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e t h • n o • b o t • a • n y 
( ĕ t h ’ n ō - b ŏ t ’ n - ē )

Ethnobotany is the study of the relationship between the knowledge and use of plants by 
people in the past and present.  “Ethno” is the study of people and “Botany” is the study 
of plants. The term “ethnobotany” was first coined by American botanist John Hash-
berger in 1875.   

Ethnobotany is not new.  It began when man first of necessity classified plants: those of 
little or no utility; those which were useful in many practical ways; those alleviating pain 
or otherwise ameliorating illness; and those that made him ill or killed him. He must have 
wondered at the unworldly effects of the few psychoactive species, and he could explain 
their extraordinary properties only by assuming that they were endowed with spiritual 
power from supernatural sources. It has been proposed that man’s early experiences 
with hallucinogens was a principal factor leading to the origin of religious concepts.

It was not long before the knowledge and manipulation of the properties of plants be-
came associated with certain individuals, and these early medicine men or shamans 
ultimately acquired great powers.  This endowment continues today in societies where 
this specialist is the repository of vast knowledge of plants and their properties and is 
privy to the secret and superstitious rituals connected with their use. 



Black Walnut (eastern black walnut, American walnut)
Juglans nigra 
Walnut family: Juglandaceae 

Dakota: Hma Ho Chunk: Chak Omaha: Táge

Flowering Period 
Mid April to mid June 

Description
Medium sized tree.  Height: 70-150 feet tall.  Usually matures in about 
150 years.  The branches are widely spread and form a massive crown.  
The bark is thick and brown to grayish-black in color with deep furrows 
and narrow forking ridges forming a diamond pattern. The large fruit rip-
ens between September and October.  It’s seed is sweet and edible. 

Habitat
Found in fields and rich woodlands.  Thrives in deeper, well-drained, neu-
tral soils.  Must have direct sunlight to grow optimally.  

Propagation
By seed is recommended.  Should be planted in the fall in moist, well-
drained deep soil that is rich in organic matter.  

Plains Indian/Settler Uses 
The bark was used by many native groups in tea as a laxative, chewed 
for toothaches, and ground to make brown and black dyes. Black walnut 
was also used to treat athlete’s foot, hemorrhoids, and as an insecticide.  
A paste was also created from the leaves and husk of the fruit for treatment of ringworm. 

Additional Information 
The bark should be used cautiously in medicine, because it is poisonous. Black walnut creates a toxin knows 
as “juglone,” which inhibits the growth of other plants around it, thereby reducing competition.  



Cattail (broadleaf cattail, common cattail) 
Typha latifolia 
Cattail family: Typhaceae

Dakota: Wihuta-hu Ho Chunk: Ksho-hin Omaha: Wahába ígaskonthe

Flowering Period 
May to June   

Description
Herbaceous, rhizomatous perennial plants. Height: 5-10 feet tall.  
Long, slender green stalks topped with brown, fluffy, sausage-shaped 
flowering heads. The spike becomes brown as it matures.  The basal 
leaves are thin with parallel veins running the long, narrow length of 
the leaf.  

Habitat 
Mash and wetland areas.  Always found in or near water.  

Propagation 
By seeds that are wind blown.  Their seeds germinate readily and are 
a cost-effective means to propagate cattail on moist soils.

Plain Indian/Settler Uses
The down was used to make dressings for burns and scalds.  Cattail 
pollen was used as substitute for flours and talcum powder.  The cat-
tails were twined to form mats for sleeping, sitting, working, entertain-
ing, covering doorways, or for shade.  Some tribes used the leaves and sheath bases as caulking materials.  
The fluff was also used as tinder, insulation, or for lining baby cradleboards. 

Additional Information 
Cattail rope was used in some areas to bind bundles of tule into tule boats.  Air pockets or aerenchyma in the 
stems provide buoyancy that makes tule good boat-building material.



Chokecherry  (western chokecherry, common chokecherry, black chokecherry) 
Prunus virginiana 
Rose family: Roseaceae  

Dakota: Cha pa   Ho Chunk: Nąpak Omaha: Nónpa-zhinga
      & Nónpa móntanonha

Flowering Period 
April to May  

Description
Shrub or small tree.  Height: 6-20 feet.  Leaves alternate, simple, egg 
shaped to broadly elliptical.  Leaves are dark green on top and gray-
green underneath.  Flower is white, in a loose terminal raceme, appear-
ing after the leaves.  Fruit is dark red to purple drupe, 1/3 inch in diam-
eter, maturing in late summer.  

Habitat
Rich soil.  Road sides.  Sandy and rocky hill sides.  River banks

Propagation 
From seed or rhizome cuttings. About half of unstratified seed germi-
nates within 60 days of collection; delayed germination occurs up to 120 
days of sowing. 

Plain Indian/Settler Uses 
Most widely used fruit.  The dried crushed fruit was mixed with a meat 
and fat mixture  known as pemmican.  A tea was also made from the in-
ner bark to treat stomach and other gastrointestinal disorders.   

Additional Information 
Chokecherry foliage can be poisonous to grazing livestock. Research has identified the toxic compound in 
chokecherry as the cyanogenic glycoside prunasin. 



Cottonwood (eastern cottonwood, Siouxland cottonwood)  
Populus deltoides 
Willow family: Salicaceae  

Lakota: Canya’ hu Ho Chunk: Hēğų Omaha: Má’a Xthábe

Flowering Period 
March to April 

Description
Deciduous tree.  Height: reaches 80-100 feet in height.  The leaves are 
broadly triangular, dark green, lustrous above, and paler and smooth 
beneath.  

Habitat 
Moist, well-drained, fine sandy or silt loams.  

Propagation 
By cuttings.  The best planting stock is unrooted cuttings from 1 to 3 
year old seedlings.  

Plains Indians/Settler Uses 
The inner bark was dried, ground into a powder and then used as a 
thickener in soups or added to cereals when making bread.  The bark 
was used to treat rheumatism, fevers, and to relieve pain.  A decoction 
of the bark was used to rid the body of intestinal worms.  A poultice of 
the leaves was used as a treatment for rheumatism, bruises, sores and 
boils. The cottonwood fluff was gathered and used for padding. 

Additional Information 
The leaves are rich in protein and have a greater amino-acid content than wheat, corn, rice, and barley. A 
concentrate made from the leaves is as nourishing as meat, but can be produced faster and more cheaply. The 
bark contains salicin, a glycoside that probably decomposes into salicylic acid (aspirin) in the body.  



Hemp Dogbane (Indian hemp, prairie dogbane, hemp plant) 
Apocynum cannabinum
Dogbane family: Apocynaceae 

Lakota: Nape’ oi’ lekiyapi Ho Chunk: Waruha xąwį    
                     (Spreading Dogbane)

Flowering Period 
Late May into July 

Description
Perennial with deep branching taproot.  Height: 3-4 feet. Leaves oppo-
site, oblong. Small white flowers in clusters at the tip of stems.  Long 
slender seed pods open to release tufted seeds into the wind.  

Habitat
Moist soils.  Full sun. 

Propagation
By seed.  Gather in September. Stratification needed.  Seeds must not 
dry out.  

Plains Indian/Settler Uses
Plains Indians used the dried stem fibers to make rope and fish nets.  
The stems were not gathered until thoroughly dry.  The fibers were 
removed and made into rope during the winter.  

Additional Information
The sap is toxic, milky latex.  Although often considered a weed, dog-
bane makes and attractive yard plant. 



Leadplant (prairie or devil’s shoestrings, wild tea)  
Amorpha canescens 
Bean Family: Fabaceae (Leguminoseae)  

Lakota: Zitka’ tacan’  Ho Chunk: Tāxu mąką  Omaha: Téhuton-hi
                     & Xąwį sku

Flowering Period 
Late June through July

Description
Perennial shrub from deeply woody rootstock, often spreading rhizomes.  
Height: 1-3 feet.  Leaves off-pinnately compound with 13 - 20 pairs of 
oblong leaflets, densely covered with short, whitish hairs.  Small lavender 
flowers with one petal are in spike like clusters.  

Habitat 
Well drained soil.  Full sun.  

Propagation
Moderately difficult by seed.  Gather in September and October.  Needs 10 
days stratification.  Plants may be purchased from nurseries specializing in 
prairie stock.  

Plains Indian/Settler Uses
Plains Indians dried the leaves for making tea and for smoking.  Settlers 
also used the dried leaves for tea.  They gave the plant the name devil’s 
shoestring because the extensive, tough root system of this plant popped 
when cut and made plowing difficult.  

Additional Information
The Omaha-Ponca named this plant “buffalo bellow plant.”  It flowers dur-
ing the bison (buffalo) rutting season when the bulls bellow.  The presence of this plant shows that a prairie is 
in good condition. 



Bush Morning Glory (man root, man of the earth, bush moon flower) 
Ipomoea leptophylla
Morning glory family: Convolvulaceae 

Lakota: Pezuta nige tanka 

Flowering Period 
Late June into August 

Description
Perennial growing from an enlarged taproot.  Height: 1-3 feet.  Grow-
ing to twice as wide as tall.  Leaves linear.  Numerous funnel-shaped, 
deep pink flowers.

Habitat
Dry to moderately moist, sandy or gravelly soil.  Full sun.  

Propagation
Grow from seed.  Gather in late summer.  Scarify before planting in 
late spring or summer.  Be patient if the plants die back the first grow-
ing season.  They may come up again the following year.  

Plains Indian/Settler Uses
The Pawnee burned the root as a smoke treatment for nervousness 
or bad dreams.  When dried, the root burned slowly and with little 
smoke.  For the Lakota, large roots provided a source of fiber over 
long periods of time.  

Additional Information  
The root can grow to an enormous size, as much as 2 feet in diameter 
and to more than 3 feet long.  It has the function of storing water for 
the plant.  



Porcupine Grass (Needle grass)    
Stipa spartea 
Grass family: Poaceae (Gramineae) 

Lakota: Micapeca  Omaha: Miká-hi

Flowering Period 
June and July 

Description
Cool season perennial.  Height: 3-4 feet.  Grows in a small bunch.  
Leaves are flat, smooth on the upper side and ribbed on the lower.  
Flower heads made up of a few branches with a few spikelets each.  
The distinctive awns are 4 to 8 inches long and the seed has a sharp 
point.  

Habitat
Sandy, well-drained soil.  Full sun.  

Propagation
Grow by seed.  Gather in late June.  Starts to grow in the fall.  

Plains Indian/Settler Uses 
The Plains Indians gathered the stiff awns into a bundle, burned off the 
sharp seeds, and used this bundle as a hairbrush. 

Additional Information
The awns coil in response to humidity, an action that screws the seeds 
into the soil.  The sharp seeds can be dangerous to people and animals.  
Settlers called them “devils’s darning needle.” 



Prairie Cordgrass (sloughgrass, ripgut)  
Spartina pectinata 
Grass family: Poaceae (Gramineae)  

Lakota: Santuhu tanka 

Flowering Period 
Late June to October, mostly August and September 

Description
Warm season perennial with deep multi-branched roots and creeping rhi-
zomes.  Height: 4-10 feet.  Long leaves are strong and tough, with edges 
sharp enough to cut the hand.  Two rows of flattened spikelets with hundreds 
of tiny purple blooms.  

Habitat
Wet marshy areas.  Full sun.  

Propagation
Grow from divisions of the rhizome in spring.  The seed is rarely viable. 

Plains Indian/Settler Uses 
Plains Indians used cordrass leaves and stems to thatch lodges before cov-
ering them with soil, probably providing an example to later settlers on the 
prairie, who used cordgrass for thatching roofs and creating sod houses. The 
blades of green grass were twisted and braided, made into bundles, and then 
dried and used for fuel in place of wood.   

Additional Information
It is said that this grass cut the sides and bellies of livestock as they walked 
through, and so the name, “ripgut.”  Cordgrass is excellent for stabilizing pond 
edges and stream banks.  



Prairie Turnip (Indian breadroot or turnip, prairie apple or prairie potato)   
Psoralea esculenta 
Bean family: Fabaceae (Leguminosae)   

Dakota: Tipsi / Tipsina  Ho Chunk: Tdokéwihi Omaha: Núgthe

Flowering Period 
May into July

Description
Perennial.  Height: 6-12 inches.  Stems and leaves covered with long 
white hairs.  Palmately compound leaves with 5 oblong leaflets.  Flowers 
clustered in hairy spikes, pea-like, deep blue fading to tan.  Root becomes 
top-shaped 2-4 inches below the ground.  

Habitat 
Dry to moist, well drained soils.  Full sun.  

Propagation
By seed.  Gather in July. Seeds must be stratified and lightly scarified.  

Plains Indian/Settler Uses 
The roots are exceptionally nutritious and formed an important part of the 
Plains Indian diet.  They were dug and peeled, then eaten raw, boiled, or 
roasted.  The peeled roots were braided together by their tapering ends 
and hung to dry.  During winter they could be pounded into flour or recon-
stituted by soaking, then boiling them in water.  It is reported that settlers 
bought these roots from the Indians.  

Additional Information
After the seeds are ripe, the plant breaks off at ground level and tumbles away in the wind leaving no sign, so 
the roots had to be dug in June or July while the plant was still green. This plant is no longer abundant and so 
should not be dug.  



Prairie Wild Rose (Arkansas rose)   
Rosa arkansana 
Rose family: Rosaceae   

Dakota: Onzhinzhintka   Ho Chunk: Has šuc Omaha: Wazhide 
      & Waxtá bthon udon

Flowering Period 
Late May into July 

Description
Woody shrub.  Height: up to 20 inches.  Stems reddish brown with lower 
portion densely covered with yellow spines.  Leaves odd-pinately com-
pound with 7 - 11 oval, toothed leaflets.  Flowers of five pink petals are 
borne in clusters of two or three.  The fruit (hip) is bright red.  

Habitat
Dry to moderately moist soil.  Full to partial sun. 

Propagation
Grow by root division in late fall or early spring, or by seed.  Gather hips for 
seed in October.  Keep seeds moist, stratification needed.  

Plains Indian/Settler Uses 
The fruits were eaten by Plains Indians when food was scarce.  Both set-
tlers and Plains Indians brewed the hips for tea.  Since rose hips are high 
in vitamin C, this tea helped people stay healthy over the winter.  The inner 
bark of the rose was sometimes used for smoking.  Several preparations 
from this plant were used medicinally.  Settlers dried the petals and added 
them to black tea.  

Additional Information 
There are several native species of wild rose in the Great Plains, but this is the most common.  



Purple Coneflower (blacksamson)     
Echinacea angustifolia 
Sunflower family: Asteraceae (Compositae)  

Lakota: Ichahpe-hu  Omaha: Inshtogahte-hi
            
Flowering Period 
Late June and July 

Description
Perennial-growing from a long taproot.  Height: 1-2 feet.  Lower leaves 
ovate, pointed, toothed.  Upper leaves progressively smaller.  Stems and 
leaves have bristly hairs.  Flower heads have a domelike, dark center 
and drooping, pale purple ray florets.  

Habitat
Well-drained or dry soil.  Full to partial sun.  

Propagation 
Grow from seed.  Gather in late summer.  Stratification necessary.  

Plains Indian/Settler Uses
A prized medicinal plant, the Plains Indians used it to treat a wide variety 
of ailments requiring a topical anesthetic.  It was especially valued for 
toothache and burns, and was sometimes used to treat snakebite.  

Additional Information
Purple coneflower is a desirable addition to gardens since it is easy to 
grow.  Other species of Echinacea have showier blooms but are not na-
tive to Nebraska. 



White Sagewort (Louisiana wormwood, cudweed sagewort, white sage) 
Artemesia ludoviciana
Sunflower family: Asteraceae (Compositae)

Dakota: Pezhi-hota-blaska Ho Chunk: Hanwinska Omaha: Pézhe-xúde

Flowering Period 
August to October 

Description
Perennial with a dense mat of slender, creeping rhizomes.  Height: 1-3 
feet.  Leaves are variable from long, narrow ovals to deeply divided 
broad ovals.  Leaves are covered with a dense mat of whitish hairs.  
Heads of inconspicuous greenish-white flowers borne at the ends of up-
per branches. 

Habitat 
Rocky, gravelly, or sandy loam.  Full to partial sun. 

Propagation
By division in early spring or by seed.  Gather seed in October. 

Plains Indian/Settler Uses
Plains Indians used this and other species of Artemesia for both medical 
and religious purposes.  It was used for ceremonial bathing.  Bunches 
of this aromatic plant were burned as incense.  It was sometimes used 
as a towel.  Among settlers, it was occasionally used as a hair rinse to 
prevent baldness. 

Additional Information 
This species is highly variable, and somewhat aggressive.  It is not a 
true sage (which belongs to the mint family) and is not edible. 



Wild Bergamot (bee-balm, horsemint) 
Monarda fistulosa
Mint family: Lamiaceae (Labiatae) 

Dakota: Hehaka ta pezhuta Ho Chunk: Poaxų Omaha: Pézhe-pa Minga 
            & Izna-kithe-iga-hi

Flowering Period 
June into August 

Description
Perennial.  Height: up to 5 feet.  Square stems.  Leaves opposite, ovate.  
Spreads by rhizomes.  Flowers usually pink or lavender, borne at end of 
branches.  

Habitat
Rich, moist soil.  Full sun to partial shade.  

Propagation
Easy by seed.  Gather in October.  Slow to germinate.  Divide plants early 
spring or fall.  

Plains Indian/Settler Uses 
The entire plant is fragrant, but an unusual characteristic of this species 
is that the individual plants may have either a minty fragrance or a sweet, 
lemon-rose one.  The Pawnee recognized four forms of this plant that differed 
in scent as well as strength of stem and root structure.  Various Plains Indians 
used the boiled leaves externally to treat acne and fevers, or as a tea to treat 
colds or abdominal pain.  Fresh leaves were rubbed on the body as perfume.  
The dried lemon-rose and flowers were used by settlers in sachets.  

Additional Information
The name bergamot arose because the scent is similar to that of oranges grown around Bergamo, Italy. 



Wild Mint (corn mint) 
Mentha arvensis 
Mint family: Labiatae  

Lakota: Cejaka    Omaha: Pézhe Nubthón

Flowering Period 
May to October 

Description
Perennial.  Height: 1-3 feet. The square stems are erect or ascending with op-
posite leaves. Leaves have short stalks, are serrate, and taper to a slender tip. 
Both the stems and leaves are variably hairy or fuzzy. Flowers occur in dense, 
axillary clusters. The flower petals are white to light purple or pink and very at-
tractive to bees and butterflies. 

Habitat 
Arable land, heaths, damp edges of woods.  The plant can grow in sandy, 
loamy, and clay soils.  

Propagation 
By seed.  Seeds ripen from July to October.  The flowers are hemaphodite  and 
are pollinated by bees.

Plains Indian/Settler Uses 
This plant was valued for its antiseptic properties.  For the treatment of fevers, 
headaches, stomach/digestive disorders, and various minor ailments, a tea 
was made from the leaves. Plains Indians used the leaves to spice pemmi-
can and soups, and to add flavor to certain meats in cooking. The leaves and 
stems were used as perfume to deodorize houses and as a bug repellent.  

Additional Information 
The leaves of this plant are harvested as the plant comes into flower and can be dried for later use.  The es-
sential oil in the leaves is antiseptic, though it is toxic in large doses.
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PLANT NAME TRANSLATION 

Dakota/Lakota Ho Chunk Omaha
Hma Chak Tdáge   

Wihuta-hu Ksho-hin Wahába ígaskonthe

Cha pa   Nąpak Nónpa-zhinga 
    & Nónpa móntanonha
Canya’ hu Hēğų Má’a Xthábe

Nape’ oi’ lekiyapi Waruha xąwį  
  (Spreading Dogbane)

Zitka’ tacan’ Tāxu mąką  Téhuton-hi
  & Xąwį sku
Pezuta nige tanka 

Micapeca   Miká-hi
   
Santuhu tanka

Tipsi / Tipsina Tdokéwihi Núgthe

Onzhinzhintka  Has šuc Wazhide (Waxtá bthon udon)

Ichahpe-hu    Inshtogahte-hi
    
Pezhi-hota-blaska Hanwinska Pézhe-xúde

Hehaka ta pezhuta Poaxų  Pézhe-pa Minga 
    & Izna-kithe-iga-hi
Cejaka   Pézhe Nubthón



GLOSSARY

Awn: a long bristle (often found on grass seeds) 

Compound leaf: a leaf made of several leaflets  

Odd-pinnately compound: leaflets arranged in two rows along a   
stem, with a single leaflet at the tip

Palmately compound: leaflets arise from the same point 

Division: separating the root system of a parent plant into several 
pieces 

Floret: a small, individual flower in a cluster of other florets, which 
together form a flower head (as in members of the sunflower family)

Leaf axil: the place on a stem where leaves emerge

Linear: a leaf shape that is long and narrow



GLOSSARY

Ovate: a leaf shape that is somewhat egg-shaped, but broader at 
the base and coming to a point at the tip  

Perennial: a plant that lives more than two years

Rhizome: an underground stem that usually lives for many sea-
sons

Scarification: a seed treatment in which the seed coat is nicked or 
sanded to aid germination when seed coats are hard

Spikelet: a cluster of one or more small flowers and their parts, of-
ten found in grasses

Stratification: a seed treatment in which the seed is chilled and 
kept moist to approximates overwintering outside
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