








with dry wood, on which a large quantity of stones is piled. The
wood is then ignited and when it burns down to live coals and the
stones to a white heat, wet twigs, rushes or flags are quickly placed
on them to a thickness of about a foot. The mescal roots are then
hurled on the smoking mass, wet grass and twigs placed over them,
and then all the whole is snugly covered with a foot or more of
earth. A fire is then kindled over this pile and kept burning. The
cooking continues for about twenty-four hours. The pit is then opened
and the tubers taken out and packed on burros or carried by the
women to their homes where they are stored for future use. They
taste like squash, except that they have a slightly burned tinge.

Reagan (1930:292) also describes a similar preparation for corn:

At corn husking time, the green corn is gathered and thrown into
a separate pile. When the field is all gathered and husked, a pit
is dug and a large quantity of wood thrown into it. On this, stones
are piled. The wood is then ignited, When it has burned down
to the live coal stage, the wet grass, twigs or cornhusks are piled in
and then the green corn with the shucks on is hurriedly thrown on.
The corn is covered with more wet grass or corn fodder and about
six inches of dirt is heaped over the pile. Just before closing in the
top a quantity of water is poured in, to make steam. The cooking
process is then allowed to take its course for twenty-four hours, when
the dirt is removed and the corn taken out. The husks are then stripped
and tied together and the corn hung out to dry on the cob. When
dried it is shelled and stored in large storage baskets or jugs for usc
when needed. The abandoned pit is left as sort of a mound for the
speculation of future generations.

A similar description for the Havasupai of northwestern Arizona is
given by Spier (1928:105-6) in quite detailed form:

Mescal (the agave plant), which grows on the canyon benches, is
ripe in May when the flower stalk is 30 to 60 cm. tall. The plant is
severed entire by pounding a chisel-shaped buckthorn stick about 1
m, long, 3 cm. diameter, against its base. The outside leaves of the
inverted plant are trimmed of their green portion with a special hatchet.
This consists of a broad stone blade set in a slot midway in the length
of a short handle, 30 c¢m. long, (sometimes of pifion wood), where
it is held fast with glue or pitch and by lashings. A load of thirty
or forty plants is carried home. A pit 1.5 m. in diameter, but of
lesser depth is dug in sandy soil, not in gravel, else the steam would
escape. Green or dry brush of any description is piled into the hole
to the height of a meter above the ground; the uppermost brush must
be dry. Stones the size of one’s fist are spread over this to a depth
of 10 em. The pile is fired carly in the morning before sunrise. After
three or four hours, when the wood is nearly consumed and the stoncs
are ted hot, several men (not women because of danger from the
flames) pound on the pile to reduce it level with the surface of the
ground (?). Meanwhile women pile the mescal all around the pit to
have it conveniently at hand. The pit is apportioned in sectors among
several people; when the mescal is put in it, some plants are stood
on edge to mark these divisions, the others are then packed indiscrimi-
natingly in between. Long green grass, gathered by the women at
the time the fire was started, is first carefully arranged over the plants,
and then piled in to a depth of 5 cm. This is then covered with a
layer of dirt, 15 cm. deep. It is now 8 or 9 am., depending on the
quantity of plants. Forty-eight hours later the pit is opened, and
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Lruss spread over a convenient space to receive the roasted mescal.

The leaves of the roasted mescal may either be chewed at once to

obtain the pulp and juice, or they may be mashed and spread in a

thin layer on an arrow reed mat to dry. When half dried, the fibrous

layer is turned over to dry further. While it is still flexible, one edge

is folded back and the opposite edge folded over to meet the crease.

This preparation will keep indefinitely; it is soaked in cold water for

an hour to make a sweet drink.

The distribution of earth ovens used in connection with the preparation
of mescal during historic times has been discussed by various people. Probab-
ly the most prominent groups which prepared mescal in pits were the
Mescalero (Schroeder 1960) and other Apache groups (Reagan 1930; Opler
1941), and probably the Navajo (David M. Brugge, personal communica-
tion, from Navajo informants). Spier (1928:119) states the following:

Mescal (agave) is gathered and roasted in pits by most, if not all,

the non-Puebloan peoples and perhaps by the Pueblo and Mexican

tribes as well. It is an item of some importance for the Jicarilla,

Mescalero, White Mountain and San Carlos Apache, Navajo, Havasupai,

Paiute, Yavapai, Pima, Cahuilla, and Huichol.

Beals (1932:164) includes the following additional tribes: Cochimi, Sonora,
Sinaloa, Culiacan, Concho, and Jumano. He also reports the use of pit
ovens for agave in the Mexican states of Nuevo Leon, Jalisco, and Mexico.

Besides the uses of agave and similar plants for food and beverage,
Spier (1928:106) mentions another use of mescal in relation to the pit
ovens of the Havasupai. These people make a paint by boiling the rocks
at the bottom of the pit to remove the dried mescal juices which covered
the stones during the roasting. Red paint is added to this juice and the
mixture boiled until it reaches a doughy consistency. It is then rolled into
a small ball, which may be used as a crayon or mixed with water to form
a liquid paint.

References show that similar pits were dug and used as cooking pits
for many additional types of food, both plant and animal (Spier 1928;
Reagan 1930; Opler 1941). Pit cooking techniques continue into recent
times, as ranchers, at least in Val Verde County, Texas, occasionally cook
animal heads in this manner (W. H. Baker, personal communication), as
did various Apache groups (Opler 1941). The use of earth ovens and prepar-
ation of foods in a pit are by no means restricted to the area included in
this paper, but are, rather, world-wide occurrences. Some day, perhaps,
an overall study of this type of site will be made, comparing sites and
techniques of use from all areas.
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ERRATA

“A Morphology of Scrapers and their Methods of Production,” by
Kenneth Honea, Southwestern Lore, Vol. 31, No. 2, September 1965 con-
tains the following errors:

Page 32, fourth line from bottom of page: “well-shaped” should read
“shell-shaped.”

Page 39, lines 13 and 14: “The long-axis of these edges is at an angle
of 25- to 45-degrees to bladelet long-axis (Z-Z)” should read “2. The long-
zzxis (;f these edges (Y-Y) is parallel to the flake (blade, bladelet) long-axis

Z-z)”
—55—





