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California’s first people were fortunate to live in a place of environmental abundance. This was as true of 
the Pacific coast and desert habitats as it was of those in the interior and mountains. Sierra Nevada Miwok 
live where there is a great variety of nuts, berries, greens, bulbs and corms, birds, game, and more from 
which to create their menus, but they also constructed their own food niches to assure or improve survival. 
While long-term storage and times of famine might have affected the deliciousness of food, overall, the 
people had a very balanced and nutritious diet, and still today care greatly about how and why they put 
foods together. This article honors the healthy and delicious heritage of Miwok cuisine, provides some 
cooking techniques and recipes acquired from the Sierra Miwok over the past 45 years (even after their 
environment had been ravaged by newcomers), and provides some observations on the intrusion of Spanish 
and other European foods into the cuisine. 
 
 

California’s first people were fortunate to live in this place of environmental abundance, as true of the 
Pacific coast habitats as of those in the interior and mountains. They love their food in the same way many 
Californians now love the cuisine of the state. The Miwok1 of the Sierra Nevada (Figure 1) live among a 
great variety of nuts, berries, greens, geophytes, birds, game, and more from which to create their menus, 
but like all California first nations, they constructed their own food niches to assure or improve survival. As 
cultural resource managers begin to address climate change, habitat modification, catastrophic events, and 
more, this ethnoecological theme will become an important focus of research, with archaeologists and 
anthropologists listening better and understanding more about the enduring effects of Native American 
management of the landscape. 

While long-term storage and times of famine might have affected the deliciousness of food, overall, 
the Miwok had a very balanced and nutritious diet, and care greatly about how and why they put foods 
together. The sample menu depicted in Figure 2 gives an idea and perhaps respect for the kinds of foods 
eaten in Sierran California. Some cooking techniques and recipes acquired from the Sierra Miwok over 
the last 45 years, even after their environment had been ravaged by newcomers, also provide observations 
on the intrusion of Spanish and other European foods into the cuisine. As you review these simple 
recipes, think about what might survive archaeologically, what you might ask of descendant communities, 
and what might be the durable effects of indigenous resource management on the places you investigate. 

To begin our meal, there is nuppa, the beloved acorn soup eaten at virtually every meal up until the 
last three decades or so. Descriptions of acorn preparation are found in numerous publications (e.g., Ortiz 
1991), thus brief mention of preparation points is offered. If given a choice and sufficient abundance, the 
Sierra Miwok primarily ate black oak acorns (Quercus kelloggii), which have a two-year maturation cycle, 
so the location and abundance of the crops have some predictability. Oak groves are traditionally subjected 
to understory burn, which according to plant ecologists (not to mention the Native people themselves) 
increases acorn production, reduces plant pathogens, discourages encroaching conifers, and provides greater 
assurance for longevity of the orchard. Burning was traditional for many oak groves in central California. 
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Figure 1. Map of Miwok territory, indicated by the blue star (adapted from Kroeber 1925, 
inside back cover). 

Why black oak? Although archaeologists will talk about nutritional values, the Miwok say they prefer it 
because it is buttery, sweet, and fatty. They like how it tastes. They prefer to gather it in advance of use so 
it can dry and age properly. Acorns were stored, usually in granaries, and dried for as much as a year before 
using. After drying, the nut was hulled, split, and the bitter red paper skin was scraped off. The tool for this 
is hardly noticeable by the archaeologist – use spalls on glass or obsidian do not even make it look like a 
tool for this purpose (e.g., a uniface) (Figure 3). Parenthetically, the windowpane tool is very similar to the 
scraper used to prepare willow basket materials. Next, nuts were ground into a coarse meal, traditionally 
using bedrock mills. Some are still in use today – make sure you look for signs of ongoing use when you 
document these features! More recently, acorns are ground using meat grinders or Cuisinarts. The acorn 
meal is leached to remove the bitter tannins (Figure 4), and then cooked in large baskets or metal pots by 
adding hot rocks with a looped stirring stick. Hot serpentine rocks remain the preferred heat source for 
nuppa, so look for fire-affected serpentine rocks, especially at sites with middens. Earlier sites with deflated 
middens will have fewer serpentine and more fire-affected basalt and granitic rocks. 
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Figure 2. Sierra Me-Wuk Menu, An Original Paleo-Cuisine. Sample menu created by Shelly Davis-King. 
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Figure 3. Tina Charley’s glass scraper for acorn and willow. Image courtesy of 
Shelly Davis-King. 

 
A side note about soup is that Miwok elders shared that they greatly miss the seed soups of their 

youth – soups no longer made because there are insufficient seeds due to the introduction and dominance 
of nonnative grasses, the advent of bovine grazing, limited access to fields due to private land ownership, 
and the inability of the Miwok to continue tending the fields as they once did. Favored seeds included 
clarkia (Clarkia spp.), poppies (Eschscholzia californica), buttercups (Ranunculus spp.), and red maids 
(Calandrinia menziesii). Look for large populations of these plants when you are surveying as they may 
be remnant indicators of former gathering locales. 

Turkey tail (Trametes versicolor), a fungus found around the world, is well loved as a snack, eaten 
fresh or dried (e.g., turkey tail chips, see Figure 2). Hunters and people on long treks would use it for 
stamina. Miwok say to make sure you have a proper turkey tail, not a lookalike, with the correct size of 
spores. Concluding our list of starters is a salad of miner’s lettuce (Claytonia perfoliata), picked and eaten 
throughout the early spring. In dry years, it is mixed with the flowers of young Sierra onions (Allium 
campanulatum) whose petals may emerge about the same time miner’s lettuce is at its wane. Parts of 
allium petals and sessile leaf blades that taste like chives are gathered with greens and eaten raw, and of 
course, accompanied by nuppa or acorn soup. Miwok are careful not to pick the whole onion flower, but 
just the petals and leaves so any bulbils and flower heads remain. 
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Figure 4. Acorn in modern leaching basin. Image courtesy of Shelly Davis-King. 

 
In spring especially, fresh greens were favored, with some 40 or so named by tribal experts (also 

see Barrett and Gifford 1933). These include some nonnative species, such as curly dock (Rumex crispus), 
horehound (Marrubium vulgare), and some clovers (Trifolium spp.), but also include native clovers 
(Trifolium spp. and others) and lupines (Lupinus spp.). Lupines and clover were eaten daily in season, and 
were dried for use later in the year. Both were steamed, boiled, and might be used as a bed to support 
some other item that was also to be steamed. Mule ear (Wyethia spp.) leaves were boiled and eaten, and 
later in the year, the seeds from this sunflower were parched and savored. When young shoots emerged, 
they would be peeled and eaten raw. Many roots and fruits were also roasted, sometimes for days, such as 
several native thistles (Cirsium spp.), tiger lily (Lilium spp.), and biscuit root (Lomatium spp.). Pond lily 
(Nuphar luteum ssp. polysepalum) flowers might be roasted whole, flower petals and all, to contain the 
seeds which when heated, pop like popcorn. 

Moving down the menu, rabbit stew, made from hares and/or cottontails, was commonly found on 
the Sunday dinner table up until a few decades ago. The skin might be saved to trade for pine nuts or salt. 
According to the cooks, spring water was very important to use and not tap water, perhaps because the 
soda contained in the former would help tenderize the tough, stringy meat. Mushrooms and other fungi 
remain favored for flavoring, now usually with garlic and butter, but formerly tossed into the stew. 



________________________________________________________________________________________________________
SCA Proceedings, Volume 35 (2022)                           Davis-King, 6 
 

Quail (Coturnix spp.) are a preferred game bird to be snared in the late summer when the swamp 
onions (Allium validum) bloom. Stuffed with sage (Salvia spp.) and onions, which need just a little bit of 
cooking, these birds are devoured around the campfires when the Miwok go on foraging expeditions to 
explore potential autumn gathering locales. 

Indian potatoes, called “wal-li” in Miwok, are savored and roasted with squirrel. There are many 
species of wal-li, but usually the term refers to blue dicks (Dipterostemon capitatus) or one of the 
brodiaeas (e.g., Brodiaea elegans). The wal-li and whole squirrels would be tossed onto coals and the 
latter roasted until the hair singed off and the eyeballs protruded. Bulb harvesting often corresponded with 
the gathering time for other food and medicine plants, as the emergence of the flowers is an indicator that 
other plants might be ready for harvest. With all of the geophytes, it is important for the flower to emerge 
before digging to identify the plant and ensure you have an edible or usable and nonpoisonous geophyte. 
In the western Great Basin and Sierra Nevada, recognizing geophyte areas can be key to recognizing 
certain types of archaeological sites. 

In addition to recipes shared by elders, much of what is known about historic Miwok cuisine is 
based on data gathered by early twentieth century anthropologists, who asked questions such as “what is 
the most important animal for you?” to which the people would respond “deer,” because this animal was 
sociologically and psychologically important, but was NOT an everyday food. Deer was a food for large 
gatherings, feasts, and social occasions, as was the pronghorn (Antilocapra Americana). In the old days, 
pronghorn were hunted in the Central Valley about the same time the mariposa lilies (Calochortus spp.) 
flowered. The bulb of the lily and the pronghorn would be served together. 

When the Sierra Miwok were exposed to the Mission system, or encountered Indians who had been, 
their language quickly adopted Spanish words for items hitherto unknown and unnamed. A recent 
compilation of some 300 Spanish words integrated into the Northern Sierra Miwok language was created by 
the author directly from the Me-Wuk and from Callaghan (1987), a small sample of which is shown in 
Table 1. Most of the words were descriptive of exotic foods which rapidly made their way into Miwok 
cuisine after the 1700s. Some items, such as wheat flour, rice, and oats, replaced foods formerly occupied in 
the diet by seeds, and some were entirely new, such as cheese. Hearing “queso” in Spanish, the Miwok took 
the name and today still pronounce cheese as “kuss-uu hu.” Tortillas, beans, and onions were rapidly 
adopted in Miwok cuisine and all are served at today’s feasts, along with nuppa. Horsemeat was so favored 
that there are historic-era archaeological sites in Miwok territory (e.g., Boneyard in Mariposa County) which 
consist largely of butchered horse bones. But this is a whole other paper unto itself. 

A beverage made in the traditional way and served today is sakema, or manzanita (Arctostaphylos 
spp.) cider. Fresh berries with surficial sugars are gathered for immediate use, or dried for later use. 
Miwok have three berries they consider for cider, two from manzanita and one from Pacific madrone 
(Arbutus menziesii). One manzanita was so distinctive that C. Hart Merriam named it Arctostaphylos 
mewukka in honor of the Tuolumne Me-Wuk (Davis-King 2020; Merriam 1918). Manzanita cider is made 
by winnowing the berries to remove the dirt and leaves. Berries are mashed or pounded into a coarse meal 
through the use of some sort of pounding rock, a milling slab or mortar. Even into the 1970s, at Tuolumne 
Rancheria there was a dedicated bedrock mortar used exclusively for feast manzanita cider. Crushed 
berries are brushed into an open-weave or winnowing basket and cold water is poured over the meal, a 
little at a time until the flavor is extracted. At the end of the process, the finer crushed matter filters into 
the larger watertight basket, leaving a decanted refreshing beverage rich in Vitamin C. At historic Miwok 
sites, perforated tin cans are often found as an indicator of cider making. Other popular beverages include 
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Table 1. Food Words Adopted by Northern Miwok from Spanish 
(from Callaghan 1987). 

English Word Spanish Word Me-Wuk Word 
broth/soup caldo kaltu- 
cheese ke.su Ke.su- 
chicken gallina ka.ji.na- 
coffee cafe kafe- 
flour harina ha-ti-na 
goat chiva ci-wa 
green bean el ejote hilot-u 
horse caballo kawa.ju 
lettuce lachuga lec.u.ka- 
milk leche le.ci- 
milk cow chicigua cic-iwa 
onion cebolla se-woiy-ya 
peas chichaaro ci-ca-lu 
pig cochino ko.ci- 
rat ratón lat.o.ne- 
red pepper chile ci-li 
rice rico li.ku- 
sweet potato camote kamo-te 
tortilla tortilla tot-thea 
watermelon sandia sun-thea 

 
 

Indian peach tea brewed from yerba santa (Eriodictyon spp.) leaves, mint teas made from the leaves of 
both native and nonnative menthas, coffeeberry tea (Frangula californica), and beer. 

Berries are universally gathered, and eaten fresh, dried for later use, or today made into pies, jams, or 
jellies. Pine nuts from the sugar pine (Pinus lambertiana), foothill pine (P. sabiniana), and pinyon pine (P. 
monophylla) are favored treats, sometimes gathered and sometimes traded for acorns. Sugar pine soup, 
lopah, is a real delicacy. Our meal might conclude with sugar pine sap chewing gum. 

Looking at the food pyramid of today, it can be seen that few of the items would have been found 
aboriginally, and Miwok ancestors might not recognize some of the items as food at all. With seasonal 
hunting and gathering replaced by grocery shopping or worse, by fast food eateries, many natives have 
become obese and wrought with diseases such as diabetes, hypertension, and high cholesterol, at more 
than twice the rate of the general population. This scar of settlement is yet another form of colonization, 
with people having succumbed to pizza and soda. 

There is some hope. Across the nation, indigenous food restaurants are developing. We have Café 
Ohlone (https://www.makamham.com/cafeohlone) and Wahpepah’s Kitchen (https://wahpepahskitchen.com) 
in the San Francisco Bay Area, and Owami by the Sioux Chef (https://sioux-chef.com/owamni-by-the-
sioux-chef) in Minneapolis as examples. First Nations Development Institute (http://www.firstnations.org), 
a nonprofit organization, works to increase Native-community access to healthy, sustainable food systems 
of their ancestors. Seed Savers Exchange (https://www.seedsavers.org) is one of several organizations that 
promote seed preservation – a rematriation, if you will, that recognizes and honors the female seed keepers 

https://www.makamham.com/cafeohlone
https://wahpepahskitchen.com/
https://sioux-chef.com/owamni-by-the-sioux-chef/
https://sioux-chef.com/owamni-by-the-sioux-chef/
http://www.firstnations.org/
https://www.seedsavers.org/
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and represents Mother Earth. This resilience creates stronger ties to the past, particularly connecting people 
with their native habitat once again, reconnecting the seasonality of existence, and at times supporting and 
enhancing ceremonial and social systems, not to mention language. Several tribes have established native 
plant nurseries to promote native plant use and contribute botanical knowledge to counteract disease and 
obesity. 

Removing the sweeter, saltier, fattier ingredients is part of the decolonization that many California 
natives are attempting to overcome. This very old form of eating may be the solution to health problems 
in Indian country and indeed, it may be our food of the future. Although the Paleolithic diet may look like 
a food fad, it is actually the reverse – anatomically, humans developed without agricultural products, and in 
the timescale of evolution, it is agriculture that is the fad. The food pyramid is essentially turned on its head. 

We have a lot of work worldwide to help nations return to healthier, more sustainable eating and 
subsequently into food sovereignty “being the right of peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate food 
produced through ecologically sound and sustainable methods, and their right to define their own food 
and agriculture systems” (http://usfoodsovereigntyalliance.org/what-is-food-sovereignty). A look at the 
photographs from “What the World Eats: Hungry Planet Project” (Menzel and D’Aluisio 2007) depicts 
typical weekly intake by families around the world. The thing that scares me the most about these family 
photographs is how little of the food actually grows where these people live. It is imported, processed in a 
factory with who knows what added ingredients, packaged, marketed, transported, and sold to a family 
whose vegetable intake may include a few carrots, onions, and cabbages. This is not a sustainable future. 

I am grateful to the Miwok who taught me about the foods where I currently live, to imagine a 
different relationship with the land, water, plants, and animals, to rebuild a sustainable relationship where 
people and the land are good medicine for each other. Me-Wuk taught me to stop calling things a weed 
just because I don’t know what it is. They taught me about the circle of reciprocity and that cleaning up 
the water, air, and earth are part of the responsibility we all have to bring healing to earth. I thank them 
for the life lessons they have shared, along with their delicious cuisine. 
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NOTE 
 

1. Although Miwok, and its various spellings, sounds the same in English, each spelling variation is 
specific to a language and group. Generally, the Central Sierran natives use the spelling “Me-Wuk” 
(following from me-wu, which means one person, and me-wuk which signifies people). Northern 
Sierra native speakers, especially in Calaveras and Amador counties, use the spelling Miwok or Mi-
Wuk, which reflects the slightly different pronunciation of the word in the north (from miw.y-, 
meaning person or Indian and miw.yk, meaning Northern Sierra Miwok Indians or people [Callagan 
1987]). Miwok is also the generic term used for Northern, Central, Southern, and Plains Miwok. The 
use of an “s” with Miwok is redundant. 

http://usfoodsovereigntyalliance.org/what-is-food-sovereignty/
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