Slick died for, just like past folks. 
That's what a couple relatives 
advised about and Bill tried to say 
what was bothering him, that the mine 
that Slick had stepped on was American 
and that the fact he was in a dangerous place 
was because he was in an Army 
that was American, and it didn't seem 
to be the same thing as what they were saying 
about past folks fighting 
Indians fer democracy 
and it didn't seem right somehow. 

But nobody really heard him, 
they just asked about his job 
with Kerr-McGee, told him the company 
had built itself another building in Tulsa, 
Kerr's gonna screw those folks in New Mexico 
just like he has folks here being Senator. 
Ida and Bill visited for a while, 
comforted his folks for a while, 
and then they left for Milan. 

By the time they got back to their mobile home, 
Bill knew what he was going to do 
with the bundle of sticks and feathers. 
He'd been thinking about it all the way 
on 1-40 from Oklahoma City, running 
it through his mind, what Slick had died of. 
Well because of the bomb, stepping 
on the wrong place, being in 
a dangerous place, but something else. 
The reason was something else, and though 
he wasn't completely sure about it yet 
he felt he was beginning to know. 
And he knew what he was going to do 
with the bundle in the cupboard. 

The next morning, he put it in his lunchpail 
and went to work, reporting 
to the mine office first. 
He changed into his work clothes 
and put on his yellow slicker because 
they were going down that morning, 
and he was glad for that for once. 
He took that paper bag out of his pail 
and put it in his overall pocket. 
After they went down he said 
he was going to go and check 
some cable and he made his way to a far end 
of a stope that had been mined out 
and stopped and put the bundle down 
behind a slab of rock. 
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He didn't know what to do next, 
and then he thought of what Pete said. 
Say something about it. Well, he thought, 
I guess, Slick, you was a good boy, 
kind of wild, but good. I got this here 
Indian thing, feathers and sticks, 
and at home, at home we got the corn 
by your picture, and Pete and Mary said 
to do this because it's important 
even if we're Okies 
and not Indians who do this. 
It's for your travel they said 
and to help us with our life here 
from where you are at now and they said 
to maybe change things in a good way 
for a good life and God knows us Okies 
always wanted that though we maybe 
have been wrong sometimes. 
Well, I'm gonna leave this here 
by the rock. Pete said he didn't know 
exactly the right thing 
but somehow I believe he's more righter 
than we've ever been, and now I'm trying too. 
So you help us now, Slick. 
We need it, all the help we can get, 
even if it's just so much as holding up 
the roof of this mine that the damn company 
don't put enough timbers and bolts in, Bill said. 
And then he stepped back and left. 

When he got home that evening, 
he told Ida what he had done, and she said, 
Next spring I'm gonna plant that Indian corn, 
and Slick, if he's gonna help hold up 
the root of Section 17, better be able 
to help with breaking up that clay dirt too. 
Bill smiled and then chuckled with Ida. 

Reprinted with the author's permission from FIGHT 
BACK: For the Sake o/the People, For the Sake o/the 
Land, Institute for Native American Studies Literary 
Journal, Vol. 1, No.1. 

WISH LIST 

Accountant. Native Seeds/SEARCH seeks a Tucson 
accountant to oversee our bookkeeping system and to 
prepare federal reports. We especially hope to find 
someone sympathetic to our work who could do this 
for reduced fees. 

Graphic artists and designers: please share your 
creativity with us. We seek entries for our 1990 Chile 
Fiesta t-shirt and poster contest. Finished designs 
should be submitted by May 1, 1990. 

Gallon glass jars. Wide-mouthed one-gallon glass 
jars are great for seed storage! Please let us know if 
you have any to spare. 
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Watch well o'er your seed -- things and children! 

Speak wisely to these our new children! 

Henceforth they shall be your first speakers, 

And the peace-making shields of your people. 

Zuni Pueblo chant 
quoted by Marcia Keegan in 
Southwest Indian Cookbook 
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