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Preface

This book, "Plants used by the Great Lakes Ojibwa", has been a long time in the making. 
The project has spanned over five years and contains a variety of information on 384 species of 
plants used by the Great Lakes Ojibwa.1 These plants were of great importance to the Anishinabe 
people and before English and scientific names were introduced, the plants were known to the 
people only by their Anishinabe name. According to the Ojibwa Creation Story, these names and 
others came from Original Man:

Boozhoo, I have more Ojibwa stories to tell you. These e- 
ki-na-ma'-di-win' (teachings) have been handed down to me by my 
Grandfathers. ...Original Man was created and lowered to the Earth 
by the Creator, Gitchie Manito.

After Original Man was placed on the Earth, he was given 
instructions by the Creator. He was told to walk this Earth and 
name all the o-way-se-ug’ (animals), the plants, the hills, and the 
valleys of the Creator's gi-ti-gan' (garden).

Original Man had no name of his own yet. Later, people 
would refer to him as Anishinabe and, still later, Way-na-boo'- 
zhoo. But at this early time, he who had no name would name all 
the Creation.2

The name of each plant carries with it a small part of the world view of the Anishinabe 
people. Perhaps Original Man named these plants because of the characteristics that were evident 
by looking at the plant. Perhaps these plants were named because of the uses to which they were 
to be put. Perhaps a plant was named because Original Man dreamed that this was to be the name 
of this plant. The name itself of each plant helps to show the importance to the Ojibwa people of 
this particular plant.

In recent times, and in the wake of the Lac Courte Oreilles v. Voigt3 decision in federal 
court, a renaissance has taken place and Anishinabe and non-Indians have begun to appreciate the 
value of Anishinabe culture. As this reawakening continues, language becomes even more 
important because the language embodies and provides the world view of the Anishinabe.

The primary use of this book as originally conceived was as an aid to ethnobotanists. The 
book took on a different dimension by adding the Anishinabe name or names to each species. The 
meaning of a name sometimes is a mystery because the people that kept this knowledge are no 
longer available as they were to Francis Densmore4 and others. The Anishinabe speakers 
consulted for this book were Eddie Benton-Banai of Lac Courte Oreilles and Maude Kegg of Mille 
Lacs. We are extremely grateful for their contributions. The writings of these names were 
supplied by John Nichols of the University of Manitoba, who reconstructed and used an 
orthography that we have adopted in this publication.

Each of the plants named in this book was used by the Anishinabe. When using these 
plants, the people recognized that each plant was a "being" and had its own spirit. But not every 
person knew how to use every plant. The knowledge of what medicine a particular plant held and

1 Anishinabe is the correct name for the people since this is the term they use to describe themselves; Ojibwa is 
what other tribes called the Anishinabe; and Chippewa is what non-Indians called the Ojibwa. Benton-Banai, E., The 
Mishomis Book, pp. 94 to 102.
2 Benton-Banai, E.. The Mishomis Book, p. 5.
3 Lac Courte Oreilles v. Voigt fLCO D. 700 F.2d 341 (7th Cir. 1983), commonly referred to as the Voigt case.

4Densmore, F. How Indians Use Wild Plants for Food, Medicine & Crafts.



how to use it was given to only some of those that sought that knowledge. Plants were to be 
treated in a respectful way with ceremony, prayer, and an offering. While gathering only a few 
and praying, an offering of tobacco was often made as thanks and in recognition of the sacrifice 
that the plant was being asked to make. In this dignified manner, the plant was honored, the 
medicine obtained, the Creator thanked, and the cycle of life ensured. After all, isn't it true that 
everything is related and that human beings are dependent on the rest of creation?

Out of nothing he made rock, water, fire, and wind. Into 
each one he breathed the breath of life. On each he bestowed with 
his breath a different essence and nature. Each substance had its 
own power which became its soul-spirit.

From these four substances Kitche Manitou created the 
physical world of sun, stars, moon, and earth.

To the sun Kitche Manitou gave the powers of light and 
heat. To the earth he gave growth and healing; to waters purity and 
renewal; to the wind music and the breath of life itself.

On earth Kitche Manitou formed mountains, valleys, plains, 
islands, lakes, bays, and rivers. Everything was in its place; 
everything was beautiful.

Then Kitche Manitou made the plant beings. These were 
four kinds: flowers, grasses, trees, and vegetables. To each he 
gave a spirit of life, growth, healing, and beauty. Each he placed 
where it would be the most beneficial, and lend to earth the greatest 
beauty and harmony and order.

After plants, Kitche Manitou created animal beings 
conferring on each special powers and natures. There were two- 
leggeds, four-leggeds, wingeds, and swimmers.

Last of all he made man. Though last in the order of 
creation, least in the order of dependence, and weakest in bodily 
powers, man had the greatest gift - the power to dream.

Kitche Manitou then made The Great Laws of Nature for the 
well being and harmony of all things and all creatures. The Great 
Laws governed the place and movement of sun, moon, earth and 
stars; governed the powers of wind, water, fire, and rock; governed 
the rhythm and continuity of life, birth, growth, and decay. All 
things lived and worked by these laws.

Kitche Manitou had brought into existence his vision.5

It is hoped that this book is not viewed merely as a scientific document for ethnobotanical 
use. Rather we hope to convey both the essence and spirit of an Anishinabe world view which 
carries with it the respect for each of the living things on this planet that we call Aki, our Mother 
the Earth. If we treat these plants with respect we engender an attitude of respect, honor and 
dignity for all of creation.

Now we lay these words down on paper so that we might help to preserve our heritage, 
remember the names and the uses of plants, and protect the ecosystems and habitats in which the 
species are found. As we find the meaning of Anishinabe plant names, and how these plants are 
used and fit into the ecosystem, we begin to more fully appreciate and understand how all things 
are connected. Our purpose is not to reveal secrets that have been passed from generation to 
generation through the oral tradition, but to give a glimpse into the breadth and depth of Indian 
knowledge of the second order resources.

5 Johnston, B., Oiibwav Heritage, p. 12-13.



Some of this knowledge was recorded during the Voigt trial. Included here is an excerpt 
from Judge Crabb's "timber decision."6

Evidence shows that at the time of the treaties, the Chippewa used a variety 
of plants and plant materials for many purposes: nutritional, medicinal, religious 
and magical. For example, they mixed box elder sap with sugar maple sap for a 
beverage; they used the root of the paper birch as a seasoner in medicine or, mixed 
with maple sugar, as a soothing syrup to alleviate stomach cramps; and they used 
bark from the wild cherry for a tea used as a remedy for coughs and colds. They 
used the cooked buds of the balsam poplar as a salve for cuts, wounds or bruises, 
the leaves of the hemlock to make a beverage, and the cambium layer of the red ash 
for food. The Chippewa used birch bark for the construction of canoes and 
containers of various kinds, including buckets and baskets used for cooking and 
storage, and for torches and even for books (in which they rendered the orders of 
their ceremonies in iconographs). They sealed these objects with gum from balsam 
fir and sewed them together with jack pine roots. For home building they used 
birch bark, cedar bark and matting made from cattail stalks. They used firewood 
for fuel. They traded or sold canoes, birch bark and maple syrup.

We must recognize that although a cultural renaissance has begun, the language of our 
ancestors is in grave danger of being lost. This book is an attempt to spur more thought in the 
hopes that our language can live on. And so we ask the readers to supply us with names of plants 
where we have no names and with definitions or English interpretations where we have none. It is 
our hope that Anishinabe botanists conversant in the language and in the stories that accompany the 
names of these plants will some day make this book obsolete.

Our language, religion, ceremonies, and traditions are our heritage and culture. We must 
continue to act to preserve all of this. The dilemma that we sometimes face is how to preserve the 
knowledge that some argue should only be taught orally, during ceremonies, or person-to-person.

Surviving as a people while maintaining that which makes us a people has been a struggle, 
especially for the last 200 years. We have survived and we have maintained much. But the 
struggle continues and aspects of our heritage are gradually being lost. And so in a respectful 
manner, we choose to preserve for future generations some of the knowledge that is gradually 
being lost, by writing it down.

We recognize though that much of our culture will have been lost if all we know and 
remember is that which we learn from books. Our culture must be lived to stay alive. And so we 
pray...

James H. Schlender 
Executive Administrator

6 Lac Courte Oreilles v. State of Wisconsin (LCO DO. 758 F.Supp. 1262, 1269 (W.D. Wis. 1991).
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Introduction

Indigenous peoples throughout the world knew much about their surrounding flora, 
because their livelihood depended on the identification, gathering, and wise use of these local 
resources. Plants were used for an assortment of purposes, including food, clothing and fiber, 
medicine, dyes, charms, toys, and in religious ceremonies.

Ironically, with the ever increasing scientific knowledge that modern societies have at their 
disposal, the number of plant species utilized has dramatically decreased. During the first 99% of 
human history wild resources were the mainstay of these cultures, whereas during the last 1% of 
human history, with the advent of plant and animal domestication, humans have depended on 
relatively few species. It has been estimated that 3000 plant species have been used throughout 
history as food sources, but today this number is down to about 200, with virtual dependence on 
as few as 15 species (Prescott-Allen and Prescott-Allen, 1986).

The objectives of this report are 1) to identify and describe those plants traditionally used 
by the Great Lakes Ojibwa and 2) to organize known information on the historical use and 
distributional status of these plants.

One of the biggest threats to the survival and collectability of traditionally used plants 
would be the continued loss of habitat required by these species. Since individual species are often 
found as components of general habitat types, it is important that these habitats are preserved. 
Most of the species that we have identified as being used traditionally by the Ojibwa are neither 
officially designated as threatened or endangered (i.e. like the timber wolf or ram's-head lady's- 
slipper) nor directly addressed in the management of game species. Hence, often there is no 
framework established to protect the habitats that support them. Additionally, the effects of habitat 
management on most plants is unknown, as we know little of how these actions affect their 
regeneration and life history requirements.

It is hoped that a renewed interest in the local flora will likewise result in an increased 
interest in preserving their habitats. The area covered by this report is the territory ceded by the 
Chippewa bands in 1837, 1842 and 1854, to the United States, including parts of eastern 
Minnesota, northern Wisconsin, and parts of the Upper Peninsula of Michigan (Figure 1).

In this report a separate information page for each of the 384 plant species listed in Tables 
1-3 is provided. This page includes a brief description, line drawing, and distribution map for the 
species. The species’ descriptions highlight distinguishing features of the plants and generally 
discuss the ways they were used by the Great Lakes Ojibwa. Plants are grouped into either 
vegetative cover types (e.g. Pine Forests) or habitat types (e.g. dunes and beaches) in which they 
are likely to be found. In addition to the above information, standardized Ojibwa names are 
included on these information pages for many of these plant species. For the reader's 
convenience, all 384 species are presented by both their scientific name and common name in the 
index at the end of this volume.

Ojibwe Language Research

The Ojibwe names that we present here are those that have been recorded in books and 
articles on Ojibwa plant use and in Ojibwe language dictionaries. These native language names are 
given, when possible, for each species and included on the information page for that species. 
These names were originally collected from speakers of a variety of Ojibwe dialects in Michigan, 
Minnesota, Ontario and Wisconsin. Some of the authors who wrote these names down knew no 
Ojibwe and were not trained in writing Ojibwe accurately.

We were able to correct some inaccuracies (or "restore") many of the Ojibwe names for 
plants and write them in a widely used contemporary Ojibwe language system. Two Ojibwe 
speakers, Eddie Benton Benai of Lac Courte Oreilles and Maude Kegg of Mille Lacs, were 
consultants for this project, and the Ojibwe language writing was done by John D. Nichols of the
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Department of Linguistics at the University of Manitoba. The writing system used in these 
restorations is described in the following book:

Nichols, John and Earl Nyholm, 1979. Ojibwewi-ikid.owin.an: An Ojibwe Word Resource Book.
Occasional Publications in Minnesota Anthropology 7. St. Paul: Minnesota Archaeological
Society.

Where the original writing in the sources seemed accurate or where the consultants 
provided a matching name, the restored names are printed in boldface type. In many cases, this 
restoration is a first approximation and no doubt can be improved with future research. Following 
most restored names are the names as spelled in the sources; these names are given in a section 
enclosed in parentheses. Where a name is give in boldface but no names appear in a section 
enclosed by parentheses, the name was supplied by Mr. Benton. When it has not yet been possible 
to accurately restore the form of a name, the name or names as printed in the sources are given in a 
section enclosed by square brackets, [ ]. The sources used in this restoration process are included 
in the references.

Major Habitat Change - Upper Great Lakes Region

Although the precise structure and composition of the presettlement forests are unknown, 
analyses of the original land surveys and existing remnants from the pre-logging forest suggest a 
forest much different from what exists today (Alhgren and Algren 1983; Bourdo 1983; Curtis 
1959). Three general categories of change have taken place since the major logging episodes of 
the late 1800's and early 1900's: 1) There has been a change in the age and size structure of the 
forests; whereas previously a large portion of the landscape was in mature or "climax" vegetation, 
today only a few remnant parcels are in this condition. 2) There has been a change in the relative 
abundance of different species, favoring early successional species. 3) There have been reciprocal 
changes between forested and non-forested habitat; some areas have gone from a forested 
landscape to agricultural (open) habitat, whereas other areas which were originally open habitat 
(prairies, barrens) have changed to forested landscapes such as plantations and oak woodlots.

A primary difference between today's forests and those of the presettlement era is the 
amount of old-growth or "climax" community across the landscape. The presettlement forests were 
dynamic ecosystems where succession was periodically set back by fire and windstorms. 
However, it can be conservatively estimated that about three-quarters of the landscape was in a 
climax stage compared to less than 1% presently (Anderson and Loucks 1979). Old growth habitat 
is often characterized by gap phase dynamics, that is, as individual trees die and fall there are many 
old tip-up mounds and dead and decaying logs within the forest opening. The importance of these 
structures for wildlife and as nursery beds for certain tree species such as hemlock and yellow 
birch is well known (Curtis 1959; Franklin 1989). On the other hand, studies on the importance of 
old-growth for maintaining biological diversity are in their infancy. For example, it has been 
suggested that there are different groups of insects in the old forests of the Pacific Northwest when 
compared to the younger forests of the region. Whereas the majority of insects in young forests are 
of the leaf eating variety, in old growth forests insects that prey on other insects have the potential 
to keep these leaf eating pests in check (Franklin 1989).

Changes in the species composition from presettlement times are coupled with the loss of 
old growth. The major change has been a substantial increase in aspen-birch stands at the expense 
of both northern mesic stands (including sugar maple, hemlock, white pine and yellow birch) and 
the pineries (especially white pine). On the Chequamegon National Forest, for example, it was 
estimated that the presettlement forest contained less than one percent aspen-birch by cover 
compared to about 30% today (US Forest Service 1986). These changes have generally been the 
result of the original cut-over, the following bums that significantly reduced the abundance of
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white pine, and subsequent silvicultural practices (clearcutting) that have reduced the northern 
mesic component. The clearcutting practices that have occurred due to the increased demand for 
aspen pulp have also helped to increase deer population levels in many areas from 5 to 10 per 
square mile at presettlement to between 20 and 30 today. This increased deer population has been 
implicated in the decline in abundance and regeneration of white cedar, hemlock, yellow birch, and 
shrubs like Canada yew (Alverson et al. 1988).

Fire prevention is another human activity that has brought about major changes in the 
original vegetation of the upper Great Lakes region, primarily by decreasing the amount of land in 
open, savannah-type vegetation. Most of the original open barrens and pine and oak savannahs in 
northwest Wisconsin were maintained in a semi-open state by periodic fires, ignited to a 
considerable extent by American Indians in efforts to manage for favorable vegetation types (Curtis 
1959). These areas have since been planted to jack pine and red pine and protected from fire to 
protect the lumber resource. In the southern portion of the Chippewa ceded territories there has 
been a reverse trend, that is a shift from forested land to an agricultural landscape. This change is 
most apparent adjacent to the Menominee Reservation, where former rich mesic forests of sugar 
maple, hemlock and white pine are now pastured and cultivated fields. In both of these cases 
(barrens to pine plantations and mesic forest to fields) the result is a reduction of biological 
diversity, as the plantations and fields are essentially managed for a single species.

Many of the above changes have resulted in a much more fragmented landscape, with small 
"islands" of mature forest set in a matrix of younger forest. The shorter silvicultural rotations that 
create this younger forest have increased the amount of time that there is a harsh edge or transition 
zone between mature forest and a cut-over landscape. These harsh edges favored the plants and 
animals that prefer a more open habitat over those that prefer mature forests. Deer, squirrels, 
cowbirds, blue jays and an assortment of exotic plant species have increased their numbers while, 
for a number of reasons, wolves, fisher, marten, certain songbirds and notable plant species such 
as Canada-yew and lady's slipper orchids have experienced a decline. Furthermore, as the acreage 
of mature forest has declined, the distance between the remaining patches has increased, making 
dispersal for both plants and animals more difficult. Random events such as blow downs, disease, 
and fire still occur in these fragmented forests. With the increased distance between the fragments, 
recolonization of species into these areas after a disturbance is less likely, making it difficult for the 
original species composition to be maintained (Harris 1984).

Habitat Determination

Plant habitats can generally be classified into two groups according to the amount of 
sunlight that reaches the ground. Those sun-loving plants that require a considerable amount of 
sunlight are found in 1) open habitats, and the shade-tolerant plants that have adapted to some 
shading by other, taller plants are found in 2) closed habitats. We further divided this natural 
dichotomy of open and closed habitats along a moisture gradient. This results in main habitat 
classifications as such:

1) Open Habitats (sunny)
a) Dry Environment
b) Mesic Environment (medium moisture)
c) Wet Environment

2) Closed Habitats (shady)
a) Dry Environment
b) Mesic Environment (medium moisture)
c) Wet Environment

3



Within each of the six main habitat classifications listed above (i.e. open habitat, wet) there 
are 2 to 3 specific plant groupings as determined by the specific plant species that tend to dominate 
that particular habitat class. We refer to these specific plant groups as vegetative cover types or 
merely cover types. Whenever possible the cover types as developed by John T. Curtis (1959) in 
his classic work The Vegetation of Wisconsin were followed. In some cases this was not possible, 
as Curtis dealt generally with the vegetation of Wisconsin prior to European settlement.

It should be pointed out that plant species do not always fall neatly into cover type 
categories developed by researchers, for example jack pine (Pinus banksiana! is usually found in 
some of the driest sandy soils, while at the same time it is also not uncommon as a tree of small 
stature in sphagnum bogs. In such cases we have placed the species in the cover type in which it 
will most likely be encountered. Other situations arise where a generalist species does not have a 
great affinity for any one habitat, in such cases we placed the species into the vegetation cover type 
as determined by Curtis.

The following classification begins with the open habitats and continues with the closed 
habitats. Following each habitat designation is a brief description of the vegetation type and a list of 
the dominant species. One final category includes a number of species traditionally used by the 
Ojibwa, but presumably obtained by trading from outside the area, as the species are not found in 
the ceded territories. The abbreviations following the habitat names (e.g. BG following Bracken 
Grassland) are their designations listed in tables 1 and 2.

OPEN HABITATS - (generally treeless areas)

Open Habitats - Dry Environments

Bracken Grassland/Oak Savannah (BG) - The bracken grasslands are a dry soil 
habitat dominated by bracken fern, several dry soil grasses, blueberry shrubs, and blackberry 
brambles. In some areas these habitats are dominated by scrub oaks and hazelnut thickets. This is 
generally an open habitat that appears to have been maintained by periodic fires that kept trees and 
shrubs from invading.

Dune. Beach and Cliff (DU) - These three habitats are grouped because they share 
the characteristic of lacking well-developed soil, and they are composed of loose sand, gravel, or 
bare rock. Sandy roadsides in some localities share this characteristic, and plants of these habitats 
may be found along such roadsides.

Open Habitats - Mesic Environments

Prairies (PR) - Most of these prairies were in southern Wisconsin, although some 
of the northwestern part of the state within the treaty lands was originally in prairie. The prairie 
areas differ from the two previous habitats by having a better developed soil. Tall grasses such as 
big bluestem dominated the prairies as well as large perennials such as sunflowers and compass 
plants. Fires were responsible for maintaining the prairies, preventing invasion by oak trees. The 
prairies of Wisconsin originally covered about 2 million acres, of which less than 1 percent 
remains today.

Old Fields (OF) - The old field communities of northern Wisconsin developed 
through succession on areas that were once extensively logged, then farmed for a short period of 
time, and subsequently left fallow. Many of these species are naturalized, introduced into these 
open habitats since the time of logging. Orange hawkweed and ox-eye daisy are common non­
native species of these old fields, while fireweed and goldenrods are some characteristic native 
plants of this community.
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Open Habitats - Wet Environments

Aquatic Habitat (AQ) - The aquatic habitat includes areas that are either in shallow 
water or in well-saturated soils throughout the growing season. Typical plants of this habitat 
include cattail, wild-rice, water lily, water milfoil and pondweed.

Sedge Meadows (SM) - The sedge meadows of the ceded territories include areas 
with water-saturated soils bordering aquatic habitat on the upland side. These areas include plant 
species that tolerate periodic flooding that prevents encroachment by trees and large shrubs. 
Typical plants of this habitat include tussock sedges, blue-joint grass, willow shrubs, blue flag iris 
and Joe-pye weed.

Sphagnum Bogs (SB) - Sphagnum bogs are characterized by a unique set of plants 
that are adapted to the stresses of this nutrient-poor, acidic habitat. Typical species include pitcher 
plants, cranberries, leatherleaf shrubs and several types of hollies on the bog margins.

CLOSED HABITATS - (forested areas)

Closed Habitat - Dry Environments

Pine Forests (PF) - The pine forests are found on very sandy soils and are 
dominated by both jack and red pines. Today, this habitat also includes many of the pine 
plantations of northern Wisconsin. Red maple, white pine, northern pin oak, as well as aspen and 
birch are frequently found in this vegetation type.

Closed Habitats - Mesic Environments (medium moisture)

Although the three cover types described below are considered middle-moisture for 
classification purposes, they grade from dry-mesic (Aspen/Birch) to wet-mesic (Boreal).

Aspen/Birch Forests (AB) - This type is dominated by trembling aspen, big tooth 
aspen, white birch, and red maple, with lesser amounts of northern red oak, sugar maple, 
basswood, and white pine. Most of this cover-type has been created since the logging of the 
pineries and hardwood forests in the 1920's. The aspen/birch type is now the major vegetative 
cover type in the ceded territories.

Northern Mesic Forests (NM) - This forest type is dominated by sugar maple, and 
to a lesser extent contains basswood, yellow birch, hemlock, red maple and white pine. Today 
yellow birch, hemlock, and white pine are of lesser importance in this forest type than they were 
before the initial logging.

Boreal Forests (BF) - The original boreal forest tracts of northern Wisconsin and 
Minnesota have been extensively logged; they were dominated by balsam fir, white spruce and 
white cedar. The second-growth of this habitat is a mix of the above mentioned evergreens and 
hardwoods species including white birch, aspen, and red maple. Mountain ash is a notable tree 
species that is characteristic of this community, but it seldom dominates the communities' 
composition. This habitat is generally prevalent along lands adjacent to Lake Superior.

Closed Habitats - Wet Environments

Alder Thickets (AT) - The alder thickets are not generally thought of as a forest 
type, but are dominated by speckled alder, a tall shrub, and several species of willow. These
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habitats are closed-canopied environments, however, and are common along slow-moving stream 
courses in northern Wisconsin.

Floodplain Forests (FF) - True floodplain forests are not a major component of 
northern Wisconsin because of the lack of large rivers. However, in the context used in this 
habitat-typing, this forest type is found primarily in the southern-most part of the ceded territories 
on wet areas along river banks. The vegetation type is dominated by silver maple, box elder, 
willow, American elm, and green ash.

Northern Wet Forests (NW) - The northern wet forests are the swamp forests of 
northern Wisconsin which are usually dominated by any one of the following species: white cedar, 
black spruce, tamarack or black ash. Yellow birch, balsam fir, and American elm are also frequent 
in this habitat type, which occurs on water-saturated soils.

Other Plants, outside the ceded territories (OTH) - The species on the plant list that 
are included in this category are not found in the ceded territories, and presumably were obtained 
from trading outside the area.

Plant Lists

Stemming from the work of Moerman (1986), Densmore (1928) and many others listed in 
the references cited, 384 vascular plants have been identified as being used traditionally by the 
Ojibwa for various purposes. Although the exact number of vascular plant species in the ceded 
territories is unknown, estimates fall between 900 and 1,500 species (Eric Epstein and Emmet 
Judziewicz, personal communication), indicating that specific uses were recorded in the literature 
for approximately 25 to 40 percent of the total flora. This high percentage used is a testimony to 
the inherent knowledge that the Ojibwa had of the local flora. Lists of these 384 plants are 
presented in Tables 1-3, along with the habitat in which they are most likely to be found.

We expect that the list will increase as more information is gathered. We encourage readers 
to contact us with additional information in order to update the lists presented here. The plants that 
we have included are able to propagate themselves in the wild. This qualification eliminates the 
domesticated species such as maize, yet includes those species only recently naturalized in North 
America such as bull thistle (Cirsium vulgare).

Three tables are presented to help the reader look up a specific plant, given only one piece 
of information. For example, if the common name is known, Table 1 can be used, which lists 
these common names alphabetically, along with their scientific names. If only the scientific name is 
known then Table 3 can be used which lists the scientific name alphabetically, along with the 
common name. Table 1 also lists the Ojibwe name for each plant, either in a restored form or 
printed as in the original source document and lists the habitat in which each plant is most likely to 
be found. Table 2 is a list of the 384 plants sorted by habitat-type. If the reader is interested in 
discovering which plants are likely to be found in a bog, for example, this list can be of use. 
Table 3 is also of use to those readers interested in the taxonomy or the scientific naming of the 
plants; this list gives the author of each plant, that is the name of the person who first described the 
plant for science. All species names are as listed in Gleason and Cronquist's Manual of Vascular 
Plants of Northeastern United States and Adjacent Canada (1991).
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Plant Collection and Preservation

Plants should only be collected in such a manner that insures their continued survival, both 
in the specific collection locality and across the landscape. It is always imperative to look at a 
species' local abundance before collecting; if the number of individuals is greater than perhaps 25 
to 50, it is probably safe to collect a few individuals. If, upon returning the next season there has 
been a considerable decrease in the number of individuals, it would be best to find another source. 
Sometimes, even though a species is locally abundant, it may be rare across the landscape. This 
situation is of concern for those species whose habitats are particularly threatened. Plants that are 
distributed in only a few counties (as seen by the maps provided) should be collected only when 
the local populations are in sufficient numbers to sustain a harvest, perhaps in this case numbering 
in the hundreds or thousands of individuals. As a general rule, plants found only in declining 
habitats, such as the prairie, boreal forest, or northern mesic vegetation types will be more 
threatened than those of old fields and aspen/birch vegetation types.

To further insure the long term viability of a plant species, some general hints in collecting 
may be helpful. When only leaves are sought, it is best to take a few leaves from a number of 
individuals, rather than to denude one individual. Unless the roots are needed, the collector should 
leave the roots intact, as many species will propagate from the rootstock.

Of the 384 plant species listed in this report as utilized by the Ojibwa, the following are 
considered to be rare in parts of the ceded territories, and should not be collected:

Artemisia dracunculus 
Artemisia frigida 
Astragalus crassicarpus 
Baptisia tinctoria 
Cypripedium reginae 
Geum macrophyllum 
Medeola virginiana 
Onosmodium molle 
Pediomelum argophyllum 
Rhus aromatica 
Ribes hudsonianum 
Ribes oxyacanthoides 
Thaspium barbinode 
Virburnum edule

mugwort 
prairie sage 
ground plum 
yellow wild indigo 
showy ladyslipper 
large-leaved avens 
Indian cucumber-root 
false gromwell 
silver scurf-pea 
fragrant sumac 
Canadian black currant 
gooseberry 
meadow parsnip 
squashberry

Distribution Maps

The maps provided on each plant page depict only a general distribution of the species 
throughout northern Minnesota, northern Wisconsin and parts of the upper peninsula of Michigan. 
A shaded circle placed in the county boundary indicates that said species was known to exist in the 
county. The main sources for this information include Vascular Plants o f Minnesota (Ownbey and 
Morley 1991), numerous reprints from the Preliminary Reports on the Flora o f  Wisconsin, and 
Michigan Flora, Parts 1 and 2 (Voss 1972 and 1985). Other sources are listed in the references. 
Since these sources represent plant "vouchers" by individual collectors, their biases should be 
pointed out. Often times collectors pass up the common species in search of county records, 
perhaps not realizing that the common plants may also not be represented. In addition, some plants 
by their nature are more interesting to field botanists. For example, there is an excellent book 
devoted to the orchids and their distribution in the Great Lakes Region (Case 1987), whereas 
poison ivy is often left uncollected! In any case these maps should be viewed as only a first 
approximation of the individual plant's range.
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Botanical Terminology

In describing each of these species, we often rely on certain adjectives that may not be 
familiar to all readers. Many of these words we have explained below, either through definitions 
or drawings.

D e fin itio n s

Alkaloid. Any of the many chemical bases containing nitrogen found in plants. These
are naturally occurring secondary chemicals in plants, thought to be 

important for defense against herbivory.

Annual. A plant that completes its life cycle, from seed to flower to fruit, in one
growing season.

Axil (of leaf). The position between the leaf and the stem.

Biennial. A plant that takes two years to complete its life cycle, usually flowering the
second year.

Bract. A modified or specialized leaf found beneath the flowering structure.

Catkin. A hanging spike of tightly-packed flowers all of the same sex.

Clone. A plant that forms a large patch by reproducing itself through rootstock
propagation.

Herb. A plant with stems dying back at the end of each growing season.

Herbaceous. Dying back to the ground at the end of the growing season.

Lenticel. A group of cells appearing as a light-colored, small dot or dash on the bark
of branches.

Perennial. A plant that lives for many years and may have stems that do not die back
in winter, in which case it is called a woody perennial.

Petiole.

Recurved Petals. 

Rhizome.

Sori.

Succulent.

Tendril.

The stalk or stem of a leaf.

Flower petals that curve backwards.

An underground stem, usually horizontal, with roots growing on the under 
side and leafy stems on the upper side.

Clusters of spore sacs. (Sorus, singular).

Thick, fleshy, and juicy.

A part of a stem or leaf that has been modified to be a means of support for 
the plant. Peas and grapes are examples of plants with tendrils.
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Leaf Margins. The edges of leaves.

Botanical Drawings

Leaf Type.

Leaf Veins.



Botanical Drawings

Flower Arrangement. The manner in which the flowering stalk is shaped due to the degree and
type of branching.

raceme spike umbel

Flowering Parts.

stamen
anther ■ 

filament'

Leaf Arrangement. The way in which leaves are placed on the stem of the plant.

alternate opposite whorled
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MEDICAL DEFINITIONS

Many of the medicinal uses reported in the literature refer to specific ailments or medical 
conditions. We provide definitions for many of these terms below:

Abortifacient. An agent used to cause an abortion, or to start menstruation after an
interruption.

Amenorrhea.

Anemia.

Aphrodisiac-

Astringent.

Carbuncles.

Carminative.

Catarrh.

Cathartic.

Cholera.

Coagulant-

Colic.

Consumption.

Decoction.

The absence of normal menstruation.

The condition of having too few red blood cells or a reduction of 
hemoglobin.

A substance that increases sexual desire.

An agent that constricts tissues or blood vessels.

A skin lesion that starts out with red, tight, painful skin and eventually 
breaks open, discharging pus.

An agent that removes gas from the intestines.

Swelling of the mucous membranes, often associated with emphysema or 
asthma.

An agent that causes purging of the bowels.

A disease with symptoms of severe diarrhea, loss of fluids, cramping of 
muscles, and collapse.

An agent that causes blood to congeal.

Spasm and pain usually of the colon.

The wasting away of a person due to tuberculosis.

A liquid made of plants boiled in water. (Compound decoction - more than 
one kind of plant used in the preparation.)

Demulcent. A substance used to smooth and soften skin.

Diaphoretic. An agent that causes increased perspiration.

Diuretic. An agent that causes increased urination.

Dropsy. An excessive accumulation of fluid in the tissues or body cavity.

Dysentery. An intestinal disorder with bloody diarrhea as a symptom.

Dvsuria. Difficult or painful urination.

Eczema. An itching or burning skin condition.
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Emetic.

Expectorate.

Felon.

Flux.

Fumigant.

Gynecological

Hemorrhage.

Hemostatic.

Infusion.

Inhalant.

Parturition.

Physic.

Piles.

Poultice.

Pulmonary.

Scrofula.

Stimulant.

Styptic.

An agent that induces vomiting.

To spit out phlegm from the throat or lungs.

A deep sore near the nail of a finger or toe.

Diarrhea.

A plant used to make smoke in order to disinfect a room.

Pertaining to menstruation, childbirth, and diseases of females.

Profuse bleeding.

An agent that stops profuse bleeding (hemorrhaging).

The liquid obtained after a plant has been soaked or steeped in water. 
(Compound infusion - when more than one kind of plant had been used in 

the infusion.)

Any substance that is inhaled.

The act of giving birth; childbirth.

Any substance that causes purging.

A tumor in the rectum, also known as hemorrhoids.

A mass of plant material, usually hot and moist, between two layers of 
cloth, applied externally.

Involving the lungs.

A variety of tuberculosis with common symptoms including swollen lymph 
glands in the neck.

Any substance that increases functional activity, or makes one more alert. 

An agent that stops profuse bleeding (hemorrhaging).
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Bracken Grassland

Bracken Grassland/Oak Savannah (BG) - The bracken grasslands are a 
dry soil habitat dominated by bracken fern, several dry soil grasses, blueberry shrubs, 
and blackberry brambles. In some areas these habitats are dominated by scrub oaks 
and hazelnut thickets. This is generally an open habitat that appears to have been 
maintained by periodic fires that kept trees and shrubs from invading.



Agastache foeniculum  
giant hyssop

(Densmore: weza'wtinQckwuk']

Giant hyssop has anise-scented leaves that 
are soft and white beneath. The blue or violet 
flowers appear on a spike in August and Septem­
ber. Two pairs of stamens protrude beyond the 
petals, one pair curving upward, the other down­
ward, crossing each other. It grows to heights of 3 
to 5 feet in prairies, inland sand areas and other dry 
ground. Traditional medical uses of this plant 
included an infusion of the roots for colds, chest 
pain, and coughs; and a simple or compound poul­
tice of leaves or stems for bums.



Anaphalis margaritacea 
pearly everlasting

waahigwan (Densmore: wa'bigwun) 
baasibagak (Smith: basi' baguk; Zichmanis & 

Hodgins: basibuguk)

Pearly everlasting is characterized by yel­
low-centered daisy-like flowers in a flat topped 
cluster. The stems and leaves of this plant are 
woolly-white. Pearly everlasting is usually found 
on very dry, sandy soil and it is often associated 
with pussy toes, and orange and yellow hawk- 
weeds. It generally is between 1 and 3 feet tall and 
has its leaves alternate on the stem. Both the flow­
ers and leaves of this plant were used traditionally 
for their medicinal powers; the leaves were smoked 
to revive stroke victims, and the flowers were used 
in an herbal steam for rheumatism and paralysis.

A. m argaritacea
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gaagigebag (Smith: gagige' bug)

Antennaria neglecta
lesser pussytoes

Lesser pussytoes can form dense patches in 
dry fields, prairies, and open sandy woods. These 
harsh conditions sometimes limit this species’ 
growth to 4 inches tall. The leaves form a basal 
rosette and are covered with white hairs. The white 
to purple flowers bloom from April to July in a 
clump on the stem above the leaves. An infusion of 
the plant was used in traditional medicine as a 
gynecological aid after childbirth.
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gaagigebagoons (Zichmanis & Hodgins: 
kagigaebugohnse)

Antennaria plantaginifolia
pussytoes

Pussytoes is a perennial with a woolly stem 
that grows from 4 to 16 inches high and forms 
dense mats. The spoon-shaped basal leaves are 
dull green and hairy above, with 3 to 7 prominent 
veins beneath. The stem leaves are lance-shaped, 
and smaller and fewer than the basal leaves. From  ̂
April to June the white flowers bloom in small 
heads at the top of the stem. It is difficult to *** 
distinguish the many species of pussytoes, as they 
all have the same general appearance. This species 
of pussytoes grows in dry soils of woods, fields, 
and pastures. Traditional medicinal uses included 
preparing the plant in unspecified ways for stom­
ach aches and as an expectorant.



Arabis glabra 
tower mustard

ISmith: misodjidamo' anQk]

Tower mustard has a four-petalled, pale 
yellow flower and characteristic gray green leaves 
and stem. The leaves of tower mustard are both 
basal and above, on the stem; these upper leaves 
have lobes that clasp the stem. The flowers of this 
species develop into long erect seed pods. Tower 
mustard grows to heights of 3 feet. It is found in dry 
open places such as old fields and roadsides. Al­
though this species was recognized and named by 
the Great Lakes Ojibwa, there was no reported use.



Arctosiaphylos uva-ursi 
bearberry

apaakozigan (Rhodes: paakwzigan) 
miskwaabiimag (Reagan: me-squah-be-mag, mesgwah- 

be-mag (mi-squa-bi-mag, mis-gwa-bi-mag)) 
[Densmore: saga 'komTnagunj']

Bearberry is a prostrate, evergreen shrub 
that forms mats on sandy or rocky soils in exposed 
sites in the northern part of the ceded territories. 
The reddish-brown upright branches reach heights 
of about 7 inches. The alternate, leathery leaves are 
oval or paddle shaped, with the broadest part above 
the middle. In May and June the bell-shaped, pink 
to white flowers bloom, crowded at the tips of 
branches in clusters. The dry, red berry-like fruit 
matures in August to September. Native Ameri­
cans had many uses for bearberry. The berries were 
cooked with meat as a seasoning, the root was 
smoked in a pipe to attract game, an infusion of the 
pounded plant was used as a wash for rheumatism 
and for general illnesses, and the leaves were 
smoked to relieve headaches.

A . uva-ursi



Comptonia peregrina 
sweet fern

IGilmore: kba’agne-minS; Smith: gibaime 'nuna 'gwus, 
gibaime 'nuna gwus]

Sweet fern is a low-growing plant (less 
than 3 feet high) that spreads in thickets. It grows 
in sandy and gravelly soil in open areas. The fern­
like, alternate leaves are long and narrow with 
lobes. Sweet fern flowers bloom in April and May, 
with the male flowers in catkin-type clusters at the 
branch tips, and the female flowers in round, bristly 
clusters. The fruit is round and about 1 inch in 
diameter. The root nodules can fix atmospheric 
nitrogen, which enables sweet fern to colonize 
waste habitats. Traditionally, the burned, dried 
leaves were used in religious ceremonies, an infu­
sion of leaves was used for fevers, and a decoction 
or infusion of leaves was used to cure stomach 
cramps.

C. peregrina
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wunhigwun (Smith: wabt'gwfln) 
[Smith: mfimiskfl 'nakuk]

Hieracium kalmii
Canada hawkweed

Canada hawkweed is a perennial species 
that grows to heights of 2 to 5 feet. The numerous 
leaves occur all the way up the stem, are somewhat 
clasping at the base, and have few teeth. Unlike 
other hawkweeds, there is no basal rosette of leaves 
at flowering time. The yellow dandelion-like flow­
ers are about 1 inch in diameter and bloom in loose 
clusters from July to September. Canada hawk­
weed grows in sandy soil in fields, thickets, wood 
edges, and on beaches. Both the flowers and roots 
were used traditionally as hunting charms.



Monarda fistulosa 
wild bergamot

(Densmore: bibi 'gwunukuk' wabino'wuck; Gilmore: 
sasdp-kwanins; Hoffman: moshkos'wanowi"s'; Smith: 
w eca' wfls wackwt' nek]

Wild bergamot is the most abundant of the 
horsemints. It is found growing in clearings, thick­
ets, prairies, fields, and along edges of dry fields. It 
grows to heights of 2 to 3 feet, and has a square stem 
like many other mints. The opposite, lance-shaped 
leaves are toothed and aromatic when crushed. In 
July and August the pinkish or pale lilac, lipped 
flowers bloom in large terminal clusters. Wild 
bergamot had many medicinal uses in traditional 
Native American culture. Chewed leaves were 
placed in the nostrils to relieve headaches, a decoc­
tion of the root and flowers was administered for 
worms, a poultice of moistened dry flowers and 
leaves was used as a dressing for bums, an infusion 
of flowers and leaves was used as a skin wash, and 
the steam of the boiled plant was inhaled to treat 
respiratory problems.



| Reagan: kah-be-sah-ne-gwa-y-yok (ka-bi-sani-gwe-iag)l

Monarda punctata
horse mint

Horse mint grows in prairies and other dry 
sandy places, reaching heights of 1 to 3 feet. The 
opposite, lance-shaped leaves are aromatic when 
crushed. The upper leaves are whitish-green to 
lavender. From July to October whorls of yellow 
flowers with purple spots bloom in the upper leaf 
axils. These flowers are set off by showy white or 
lilac bracts. Traditionally a decoction of the plant 
was used to treat a sick stomach and for bowel 
problems, and the plant was used as a rubbing 
medicine.



Pedicularis canadensis 
wood betony

mandaamini-ojiibikens (Smith: mandami' nlodji' 
biktns, manda 'mmiodji 'bikSns)

Wood betony grows in medium to dry 
prairies, forests, and clearings, reaching a height of 
4 to 16 inches. The leaves are soft and fern-like, 
and often a reddish color. The yellow or reddish 
flowers are hooded, appearing in clusters from 
April to June. An infusion of dried roots was used 
traditionally to treat anemia and roots were also 
used as an aphrodisiac.



Polygala paucifolia 
fringed polygala

(Ziehmanis & Hodgins: tikizidgeebikohnse)

The solitary stems of fringed polygala 
emerge from a rhizome and grow to be 3 to 6 inches 
tall. The alternate, evergreen leaves are of two 
types. The lower leaves are small and scalelike, 
while the upper leaves are oval and crowded at the 
top. In May and June the 1 to 3 pink flowers bloom. 
The petals are fused into a tube and are fringed at 
the tip, giving the flowers an orchid-like appear­
ance. Fringed polygala grows commonly in both 
moist and dry woods. No traditional Native Ameri­
can use for this plant was specified, but the trans­
lation of the Ojibwa name, “little root that cools”, 
implies that the roots were used to treat fevers.
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gichi-ode’iminijiibik (Densmore: 
gl 'tciode 'imTnrdji 'btk)

Potentilla arguia
tall cinquefoil

Tall cinquefoil (1 to 3 feet in height) has 
stout, clammy-feeling stems that are rough and 
hairy. It is found growing in prairies, dry woods, 
barrens, and other dry or rocky open places. The 
compound leaves have 7 to 11 leaflets that are 
velvety-soft beneath. From June to August the 
numerous cream-colored flowers bloom. The color 
of the flowers is a good way to distinguish this 
species from other cinquefoils which have yellow 
flowers. Medicinal uses of tall cinquefoil included 
a poultice of powdered root for cuts; a decoction of 
root for dysentery; and dry, pulverized root pricked 
into the temples or placed in the nostrils to relieve 
headaches.



Rhus aromatica
fragrant sumac

huakwaanibag (Hoffman: bOkkwan 'fbflk)

Fragrant sumac is a low shrub, 4 to 6 feet 
tall, that forms large mounds or thickets. The 
alternate, compound leaves have 3 roughly oval, 
toothed leaflets that are aromatic when crushed. In 
April and May the small, yellowish flowers bloom 
in a dense spike, either before the leaves emerge, or 
with the emerging leaves. In July and August the 
hairy, reddish, berry-like fruits mature in fragrant 
clusters. Fragrant sumac is found growing in dry, 
sandy or rocky clearings and pastures, and is un­
common in the region. Although it is not listed as 
endangered it should not be collected until more is 
known of its status. The bark and berries of this 
species were used by Native Americans for un­
specified medicinal and ceremonial purposes.
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Rhus copallinum
dwarf sumac

Dwarf sumac is a shrub found in upland 
fields and openings, reaching heights of between 3 
and 18 feet. The alternate, compound leaves have 
7 to 21 lance-shaped leaflets with smooth edges or 
very few teeth. The midrib between the leaflets is 
conspicuously winged. The stout twigs have a 
large pith, milky sap, and are softly hairy. In June 
and July the small greenish-yellow flowers bloom 
in a spike-shaped cluster. From August to October 
the small, dry, hairy, red fruits mature in dense 
clusters at the ends of branches. The clusters often 
persist throughout the winter. Traditionally the 
berries and bark were used for unspecified medici­
nal and ceremonial purposes.



baakwuanaatig (Baraga: bakwanfitig ‘vinegar-tree’; 
Rhodes: baakwaanaatig; Smith: bakwana' tig, 
bakwa' natlg, bakwana'tig) 

baakwaanimi/h (Rhodes: baakwaanmizh)

Rhus typhina
staghorn sumac

Staghorn sumac is found on clearings, hill­
sides and along roadsides, usually in dry areas on 
the edges of woods. It is a clonal shrub that grows 
in tell-tale clumps. The leaves of this species are 
compound with 8 to 20 leaflets per leaf. When the 
leaves turn color, the clones form bright red “bea­
cons” in early fall. The fruits are also red when ripe 
in the fall, and were crushed and drunk in a tea. 
Traditionally, the roots of staghorn sumac were 
used as a medicine to stop hemorrhaging.



Rubus allegheniensis 
wild blackberry

odatagaagominugauwanzh (plant), odatagaagomin, 
(berry) (Baraga odatagSgominagawanj, -ig ‘a kind o f  
mulberry bush’, odatag5gomin ‘a kind o f mulberry’; 
Gilmore: tet^ga-min)

(Smith: o'dataga' gomic, odataga' gomlc]

The erect arching canes of the wild black­
berry grow to be 6 feet tall or more and have large 
straight thorns. The compound leaves have 5 
finely toothed leaflets that are soft and downy 
beneath and hairy on top. Blooming in June and 
July the white, 5-petaled flowers are numerous, 
often more than 20 in a loose cluster. From July 
through September the thimble-shaped, black ber­
ries mature. When picked, the receptacle stays 
with the fruit. Wild blackberry is found growing 
in old fields, thickets, pastures, along roadsides, 
and in conifer plantations. Traditional medical 
practices included using an infusion of roots to 
treat diarrhea and as a gynecological aid to prevent 
miscarriage. The juicy berries were harvested as 
a source of food.



Rubus occidentalis 
black raspberry

makade-miskomin, makade-miskwimin (Gilmore 
kadem-sku-min; Hoffman: 
m akade'w< =  m>Iskwi'm inflk) 

makade-miin, -an
odatagaagominagaawan/.h (Densmore: 

oda 'tagago 'mlnaga 'wunj)

Black raspberry grows in the southern part 
of the ceded territories, and is found in thickets, at 
the edges of woods, and along roadsides and 
fencerows. Growing in clumps, the 3 to 6 foot high 
canes arch over with the tips touching the ground 
and sometimes rooting. The alternate, compound 
leaves have 3 to 5 leaflets that are white under­
neath. The canes are armed with stout curved 
prickles, and the whole plant is covered with a 
whitish powder. In May and June the white flowers 
bloom in clusters of 3 to 10. In July the black or 
dark purple berries mature and are easily detached 
from the receptacle when ripe. Medicinally the 
roots were used in various decoctions as an eye 
wash, to treat back pain and stomach pain, and as a 
gynecological aid. The berries were also a source 
of food.

R. occid en talis
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Smilax herbacea 
carrion flower

ginebigominagaawanzh (Smith: gm e'
bigomTnaga'wilnj; Zichmanis & Hodgins: 
ginebigominagawuhnsh) 

makojiibik (Densmore: ma 'kodji 'bTk)

Carrion flower is a climbing plant that can 
grow to be 7 feet tall. It has tendrils, but unlike 
other related species it has no prickles on the stems. 
In May and June the numerous, greenish flowers 
bloom, with more than 20 flowers in a rounded 
cluster. The plant gets its name from the carrion­
like smell of the flowers. The fruits are blue 
berries, with a waxy bloom. The alternate leaves 
are broadly oval, with parallel veins. Growing in 
moist to dry woods, along fence rows, in thickets, 
or on low ground, carrion flower is relatively rare 
in Wisconsin. Native American medical practices 
found many uses for the roots of this plant. A 
compound decoction was used as a physic, a simple 
decoction was used to treat kidney problems and 
back pain, and the root was used for lung problems.
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