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Nontimber forest product (NTFP) uses in the United States are neither new 
nor merely quaint relics of some distant cultural and economic past. As the 
bther chapters in this book make clear, there is a plethora of NTFPs in use 
at the beginning of the twenty-first century. They contribute to the liveli- 
hoods of individuals from diverse ethnic backgrounds in a variety of ways, 
and the social and ecological contexts within which these uses occur have 
profound implications for their future. However, today's uses and issues 
also have a past. Human reliance on nonagricultural plants has a deep and 
evolving history throughout North America. The story of these uses is fun- 
damentally about relationships-between people and plants and the social 
structures and interactions within which those uses are embedded. It also 
is about movement, through both time and space. Examining those rela- 
tionships and movements in the past provides insights into present-day 
NTFP issues and suggests questions that must be addressed as we think 
about their future, 

In the United States, NTFPs have been derived from biomes as disparate 
as the temperate rain forests of the Pacific Northwest, the deserts of the 
Southwest, the prairie grasslands, and the New England coast. Regional 
NTPP uses reflect these biotic differences as well as multiple cultural tradi- 
tions and their interactions. Native Americans had (and continue to have) 
strong local traditions that drew on a deep knowledge of the plants in their 
environment and incorporated practices from other peoples with whom 
they came into contact. Immigrant groups, whether their arrival was vol-. 
untary or forced, brought their own NTFP knowledge and practices with 
them, adapting them to a new environment and borrowing others from the 
people they encountered. 

The long history of human migration has seen an accompanying move- 
ment of plant material, especially of species that people used and valued. 

before European contact, NTFPs moved along trade routes through- 
*" North America (Turner and Loewen 1998). Within given regions, the 
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ranges of valued species were extended by people transporting seeds or 
stock of individual plants with propitious characteristics to locations out- 
side the area of a species' previous occurrence (Black 1978; Erichsen- 
Brown 1979; Gilmore 1931). Species arrived from other continents 
whenever there was a major movement of people (Crosby 1986; Grim6 
1979). Many of. these naturalized rapidly and were adopted into the mate- 
rial cultures of others. Often, gatherers actively managed NTFP species to 

. produce desired characteristics and increase their. availability (Anderson 
1996; Peacock and Turner 2000). 

In this chapter I provide an overview of the historical relationships 
between people and plants and the associated social interactions that today 
we would classify as NTFP uses. I examine the many material ways in which 

- nonagricultural plants have been vital to peoples of the United States as 
food, medicine, and utilitarian and ceremonial materials. I also consider the 
range of economic modalities through which people have derived livelihood 
resources, from subsistence to global commodity. From the outset, I 
intended to explore the NTFP uses of the greatest possible range of cultural 

- groups. This historical, multicultural approach led to consideration of both 
>he discrete development of NTFP practices in particular locations (social as 
well as geographic) and the flows of material and knowledge between them. 

The review focuses on the northeastern United States, including the 
Upper Midwest. This emphasis reflects personal research interests and 
location rather than the relative importance of NTFPs in a region or the 

. availability of references on them. I have made use of ethnobotanical texts 
and archaeological records as well as primary narratives such as explorers' 

' logs, traders' journals, settlers' diaries, and the promotional tracts of offi- 
cials trying to encourage settlement in "new" areas. Ethnographies pub- 
lished in outlets like U.S. Bureau of Ethnology annual reports and the pages 
of American Anthropologist recorded plant uses of many Native American 
groups in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Records of nondo- 
mesticated plant uses by immigrant populations from Africa, Asia, and 
Europe, as well as all cultural groups prior to the 1800s, wkre generally 

' 

embedded in broader narratives. My purpose here i s  to be suggestive rather 
than exhaustive. I hope to broadly outline the area, identify topics for fur- 
ther investigation by others, and highlight historical processes that have 
direct bearing on key issues in Sontemporary NTFP management and pol- 
icy discussions. i 

NORTHEAST 

Since the retreat of the WisconsinIce Sheet, human inhabitants of north- 
eastern North America (present-day New York and New England states) 



. have beep drawing on the region's plant life tc 
I approximately 3000 B.P+, floral composition and locational zones were 
: ,,,ghly similar to those of the present time (Funk 1978; Trigger 1978). 

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ l l y ,  deciduous tree species predominate in richer and more southerly 
locations, while coniferous species are more prevalent on poorer soils and 
at higher elevations and latitudes ( ~ a i l e ~  1995). 

~rchaeological work in New York and New England evidences the use 
of ~ F P S  as edibles and cultural materials from early prehistory to the time 

European contact (Bolian and Gengras 1994; Haviland and Power 1994; . . 
~icholas 1999; Ritchie 1969; Snow 1978). Early Woodland Era (circa 
3000-2000 B.P.) burial sites have yielded shrouds and other a r t i f n r t c  
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. rials. ~ ~ s s w o o d  ( m a  americana), slippery elm (Ulmlrs rubra), Indian ..---, 
(Apocynum cannabinurn), and milkweed, (Asclepias sp.) were used for 
cordage and textiles, the former two producing a coarse cordage while the 
latter two were used to make fine cordage. 

It has long been held that meat and fish constituted the lar-c* 
Early Woodland diets. However, nut remains are almost on...,,,,.. 
middens and hearth pits of the period, and Nicholas. (1999) states thai 
gathering of wild foods a id  other resources was unquestionably tht 
nomic foundation of rnost hunting-and-gathering systems" (F " 

vations at later Woodland sites in central New York and VerAAAVA,, . 
seeds or shells of an increasing variety of plant food. : - - l ~ * ~ : - -  - 
(Quercus spp.), hickory nuts (Carya spp.), butternut: ,, ,- 
walnuts (Juglans nigra), hazelnuts (Corylus sp. ), hawthorn ( p w  

cherries and plums (Prunus spp. j, grapes ( Vitis spn 
sp.1, bh.xberries (Vaccinium spp. and Gaylussa 

. blackberries (Rubus spp,), 'elderberries (San 
peanuts (Amphicarpa bracteata), pigweeds (Che. .-, --. 
dropskds (Sporobolus spp.), dock (Rumex sp.), rose: 
safras (Sassafras albidum), and staghorn sumac ( R ~ ~ ~ c  + 

Pits lined with bark and grass indicate that N 
age materials used to meserve n p s c n n a l  FnfiJn 

A --- -------- rur*fi*uu~ 
ria, grapes, chokecherries, chestnuts (Castanea dentatr,, ,.., 
NTFPs also provided material for fishing equipment. 
made of twisted Indian hemr, fiber 2nd h n n i r e  m f i i ~  

-- ---- --------vua L A A A A ~ U ~  U A A \ r A I  

houses or smaller structures, generally were constructe, ,. 
mats secured to a pole frame with flooring of mats or skins, ofte-. ,.-, 
by an underlayer of evergreen boughs in cold and damp seas1 
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Extensive, well-documented contact by Europeans with northeastern 
North America dates to about 1600 B.P. Firsthand chroniclers of this 
period desuibe Native American NTFP uses through the filters of their - 
own cultures and interests, principally immediate survival and the long- 
term prospects for commercial development and colonization. Several 
sources (Champlain 1603; DeForest 185 1; Ruttenber 1872; Society of 
Jesus 1898; Williams [I6431 1936) describe the use of the same construc- 
tion materials that archaeological evidence suggests were used in prehis- 
toric times. For example, writing in 1616, a missionary describes the 
relocation of camps in Acadia (present-day Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, 
and Maine): 

Arrived at a certain place, the first thing they do is to build a fire and 
arrange their camp. . . . The women go to the woods and bring back 
some poles which are stuck into the ground-in a circle around the fire, 
and at the top are interlaced, . . . Upon the poles they throw some skins, 
matting or bark. . . . All thespace around the fire is strewn with leaves 
of the fir tree, so they will not feel the dampness of the ground; over 
these leaves are often thrown some mats. . . . In Summer . . . they nearly 
always cover them with barkyeor mats made of tender reeds, finei and 
more delicate than ours made of straw; and so skillfully woven, that I 

when they are hung up the water runs along their surface without pen- 
etrating them. (Society of Jesus 189 8,3:77) 

I 

The use of wild edibles by Native Americans and European settlers also 
was documented during this period. Writing of his voyage down the St. 
Lawrence River in 1603, Champlain notes the abundance of wild foods in 
rich soils at its confluence with the St. Croix, including grapes (Vitis spp.), 
serviceberry (Amelanchier canadensis), hazelnuts (Corylus sp.), cherries 
(Pr~nus sp.), and currants (Ribes oxyacanthoides and triste). His descrip- 
tion of the culinary virtues of "certain small roots, the size of a small nut, 
tasting like truffles, which are very good roasted or boiled" (Champlain 
1603,131) suggests that, like other explorers, he and his crew made use of 
NTFPs to sustain themselves. Jesuit epistolaries also mention potato- or 
truffle-like roots on at least three occasions between 1612 and 1616. 
Describing European settlers' and missionaries' efforts to dig enough to 
feed themselves at times when their own agricultural efforts and transat- 
lantic food shipments frequently left them hungry, more than one of these 
accounts displays resentment toward indigenous inhabitants who had 
arrived at productive patches before them (Society of Jesus 1898). 

Drawing on accounts by early English settlers in New England, DeForm 
est (1851) indicates that Connecticut tribes sometimes mixed ground nutS 
(Apios amerirana) and Jerusalem artichokes (Helianthus tuberorus) in theif 



succotash (a mixture of the agricultural crops corn and beans) and thick- 
ened it with flour made from walnuts, chestnuts, or acorns. In 1643, Roger 
~ i l l i ~ m s  included numerous edibles in his guide to the Narraganset Ian- , 

p a g e  and culture.' He notes that fruits and nuts-including chestnuts, 
acorns, and currants (Ribes spp.)-were dried for later consumption. He 
further notes that the Narraganset made oil from walnuts, while English 
settlers brewed a beer from chips of the tree's wood. His comments aboht 
strawberries raise interesting issues about the relationship between field 
agriculture, wild edibles, and indigenous management of native vegetation 
(all spellings as in the original): "This Berry [strawberry] is the wonder of 
ail the Fruits growing naturally in those parts: . . . In some parts where the 
~at ives  have planted, I have many times seen as many as would fill a good 
ship within few miles cornpasse: the Indians bruise them in a Morter, and ' 

' mixe them with meale [presumably corn] and make Strawberry bread" 
(~illiams [I6431 1936,96; emphasis in the original). 

Although early English, Dutch, and Swedish immigrants to northeastern 
North America set out to duplicate European agricultural practices, they 
also relied on NTFPs. Undomesticated plant material was not only a 
recourse indimes of crisis but also a regular complement to agricultural 
products. Berries, nuts, and maple sugar (Acer saccharurn) were valuable 
sources of food for humans, while forests provided forage for cattle and pigs 
(Thompson 1853; Williams 1989). Settlers' reliance on NTFPs for both 
food and medicine is eviderit in the account of an early European resident 
of Long Island (all spellings as in the original; see.Table 1 for Latin names):. 

The Fruits natural to the Island are Mulberries, Posimons, Grapes great . 
and small, Huckleberries, Cramberries, Plums of several sorts, Rosber- 
ries and Strawberries, of which last is such abundance in June, that the 
Fields and Woods are died red: Which the Couqtrey-people perceiving, 
instantly arm themse!vesewith bottles of Wine, Cream, and Sugar . . ., 
and so rushing violently into the fields, never leave till they have disrob'd 
them of their red colours, and turned them into the old habit. . . . The 
Herbs which the Countrey naturally afford, are Purslain, white Orage, 
Egrimony, Violets, Peimiroyal, Alicampane,2 besides Saxaparilla very 
common, with many more. . . . did we know the vertue of all those . 
Plants and Herbs growing there (which time may more discover) many 
are of opinion, and the Natives do affirm, that there is no disease com- 
mon to the Countrey, but may be cured without Materials from other 
Nations. (Denton 1670,3-4) 

The activities of  Jesuit missionaries in the early 1700s were responsible 
for the first documented entry of a North American NTFP into the inter- 
national commodity market. Petrus Jartoux, a missionary in northern 
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Table 1. Historical and probable Latin names 
Historical name Probable Latin name 
Mulberries Morus spp. 
Eosimons Diospyros uirginiana . 
Grapes Vitis spp, 
Huckleberries Gayfussucia andlor Vaccinhm spp. 
Cramberries Vaccinium spp, , 
Plums Pruntrs spp. 
Rosberries Rubus spp. 
Strawberries Frizgaria spp. 
Surslain Portulaca oleracea 
White Orage Atriplex patula[? J 
Egrimony Agrimonia pawiflora[?] 
Violets Vibfa spp, 
Penniroyal Hedeoma pufegioides 
Aiicainpane lnula heleniurn 

Aralia nudicafis Saxaparilla . 
Linden-tree Tiliu americuna 

China, described the use and harvest of Asian ginseng (Panax ginseng), sur-. 
mising that it should likewise be found in. northeastern North America. a 

Joseph Francois Lafitau, a Jesuit working in New France, found that a sim- 
ilar root (Panar quinquefolius) grey in the'forests of northeastern North 
America. Lafitau arranged for the. first export to China in 1720, a trade , 
that persists today (Foster 1995). Some decades later, George Washington 
is reported to have participated in the ginskng trade (Wigginton 1975). 

Writing in. 1853, a Vermont clergyman and schoolmaster says: "Upon 
the settlement of this state the ginseng was found to grow here in great 
plenty and perfection, and it soon began to be sought with eagerness for 
exportation. For many years it was purchased at nearly all the retail stores 
in the state, and was sent to the seaports to be shipped to China" (Thomp- 
son 1853,221). However, he notes that heavy harvesting and forest dear- 
ing had rendered it scarce by his time. Although ginseng was much 
esteemed as a medicine in China, it does not appear to have been used 
widely in the United States. Moerman includes ginseng on the'list of me- 
dicinals used by several Native American groups (1998). However, it is 
notably absent from Erichsen-Brown's authoritative Medicinal and Other 
Uses of North American Plants (1979), and Charles F. Millspaugh (1892)s 
a physician and botanist writing at the end of the nineteenth century, notes 
that ginseng was removed from thi  1882 revision of the Phamacopei~ of 
the United States. 

In the 1800s, many settlers in the Northeast continued to rely on NTFPs* 
Thompson (1853) describes the uses of nineteen tree species found in Vef- * 

mont's forests for medicinals, foodstuffs, fodder, tanning material, paper 
substitutes, and roofing material. Following a brief presentation of more 
than twenty wild fruits and berries eaten by residents, he laments, ,"We had 






































