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ABSTRACTRon Reed and Kari Norgaard discuss the importance of “re for Karuk tribal culture, health,

food, and sovereignty. They describe the history of settler colonial “re suppression practices and its

ongoing impacts on Indigenous communities. Reed argues for the need to center place-based,
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Ron Reed is a traditional Karuk dipnet fisherman, spiritual leader, and important public
figure for the Karuk Tribe (in northern California). Ron Reed comes from a long and
prominent family of traditional spiritual leaders and cultural practitioners, and is the
father of six children. In his capacity as the Karuk Tribe’s Cultural Biologist, Ron has
been an important tribal spokesperson who has communicated the cultural and health
impacts of current river and forest mismanagement to audiences around the world, and
works at home to restore Karuk culture and society through reconnecting people, especially
tribal youth, to the natural world. His work has been featured in prominent news outlets
around the world including National Geographic, National Public Radio, High Country
News, and many more. Mr. Reed is a co-founder of the Karuk-UC Berkeley collaborative;
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sovereignty. The event occurred on March 12 , 2021 , and was co-sponsored by the Uni-
versity of Oregon’s Native American Studies program and the Many Nations Longhouse.

Ron and Kari have been working closely together since 2003 conducting policy-
relevant research on tribal health and social impacts of environmental decline. In
2004 , their report The Effects of Altered Diet on the Karuk Tribe was submitted to the
Federal Energy Regulatory Commission as part of the opposition to the re-licensing of the
Klamath River dams. Their action represented the first time a tribe had claimed that
a dam had given their people artificially high rates of diabetes and other diet-related
disease. Since that time, Ron and Kari have continued to work on policy-driven research
projects including work that established the Tribal Cultural and Tribal Subsistence
beneficial uses section within the “Total Maximum Daily Loads” water quality process
in California. Together they have co-authored multiple articles and book chapters, and
co-supervised over a dozen undergraduate theses. In 2019 , their article “Emotional Im-
pacts of Environmental Decline: What Can Attention to Native Cosmologies Teach
Sociology About Emotions and Environmental Justice” received the Best Article Award
from the Sociology of Emotions section of the American Sociological Association.

This discussion was transcribed, excerpted, and edited for clarity and length by Natch-
ee Blu Barnd, Editor for Ethnic Studies Review.

WHEN I THINK OF FIRE, IT•S PRAYER

KARI MARIE NORGAARD [KN]: It is really an honor to speak to this community and
certainly thank you to the Food Studies program. I thought we would just organize
this around several questions and so I have a few slides.

I’m not necessarily planning to speak that much. When we first were opening up Ron
said, “Oh, Kari lets me tag along,” but this work is very much work that we’ve been doing
together. But, my thought, Ron, is really to let you take the lead here. Ron and his family
have been in National Geographic twice in the last couple of months, actually, so just
starting with the title of the talk. Why this talk title, Ron? Why is fire food?

RON REED [RR]: All right. Thank you very much. Everybody, welcome. Very humbled,
very honored. Thank you very much.

Fire is a lot of things in our culture. Fires provide our life; fire is provider of death. So,
those two things right there make it a very respectable entity in our culture. But fire is also
food. When I think of fire, it’s prayer. You burn your root and then your prayers go up to
the great creator. When I think of fire, it’s resource management. When I think of fire:
health, happiness, diversity, confidence.

Those are the things that we rely on. Without fire, is fire suppression. Fire suppression
equals catastrophic wildfire, and ultimately catastrophic wildfire leads to a shattered
existence for the people, and the people along the Klamath River. Fire is eco-cultural
revitalization; connecting and building a relationship between people, the landscape, and
the great creator of all things. Because of that, we develop through fire ecology our
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ethnosciences. So really what that does is it allows us to manage these resources to nearly
optimal levels of management. To enhance and maintain this environment is very critical
to our life cycle, to our lifestyle. So, fire is a lot of things. And, I guess that is the best way
to express why fire is the subject matter here today.

[KN]: Thank you. I’m just thinking about how this community [in Oregon] has, as did
the community on the [Klamath] River, experienced very catastrophic fires. I’m
thinking about the Food Studies program, “food justice,” or Indigenous conceptions
of food, and how food justice often looks very different from the ways that other
communities are thinking about it, and the kinds of things that they’re thinking
about. There’s really a big gap and differences between the kind of understandings of
fire; the popular understanding of fire.

The kinds of experiences of fire that happened in our community, the way people talk
about those things, [versus] the ways that the people on the [Klamath] River and Karuk
folks talk about fire. So, I really appreciate the opportunity to share some of these.

[RR]: That’s a National Geographic picture (see Fig. 1). We went up to a friend’s land,
and he invited us to burn. National Geographic wanted to capture that, and this is
a long time coming to have our family members in the . . . intergenerational format
we’ll just call it. You know I had my brother and my sister who are our cultural
leaders, our spiritual leaders.

FIGURE 1.A firefighter runs quickly over the charred ground of a low-intensity Indigenous
prescribed burn near Weitchpec, CA, in October. The small flames of this fire are created and
maintained through a deep knowledge of ideal climatic conditions such as humidity, plant
species, and soil composition. The fire is created and walked along a small section at a time to
prevent increasing its intensity. Courtesy of Kiliii Yüyan.
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They come up and prayed on this process. This is the new cultural revitalization. We need
to relearn fire. We need to relearn our traditional foods. We need to relearn those relation-
ships that were stripped from us through forced assimilation. Through advocacy and
through different platforms, we’re able to go out and be activists in a natural management
paradigm; modern management paradigm. Prescribed fire is who we are as a people. Re-
learning goes back to fire is food, fire is prayer. All those things we’re doing out there is an
intergenerational knowledge transfer. If we don’t have these types of situations happening
constantly, all four seasons, then that leads to extinction of our knowledge.

So, it’s very critical to be activists in this time, this day and age, because in order for me to be
able to get my message across I have to do these types of things. I have to go to National
Geographic. I have to go to University of Oregon. Tomorrow, I’ll be speaking with a student of
color environmental collective down in Berkeley. So, these are the things that I’m doing rather
than going eeling down here at Ishi Pishi Falls. The resources aren’t available to us, so we have
to go out and advocate and talk about why our resources are not available to us. It comes right
down to why we’re talking today; because the lack of prescribed fire, or cultural burns in our
landscape, and it creates a lot of problems that Western science is just now realizing.

FIRE SUPPRESSION IS SYSTEMIC RACISM

[KN]: People talk about the idea of food deserts, and I think it’s a really captivating
concept, a really powerful concept. I’ve heard you, and I’ve heard other people, talk
about the idea that the forest is now a food desert. Can you explain that?

[RR]: Yeah. Fire suppression is systemic racism. It was that when it first occurred and it
is that now. Maybe even worse than it was when it first occurred.

Fire suppression is devastating to the eco-cultural relationship between human beings and
our relations. We did a media documentary called Salmon on the Backs of Buffalo (2004).
That was one of our first outings—I see a nice big smile on Kari’s face there because that’s
where we first met—and it’s no surprise to me that millions of fish do not return back to
the Klamath River to spawn, and there’s such an ecological impact. Such a social impact.
Such a physical impact that has gone through patriarchal society’s lens. They don’t
acknowledge the devastating impact to national forests across North America because
it’s a different lens that they’re looking through.

So, [this is] providing insight on fire, because fire suppression has literally bankrupted
the federal government. Uncle Sam is now broke because of catastrophic wildfire. With
that being said, now they’re looking for a way to circumvent catastrophic wildland fire
and the only thing available today, as it was yesterday, is prescribed fire. And, because the
Karuk Tribe was not impacted really until 1850 , we still have a lot of knowledge. We have
a lot of ceremonies. We abide by a lot of the creation stories. We have academic support
quantifying a lot of our resource management processes. So, we’re getting closer to the
truth coming [to] the table, and that truth would be a management platform that
constituted traditional knowledge or Indigenous science, [as well as] Western science,
on that platform in a true integrated style or fashion.
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I guess what I’m talking about here: fire is happiness.
[One of the National Geographic photos shows] my granddaughter running through

the forest when it’s on fire (Mann 2020). It’s crazy that modern management or the
modern society has demonized fire. This is a very important message that we throw out to
society today, that fire is not all bad. If we can burn our resources to make it near optimal
management with our babies running in the forest while we’re doing it, what more of
a practical way of reestablishing spiritual connection with the landscape.

That’s the problem with Western science. The spiritual connection is not there. The
reason why work on the Klamath River happens so readily is because the local community
has bought into this tribal Indigenous science perspective. A lot of the people are

FIGURE 2.Young beargrass and acorns stand out against the
dark background of charred forest litter culturally burned by
the Yurok community three months prior. This acreage
provides easily accessible tan oak acorns for food and
beargrass for basketry materials, alongside other plants with
cultural uses. Courtesy of Kiliii Yüyan.
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educated in this region. So, the quantification of our cultural resource management is
necessary for tribal community to be able to function properly into the future. And tribal
community is ceremony. Tribal community is food. Tribal community is prayer.

Those are the things that are overlooked and those aspects of life have been demonized right
along with fire. In order for Indigenous people to reestablish and revitalize our culture, we have
to step in and manage the resources. [This is] something that we all know about: denied access
to traditional food, right Kari? But, what we’re really talking about is denied access to man-
agement. That’s the other piece of the pie. That’s the spiritual connection of management.

And you’re about ready to break my heart with Smokey Bear up on the screen!
[referring to slideshow image]

[KN]: laughs. I tried to give some visuals that go along with what you’re saying. Yeah,
denied access!

[RR]: Yes. I think the denied management is really what forced assimilation has done to
tribal communities, in the Indigenous societies of the [Klamath] River. Not only the
river, the Pacific northwest and across the nation. Depends on what kind of time and
scale we’re talking about here.

ECO-CULTURAL REVITALIZATION

[KN]: The last two questions that Ron and I talked about, I think the food studies
folks, and I think people [generally], realize that a very high percentage of Karuk and
many other Indigenous foods require fire. [Fire] for the acorns that were pictured
there, in terms of removing the populations of different weevils, and also little worms,
and making it easier to gather. And other plants like huckleberries, [fire] really
increases production and many other things; to make that connection clear.

The last two things that Ron and I talked about, [that we are] sharing with you today,
[alludes to] the idea about the environmental justice dimensions of smoke, which is
something that really struck me. When you started speaking about it [in the past], we
were doing that talk down at Berkeley several years ago when I really started to under-
stand what you meant there, and what you were talking about. So, I wanted you to share
a little bit of that, especially because this community did have really intense smoke for
a long time, for multiple weeks, last summer. And then, thinking toward the last question,
would that be what the paradigm shift is, the shift that’s needed?

Then, we can move to taking some questions. But, I would love if you would share
with people about the environmental justice dimensions of smoke.

[RR]: Well, let’s do it backward. The paradigm shift that’s needed is fire back in the
landscape. Cool fire back in the landscape as a management tool, and if we can, as
your primary management tool.

[My son,] he’s in the forest fire academy right now as we speak. He’s on an apprentice
program, [so he can be the] boss somewhere in the prescribed fire world at some point in
his career. So, I’m very proud of him.
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But back to the question: this is public trust smoke. Let’s call that fire suppression.
That’s unhealthy smoke that gets hunkered into specific communities, year in, year out.
You guys got hunkered in with smoke this last year. Welcome to our life! Welcome to our
world for every summer for a long time now. Catastrophic wildfire is not something you
can pick and choose when you have that fire. And usually it’s just burning up forests,
burning up private properties, killing people. That’s public trust smoke.

So, fire suppression basically kills our animals and kills the resource that our animals
depend on for food. That’s where the forest becomes a food desert. The forest; after
approximately seven to ten years, the new shoots stop being food and become users of the
resources like water, sunlight, nutrients. You’re not getting optimal levels of management
and you’re creating fire risk to all the different resources that have survived over geologic
time, and been managed across geologic time by people.

Tribal trust smoke is the smoke from controlled burns, prescribed fire. When you’re
burning low-intensity fire that creates food for animals, like our regalia species, and our
food, [it] creates water for the hydrologic process. It cleans the disease off the landscape.

FIGURE 3.Smoke from an Indigenous prescribed burn
filters through the forest canopy on Yurok lands, near
Weitchpec, CA, in October. Courtesy of Kiliii Yüyan.
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timing himself during food gathering trials; like how long it took for him to harvest
a slope of acorns! I’m not sure if that’s what you mean, but I know that there were
a bunch of [those kinds of projects]. I wasn’t involved in that project directly.

[RR]: I think it’s not easy getting into a community and getting this type of
information because the people [who] have this information quite frankly went
through hell to hold on to that information. So, now it’s hard to get them to give it
back to something that isn’t real or truthful. You know, there’s a lot of
trustworthiness that has to happen, and I guess [that’s] what I’m getting at.

You have to have a place-based model. What information is available? In our case, there
was quite a bit of ethnobotany material available to us and names connected with that, so
you can trace that back to people, living people, and what’s available now compared to
what was available then. Then you start gradually figuring out that “Oh, wow nobody’s
managing. Nobody even knows where the traditional foods are anymore.” When we had
our food sovereignty grant, and traditional food was a big basis of that, it was kind of like,
“I grew up in a forced assimilation era, and I didn’t grow up eating acorns, deer meat,
salmon, and greens and things you get out of the landscape. I got everything from the
store.” So, you had to start all over. Fortunately, I come from a traditional family, that we
have a lot of this knowledge embedded in our lifestyle.

I’m not sure what your community looks like up there, but there are different layers of
filtering that have to occur. What information is available? Who can you draw that to, as
living people? How willing are they to move forward? Sounds like you got somewhat of
a comfortable position with the tribes, where you do have some levels of trust, so I think
that’s the main part of it. But I think you have to decide what your place-based model
would look like.

I’ll tell you, when I talk about food to Indigenous communities, a lot of people are
shaking their head. You start talking about prayer and fire, a lot of communities start
shaking their head. So, really you got to do your due diligence, and figure out what level is
forced assimilation in that region that you’re in. Because it’s going to be different than the
region that we’re in here, along the Klamath River.

I would say that the different work that’s already been done by Kari, and by folks like
her, can be used. I think the denied access to traditional food, that structure, that
framework, could be used for another tribe as well. What’s your food base? What are
the stories? What are the ceremonies? You kind of got to go through a whole, full-blown
ethnographic process. I think a lot of that stuff would be available because we started that
a long time ago, and since then there’s been a lot of work being done, and it’s really great
work as well.

FIRE GETS US OUT FROM BEING A FOOD DESERT

[AUDIENCE QUESTION 5]: I had [a] less, like, in-depth question. Going back to the
questions of decolonization and language, I remember in another class we really had
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conversations about the term food desert, and that origin. I wonder if any of you had
comments on that, or any insights that you wanted to contribute.

[RR]: My comment, my first feeling to come out is, that’s how we got a multi-million-
dollar, multi-state food sovereignty grant. Because the Klamath River was defined as
a food desert. It really dug into my spirit, dug into my soul, because I’m still readily
harvesting foods that are making me healthy, and a lot of people don’t have that
knowledge and it was going by the wayside.

I was fortunate enough to network with academic folks and to gain Western science
knowledge to be able to help not only define our situation, but look for solutions as well.
It was a food security grant, but it was traditional food security, and the foods that were
available to us a few generations ago. So, we’ve been busy teaching people how to plant,
plant gardens, utilize gardens, but then adding on the traditional foods that were collected
in the landscape today but aren’t available enough in abundance to have our traditional
lifestyle restored.

So that’s the reason why advocacy is so important. Because if I don’t quantify that, this
process, people like you don’t understand what that framework is and how we get to
solving it. So prescribed fire, [having it] in our landscape does not make [the landscape]
a food desert to Indigenous people. Western sciences platforms can also tell you all the
positive impacts of cool burns, of prescribed fires, cultural burns. So, a combination that
includes that quantification gets at the political realm, the physical realm, and the healthy
realm. I think those are the things that are needed in this climate-changing world that we
live in today.

This empowers me in an Indigenous community because everything we’re going
through with a pandemic is, “you’re back with your family and what makes your family
healthy.” So, climate change: “oh, we got to go manage our resources,” so it’s not a food
desert. Not only are we getting food out there, but we’re saving a thousand-year-old
forest. I call it a thousand-year-old forest because that forest, if wildfire ravages through
it, it’ll take another approximately thousand years to restore that forest to its natural
state.

Those are the things that we’re up against. It’s a race to the to the finish line. Fire
suppression is at the finish line for us down here on the river. That’s why we do our due
diligence in fire ecology. I’ve taken [it as] my job as a ceremonial leader to reestablish
tribal community security. That really kind of brings it all into a nutshell because all the
things we do in our ceremonies, all the things we pray, all our management acts, all our
harvesting acts, support optimal levels of management, both with the relations we call our
food and regalia, to human beings by the way of prayer.

Fire does all that. Fire is knowledge. Fire gets us out from being a food desert.
Hopefully in a few years we don’t fit that description anymore, and we’ll see the positive
impacts to Karuk social development.

One thing about Indigenous science; it’s the closest thing to truth on earth. If
that’s the case, then place-based managers need to be the knowledge bearers and the
managers.

Reed and Norgaard | Fire is Food 17
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FIGURE 6.Two halves of a forest separated by a fire line near Orleans, CA, in September. The
charred side is from a recent Indigenous prescribed burn by the Yurok community. The burn
demonstrates the open nature of the forest after a burn, the reduction of fuels, and the
sequestration of carbon in the charcoal on the ground. In high-intensity wildfires, the trees
die and the majority of the carbon in their wood is released into the atmosphere. Courtesy of
Kiliii Yüyan.
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