
2016 Home Grown Food Summit – Marjory Wildcraft 

 

 
 

How The Tarahumara Indians  

Grow Their Own Food 

-Marjory Wildcraft 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  



  

 

 

 

2016 Home Grown Food Summit – Marjory Wildcraft 

 
Page 2 of 8 

 

 



  

 

 

 

2016 Home Grown Food Summit – Marjory Wildcraft 

 
Page 3 of 8 

 

 
Marjorie: A trip like this would just not be possible without a guide and that's partly because the 

Tarahumara Indians are actually fairly shy and quiet and they generally like to keep to 
themselves. I'm good friends with this man with the big white hat and his name here is 
David Holiday. Dave has been travelling to Tarahumara country for almost 20 years, he 
knows them really well. In fact he was actually invited out there by the Tarahumara 
themselves when they were running at a foot race in Dave's hometown of Tucson. 
Anyway on this trip we got to see numerous Trahumara homesteads but for the 
purposes of this presentation I'm mostly going too focus on one at Bernadino's farm. 
 

 How Dave met Bernardino was quite an interesting story and that interview is in the 
second half of the presentation on how to make tortillas, tamales and pinoles. It's the 
other video that accompanies this one. Here's Bernadino and his family, there a group 
of about 10 people and they now live in this small house that you see him standing in 
front of here. It wasn't that many years ago that they lived in this cave. Actually, when 
Dave first met Bernadino he was living in the cave and they've been there for quite a 
few years. I guess I should mention that you can roughly categorize the Tarahumara into 
3 different groups. There's one group of Tarahumara that have moved into town and 
they're becoming assimilated into modern civilization. 
 

 There's another group that's estimated to be about 30,000 of them that are still living 
wild and they have no desire to contact with the outside world and then there's this 
third group that you might think of kind of like the Amish of Mexico. They go into town 
when they need to and they may or may not wear traditional clothing. They're 
interested in some of the new technology but after seeing what happens to their friends 
that move into town, they've decided to stick with their old ways of living. That perfectly 
describes Bernadino and the people that Dave took us to, he specifically selected those 
kind of Tarahumara Indians for us to visit. The main staples that Bernadino's family grew 
were corns, beans and squash. 
 

 Every meal we ate had tortillas and beans, in fact a lot of meals that's just what it was. 
I'll tell you those tortillas are nothing, nothing at all like the GMO cardboard discs that 
you eat here in the United States. These tortillas, homemade were thick and tasty, 
deeply nourishing. I mean it makes me want to grow my own corn to be able to eat 
tortilla like that. Most of Bernadino's seed stock ranged from seeds that he had been 
planting and saving for the last 30 years all the way back to seeds that had just been 
with the Tarahumara forever and most of the farmers we met, most of the 
homesteaders we met had that same situation. They were some seeds that had just 
been there forever. 
 

 Here's an overview of Bernadino's main corn field and using Google Earth, I'm you know, 
estimating somewhere between 2 1/2 to 3 acres, 2 3/4 acres. The soil was a loamy sand 
it had a pretty good bit of fertility in it. When I asked Bernadino how deep the soil was 
he didn't know, it was just deep. They didn't really have any means for irrigation, they 
just simply depended on rainfall. When I asked them how many inches of rain they got, 
he didn't know. I mean they really just weren't into measuring things. He told me 
though, that he liked to plant near the end of May and that's because then they'll be 
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some rains in June but then there's heavier rains in July and then the heaviest rains of all 
in August which is actually a good pattern for growing corn and then it starts to taper 
off. 
 

 Especially while the corn's mature and dry. Actually that dependence on rainfall leads to 
kind of a sad story. When there's a period of several years of drought some of the 
Tarahumara will go into town. You know to get a job and work at the mill just to stay 
alive basically. If you go through 3 or 4 years of bad drought that's going to be hard on 
anybody and they're basically living off the land and there's nothing on the land to eat. 
In the town is the seduction of alcohol and drugs and the whole money debt traps that 
we all know exist. It's a downward spiral that some of them just don't ever come out of. 
They rarely go back to the land even after the drought is over. 
 

 Now, Bernadino and the others who are successful at keeping their lifestyle, worked to 
always have plenty of corn and they didn't often talk about how much they had but at 
least one other Tarahumara family that we met told us they had 3 years worth of corn 
on hand. Bernadino said that "This land has been farmed by the Tarahumara for 
hundreds of years," In this particular field that we're talking about that Bernadino's 
farming. As I'm sure that you know, when you're farming a field for hundreds of years 
you're going to have to replenish that fertility on a regular basis. I didn't see any 
evidence to cover cropping and he certainly couldn't afford fertilizer so what was the 
secret? 
 

 Especially since corn is known to be a heavy feed. It just loves nitrogen right? Well it 
turns out the secret to Tarahumara food growing ability is to continually regenerate 
itself is in the goat herd. Bernadino had a herd of about 70-80 goats and I think that was 
a good ratio for this say 3 acre cornfield. The two eldest children traded off in the duty 
for caring for the goats. I guess all the family pitched in at different times and during the 
day, the goats were herded off into the mountainside to forage and basically what they 
were doing was collecting food and minerals and then in the evening they were brought 
back to a pen that was just right adjacent to the cornfield there. The droppings of course 
if you keep livestock you know that you get a lot of droppings during the night. 
 

 The droppings left in the pen by the goats were collected in a big pile and this was black 
gold. Tarahumara children are quite capable and very hard workers. It was just really a 
delight to hang out with these families. In fact, here's a short clip of a young girl, Lucia 
who's only 10 years old and they had just come in from a harvest and here she is 
unpacking her father's burro. Dave told be that by the age of like 12, young girls would 
have all the skills they needed to manage a household and were considered ready to be 
married. Bernadino and I did discuss other forms of fertility and he was quite aware of 
many examples of other types. 
 

 Especially, he talked to me about making a nettles tea that could be applied to crops. It 
seemed that most of these other alternatives were used on a much smaller scale in their 
vegetable gardens and not on their main staple crops like corn just because of the sheer 
quantity that's needed for fertility. Let me get back to that corn planning. A portion of 
the goat manure would be spread over the field in the Spring and then plowed in using 
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horses of burros. When the corn was about 1 or 2 months old, they would lovingly apply 
a handful of manure to each plant. Bernadino planted 4 corn seeds per hole. 
 

 He didn't seem to mind at all if 4 corn stalks came out of that one spot.  In fact, a lot of 
them did. This way he was guaranteed that at there was going to be at least one plant 
that came up in every hole that he planted. The plantings pretty typical to what you and 
I do about 18 inches apart on rows that were about 2 feet wide. I asked Bernadino did 
he have any trouble from deer or other predators getting crops because I didn't see any 
fencing or anything like that. He laughed. He told me, "No there weren't any deer 
around there." A friend of his who had been coming along to help out and talk with. He 
chimed in and he told a story about how Bernadino had actually chased a deer until it 
died and they ate the venison. 
 

 If you're looking for ... you've heard about hunters that do that and these Tarahumara 
are famous for being able to run for long distances for long time and hunt down deer. 
Bernadino is a guy that actually did it. They let the corn dry on it's own stock and then 
they bring it in and they shuck it and they store it on the cobs in these homemade cribs. 
The corn shucks are stored up in the trees. They save these as a horse feed during the 
Winter months. Those corn cribs, they were pretty solid but not that solid and so they 
had a couple of cats that ran around and made a pretty good living just protecting these 
corn cribs because they were of course going to attract mice and rats. 
 

 The cats had a little job there and of course they weren't feeding the cats anything so 
the cats just lived off of whatever predators it attracted. Actually all of the animals that 
we saw were quite lean except for, I'm going to tell you about this one dog I nicknamed 
the healthiest dog in the canyons and I'll tell you about him at the end of this 
presentation as we're leaving. You will never believe how this dog made his living and 
what he was eating. You just hang on to the end and I'll tell you about that. Bernadino 
grew 3 types of corns. A white corn which was very soft and only good for a particular 
type of drink that they call a tulle. He grew a red corn which is primarily good for making 
really tasty tortillas and tamales. 
 

 He grew a little bit of those but the main crop he did was this yellow corn that he had. 
Which is good for tortilla, tamales and pinole and pinole is that amazing energy drink 
that I was constantly being handed amongst them. I mean if you go there they're just 
going to ... whenever they meet somebody they give you a mug of pinole and I got to 
tell you that drink, I don't know why. It's just made out of corn but was I buzzing all day 
and I couldn't get any sleep at night. I was just buzzing all the time and I'm pretty sure 
it's due to the pinole. I wasn't drinking coffee or anything else. That's a whole another 
reason I want to grow this corn. 
 

 I want to have that kind of buzz going on. Anyway, we happen to come in also just at the 
tail end of the bean harvesting season and so of course we pitched a hand. They were 
out there working. What were we going to do, sit around and watch? Look a these big 
beauty multi-colored beans that were just quite amazing. Even in the same pod you'd 
have totally different colored beans. The seed for these beans they said, "These were 
one of the beans that had just been with the Tarahumara forever. It's just a part of their 
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heritage." The way they harvest the beans is pretty simple and it's probably about what 
you would expect. You go out into the field and you just gather big armloads of the 
dried plants that have a lot of the pods on them and some of us would also just walk 
around with a bucket and pick up the pods that had dropped or fallen. 
 

 We carried them all to an area with a big, it had somewhat of a flat stone and then we 
would take turns taking a long pole and just basically beating the crap out of that pile. 
Actually they had a very methodical way of doing it. Over the years they figured out how 
to maximize the effect of it. What happens beating it is it breaks the pods and of course 
the heavy beans fall to the bottom and the chaff and stuff tends to stay up at the top, 
the plant material. Every so often you would take that plant material shake it out off the 
top and move it to the side which was going to be probably used as animal feed at some 
other time, being sort of like peanut or that type of fodder. 
 

 It'd be useful for sheep and goats. Then they'd collect up the stuff that had been, there's 
the finer chaff and the beans down in the bottom and then they winnow that out very 
simply, just by pouring it from one buck to another and waiting, bucket and waiting for 
the wind to be strong enough and yeah, this way all the beans were pretty clean and 
then they were put into a bag and loaded on to a donkey or a burro. These burros are 
they're just all over the place and I got to tell you a little funny story about this little 
white burro we met and it's name was La Pipa. They called her that just mostly because 
it's used when the family wanted to carry large quantities of water from one place to 
another. They saddle up or harness up La Pipa and carry this water because she could go 
way up into the mountains where you might not be able to access water and it's kind of 
a joke because she's all white and so it's sort of like the PVC pipe and La Pipa means, the 
pipe. 
 

 They are teasing that this donkey is the water pipe right? I saw La Pipa just wandering all 
around the yard and again, there weren't any fences and nobody seemed to be taking 
care of her and I said, " So what do you do about La Pipa? What do you feed her? Do 
you worry about her wandering off or anything like that?" And they said, "No. The only 
reason she's hanging around in the yard now is because they're still some greens in the 
yard" and there were still some apples on their trees in their apple orchard and they 
didn't mind her eating them. They said, "Yeah eventually she's going to wander off" and 
they said, "That's just fine" and I said, "Well, what happens when you need her?" And 
they said, "Oh we just go around and ask our neighbors, have you seen my donkey? 
Have you seen my donkey? And you know, someone will say, "Oh yeah, you're donkey's 
over there" and they get her back. 
 

 I said, "Well why on earth would La Pipa want to work for you then if she could just 
wander around and have this total free range life?" And they said, "well, she'll come, we 
feed her. We feed her grain and we feed her stuff when she's working for us and she 
knows she's going to get that so she's pretty amenable to get and harnessed up when 
the time comes." That's the arrangement that they had and it all seemed to work. In 
addition to goats, Bernadino had a large flock of chickens and also a couple of pigs. We 
saw that pretty much on most of the homesteads. Sheep and cattle were also around. 
Bernadino didn't have sheep or cattle but they grew most of the livestock that you 
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would think. The pigs were raised primarily for the fat. I did find out the Tarahumara 
really do enjoy eating meat. It's a total myth that they're vegetarians. 
 

 The problem is when you're living off the land like at meat is actually a surprisingly 
expensive commodity. They don't eat it all the time and with the goat herd they actually 
didn't eat a lot of goat meat. Often they would trade the meat with Mexicans to get 
things that they needed like tool or cloth or sewing supplies or kits like that but they did 
really highly value the fat and also the hides of the goat. Which they didn't trade those 
but they ate the fat and they made drums from the goat skins, like the cat who made a 
little bit of a living by protecting the corn. There were a few straggly farm dogs that 
made a living protecting the livestock and other crops and getting a few eggs here and 
there and a little bit of whatever they could hunt and find. 
 

 Now, I did not see them practicing anything like the the 3 sisters type plantings and from 
what I could see the corn fields were separated from the bean fields which were 
separate from those squashes. By the way, the squashes they grew were the big ones 
and when I asked them what they desired they said, "They really like the big ones that 
stored for a long time." I am learning more and more about squash, I'm certainly no 
expert in it but to me they looked like a cushaw type variety that I grow. Which is they 
get ginormous and they do store really well throughout most of the Winter. I did see 
that their storerooms were actually usually a corner of their own homes, so when I 
mean storerooms. If you're interested in knowing more about how the Tarahumara live 
and the size of their homes and what type of things, like the family bed is still very well 
alive and well in the Copper Canyons. 
 

 I created a whole series of blog posts about it over at TheGrownetwork.org and they're 
titled Extreme Agri-Tourism: Off grid with the Tarahumara Indians and you know, check 
it out if you are interested. There's a lot of the behind the scenes stuff that I wrote 
about and believe me I did some stupid things and wrote about like what you should 
never do when you're going to visit other cultures and just all the fun stuff of a trip like 
that. As I said, we did see other herds of cattle and sheep. They also like to do a bit of 
hunting and wild crafting. Nopalitos, which is prickly pad pears were certainly a very 
easy cop to wild crafting. I believe we also have that in the other presentation of the 
Tarahumara here at the Homegrown Food Summit. 
 

 Now, I'm going to get back to that story about the one dog which was the healthiest 
dogs in the canyon. When it was time to leave, we had hiked out of the mountains and 
we had managed to get back to the road and it was a whole lot of confusion over when 
the buses would actually run and take us back into town. As you can imagine travelling 
in Mexico, yeah right, a bus schedule uh-huh yeah. Anyway it dawned on us that we may 
not actually get back into town on the bus and so we shifted to a different strategy and 
we walked we got about a mile down the road where there was a bit of an intersection 
there. There was a little store and we hung out at that intersection because we figured 
with more roads coming together it would be a good spot to hitchhike. Since there's 
more traffic and a possibility of getting a ride. 
 

 At this little store there's a bit of a rest stop and there was this gorgeous dog that just 
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his fur was actually really, really soft from people petting it and it even had a thin layer 
of fat around it's body. Now, I know that it wasn't getting any food from people who 
bought stuff at the store and I know that nobody was feeding it and there isn't, there's 
no dog fed in the Capu canyons I promise you. There's nothing sparer so I was looking a 
this dog who was just super friendly and I was wondering how in the heck is this dog 
making a living here? Anyway, while we were flagging down cars and trucks and trying 
to find a ride that would take us back into town, I got the call from nature and I asked 
Dave I said, Where should I go to go do my business?" And now on this whole trip we've 
been to numerous homesteads and seen lots of folks and there was actually only one 
homestead we had been to that had an outhouse. 
 

 So by now, I was pretty used to finding you know, secluded trees or bushes and doing it 
that way which is what everybody in the canyons did. Dave pointed to a little path 
behind the store that I hadn't noticed and said, "Go down that path. That's the area that 
most people do it" and as soon as I started to walk down that little path up jumped that 
healthiest dog in the canyons to follow me and that's exactly when I knew what that dog 
had been eating and how it was making its living. Well folks that's the reality of living off 
grid. Nothing is wasted. By the way we did find a kind soul with a pickup truck and we all 
piled in to the back of that and made it back to town. That was a totally scary ride. 
Especially when the rain hit. Anyway the whole journey back, getting back to the U.S 
began after that within a couple of days and we had a hot more hard travel. 
 

 What an adventure and you know what, I'll do it again in a heartbeat. I really would. 
Now, I don't know where I am going this year 2016 but I'll definitely be bringing Anthony 
our brave videographer along with me and we'll take lots of footage and I'll show you 
something really cool again in 2017 at the next Homegrown Food Summit. So, if you like 
this presentation we have another one where we show how the Tarahumara prepare 
tortillas, tamales and how they actually process that corn and on the back half of that 
presentation as I mentioned. At the end of that is an interview with David Holiday, 
where he talks about how he met Bernadino. It's a really fascinating story. We also have 
a presentation on how to make Tarahumara sandals by Doug Simons and again if you'd 
like more in-depth behind the scenes on this trip and all that embarrassing stuff go 
ahead over to the Grow network blog and look for the series of posts titled Extreme 
Agri-Tourism: Off Grid with the Tarahumara Indians. Well, this is Marjorie Wildcraft and 
thanks for watching and I'll catch you at another presentation. 
 

  
 

 


