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This unit begins the process of introducing young children to Traditional 
Ecological Knowledge (TEK), Native foods, and Native values. It features 
Konkow Maidu vocabulary, photographs, and cultural information. It is 
recommended that all educators read the following cultural background 
information about TEK, Native foods, and Maidu culture, to ensure the 
lessons are presented with respect. 

Some of the lessons focus on Native food, specifically, the acorn. Because 
of this, we have provided information about Native foods, and the ways 
that Native peoples care for their environment in order to ensure access to 
nutritious foods. 

Native or Indigenous foods in North America vary depending on their 
geographic region. California Natives have traditionally enjoyed plenty of 
food options as a result of biodiversity. Over thousands of years, Native 
peoples developed scientific methods of caring for their unique local 
landscapes. These methods are known as Traditional Ecological Knowledge 
(TEK). TEK practices take ecological needs, spiritual practice, and other 
elements of culture into consideration. By tending the environment, Native 
peoples ensure ample food production and support ecosystem balance.

One way to support local ecosystems and Native foods is to avoid over-
consumption of natural resources. When teaching about local, Indigenous 
species and foods, consider how food is being cultivated and collected. 
Notice how human decisions impact the health of the food web, and take 
action to promote new growth the following season.

An important value in many Native communities is to take only what is 
needed from a plant. Maidu people for example, when collecting roots 
for baskets, traditionally take roots from only one side of a tree at a time, 
leaving the other side of the tree to grow through the year. Leaving a 
majority of a plant intact supports regrowth the following year. 

Lastly, Non-Natives should consider cultural norms when incorporating 
traditional foods into their own diets. It is important to show respect to 
Native communities who rely on these foods, and avoid appropriating 
cultural traditions. How humans grow and gather food, how humans 
store and prepare it, and finally, how food is eaten, all contribute 
to the community’s spiritual, physical, mental, environmental, and 
emotional health.

Educator Background: Acorns All Around Us.

INTRODUCTION

Traditional Ecological Knowledge and Native Foods.

BIODIVERSITY
Biodiversity is when an 
environment has many 
different kinds of organisms 
thriving within it. For example a 
biodiverse ecosystem has many 
different species of plants and 
animals (i.e. A field with ten 
different species of grass is more 
biodiverse that a field with just 
one or two species.). 
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The Maidu people have lived, and continue to live in the areas now known 
as Butte County, Nevada County, Sacramento County, Amador County, and 
Lassen County, in Northeastern California. There are multiple Maidu groups, 
including the Mountain Maidu (Lassen and Almador Counties, , Konkow 
(Butte County), Nisenan (Nevada and Sacramento County). While there are 
certain cultural traditions that are shared among these groups, there are 
many distinctions that make each group unique. 

The Konkow Maidu, the group on which this unit focuses, comprises the 
Machoopta Maidu (Chico, California), Tyme Maidu (Berry Creek, California), 
and Feather Falls Maidu (Mooretown Rancheria). These three tribal 
groups currently have federal recognition status, as well as their own 
sovereign governments. There are other Maidu groups in the area that 
continue to fight for visibility and federal recognition, such as the Nisenan 
in Nevada City.

Maidu People.

FEDERAL RECOGNITION STATUS
Tribes with federal recognition 
status have been recognized as 
having the right to govern itself 
by the federal government. Tribes 
with this status can form their 
own governments, economic 
systems, judicial systems, and 
more. Tribes without this status 
are still legitimate and real, 
however, but are not formally 
recognized by the government. 
Lack of recognition can deeply 
impact a tribe’s access to 
resources, land, and protection. 

NOTE ABOUT FEATURED TRIBAL 
RESOURCES:
Due to the difficulty in finding 
high quality sources and 
photographs, references will be 
made to multiple Maidu groups. 
The vocabulary included are from 
Konkow Maidu dialects. 
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The lessons in this unit feature plants and animals that are important to 
Maidu culture. The English and Konkow words for these species are listed 
below, along with cultural significance.

Note on Language: There are many dialects used by the Maidu people. In 
the Oroville area alone, there are seven. Because of this, we have provided 
the words that are found in either the Konkow.org audio dictionary, or the 
Field Guide to the Plants Important to the Oroville Maidu Community. In 
some cases, a word or pronunciation example might not be available. 

To access an audio dictionary with pronunciation examples of the Konkow 
words featured, visit https://www.konkow.org/pub/dict.php.

Plant and Animal Uses and Stewardship Practices.

Black Oak 

Grey Squirrel

Acorn

Hamsi
(Hahm-Shu)

Hílo
(He-Low)

Ooti
(Oo-Ty)

Oak trees are common in the Butte Co. area, with six different 
species near Oroville alone. All produce acorns that are collected 
in the fall and processed by Native peoples. Black oak acorns are 
generally the most popular with Maidu peoples. Maidu and other 
Native peoples steward their oak trees using a variety of methods, 
like prescribed burning to ward off disease, moving oak trees 
to locations where they have space and sun, and by removing 
invasive species from the oak woodland habitat.

California Natives compete with squirrels for acorns each year, 
as acorns are a staple food for both humans and squirrels. It has 
been said that when squirrels collect acorns, they hide them 
in their caches. When Native people have an acorn shortage, 
they might find the caches and take acorns from the squirrels! 
It is important that humans stay aware of the other animal 
species that rely on acorns for food when collecting their own 
acorns each year.

Acorns are a traditional staple food to the Maidu people. Acorns 
are rich in nutrients, and are incredibly nutritious when paired 
with meat and other protein. Acorns are bitter and full of starchy 
tannins, and so must be leached before eating. After drying for a 
year after gathering, the acorns are shelled, and then leached by 
running water over the acorns. Once this is done, the acorns are 
placed in a large basket filled with hot rocks and water, where 
the acorns are boiled into a thick mush. The much can also be 
turned into bread or flour. Acorns were traditionally used as a 
trade item as well.

ENGLISH KONKOW CULTURAL AND ENVIRONMENTAL SIGNIFICANCE
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Bird

Deer

Human

Rock Mortar

Pestle

Bay Nut (Bay/
Pepperwood 
Tree)

Hazelnut

Jé:mk’ùt’i
(yeym kuhti)

Sými
(Suhmi)

Májdym
(Mai-dym)

?á:
(Ah)

Suni
(Soony)

Sojbam
(pronunciation 
unavailable)

Kewi
(keh-wee)

Like squirrels, many types of bird rely on acorns for food, 
especially through the winter months. Some common bird species 
in the Maidu territory are quails, hawks, egrets, snow geese, and 
more. Many Maidu communities live close to, or in the Central 
Valley of California. The wetlands of the Central Valley are a major 
stopping point on the Pacific Flyway, which 60% of the world’s 
birds take when migrating north and south during the summer 
and winter months.

Deer are a common staple food for the maidu people. Deer also 
enjoy eating acorns. Because of this, it is important that humans 
take only the amount of acorns they need, in order to ensure that 
the other animals in the ecosystem have the food they need to 
sustain themselves. 

Humans carry with them the responsibility of caring for the 
ecosystem in which all other species live and thrive. Humans do 
this using Traditional Ecological Knowledge that is passed down 
from generation to generation through stories, songs,  
and mentorships. Humans have played a central role in caring for 
the environment for milenia. 

All over Maidu country, it is possible to find deep holes that have 
been pound into slabs of rock. These holes mark the places where 
Maidu women pounded acorn into flour.

Acorn mortars are an important tool for processing acorns into 
food. Acorns, once gathered, are shelled, ground, leached, and 
cooked. The mortar is used to pound the shelled acorns into a fine 
powder. The Maidu people traditionally pound their acorns into 
powder in deep holes that were ground into rocks.

Bay nuts are nutritious, with a flavor resembling chocolate or 
coffee. Maidu and other Native groups roast bay nuts before 
eating them. Additionally, the leaves of bay trees can be seeped 
to create a tea or steam that helps with respiratory challenges or 
skin irritations. Bay leaves can ward of mosquitos when rubbed 
on the skin. Additionally, the leaves of Bay trees may be burned in 
blessing, or to purify spaces.

Hazelnuts are a popular nut for eating and cooking. They can be 
eaten fresh or dried. The shoots of the hazelnut tree can be used 
for making burden baskets. 
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The lessons in this unit explore the importance of the acorn (ooti) to 
the Konkow Maidu people. Acorns are a traditional staple food to many 
California Native tribes. Because of the wide variety of acorns distributed 
across the state, Native communities often prefer certain varieties of acorns 
over others. The black oak acorn is a particular favorite of the Konkow, as it 
is oily, rich in fat, and easy to leach. Leaching is the process of removing the 
bitter tannins from acorns in order to make them palatable. 

California’s Native communities have practiced stewardship of Oak 
Woodlands since Time Immemorial. One major strategy for protecting oak 
populations is the use of cultural prescribed burning. Fire and smoke have 
many strategic uses, but four common benefits are:

Smoke is an antiseptic that can keep bacteria and fungus from 
growing on trees. 

 � Ash from fire provides phosphorus to the soil, which cycles through 
the rest of the ecosystem. 

 � Smoke is needed for germination of many seeds. 

 � Controlled burning of certain grass and tree populations keep trees 
from becoming overrun. For example, burning back conifer saplings 
is a practiced used to keep conifer forests from encroaching into Oak 
Woodlands ecosystems. 

Acorns.

OAK WOODLANDS
The Oak Woodlands ecosystem 
houses a wide variety of oak 
trees, conifer trees, and Native 
grasses and flowers. The climate 
in California’s Oak Woodlands 
is “Mediterranean” with hot, 
dry summers and falls, and a 
moderate amount of rain in 
winter and spring.

TIME IMMEMORIAL
Since a time extending beyond 
human memory. This term 
is used to communicate that 
Indigenous people have lived and 
cared for the land forever. 
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Below is a table describing the steps taken in acorn processing. It is a  
condensed version of the traditional process. Today, many Maidu and  
other Native peoples continue to process and eat acorns. It is common to 
use contemporary appliances and cooking methods to process acorns  
into food. 

For an example of traditional acorn preparation, read Ooti A Maidu Legacy, 
by Richard Simpson.

Acorn Processing.

Gathering

Husking and Pounding

In the fall months, Native families collect acorns that will be used to feed 
the community. Acorns are stored in granaries woven from plant materials 
for a year before they are processed. During this time the acorns dry 
out. Many communities have songs, ceremonies, and rituals they might 
practive while gathering. Families often have specific places or trees that 
they return to in order to gather. This means that families have strong 
relationships with the trees from which they harvest their food. 

After the acorns have been stored for a year, they are cracked and 
shelled using a small round rock. The acorns are checked for holes from 
insects and rot. 

STEP DESCRIPTION

 Mortal and pestle. Black oak acorn, shelled acorn, and 
ground acorn flour. 

Pestles. 
Image from Ooti: A Maidu Legacy by Richard Simpson
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Leaching

Cooking

Once the acorns have been ground into fine flour, they are spread out on a 
bed of pine needles. Water is poured over the acorn flour repeatedly until 
the bitter tannins are removed and the flour is sweet and nutty in flavor. 

Next, the acorn is placed in a large basket. Hot stones are placed in the 
basket, along with the acorns and water. The hot rocks cause the water 
to boil. The acorn/water mixture is boiled until it becomes a mush, called 
cúku. Sometimes, this mush is baked in an earth oven and turned  
into a bread. 

Acorn Mush

Acorn Flour

Acorn Mush

Acorn Flour

Image from Ooti: A Maidu Legacy by Richard Simpson Image from Ooti: A Maidu Legacy by Richard Simpson

Image from Ooti: A Maidu Legacy by Richard Simpson Image from Ooti: A Maidu Legacy by Richard Simpson
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______________________________Books_________________________________

 � Seeing Our Native Students: To most effectively work with Native 
students and teach about Native culture, we recommend reading our 
guide “Seeing Our Native Students”, available for free on our website 
redbudresourcegroup.org.

 � Guide for Educators State Indian Museum: This guide contains 
many cultural maps (like the one featured on page 2) and valuable 
information about the histories of California Native peoples.* S

 � Ooti: A Maidu Legacy: Follow Nisenan elder Lizzie Enos as she 
processes acorns using traditional methods and shares stories, songs, 
and ecological information. Pictures from this book are used on pages 6, 
7, 15, 16, and 17.  * S

 � Tending the Wild: A comprehensive look at California Native traditional 
ecological knowledge.*

 � Field Guide to Plants Important to the Oroville Maidu Community* S

_____________________________Videos_________________________________

 � Mechoopda Tribe Documentary: Shows the history of the Machoopta 
Maidu people, located in what is now Chico, California told from the 
perspective of the Native people. S

 � Part 1

 � Part 2

 � Short Konkow Video: A short video explaining some cultural traditions 
of the Konkow people. S

 � Konkow Territory Video: Video footage of the traditional territory of the 
Konkow Maidu people. S

 � Bald Rock

 � Table Mountain

 � Berry Creek Video: This is a video that has lots of great info, but is told 
mostly in the past tense.  At about 13 minutes into the video they begin 
to focus on acorns. * S

_____________________________Websites_______________________________

 � Konkow Maidu Language Resource: A database of recordings of Maidu 
words, their meanings, and grammatical rules for the language. S

 � Grinding Rock Exhibit: A webpage with a synopsis of the grinding 
stones Maidu peoples use to process acorns.* S

Sources and Additional Resources:

NOTE ABOUT SOURCES:
Many sources that explore 
Native culture and history rely 
on stereotypes that are both 
inaccurate and outdated. 
Unfortunately, it can be difficult 
to locate contemporary sources 
that are high quality. Some 
of the supplemental sources 
provided here may include 
stereotypes. When viewing these 
sources, remember that the 
Konkow Maidu people continue 
to exist and thrive, and that 
many cultural practices are still 
in place. 
Whenever possible, we have 
included sources from our close 
relatives and contemporary texts, 
to ensure accuracy and proper 
representation of Maidu people.

KEY:
Sources labeled with a (*) offer 
information on Traditional 
Ecological Knowledge. 
Sources labeled with a (S) include 
images, video, or information 
that is student-appropriate, 
for teachers who desire 
supplementary information to 
include in their lessons. 

PREPARING TO TEACH:
The following resources provide 
important cultural information. 
We recommend teachers review 
these sources before teaching, 
to increase confidence! Images, 
videos, and text from these 
sources can also be used as 
supplementary material for 
students. 


