NATIVE AMERICAN USE OF NATURAL MATERIALS

!! NOTE: “Medicinal uses are suggested by literature but may be useless or dangerous.  Do not use these
               suggested remedies unless proven to be effective and SAFE. 

Andropogon sp.  [Bluestem-grass]

   Utility: Baskets, matting, base material for roofing, “historic reference of use of the 

               stems of seed stocks as knitting needles”

   Medicinal: historic reference to use of lower grass blades as tea for fever

Arundinaria gigantea. [Cane]

   Utility: Baskets, matting, arrow shafts, structural elements, fish traps.  Bundles of 

               cane stems found as torches in Salts and Mammoth Caves. 

   Food: Spring shoots.

   Medicinal: historic reference that root used as diuretic

Salix sp.  [Willow]

Utility: Thin branches for baskets, matting, fish traps, parts of structure walls (waddle &

                dab.  Bark of branches for woven objects and cordage.

Medicinal:  Contains “salacin” an aspirin like substance: Bark chewed for headache, also,

                used topically for pain.

Typha latifolia. [Cattail] 

Utility: Leaves for woven items, matting & baskets.   Ripe seed heads for padding and as

                a diaper.  {in 1900’s used to fill water tight bags to provide flotation – life jacket}

                May serve as a “fire starter” for bow drill or flint/steel.

Food: Basically all parts are edible.  Leaves as a green in spring.  Root is source of starch.

                Pollen from seed heads, in spring, used like flour.

Quercus sp. [White Oaks]  Q.alba (White Oak) , Q.macrocarpa (Bur Oak), others

Utility:  Wood for structures, tools, firewood.  Bark of some Oaks used for dye.

                Oak galls of some Oaks used for dye.  Wood “splits” for matting.  

Food: Acorns boiled and ground to make meal or flour. [Must boil to remove bitter

                tannins to produce edible “nut”.]

Juglans nigra. [Black Walnut]  [J.cinerea  Butternut Walnut – rare]

Utility:  Wood for fuel, tools, other.  Bark, roots, & and nut husk for brown or black dye. 

Food: Nut provides very good source of food and can be stored for long periods.
Medicinal: Contains “Juglone”: Husk juice topically for fungal infection (ringworm), 

                 poultice for inflammations.  Inner bark tea for emetic & laxative.  Bark chewed

                 for toothache.  Leaves to rid bedding of bugs.

Rubus fructicosus. [Blackberry]

Utility:  Root has produced an orange dye.
Food: Berry is a good source of Vit. C and a good food source.

Medicinal: Leaves (tea)—astringent, tonic, diuretic and externally for ulcers.

Impatiens capensis and I. bicolor. [Jewelweed, Touch-me-not]

Utility: Leaves produce a yellow or orange dye.

Medicinal: The juice will prevent poison ivy if applied shortly after contact with poison ivy.

Prunus serotina. [Wild Black Cherry]


Utility: Wood may have multiple uses.  Tree sap was used in some cases like a glue.

                 Berry produces a stain and possible dye.  Seed used for jewelry.

Food: Berry is edible (not the seed).

{       NOTE: Leaves, bark, inside of seed contains a cyanide compound = POISON}
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Ulmus sp. [Slippery Elm  U. rubra; American Elm U. americana]

Utility: Stem bark for cordage, rope, binding, woven objects, baskets, sandles, matting.  

Food: Sap of inner bark has some food value *

Medicinal: Sap* was used as a laxative, also, reported to have topical applications

Urtica gracilis. [Stinging nettle]


Utility: Fiber for thread, cordage, yarn, woven objects, bindings, and fabric.

Food: Spring shoots after being boiled.

Medicinal: Counter irritant (probably not a good idea….)

Saline Water [Mineral spring]


Utility: Source of salt.  Evaporation of about 4 ounces of water produced about a gram of

                  salt (sodium chloride).  {In the past, sulfur could be seen floating on the surface

                  of the water as the result of the action of a bacteria (inorganatroph) that use the

                  hydrogen sulfide as an energy source and produce sulfur as a by-product.}

Food:  Salt (sodium chloride) is essential and many animals and man came to the spring

                  to obtain the salt. 

Medicinal:  Some people may drink the sulfur containing waters of such springs but there

                  are several potential risks including bacterial contamination and possible toxic

                  chemicals.  Boiling the water to produce salt is a safe method.

“High Fluvial Deposits”  {Gravely material deposited by an ancient north flowing river}

Utility:  The “High Fluvial” deposits contain a variety of quartz containing rocks, including

                   CHERT (commonly called flint), geodes, quartzite, sandstone, and quartz.                   

                   Native People used the chert to make a variety of stone (lithic)     

                   tools.  For this reason we refer to this time period as a “stone age”.  However,  

                   we must not underestimate the tremendous skill that these people had to use 

                   stone as we use metals today.  They made scrapers, knives, saws, and a variety 

                   of “projectile points” (frequently erroneously called “arrow heads”).  They 

                   could take a piece of stone and turn it into a variety of useful tools to help them 

                   survive.  Deposits of this stone may be found in the Big Bone Creek.

Laportea canadensis.  [Wood Nettle]

Utility: Fiber was used for thread, cordage, string, binding material, for weaving, fish nets,

                   yarn, and fabric.

Food: Cooked green in the spring. 

Boehmeria cylindrica.  [Stingless Nettle]

Utility: Fiber used for cordage, string, weaving, footwear, bags, and bindings.  Fibers

                   are quite strong when obtained at the correct time and properly processed. 

Asimina triloba. {Pawpaw]


Utility: Bark of twigs and saplings may be used to produce rope, cordage, and bindings.

Food: Fruit is edible and sweet in the fall.

Medicine: Ground seeds used for lice control.  Leaves indicated to have “insecticidal”  

                  properties.  Leaves used to “stun fish” in a confined area.  [Note: like many  

                  “wild” foods, too much of the fruit may have a laxative effect]

Liriodendron tulipifera. [Tulip Tree]


Utility: A very ancient tree.  Inner bark used for its fiber to make cordage and bindings.
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Gleditsa triacanthos. [Honey Locust]

Utility:  Thorns were used as pins and perforators.   Putting a small hole in the end of

                 a thorn will permit it’s use as a needle.

Food:  Some have suggested that the inner pulp of the seed pod is edible, however,

                 like the black locust (Robinia pseudo-acacia) parts of this plant are 

                 potentially toxic.
Celtis occidentalis. [Hackberry]

Food: Berry, in the fall, is sweet.  There is not much pulp, but they are a tasty snack.

Juniperus virginiana.  [Red Cedar – Juniper]

Utility: Bark used for baskets, padding, rope, cord, and bindings.  A dye may be 

                 obtained from the berries.  Wood will repel moths.

Food: Berry used a flavoring.

Medicinal: Extract of berry reported to have “antiseptic” properties and good for cough.

Vitis sp. [Wild Grape]

Utility: Vine may be used for some binding, building elements, baskets, fish traps, and 

                  like a “clothes line”.

Food: The grape is edible but sour.  In the spring, a clean, sweet water can be obtained 

                  from the vine.

Asclepias incarnata.  [Swamp Milkweed]

Utility: Fiber for cordage, yarn, thread, weaving, binding, and fabric.  A very soft fiber

                   can be obtained when the stem is properly processed.

Apocynum cannabium.  [Dogbane]


Utility: Fiber used  for cordage, nets, bow strings, bindings, woven items, yarn, and fabric.

[      Plant parts are poisonous so any reported “medicinal use” may be dangerous]

Bison bison.  [Buffalo]

Utility: Hair spun and woven into many items.  Hides made shelters, garments, shoes, and

                   ropes and binding material.  Also, bags and other containers could be made.

                   Bones were used for many purposes including making a variety of tools.  The 

                   Native People used every part of the animal – nothing went to waste.

Food:  The meat of the Buffalo is low in fat but very much like beef.

Many more plants have potential uses and these are simply a representation of some of the plants that were used by the people who first visited and lived in Kentucky and at Big Bone Lick.  This plant list is specific to the Big Bone Creek walking trail (blacktop). 
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