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Life as the Pawnee tribe knew it in Nebraska 
revolved around their corn. Corn was more than just 
a food; corn was believed to possess supernatural 
qualities. It was so important that leaders of Pawnee 
war brigades wore an ear of sacred corn on a sash 
over their left shoulder as a guarantee of safety and 
success. Therefore, when the Pawnee were forced to 
leave Nebraska and move to Oklahoma in the mid 
1870s, they took with them the seeds for their crops: 
beans, squash, watermelons and pumpkins, plus 
about a dozen varieties of corn.

The corn seed the Pawnee brought with them, which 
is still preserved, does not grow well in the Oklahoma 
heat and soil. One of the varieties that does not grow 
here is called eagle corn. Eagle corn gets its name 
from the dark purple spots that are splayed across its 
white kernels, creating a pattern that resembles eagle 
wings. In 1997, Deb Echo-Hawk, Karla Knifechief 
and a group of Pawnee elders launched the Pawnee 
Seeds Preservation Project to build a seed bank of 
traditional crops.

After careful consideration it was decided that if 
the eagle corn and other varieties wouldn’t grow 
in Oklahoma, it was time to replant them in the 
soil they once thrived in for hundreds of years, back in Nebraska. In 2003, sites 
throughout Nebraska were selected where trained volunteer gardeners planted 
the surviving eagle corn seed and other traditional crops. The Pawnee crops have 
flourished in the familiar Nebraska Platte Valley soil, which now supports a wide 
variety of traditional foods that continue to produce seeds. 

Last year, the Pawnee celebrated the return of ancestral tribal lands in Nebraska from 
a private donation at an event called the “Dancers of the Plains: Welcome Home.” 
They shared revived traditional foods with more than 10,000 people from seeds that 
were saved, sowed and restored by Pawnee people.

Activity: 

Research and answer the questions below to better understand the differences between 

the viability of native crops in their homelands compared to the present location of the 

tribes in Oklahoma.

a) What are some of the environmental conditions in parts of Oklahoma that made it 

difficult for Native people to plant their crops here?

b) What are the components in Oklahoma soil that make it difficult to grow certain  

crops and why?

c) What crops do grow well in Oklahoma soil and why?

Pawnee eagle corn

Pawnee flour corn

Lesson 4: Governance
Seed Memory

“Seed has memory; it remembers the soil  
  it once thrived in.” Deb Echo-Hawk


