
 Wild rice harvesting 
season comes with 
the warm days of late 

summer and the first chilly winds of 
autumn. If you have ever been out 
harvesting, you might remember the 
sound of the rice falling into the alu-
minum canoe like rain on a tin roof 
in gusts of wind. Or maybe you get a 
flash of the heron you saw swooping 
across the glassy water reflection of 
clouds and sky as you were chuckling 
over old harvesting stories with a 
friend or relative. If you have ever 
parched the rice in a large cast-iron 
kettle after picking it, the particular 
aroma that lies somewhere between 
roasted nuts and late-summer grass 
dried in the sun might swirl up your 
nostril memory (see “Gathering and 
Processing Wild Rice”). Or perhaps 
the mention of wild rice conjures up 

nostalgia for the casserole your grand-
mother used to make, or the chicken 
wild rice soup you ate at a lakeside 
diner after a long day of fishing.

Wild rice is Minnesota’s state 
grain. Currently, wild rice is found no-
where else in the world as abundantly 
as in Minnesota. Most Minnesotans 
have some association with wild 
rice, yet many imagine it to be the 
cultivated grain found packaged in 
the supermarket. Many are unaware 
that there is a world of difference 
between cultivated paddy rice and 
hand-harvested wild wild rice (see 
“Wild Wild Rice versus Paddy Rice,” 
see p. 80). Wild wild rice—sometimes 
called natural wild rice, true wild rice, 
or hand-harvested lake or river rice—
grows wild in lakes and waterways 
and has provided for people and ani-
mals for thousands of years in a vast 
area covering central North America, 
from Minnesota stretching eastward.1 

Since European colonizers settled 
on the land, wild rice stands have 
diminished drastically. This change 
is the result of a number of intercon-
nected factors. Native peoples were 
removed from their land, losing ac-
cess to the waterways on which wild 
rice grew and preventing them from 
tending the rice beds—something 
they had been doing for centuries. 
Settlers significantly altered the land-
scape and waterscape by clearcutting 
forests for timber, draining lakes 
and marshes to gain farmland, and 
building dams to control water levels. 
These actions disrupted the balance 
of complex wild rice ecosystems and 
destroyed wild rice habitats. Invasive 
species and the use of waterways to 
transport logs further damaged exist-
ing beds by the early 1900s.2 

When settlers began harvesting 
the grain for profit, they paid little 
heed to the plant’s mechanism of 
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facing: Ricing on Big Sandy Lake, 2021.

regeneration. The problem is that the 
grains that people and animals eat 
are also the seeds from which wild 
rice grows again the next year. If all 
the seeds are harvested or the plants 
are destroyed before enough seed has 
fallen into the water, the future of the 
rice is threatened. Careless practices 
were causing wild rice to disappear at 
a rapid rate.

During the Great Depression of 
the 1930s, a state of emergency was 
declared to protect wild rice. This was 
not because of state legislators’ love 
of the plant, or even the food. It was 
because the cash-strapped State of 
Minnesota wanted to avoid having 
to spend more money to feed people 
on reservations and wild rice was 
a source of food for Native people. 
Lawmakers, recognizing that they 
didn’t know how to regulate the wild 
rice harvest, relied on Native elders 
to help write and enforce the statutes 
to protect the rice. It is likely that 
Minnesota’s lakes still have wild rice 
today because of the incorporation of 
Indigenous knowledge into state law.3

Manoomin as a Gift 

Called manoomin in Ojibwe and 
psiŋ in Dakota, wild rice has been 
harvested in a continuous and sus-
tainable way for thousands of years 
by Native people. Archeological evi-
dence indicates that Dakota people 
and their ancestors living in the Mille 
Lacs area consumed wild rice as far 
back as 2,000 years before contact 
with Europeans. Reports from before 
and around the turn of the twentieth 
century tell effusive tales of the land-
scape’s beauty, the grain’s abundance, 
and the harmony of harvesting and 
processing scenes along the edges of 
the lakes.4 

A. Gathering the rice.  B. Parching rice in a long 
metal pan. One person stands on each side of a 
pan set over a fire and constantly moves the rice 
with wooden paddles to keep it from burning.  
The parching pan is an alternative to the cast iron 
kettle.  C. “Jigging” or dancing on the parched 
rice to remove the hulls from the grain.  D. While 
it is common for harvesters to parch their own 
rice, many people thresh their grain in a machine 
instead of manually “jigging” it. This homemade 
model is for small batches.  E. After jigging the 
rice to separate the rice grain from the hulls, win-
nowing by hand entails tossing the mix into the 
air using a birch-bark basket. The hulls blow away 
and the grain falls back into the basket.

Gathering the ripe grain, also called “ricing,” 
was, and still is, a seasonal family affair. Two 
individuals go out in a canoe and gather the 
wild rice. One of them pushes the canoe 
through the stands of wild rice, and the 
other “knocks” or sweeps the ripe grain from 
the stalks into the canoe using two slender 
cedar sticks, carved smooth for the job, 
called “knocking sticks.” Wild rice does not 
ripen all at once, so the practice of knocking 
only the ripe rice and leaving the rest of the 
stalk intact is important for gathering an 
abundant supply over time. The same wild 
rice beds are combed again and again over 
the ricing season to harvest the mature 
grains as they ripen little by little. 

When the processing of the grain is done 
manually, the grain is then spread out to dry, 
and later it is “parched” (roasted or cured) in 
an iron kettle, or large flat metal pan, over 
an open fire, stirred with a canoe paddle so 
that the rice doesn’t burn. When it is per-
fectly golden, it will be “jigged” (threshed) to 
remove the hull from the grain, traditionally 
by dancing or stepping on it. Finally, it is 
“winnowed” by tossing the grain and hull 
into the air: the wind blows away the lighter 
hull and the grain falls back into the basket. 
Although many people parch their own rice, 
today most of these practices, except for the 
harvesting, are mechanized in Minnesota. 
Rice processing plants are found across the 
state and minimize the labor of preparing 
the grain to be edible.

Gathering and  
Processing Wild Rice
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True wild rice grows naturally in waterways and lakes of the Great Lakes region in 
the United States and Canada. Botanically, wild rice (Zizania palustris) is not a rice at 
all. This name was given to it by colonists who recognized its resemblance to grains 
such as oats (called wild oats by the French) and called it rice because it grows in 
water. True wild rice has a nutty flavor, a nonuniform color, and variation in grain 
size because of its genetic variability and because it is harvested at different stages 
of ripeness. The paddy rice, or tame rice, that is farmed on plots is more uniform. 
Cultivated rice is also processed differently to achieve the characteristic black color, 
causing longer cooking times and a different texture, taste, and aroma. Like distant 
cousins, they merely resemble each other. How is this possible?

Although wild rice was traditionally traded by Native people or sold in trading 
posts, it wasn’t until the 1920s that profits from harvesting and selling wild rice 
began to pique the attention of white settlers. As the market grew in the 1930s and 
1940s, white settlers began to harvest the grain and experiment with harvesting and 
processing machines to mechanize the labor-intensive steps for commercialization. 
Farmers attempted to cultivate wild rice, but it was not economically viable to grow 
the rice and harvest with machines because of the way it matured little by little 
instead of all at once, a characteristic called “shattering.” Early machines damaged 
the rice as they passed through stands when only the first grains were mature and 
managed to harvest only a small percentage of the grain. 

By the 1950s, the market for wild rice and its profit potential had grown so much 
that the University of Minnesota began to support the search for a non-shattering 
variety that could be cultivated in paddies and harvested with machines. In 1963 
seeds from a non-shattering variety were first identified and reproduced. In 1973 
the University of Minnesota established a wild rice research program to support the 
growth of Minnesota’s commercial wild rice industry. In the same decade, farmers in 
California began to grow wild rice, and today much of the wild rice sold in supermar-
kets, especially outside of Minnesota, is cultivated in California. 

The lower production costs of paddy rice led to lower prices for consumers. 
Unfortunately, this shift in the market caused a crash for hand-harvested wild rice 
in the early 1970s. Today, however, this market is again gaining steam. Consumers 
recognize the difference, know that one is not a cheaper substitute for the other, and 
are willing to pay for the real stuff. Fortunately, because of a 1981 lawsuit, all wild rice 
sold in Minnesota must be properly labeled to distinguish between true wild rice and 
paddy rice. This is not the case in California, Wisconsin, or Canada.i

Another important difference lies in who benefits when consumers choose one 
package of rice or another. Profits gained from paddy rice go to large companies 
owned for the most part by white farmers, whereas you can buy hand-harvested 
rice directly from tribal governments and individuals, the original caretakers of this 
food. Furthermore, hand-harvested wild rice is always organic, whereas paddy rice is 
grown with chemical fertilizers, pesticides, and herbicides.

Many generations ago, prophecies 
directed people of the Anishinaabe 
nation, living then on the eastern 
coast of North America, to migrate 
in search of a new home “where the 
food grows on water.” They spent 
an estimated 500 years on their 
journey westward along the Great 
Lakes. When they found wild rice 
around Lake Superior, they split into 
what today are known as the Ojibwe, 
Odawa, and Potawatomi Nations, 
each to occupy a different region. 
The Ojibwe came to live in the area 
now known as Minnesota, ultimately 
pushing the Dakota people out. This 
story of migration and the search for 
the food that grows on water is one 
of the reasons wild rice is so impor-
tant to Ojibwe people today; they 
regard wild rice as the “sacred gift 
of their chosen ground.” An Ojibwe 
elder described this sentiment: “It’s 
something that was given to us and 
we have to respect that sustenance 

Wild Wild Rice versus Paddy Rice

Wild rice on the plant at harvesting time.Hand-harvested, wild wild rice (A) comes in a wide variety of colors, shapes, and sizes, whereas 
paddy rice (B) is uniform and dark in color because of differences in the way it is harvested and 
processed. 
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was given to us. You know, it’s a staple 
food and I really feel that it wouldn’t 
have been given to us if we weren’t 
meant to keep it in our heart as part of 
our culture.”5

Wild rice used to be one of the 
main sources of food for the Ojibwe. 
But more than just a food, wild rice 
is central to Ojibwe life and culture. 
Wild rice is often the first meal and 
the last meal served to individuals in 
their lifetime; it is a central part of all 
ceremony and traditional gatherings. 
In the Ojibwe language, wild rice beds 
are also called Manito Gitigaan, or the 
Great Spirit’s Garden.6

According to Ojibwe and many 
other Indigenous worldviews, plants, 
animals, and natural elements such 
as water and fire are considered rel-
atives. Humans are not considered 
more important than other lifeforms. 
In fact, in Ojibwe cosmology humans 
were the last to arrive on this earth, 
after the rock, water, fire, wind, 
plants, and animals. Humans are 
most dependent on the rest for sur-
vival, and the least knowledgeable.7 

Thus, in Ojibwe culture, wild rice 
is a relative, a spirit, and harvesting 
wild rice entails entering into a 
relationship—a relationship of rec-
iprocity in which the rice provides 
sustenance for humans and in return 
humans take care of the plant so that 
it can thrive and grow abundantly. 
For the Ojibwe, going out ricing is a 
way to express gratitude for the gift 
of manoomin, and spiritual offerings 
such as tobacco and prayer are made 
to ensure an abundant harvest for 
years to come. This reverent rela-
tionship with nature stands in stark 
contrast to the culture of extraction 
brought by white settlers, in which 
wild rice is considered a resource to 
be used rather than a gift to be cher-
ished and cared for. In Indigenous 
cosmologies, nature is stewarded, 
while settlers’ common approach to 
nature is one of management. 

Threatened by Settler  
Notions of Extraction 

In the 1920s, the alarm was sounded 
about the state of the wild rice beds. 
Duck hunters even began to replant 
wild rice to attract ducks back to 
regions where the rice (and ducks) 
had previously been abundant. Wild 
rice was being touted as a gourmet 
American grain, even being served 
in the White House. Demand for the 
delicacy was on the rise. Interna-
tional entrepreneurs took note and 
attempted to plant wild rice in 
places such as the United Kingdom. 
Settlers began to harvest the grain 
for profit without proper knowledge 
of its ecology. There is a large vari-
ability in the ripening times across 

the landscape and between years; 
specific knowledge of the plant is 
necessary to identify when the rice 
is ripe in each location. Unskilled 
harvesters hit the plants too hard, 
harvested unripe rice too early in the 
season, and harmed the beds. Fur-
thermore, they began looking for 
ways to harvest the grain more 
quickly and started inventing 
mechanical harvesters as early as 
1919. The first harvesting machines 
tore up the plants at the roots, indis-
criminately harvested ripe and 
green (unripe) rice alike, and broke 
the stems, all of which disrupted 
reseeding for the future. The devas-
tation of a significant number of 
ricing beds increased pressure on 
the remaining stands of wild rice.8

A paddle wheel harvester that could pick a bag of wild rice per minute, circa 1930

Harvesting wild rice entails entering into a 
relationship . . . of reciprocity in which the 
rice provides sustenance for humans and 
in return humans take care of the plant so 
that it can thrive.
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A State of Emergency

The first mention of wild rice in Min-
nesota law is for the ducks. In 1927 it 
was deemed illegal to cut or destroy 
wild rice, the goal being to protect the 
waterfowl’s natural habitat, including 
food and nesting grounds. When the 
number of non-Native harvesters 
began to increase, the urgent need for 
regulation became evident.9 

A law was passed in 1931 that would 
definitively shape Minnesota’s land-
scape. This law made it illegal to har-
vest wild rice with machinery or with 
any watercraft other than a skiff or a 
canoe propelled by hand. This land-
mark legislation came during a period 
of intensive industrialization. While 
the rest of the country was rapidly 
moving toward mechanized farming, 
processing, and large-scale distribution 
of food, Minnesota put a halt to the use 
of machines or even motor-powered 
boats for harvesting wild rice.10

A closer look at the situation 
puts this bold move into perspective. 

State and federal regulators made 
serious attempts to protect wild rice 
because without healthy harvests 
the Ojibwe communities would be-
come increasingly dependent on the 
government for food. 

In 1939, a bill was passed that de-
clared a state of emergency: 

From time immemorial the wild 
rice crop of the waters of the State 
of Minnesota has been a vital 
factor to the sustenance and the 
continued existence of the Indian 
race in Minnesota. The great pres-
ent market demand for this wild 
rice, the recent development of 
careless, wasteful, and despoiling 
methods of harvesting, together 
with water conditions of the past 
few years, have resulted in an 
emergency, requiring immediate 
stringent methods of control and 
regulation of the wild rice crop. 
The traditional methods of the 
Indian in such harvesting are not 
destructive. On the other hand, 

the despoliation of the rice fields 
as now progressing, under com-
mercial harvesting methods will 
result in imminent danger of star-
vation and misery to large bands 
of these Indians. They are in 
danger of becoming relief charges 
upon the state and the counties, 
many of which are overburdened 
with relief loads now.

This bill deemed the “wanton destruc-
tion” of the rice unlawful and viola-
tion of the rules a misdemeanor. It 
also recognized the exclusive right of 
tribal members to “harvest the wild 
rice crop upon all public waters within 
the original boundaries of the White 
Earth, Leech Lake, Nett Lake, Vermil-
lion, Grand Portage, Fondulac [sic], 
and Mille Lacs Reservations.” Most of 
the bill, however, outlined a series of 
rules and regulations that attempted 
to codify Indigenous knowledge and 
harvesting practices to protect the 
future of the wild rice beds, and to 
control the harvest of “green rice.”11 

Wild Rice for Wild Ducks: Where and How to Grow It by George D. Hamilton (1922).
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Green Rice

“Green rice” is a confusing term. It 
can mean both unripe rice and freshly 
picked wild rice. In this article, we 
use “green rice” to refer to unripe 
rice. Harvesting wild rice when it is 
green jeopardizes future generations 
of the plant. Wild rice naturally re-
seeds itself by falling into the water 
when the grain—the seeds—are ripe. 
The wild rice kernel grows inside a 
waterproof hull with a beard (a pointy 
stalk). Until the seed matures fully, 
there is air in the hull along with the 
seed. This air causes an unripe seed, 
or an unpollinated, empty hull, to 
float rather than sink to the bottom. 
A fully ripened seed, however, sinks 
deep into the sediment and produces 
a strong plant upon germination the 
following spring. When people har-
vest green rice, the grain is knocked 
off too early and the possibility for re-
seeding to ensure the following years’ 
wild rice is lost.12 

The 1931 law outlawing mechan-
ical harvesting represented a funda-
mental moment in the state’s history 
because harvesting machines indis-
criminately collect all the wild rice 
they pass over, whether ripe or not, 
taking the green, immature rice and 
not allowing the mature grains to nat-
urally reseed the lakes. In 1939, Min-
nesota lawmakers deemed it illegal to 
harvest immature rice; however, what 
is and is not ripe is hard to measure 
and to enforce (see “Identifying Green 
Wild Rice,” p. 86).13 

Indigenous Knowledge  
and Practices that Sustain  
Abundant and Healthy  
Rice Beds

Traditional stewardship of wild 
rice is unique. It is more complex 
than approaches to some other wild 
sources of food because it lies at the 

crossroad between agriculture 
and gathering. For some wild 
plants, simply not overhar-
vesting is sufficient to ensure 
the plant’s reproduction. In 
agriculture, when people 
plant food crops and eat the 
seed (or fruits with the seed 
inside) they save enough to 
plant the next year. In the 
case of wild rice, it is crucial 
to ensure that enough ma-
ture seed falls into the water 
for the next years, whether planting 
intentionally or indirectly reseeding. 
The tribal method of picking wild rice 
helps to plant future beds. As ricers 
knock the wild rice into the canoe 
with their knocking sticks, some 
seeds fall into the water to sink and 
grow a new plant in future years.14 

Specific practices employed to 
protect wild rice are described here 
to demonstrate how they were codi-
fied into law. However, the practices 
alone, extracted from the context 
from which they emerged, lose their 
punch. Tribal governance is based 
on close-knit social networks. In-
digenous knowledge is passed down 
from generation to generation, taught 

through doing and the development 
of implicit knowledge. The relation-
ships of people with the wild rice and 
with each other—values of reciproc-
ity—are at the center of sustainable 
wild rice stewardship.15

Opening and closing of lakes: 
Regulating the opening and closing 
of lakes during the harvest season 
is one important way to protect the 
rice. Traditional rice chiefs, chosen 
from among experienced elders for 
their fair personality and sharp eye, 
decide when the wild rice on partic-
ular lakes and waterways is ripe and 
ready to pick, when it needs to rest a 

Freshly harvested wild rice.

Canoes full of rice in Nett Lake, 1968.
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day or two to let the rice ripen more, 
or when the lake must be closed for 
the rest of the season due to damage 
caused by a storm. Today most bands 
have a committee that controls all the 
ricing waterways pertaining to the 
reservation.16

Harvesting “in a good way”: Crucial 
to protecting the rice is transmitting 
knowledge from one generation to 
the next and respecting the impor-
tance of the relationship between 
humans and wild rice as a relative. 
Experienced ricers know how to 
identify areas where the wild rice 
is ripe, how to harvest so that the 
immature rice is not dislodged and 
the heads don’t break off, and how 
to move the canoe through the rice 
without damaging the plants. They 
often have deep knowledge of spe-
cific lakes. Relationship with place, 
careful observation from year to year, 
and a philosophy of honoring the 
rice as a teacher leads to a certain 
way of picking rice that can only 
be learned through experience and 
through intergenerational knowl-
edge transmission. 

Regulation of harvesting practices: 
Regulation of harvesting practices is 
done either through social control or 
by tribal elders enforcing traditional 
law. Knowing the importance of 
caring for the wild rice beds, pickers 
watch each other. If ricers break stalks 
or go into an area with green rice, 
observers may shame them, or tribal 
elders may order them off the lake. 
No one would help if they did not 
listen to the person who controlled 
the picking of wild rice on that rice 
bed. For larger infractions, in the past 
elders were known to sink or break 
canoes or to banish disrespectful indi-
viduals from the wild rice harvest for 
the remainder of the year.17

Tribal beliefs hold that individual 
behaviors that disrespect or disregard 
traditional teachings can put the 
rice harvest at risk, for example, by 

causing storms with wind, hard rain, 
and hail. Ricing rules ensure that 
harvesting practices remain respect-
ful. For the benefit of everyone, those 
who went out on the lake too early, 
who were not respectful of the lake, 
or who made too much noise on the 
lake were not allowed access to wild 
rice beds. 

The Minnesota Government’s 
Attempt to Adopt Traditional 
Practices

The 1939 statutes regulating the 
wild rice harvest were the product 
of a joint effort by Minnesota repre-
sentative Joseph Prifrel and William 
“Chief” Madison, a member of the 
White Earth Reservation. Accord-
ing to Prifrel, Madison approached 
him to request help in preserving 
wild rice. Together they drafted the 
bills, and Madison “made out all the 
requirements he thought should go 
into the bill.” The proposed regula-
tions were met with considerable 
resistance. Commercial buyers did 
not care if the wild rice beds were de-
stroyed and argued for modernizing 
and mechanizing the rice business 
in the name of profit and progress. 
Surprisingly, however, testimonies 
from university researchers provided 
the turning point for the case. They 
stated that for wild rice to reproduce, 
it must be harvested in a certain man-
ner, encouraging the courts to rule in 
favor of the bill.18

The challenge was how to trans-
late traditional practices into work-
able law. Since the initial law in 1939, 
legislators changed details based on 
experiments. However, the market 
for wild rice and the total amount 
of green rice harvested in the state 
increased steadily from the 1940s 
until the 1960s and became a very 
lucrative activity. Economic interests 
complicated matters of regulation 
considerably as individuals and 
commercial buyers alike attempted 
to maximize profits. Until the market 
crashed in the early 1970s, many 
people depended on the wild rice har-
vest as an important portion of their 
yearly income concentrated in a short 
season. Stories about using the har-
vest money to buy cars, appliances, 
or school clothes for the whole family 
are commonplace.19

Opening and closing of lakes: Rep-
licating the traditional role of the 
rice chief responsible for opening 
and closing each lake, the 1939 law 
created the figure of “director of the 
wild rice harvest.” This director would 
be “a man of proven experience in the 
actual harvesting of wild rice for a 
period that is not less than 20 years.” 
The state commissioner of conserva-
tion appointed this person who had 
the responsibility to inform the com-
missioner about the state of the wild 
rice; the commissioner would then 
open or close waterways to harvesting 
as necessary. Because the director had 
to cover the whole state, he could ap-
point paid assistants as well as unpaid 

Relationship with place, careful observation 
from year to year, and a philosophy of 
honoring the rice as a teacher leads to a 
certain way of picking rice that can only be 
learned through experience and through 
intergenerational knowledge transmission.
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deputies to help him with his job. The 
commissioner of conservation re-
served the right to restrict or prohibit 
the harvesting of wild rice to protect 
against “undue depletion of the crop”; 

additional wording expanded the 
rule: “or so as to endanger its effective 
use as a natural food for waterfowl.” 
This latter clause remains in the Min-
nesota statutes today.20

Regulating the days of the week 
and the hours during which wild 
rice could be harvested was another 
attempt at state management. The 
idea was that if people harvested 
rice for fewer hours each day, the 
rice beds were less likely to be over
harvested because harvesters would 
not spend their time in the green 
rice. In 1939, lakes were open from 
8 a.m. to 6 p.m.; in 1959, from 9 a.m. 
to 3 p.m. The harvest coordinators 
on some lakes limited the hours even 
further, especially in the early part of 
the season. To avoid an onslaught of 
eager harvesters on opening day, har-
vesting in some cases was permitted 
for only one hour.21 

Between 1939 and 1996, there 
were continuous changes in how 
the director of the wild rice harvest 
worked, the relationship between 
the commissioner and the director, 
the role of paid and unpaid advisors, 
and the means of communication 
with the rice harvesters. The fact that 
the director had to have 20 years of Harvesters waiting in line to sell their freshly picked rice at East Lake, 1959.

In bumper years, harvesters could pick as much as 500 pounds of wild rice in a day, but 100 to 200 pounds is a more common daily harvest. 
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experience implied that he was most 
likely of Ojibwe origin, as were most 
of the assistants, and race-based con-
flicts undermined the efficacy of the 
director’s work. The laws also were 
largely unsuccessful in protecting 
the wild rice because the knowledge-
intensive and value-based nature of 
“harvesting in a good way” came into 
conflict with settlers’ notions of ex-
traction for profit. 

In 1967, an article titled “Harvest 
is Cutthroat: Wild Rice Beds Take 
Beating” in the Minneapolis Tribune 
described some of these complica-
tions:

For a time, committees were set 
up to determine when each major 
rice bed should be opened. But 
the rice, growing like gold over 

the water, was just too valuable 
for this to work. Soon many of 
the rice committees were accused 
of favoring some buyer or some 
harvesters. So, while it is gener-
ally agreed that the Conservation 
Department is doing it all wrong, 
no one seems to have a better 
suggestion.22

Due to continuous criticism 
from commercial buyers and the 
complicated nature of opening each 
lake individually based on the rice’s 
maturity, the Minnesota Department 
of Natural Resources (DNR; until 1971, 
the Conservation Department) did 
not want to continue regulating wild 
rice lakes on an individual basis. Pres-
sure was mounting to deregulate on 
one hand, while others insisted that 

more regulation be put into place. 
An experiment with deregulating the 
harvest in 1977 and 1978 was a disas-
ter: for two consecutive years the wild 
rice beds were damaged by people 
harvesting unripe rice and the over-
all harvest was the lowest in many 
years. In 1979 Ron Libertus from the 
Leech Lake Reservation expressed 
his concern about the situation and 
was appointed as wild rice director. 
He innovated with a system that com-
bined a date regulation of the whole 
state (August 27) while reserving the 
right to keep certain waterways and 
lakes closed until a later date if the 
rice was not yet ripe on the season’s 
opening day. He established a wild 
rice advisory committee made up of 
people knowledgeable about wild 
rice around the state to support the 

Identifying Green Wild Rice
People who harvest wild rice year after year know how to identify unripe, green rice. But 
if you don’t have this experience, how can you tell when the rice is still green? Although a 
number of signals indicate maturity, it is difficult to translate this specific knowledge into 
law and even more difficult to enforce. Here are some examples of ways to quantify the 
measurement of ripe rice. 

On the Lake:
1.	More than 15 percent of the wild rice is still in the milk phase (when broken the grain 

exudes white liquid). 
2.	More than 15 percent of grains adhere to the stalk of the wild rice plant.ii 
3.	Wild rice plants are still in the flowering stage.

After Harvest:
1.	More than 40 rice heads (the top of the rice plant) are found in 10 pounds of harvested 

wild rice. A head broken off the wild rice plant reflects inappropriate harvesting prac-
tice.iii 

2.	In a pound of rice placed in water, 30 percent or more floats.iv

3.	Once parched, ripe wild rice will weigh about 50 percent of its wet weight. If the 
parched rice weighs closer to 30 percent of its wet weight, then it was too green when 
picked. 

4.	The estimated number of kernels necessary to make one pound of finished rice differs 
significantly when the rice is green (64,000) versus when the rice is mature (12,000).v 

Because regulations lack the nuances that come with translating knowledge based on experience, first-time harvesters should go 
with a veteran ricer. Indigenous practices are based on deep knowledge of the ecosystem and the biology of the natural world. Take time 
before, during, and after harvest to observe, listen, and learn from experienced ricers and from the plants themselves.

Wild rice plant in flower. If any plants are in flower 
on a lake, the lake should not be open for harvest.
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initiative. This system proved to be 
relatively successful in protecting the 
wild rice beds.23 

In 1996, the DNR removed the 
position of wild rice director and 
replaced this function with a set date 
for the opening of all lakes: July 15. 
The hope, as in the disastrous 1977 ex-
periment, was that individuals would 
not pick green rice, in the same way 
that people would not pick unripe 
blueberries, and that a fixed opening 
date well before the beginning of the 
season would avoid the opening-day 
frenzy. Given the wide variability in 
when wild rice ripens from one water-
way to another, a statewide opening 
day for rice season still requires con-
siderable knowledge on the part of 
the harvester to be able to distinguish 
between green and ripe rice.24

The detrimental effects of this 
decision on the health of the wild rice 
beds became clear, and in 2009 the 
law was again amended to open all 
lakes on August 15, a measure meant 
to preserve the rice while it was still 
flowering and one that remains in 
effect today, offering questionable 
protection of the wild rice. 

Harvesting “in a good way”: Given 
the challenges of transmitting knowl-
edge about harvesting practices and 
the lack of cultural relationships with 
the plant among non-Native harvest-
ers, in 1939 a number of regulations 
were set to attempt to protect the rice. 
Boat size was limited to avoid flatten-
ing the plants as the boat traversed 
the lake. Initially, the maximum size 

was 30 inches by 16 feet; later the 
dimensions increased to 36 inches by 
18 feet to accommodate aluminum 
canoes. To avoid damaging the plants, 
the flails, or knocking sticks, used to 
knock the rice into the boat needed to 
be handheld and hand-operated, no 
longer than 30 inches, and weighing 
no more than one pound. This rule 
was introduced because some har-
vesters bound their knocking sticks 
with metal to knock more rice off 
the plant, increasing the chance that 
green rice would also be harvested 
and the plant would be damaged. 
The pole used for propelling the boat 
had to end in a fork no longer than 12 
inches to avoid damaging the roots of 
the rice stalk. These regulations are 
still in place today. Limiting the size 
and weight of the tools used for ricing 
is a poor substitute for “harvesting in 
a good way.”

Regulation of harvesting practices: 
In lieu of tribal elders and social con-
trol, a system of licenses was intro-
duced to attempt to manage who was 
ricing (as well as to create revenue 
for the DNR) and fines were levied 
to enforce the regulations. In 1939, 
a license for an individual to harvest 
rice cost $0.50. This fee steadily in-
creased over the years. Licenses for 
buyers and sellers of wild rice each 
had their own set of stipulations that 
became increasingly complex as the 
market grew in size and value. As a 
short-lived experiment in 1969, some 
licenses permitted harvesting exclu-
sively in certain regions of the state 

to relieve pressure on other areas, but 
this practice was not adopted state-
wide, despite its apparent potential 
for protecting the rice. Nonresidents 
of Minnesota were not eligible for 
licenses until 2004, when it became 
possible for them to purchase a one-
day license only. As of 2016, band 
members who possess a valid tribal 
identification card from a federally 
recognized tribe located in Minne-
sota are deemed to have a license to 
harvest wild rice and do not need the 
additional state wild rice harvesting 
license.25 

In 1939 it became a misdemeanor 
to violate any of the wild rice laws. 
Offenders were not eligible for a new 
license until a year after the violation, 
similar to the tribal measure of a year-
long banishment from the harvest. 
However, the problem of enforcing 
what and how people harvested 
remained. As in traditional tribal 
management of the rice, some indi-
viduals or committees responsible for 
each lake tried to observe the ricing 
practices in their domain. They asked 
harvesters to refrain from ricing in 
areas where the rice was green or 
to stop ricing on a certain lake. But 
unlike in traditional systems in which 
shared cultural values and social re-
lationships strengthened this kind of 
enforcement, requests were not often 
met with acquiescence unless DNR 
staff was present to enforce the law. 

Ricing Today

Had it not been for Chief William 
Madison and his scripting of the 1939 
regulations incorporating Indige-
nous knowledge and practices into 
formal law, the story of wild rice in 
Minnesota may have been very differ-
ent. Imagine what Minnesota’s lakes 
would look like at the end of summer 
and early in fall if mechanical har-
vesting of wild rice were permitted. 

An experiment with deregulating the 
harvest in 1977 and 1978 was a disaster: 
for two consecutive years the wild rice 
beds were damaged by people harvesting 
unripe rice and the overall harvest was 
the lowest in many years.
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Besides the entourage of boats and 
airplanes and machines competing 
for strips of each year’s stands of 
rice, buzzing and blurring the aural 
and visual landscape of northern 
Minnesota, it is possible that the 
lakes would have little wild rice left 
to harvest.26

Treaties signed between the US 
government and the Ojibwe tribes in 
1837 and 1854 made specific mention 
of Native people’s rights to gather 
wild rice on all ceded territories; 
however, these rights were often not 
upheld. While protecting wild rice 
and the treaty agreements should 
have been reason enough to inspire 
regulatory action, measures were 
undertaken to satisfy duck hunters 
and when the state’s economic and 
political interests were threatened 
by looming welfare costs. Even as 
the original laws attempted to mimic 
traditional practices, in the absence 
of tribal structures of governance and 
Indigenous relational worldview, it 
has proved very difficult to success-
fully regulate wild rice harvests when 
profits are at stake.27

Today, wild rice is also threatened 
by water levels, mines, water contam-
ination, climate change, and invasive 
species. The harvest is governed by a 
complex mix of tribal, federal, state, 
and local laws and regulations. On 
reservations and in the 1854 treaty 
area, rice committees still open lakes 
for harvest individually based on the 
maturity of the rice, but state lakes 
are open to harvesting on a set date 

regardless of the conditions of the 
rice. Advocators for wild rice have 
pressured the state to reestablish a 
wild rice committee in Minnesota, 
but these efforts have not yet come 
to fruition. Funding for wild rice re-
search is disproportionately allocated 
to further development of paddy rice 
for industry. This funding includes 
genetic research that potentially 
could put wild wild rice varieties in 
danger, rather than supporting a 
deeper understanding of the ecology 
of wild rice and integration of Indige-
nous knowledge.28 

Nevertheless, there are some 
bright spots on the horizon. In 
December 2018, in an attempt to 
codify Indigenous knowledge into 
law to protect wild rice, the White 
Earth Band of Ojibwe adopted the 
rights of manoomin, or wild rice law, 
which states that wild rice “possesses 
inherent rights to exist, flourish, 
regenerate, and evolve, as well as 
inherent rights to restoration, recov-
ery, and preservation.” While the legal 
approach of assigning nature its own 
rights is used commonly in other 
parts of the world, it is not yet well 
accepted in the US legal context. Still, 
the effort is a groundbreaking step 
toward recognizing Indigenous world-
views as valuable in tackling complex 
ecological and social problems.29

What is clear is that the State 
of Minnesota took important legal 
measures in the first half of the twen-
tieth century to protect wild rice on 
state lakes from total destruction by 

incorporating Indigenous knowledge 
into law and by adopting a tribal 
management system. The climatic 
and economic uncertainty we face 
today calls for reflection on this past 
regulatory effort. Around the world, 
Indigenous knowledge is being called 
upon to help develop climate change 
adaptation plans, to rehabilitate the 
environment, to produce food sus-
tainably, to develop medicines, and 
more. Here in Minnesota, it is time to 
review the current threats to wild rice 
and once again incorporate invalu-
able traditional knowledge into state 
law to provide the protection the wild 
rice ecosystem deserves. 

The White Earth Band of Ojibwe adopted the 
rights of manoomin, or wild rice law, which 
states that wild rice “possesses inherent rights 
to exist, flourish, regenerate, and evolve, 
as well as inherent rights to restoration, 
recovery, and preservation.”
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