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ABSTRACT.—A traditional hickory nut soup called ku-nu-che is consumed by
many Cherokee people in eastern Oklahoma. A limited number of producers go
through a two-stage process of cracking and pounding the nuts—primarily Carya
texana—into a mixture of nutmeat and nutshell fragments that they form into balls
for distribution to other households. Before being served as soup, these balls are
dissolved in boiling water, strained to remove the nutshell fragments, mixed with
cooked rice or hominy, and sweetened or salted. We interviewed six makers of
ku-nu-che balls and describe their tools, their methods, and their motives for
engaging in this labor-intensive practice. We also surveyed other tribal members
to ascertain what ku-nu-che means to Cherokee people today. This study docu-
ments long-term persistence of an ancient Native American plant food and, in
addition, has implications for the interpretation of plant remains from archaeo-
logical middens.

Key words: hickory nuts, ethnobotany, Cherokee Indians, Native American food
plants, paleoethnobotany.

RESUMEN.—Una sopa tradicional preparada de nogal americano llamada ku-mnu-
chee es consumida por mucha gente Cherokee de Oklahoma oriental. Un ntimero
contado de personas usan un proceso de preparaciéon en dos etapas. Primero,
quiebran la cascara y después muelen la nuez (especie principal Carya texana) para
formar pelotas de una mezcla de fragmentos de cascara y nuez molida que dis-
tribuyen a otras familias. Antes de ser usada para sopa, las pelotas se deshacen
en agua hirviendo, se cuelan para separar los fragmentos de cascara, se mezcla
con arroz o maiz cocido y se agrega sal o azicar. Se presenta informacién de seis
entrevistas con personas que se dedican a la labor de preparar pelotas. Se des-
criben sus herramientas, sus métodos y sus motivos para hacer esta actividad
muy laboriosa. También sondeamos a otros miembros del tribu sobre el signifi-
cado de ku-mu-chee para la gente Cherokee en la época actual. Este estudio do-
cumenta la persistencia larga de una comida tradicional indigena norteamericana
y tiene implicaciones para la interpretacion de restos boténicos de basureros ar-
queoldgicos.
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RESUME.—La soupe de Carya spp. appelée ku-nu-che est consommée par de
nombreux Cherokees dans la partie Est de I'Oklahoma. Une petite partie des
producteurs adopte un processus en deux étapes de craquage et écrasement des
noix (surtout Carya texana) pour en faire un mélange de pulpe de noix et de
coquille, ensuite moulé en boules qui sont distribuées a d’autres familles. Pour
préparer la soupe, ces boules sont dissoutes dans 1’eau bouillante, filtrées pour en
enlever les morceaux de coquille, mélangées a du riz cuit, puis sucrées ou salées.
Nous avons interviewé six producteurs de boules de ku-nu-che. Nous décrivons
leurs méthodes, leurs outils, et les motifs pour lesquels ils se consacrent a cette
tache intensive. Nous avons aussi interrogé d’autres membres de la tribu pour
comprendre la signification du ku-nu-che pour les Cherokees aujourd’hui. Cette
étude fournit des données sur la persistence a long-terme d’une plante nutriti-
onelle ancienne des Indiens d’Amérique, et a aussi des implications en ce qui
concerne l'interprétation des residus de plantes dans les fouilles archéologiques.

INTRODUCTION

Cherokee people moving into northeast Oklahoma in the 1820s and 1830s
were probably relieved to find an abundance of hickory trees (Carya Nuttall spp.)
(Juglandaceae). Hickories would have been a welcome sight because nuts of thick-
shelled species were—and still are—the basic ingredient of a traditional soup-like
dish known as ku-nu-che (or “ga-nu-ge” or “conutchie” or “kinugee,” among
other variants). Hickory nuts had been a dietary staple in the Eastern Woodlands
for thousands of years before the transition to American Indian agriculture, and
the nuts remained a central ingredient in cuisines of indigenous farming societies
before and after the arrival of Europeans. Ku-nu-che is still today prepared in the
households of members of the Western Cherokee Nation, with its seat of govern-
ment in Tahlequah, Oklahoma, and those living in the southern Appalachian
Mountains, homeland of the Cherokees before most were forced west in the early
nineteenth century, before and during the Trail of Tears in 1838-1839.

This study began primarily as an attempt to observe modern hickory nut
processing in order to gain insights into the ways hickory nutshell entered the
archaeological record. Archaeologists look to ethnographic and ethnohistoric de-
scriptions of plant use in order to understand better how plant remains and ar-
tifacts may have been deposited in archaeological sites; in other words, to gain
taphonomic and contextual insights. Interest by archaeologists in traditional food-
ways increased during the 1970s and 1980s in conjunction with ecological ap-
proaches to archaeology, accompanied by large-scale recovery of plant and animal
remains through newly developed methods including flotation. Hickory nutshell
is the most abundant type of food plant in many archaeobotanical assemblages,
sometimes outweighing the ubiquitous wood charcoal. This is especially true for
samples from the Archaic period (8000-1000 b.c.e.), but some Mississippian pe-
riod (1000 c.e. to European Contact) sites are also dominated by thick hickory
nutshell. Archaeologists have looked to historical and early ethnographic sources
for descriptions of native nut processing techniques, but none have, to our knowl-
edge, considered the living Cherokee men and women who gather hickory nuts
and make ku-nu-che every year.
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FIGURE 3 —~Narcy Holcomb’s Stage 1 cracking tools

“l|'|l‘ill_\'“ trees) are favored h."' clearing away competitors for sun and rool space
probably differs little from pre-Contact management practices in the homeland
of the Cherokees and other Southeastern tribes. Although hickory trees growing
in closed-canopy forests produce fewer nuts that are much harder to gather given
the undergrowth and unchecked competition from squirrels (Talalay et al. 1984),
some are likely to have been gathered on occasion, especially during hard times.
Wilma Mankiller, former Principal Chief of the Cherokee Nation, for example,
includes hickory nuts as one type of wild plant food gathered by her large family
when she was a child, along with walnuts, wild onions, dandelions, poke, mush-
rooms, berries, and wild grapes (Mankiller and Wallis 1993:34). She does not
specify, however, that the nuts were gathered in the woods

All source trees shown to us belong to the species Carw texana Buckl, by far
the most common upland hickory in northeastern Oklahoma. Although tree
books, including Trees of Arkansas (Moore 1986), refer to this species as the Black
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