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Figure 8. Basin and mortar with in situ stone pestle on upturr

slab boulder in the Tularosa Basin, NM; the slab could have t

tipped over by direct human action or during an earthquake
(Photo by Mark Willis, Sacred Sites Research, Inc.)

Figure 9. Bedrock grinding basin (foreground) and mortar
in cliff overhang at Hueco Tanks State Park & Historic Site
near El Paso; there also are cupules in the park
(Photo by Amanda Castafieda)
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beans ripened and dried up, Tohono O’odham
women gathered pods still on the trees as well as
ones that had dropped to the ground, and carried
them to wherever stone mortars were located for
processing. The small, hard mesquite beans take a
lot of effort to process and cook, so unless their
people were starving, the women normally would
use baskets as sieves to winnow out the seeds and
throw them away. What they were really after was
the dried pods, which they ground up in mortars
almost as finely as corn meal. The mesquite flour
was then used much in the same ways as it is possi-
ble to utilize corn meal, for example, for making

thin breads, small cakes, and gruels. Mesquite pods
are high in carbohydrates and most of the ones
from mesquite trees native to the Southwest are
fairly sweet when dried.

Julian Hayden (1969) observed that O'odham in
the Sierra Pinacate of Sonora (probably Hia C’ed
O’odham) used communal “gyratory crushers”
(specialized bedrock mortars) for initial milling of
mesquite pods near where they were gathered, but
that the roughly crushed material was then taken to
the villages for grinding to pechita (flour) on in-
dividually owned metates. Wallace and Holmlund
(1983) suggested this sequential rough and fine
processing of mesquite may be attributed to the
presence of rock outcrops throughout the non-
riverine O'odham lands that are suitable for bedrock
mortars, whereas where the Akimel O'odham live
along the Gila River the mesquite bosques are situ-
ated where there were few or no bedrock outcrops.

Ethnographer Frank Russell (1975) wrote that
the Pima (Akimel O'odham) also processed seeds
of palo verde (Cercidium spp., a legume tree), cot-
ton (Gossypium spp.) seeds, and the heads of salt-
bush (Atriplex spp.) plants in mortars. Wallace and
Holmlund (1983) reported that a Tohono O'odham
woman, Juanita Ahill, indicated some Tohono O'o-
dham also processed acorns in mortars.

Ethnobotanist Wendy C. Hodgson (2001:191-
195) described ethnographies attesting that Tohono
O’odham, Akimel O’odham, Cocopah, and Paipai
in the southern Southwest, and, beyond our study
area some other southern California Indians, Sou-
thern Tonto and Western Apache, and Yavapai con-
sumed acorns from several oak species (Quercus
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