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SUMMARY. Non-timber forest produds (NTFPs have sustained in- b digenous and immigrant populations alike since t eir arrival in North 
America. This brief overview focuses on the historical use of NTFTs in 
the U.S. Pacific Northwest and Upper Midwest. Drawing on sources as 
diverse as accounts by early European arrivals, archaeological evidence, 
and contemporary ethnobotanical studies, we touch on documented uses 
of forest vegetation from prehistory to the present century. The resi- 
dents of these regions have used NTFPs for food, medicine, and cul tur- 
a1 materials. NTFPs have met their livelihood needs through subsis- 
tence uses and both non-market and market exchanges. We conclude 
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Non-timber forest products (NTFPs) have been important to the ' 
livelihoods of the inhabitants of North America from prehistoric times 
to the present. As elsewhere in the world, early inhabitants of the 
forested portions of North America made extensive use of the vegeta- 
tion that surrounded them. Archaeological evidence indicates, for ex- 
ample, that by 6,000 B.C. Native American residents of the Upper 
Great Lakes Basin relied heavily on plant foods gathered in the re- 
gion's mixed conifer-deciduous forests (Cleland, 1983). 

For the last four centuries, NTFPs have continued to help sustain 
Native and other Americans. Early historical documents record the 
importance of NTFPs for the human population of North America. 
Missionaries writing to their European headquarters between 1610 
and 1791 described the use of plant matter from the northeastern 
woods to meet a variety of human needs (Society of Jesus, 1898). 
Among other items, their reports frequently mentioned the use ofbirch 
bark (Belula papyriftcra Marsh.) for eating utensils and bedding and as 
a construction material for dwellings and canoes. They also noted the 
use of unspecified barks for purposes as diverse as musical instru- 
ments, funeral pyres, and poultices for wounds and skin lesions. When 
he drafted his map of New France (northeastern North America) in 
1632, Samuel Champlain (1850) recorded what he believed were the 
most important cultural, economic, and political features of the prov- 
ince. These included a "lieu ou les sauvages font secherie de fram- 
boises et blues tous les ans" ("place where indians dry raspberries 
(Rubus spp.) and blueberries (Vaccinium spp.) each year." Learning 
from the indigenous population and, no doubt, from their own need 
and experience, early colonists also relied heavily on berries, nuts, and 
other wild edibles for sustenance (Cronon, 1983; Williams, 1989). 

I In addition to their subsistence uses, NI'FPs have long been impor- 

tant in nonmarket exchanges such as barter and gift giving. For exam- 
ple, until the appearance of trading posts in the late 17007s, the indige- 
nous people of the Olympic Peninsula in the Pacific Northwest were 
considered especially wealthy because of the abundance of land and 
sea resources available to them. Historical use of 300 plants from this 
region for food, flavo&gs, or spiritual purposes has been docu- 
mented. Berries were gathered and eaten fresh or dried for storage. 

. Red huckleberry (Vaccinium parvifolium Smith) was used for fishing 
bait because the round red berry simulates roe. Roots such as various 
f e n  stocks, tiger lily (.ilium columbianum Hanson), clover (TriJoLizm 

I 
spp.), and lupine*(Lupinus spp.) were surrounded by moist salal (Gaul- 
theria shallon Pursh) and sword fern (Polystichum rnunticum [Kaulf.] 
Presl) and pit-cooked to convert the bitter emuline to a sweetened 
fructose. Materials for eating utensils, arrows, paddles, paints, dyes, 

- and shampoos were gathered from the forest. Many of these products 
were traded to other tribes and, in some cases, traveled far from the 
Olympic Peninsula. Whether for direct consumption or exchange, on- 
going harvest of NTFPs was critical and gatherers used sophisticated 
plant management techniques that included selective harvesting at 
specific life stages, replanting, pruning, and landscape manipulation. 
Ceremonies were performed before harvesting to show respect for 

- plant resources and gratitude to the higher powers that provided for 
human needs. These practices and spiritual traditions in the region 
safeguarded and sustained the forest for future generations (Turner 
and Peacock, submitted 2001). 

As the United States became integrated into the world economy, 
NTFPs began to have market as well as nonmarket uses. Commerce in 
ginseng (Panax quinquefoZius L.) began in the early 1 7 0 0 ' ~ ~  with roots 
harvested throughout eastern forests and sold primarily to China. This 

I 
trade reached .a peak of $6 million in 1875. One measure of the 
importance of NTFPs in the mid-1800s is evident in government sta- 
tistics. East of the Mississippi River, income from ginseng and "all 
other forest products"-probably including maple syrup (Acer sac- 
charurn Marsh.), wild fruits, and honey-was deemed to be a significant 

u - -  - ---- enough component of the national economy for enumeration in the- 
1840 U.S. census (Williams, 1989).' 

In the Pacific Northwest, the iiflux of trappers, loggers, and rail- 
roads created demand for new products and the region's forest materi- 
als assumed a commercial worth. By 1871, the harvesting of conifer 

f 
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seeds for reforestation efforts became an important industry in the 
Pacific Northwest (Gerdes, 1996). The earliest commercial harvesting 
of floral greens-which remains the most enduring and stable year- 
round NTFP industry in the region-can be credited to Sam Roake, an 
enterprising immigrant from England who saw the usefulness and 
beauty of the elegant fronds of the Northwest sword fern, also known 
as "brush" (Heckman, 1951). In 1915, he bought an old horse barn by 
a railroad in Castle Rock, Washington, and began shipping brush to 
California. Brush sheds sprang up over night and soon other products 
such as glossy sprays of huckleberry and large-leafed salal boughs 
were sought by restaurants, stores, and funeral parlors all over the 
United States. In the years that followed, plants such as Oregon Grape 
(Berberis nervosa Pursh), bear grass (XerophyZZum t m a s  Nutt.), and 
scotch broom (Cytisus scoparius [L] Link) moved into the brush 
sheds for sale to international markets. 

Industrialization did not eliminate NTFPs as an important liveli- 
hood strategy for North Americans. Frances Densmore (1974) docu- 
mented the use of wild plants for food, niedicine, dyes, crafts, and 
utensils by Native Americans in the Upper Midwest during the f'irst 
quarter of the 20th Century. Photographs from that period and region 
attest to the continued importance of NTFPs for much of the European 
American population as well. They were particularly critical for many 
households during the Depression. For example, older residents of 
Michigan's Upper Peninsula relate stories of how blueberries helped 
sustain their families and refugees from the region's cities during this 
difficult period, and of how individuals and entire families spent sum- 
mers camped in the blueberry fields. From their first ripening to the 
f'irst freeze, children and adults picked berries from morning until 
evening (Emery). These berries provided for local households in three 
ways: they were eaten fresh, dozens of quarts were canned for family 
consumption during the winter, and berries were sold to buyers who 
sent them by truck or rail to Chicago and other regional metropolises. 

Reliance on NTFPs for food, medicines, and other needs persists to 
this day. Native and other Americans throughout the country have 
continued to harvest, use, trade, and sell NTFPs. In the early 197OYs, 
the Foxfire books documented the contemporary ginseng trade and 
seasonal use of wild plant foods in the southern Appalachians (Wig- 
ginton, 1975). Currently, more than 100 NTFPs are gathered in the 
forests of Michigan's Upper Peninsula (see Emery, this issue). U.S. 

forests also continue to provide raw materials for the pharmaceutical 
industry, as they have for more than 100years. One example is Cas- 
cara sagrada (Rhamnus purshiana DC.). Named by monks in Califor- 
nia (its common name means "holy bark"), Cascara was first ex- 
tracted for use in laxatives in 1877 by researchers at Parke-Davis 
Company (Hinterberger, 1974). Recently, the Pacific yew tree (Taxis 
brevifoli Nutt.) was used by the pharmaceutical company Bristol-Mey- 
ers Squibb as a source of taxol, a drug used in ovarian and breast 
cancer treatment (Vance, 1995). 

As this brief .overview suggests, NTFPs have sustained indigenous 
and immigrant populations alike and there is notable continuity in 
their harvest and use in the United States from prehistory to current 
times. In the past few decades, the abundance of products in forest 
understories have been looked to as both regular livelihood sources 
and as buffers in times of ecpnomic difficulty. The remainder of this 
issue draws on recent research in the Pacific Northwest and the Upper 
Midwest that explores the social and ecological characteristics of 
NTFPs in northern North America at the end of the 20th century. 
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