CORN SOOT WOMAN’S TIMELESS LESSON: EAT YOUR SMUT
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ABSTRACT

A Cochiti Pueblo (New Mexico) folktale that encourages women to not discard maize afflicted with corn smut (Ustilago maydis
D.C.) might be puzzling to most non-native fanners and gardeners in the U.S. who treat this fungus as a repugnant pest. A survey
of studies of southwestern Native American food sources shows that corn smut was enjoyed as food and used for medicine and
other purposes. In southern Mexico, cuitlacoche (corn smut) is both a traditional food and a highly praised gourmet item, available
fresh in season as a market vegetable and year-round as a canned food. The author proposes that the U.S. has rejected corn smut as
food because it simply rejects most fungal foods and that there were unfounded concerns about its toxicity. Based on cuitlacoche’s
success in Mexico City’s Nueva Cocina Mexicana, corn smut may find acceptance as a new ingredient for southwestern nouvelle
cuisine,

RESUMEN
El relato de los cochiti (de Nuevo México, USA) que anima a las mujeres a no desechar la mazorcas de maiz afectadas por Ustilago
maydis DC puede ser desconcertante para la mayoria de los agricultores y jardineros no indigenas quienes ven a este hongo como
una plaga repugnante. Una encuesta de los estudios del suroeste sobre las fuentes de alimentos de los nativos de Norteamérica
muestra que este hongo fue disfrutado como alimento y usado para la medicina y otros fines. En el sur de México, ¢l cuitlacoche
es una comida tradicional y un elemento gastronémico altamente apreciado, disponible a lo largo del afio tanto fresco en los
mercados como enlatado. El autor propone que los norteamericanos se han resistido a consumo del tizon del maiz debido a su
rechazo generalizado de los alimentos a base de hongos y a preocupaciones infundadas sobre su toxicidad. Basado en el éxito de
cuitlacoche en Nueva Cocina Mexicana de la Ciudad de México, el tizon del maiz puede encontrar la aceptacién como un nuevo
ingrediente de la Nouvelle Cuisine del Suroeste de los Estados Unidos.

Introduction

think of smut as a most repugnant pest. But many
southwestern native peoples have used smut for food
and other purposes. In southern Mexico, corn smut
is called cuitlacoche, and enjoyed in both traditional
cuisine and by innovative gourmets. Unlike Mexico,
the United States could be rightly characterized as a
country that is “mycophobic,” rejecting most fungal
foods, and could not have been expected to adopt as
food an agricultural pest considered (albeit wrongly)
by some researchers to be harmful for livestock and
human consumption. Other Native American foods

Franz Boas was at the Cochiti Pueblo in northern New
Mexico in the summer of 1924 when he recorded
a Ko’yawe story from an older woman who held a
ceremonial position there. The Ko’yawe or Women'’s
Corn Grinding Society meet together to grind corn'
for prayer meal (Lange, 1959). According to the tale,
four women were sleeping in the society room so
they could begin grinding before sunrise. When they
began to discard sooted ears (ears infected with corn
smut), a woman appeared and protested. It was Corn
Soot Woman, who promised their corn would be fat

if soot was included. Thereafter they ground sooted have been recently introduced in Nouvelle Cuisine;
ears with the rest and used her name in their songs it is proposed that corn smut possesses the qualities
(Benedict, 1931). needed to become popular.

This folktale might sound far-fetched to
many modern U.S. fanners and gardeners who
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