KUTSAVI, A GREAT BASIN INDIAN FOCD

Robert F. Helzer

When one becomss preoccuplod with a topic or an area he is apt to
accumulate formideble piles of notee and references on cultural traits
which are intriguing, but not highly significent. Often these accumu-
lstions evade utilization in the student's published works. The present
note 18 a by-product of a long and continuing interest in the archasology
and ethnology of the Great Basin, and because these dats will probably
noever, to me have any particular significence. I offer them here in the
hope thet some other student may bensfit from my literary glesnings.

One of the most interesting foods of thc Indians of the Intermon-
tene-Platesu was kutsavi, the larva of & small fly (Ephydra hians Say)
which was to be found from northern Neveda to Mono Lake on the eastern
border of Celifornia. Natlive exploitation of this cconomic resource
has been discussod by O. Essig (1) and J, Steward.(2) The present note
will show the essential distribution of the use of Ephydra larvee as
food. :

Among the earliest refercnces to kutsevl colloecting at Mono Lake
18 that of Zenes Leonerd in 1833. He says:(3)

The water In this leke becomes stagnent and very disagroeable
-- its surface being covcred with a green substence, similer to e
stagnant frog pond. In warm weether there is a fly, about the i
size end similar to a grain of wheat, on this lake, in great num-
bers. ... VWhen the wind rolls the waters onto the shore, these
flies aro left on ths beech -- the female Indiens then carefully
gether them into beskets msde of willow brenches, and ley them
exposed to the sun until they becoms perfectly dry, when they are
laid eway for wintor provender.

Some yesrs later (1863), W. H. Brewer while engaged in work for the
Whitney Survey, visited Mono Lake. He montions kutsavli as follows:(4)

No fish or reptile lives in it /Mono Lake/, yet it swarms with
millions of worms which develop into flles. These rest on the sur-
face and cover everything on the immedlate shore. The number end
quantity of thoese worms and flies 18 ebsolutely incredible. They
drift up in heaps elong the shore (5) -- hundreds of bushels could
be collected. The Indiens come from fsr and neer to gather thom.
The worms are dried in the sun, .the shell rubbed off, when e
yollowish kernel remalns, like a small ysllow grain of rice. This
is olly, very nutritious, end not unpleasant to the taste, and under
the neme of koo-chah-bee forms a very important article of food.

The Indiens gave mo soms; it does not tesete bad, and 1f one were
ignorent of its origin, it would meke fine soup. Gulls, ducks,
snipe, frogs, and Indlans fetten on it.
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Two years later, J. Ross Browne in his charming travel account detalls
the occurrence of kutsavi at Mono Lake as follows:(6)

A curious and rather disgusting deposit of worms sbout two feet
high by threec or four in thickness, extends like a vast rim around
the shores of the lake. I saw no end to it during a walk of ssversl
miles along the beach. These worms are the larvae of flies, origin-
ally deposited in a floating tissue on the surface of the water.

So far as I could discover most of them were dead. They lay in a
solid olily mess, exhaling a pecullar though not unpleasant odor in
the sun. Swarms of small black flies covered them to the depth of
several inchses, Such was the multitude of thess flies that my pro-
gress wes  frequently arrested by them as they fleow up. Whether thsy
wero engaged in an attempt to 1dentify their own progeny or, cennibal-
like, were devouring the children of their cnemies, it was impossible
to determine, ...The air for a circle of several yards was blackened
with these flies, and their buzz sounded like the brewing of a dis-
tant storm., My eyes, ncse, mouth, end sars were filled. I could

not beat them off. Wherever they lit there they remained, sluggish
and slimy. I fein had to rush out of resch and seck a breathing
placc some distance from the festive scens.

It would appear that the worms, as soon as they attain the
power of locomotion, creep up from the water, or are deposited on
the beach by the waves during soms of those violent gales which
prevail in this region. The Mono Indlans derive from them a fruit-
ful source of subsistence. By drying thom in the sun and mixing them
with acorns, berries grass-seeds, and other articles of food gathered
up in the mountains thoy mske a conglomerate called cuchaba, which
they use ss a kind of bread. I am told it is very nutritious and
not at all unpalatable. The worms are also caten in their natural
condition. It is considored a delicacy to fry them in their own
grease. When properly propared by a skillful cook they resemble
pork "cracklings." I was not hungry enough to require one of these
dishes during my sojourn, but would recommend any fricnd who may
visit the lake to sat a pound or two and let me know the result at
his earliecst convenience... There must be hundreds, perhaps thou-
ssnds of tons of these oleaginous insccts cast up on the beach svery
year. There is no danger of starvation on the shores of Mono. The
inhabitante may be snowed in flooded out, or cut off by aboriginal
hordes but they can always rely upon the beach for fat meat.

In the Report of the Commissioner of Agriculture for the year 1870
is the following account of Indian collacting and use of kutsavi at
Mono Lake:(7)

A large fly deposits 1ts ogge in the frothy edge of the surface
of Mono Luke, in California each of which when hatched becomes a
larva of considerable slize, and is called ke-chsh-re by the natives.
These larvae when dried and pulverized sre mixed with water and
boiled w' th hot stones for soup. The color of the powdered larvae
being similar to that of coursely ground black pepper gives a
forbidding appsarance to the compound.
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An incidental mention of kutsavi occurs in the records of the meating
.of December 7 1869 of the California Academy of Sclences as follows:(8)

Professor Bolander spoks of the reecently reported rise of six
feet in the waters of Mono Lake said to be accompanied by a fresh-
ening of the waters and the disappearance of the dense clouds of
flies, of which the larvae were formerly abundant in the lake.

Juiging from this statemsnt the annusl supply of kutsavi may not
have been steady and assured, but subject to occasional influences which
did not permit the Ephydra flies to produce the eggs from which the larvse
wore hatched. In times of a kutsavl shortage the Mono Laks people could
fall back on such delicacies as dried caterpillars of the pandora moth(9)
or birds’' eggs.(10) The pandora moth caterpillars descend from the Jef-
frey plnes (whose needles they eat) to pupate, and at this timo are gath-
ered in trenches dug around the base of the tree. Some estimate of the
qusntity which could be collected is seen from ths fact that one small
group put up one and a half tons of dried caterpillars in 1920. The fav-
orite hunting area for this food is the vicinity of Mono Mille. Miller
and Hutchinson note that this food was formerly used by the Klamath and
Modoc tribes to the north.

Oscar Loew 1n his report on alksli lakes of Southern California
and ad Jacent country says of Owons Lake:(11)

One of the most striking phenomena /[of Owens Lake/ is the
occurrence of a singular fly that covers the shore of the lake in
a stratum 2 feet in width and 2 inches in thickness, and occurs
nowhere else in the county; only at Mono Lake another alkaline
lake it is seen again. The insect is inseparable from the alkaline
water and feeds upon the organic matter of...algae that is washed
in masaes upon the shore. In the larva state it inhabits the alke-
line lake, in especlally great numbers in August asnd September, and
the squaws congregate here to fish with baskets for them. Dried in
the sun and mixed with flour, they serve as a sort of bread of
great delicacy for the Indians. Humboldt relates that in Mexico,
the dried larvae of an insect from the lake Tescuco, form an article
of commerce among the Indlan population of the province.

No less an authority than Samusl Clemens observed the Mono Lake
Paiute collecting kutsavi. In Roughing It, he says:

There are no fish in Mono Lake no frogs; no snakes no polli-
wogs, nothing 1n fact, that goes to make life desirable. Millions
of wild ducks and sea gulls swim about the surface but no living
thing exists under the surfece except a white, feathery sort of worm
one-half inch long which looke like a bit of white thread frayed
at the sides. (12) If you dip up a gallon of water, you will get about
15,000 of these. They give the watoer a sort of grayish white appear-
ance. Then there 1s a fly which looks something like our house fly.
These settle on the beach to eat the forms that wash ashore, and any-
time you can see there a billion of flies an inch deep and six feet
wide, and this belt extends clear around the lake a belt of flies
one hundred miles long. If you throw a stonc among them, they
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swarm up so thick that they look like a dense cloud. You can hold
them underwater as long as you please. They do not mind it; they
are only prowd of it. When you let them go, they pop up to the sur-
face as dry as a patent office report and walk off as unconcerned

as 1f they had been educated especially with a view to afford an
instructive entertainment to man in that particuler way. Providenoce
leaves nothing to go by chance. All things have their uses asnd
their part and proper place in nature's economy. The ducks eat

the flies the flies eat the worms, and Indians eat all three.

In addition to the foregoing, a number of other cltations, which
add nothing, mey be given to kutsavi at Mono Lake.(13)

Elsewhere than Mono and Owens Lake, Ephydra larvae occurred in
Great Salt Lake (Utah); Soap Lake and Como Lake (Washington); Abert
Lake (Oregon); Borax Laks, Eest Lake and Borex Pond near Clear Laks
(California); Soda Lakes South Slough of Pyramid Lake, Walker Lake,
and Quinn River sloughs near Sod House (Nevada). The Ephydra fly did
not breed in Humboldt Leke Carson Sink, or Pyramid Lake proper. The
above distributional data come from the works of E. Essig,(14) 0. Stewart,
and J, Aldrich.(15)

Fremont, on his second expedition describes the kutsavi type of
larvae at Great Salt Lake and quotes Joseph W:lker who mey be referring
to either Soda Lakes (Nevada) or Owens Lake since W.lker was a member of
the same party as Zenas Leonard. Fremont says:(16)

Among the successive banks of the beach, formed by the action
of the waves our attention as we approached the island had been
attracted by one 10 to 20 feet in breadth, of a dark-brown color.
Being more closely examined this was found to be composed to the
depth of seven or eight and twelve inches entirely of the larvae
of insects, or in common language, of the skins of worms, about
the size of a graln of oats, which had been washed up by the waters
of the laks.

‘Alluding to this subject some months afterwards, when travel-
ling through a more southern portion of this reglon, in company
with Mr. Joseph Walker, an old hunter, I was informed by him, that,
wandering with a party of men in a mountain country east of the
great Californian range, he surprised a party of several Indian
families encamped near a small salt lake. who abandoned their
lodges at his approach, leaving everything behind them. Being in
a starving condition, they were delighted to find in the abandoned
lodges a number of skin bags, contalning a quantity of what apneared
to be fish dried and pounded. On this they mede a hearty supper;
and were gathering around an asbundaent breakfast the next morning,
when Mr. Walker discovered that i1t was with these, or e similer worm,
that the bags had been fllled. The stomachs of the stout trappers
were not proof against their prejudices, and the repulsive food
was suddenly rejected. Mr. Walker had further opportunities of
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seaing these worms used as an articls of food; and I am inclined to
think they ere the seme ss those we saw, and appear to be a product

of the salt lakes. It may be well to recall to your mind that Mr.
Walksr was assoclated with Captain Bonneville in his expedition to

the Rocky Mountains; and has since that time remeined in the country,
gonerally residing in some one of the Snake villages, when not engaged
in one of his numerous trapping expeditions, in which he is celebrated
88 one of the best and brevest leaders who have ever been in the
country.

The Soda Lakes occurrence is attested by Hague and Williston.(17)

0. Stowart notes that some Nevede Paviotso (the Toe, Tovusi and Pekwi
bands) and the Washo either went themselves to Mono Lake for kutsavi or
secured this food from there by trede. The Southern Sierra Miwok and
Monache (Weetern Mono) were also acquainted with kutsavi from the Mono
Lake source. Indeed the Yokuts term of Monache means "fly people,” a
reference to Eghzgra hians Say. (19)

(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

- (5)

(6)
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