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ABSTRACT.—Ethnobotanical information on the Native use of 47 species of in-
digenous plants on Nunivak Island, Alaska is presented. Changes in subsistence
use among the Cup’it Eskimo of Nunivak, throughout the twentieth century, have
resulted in the loss of traditional ethnobotanical knowledge. While previous stud-
ies have presented limited information on the importance of particular plant spe-
cies to the local diet, additional data regarding the role of indigenous plants and
subsequent changes in plant use have recently been recorded. They are discussed
here in light of the adoption of western foods and medicines and increased contact
of the Cup'it with mainland peoples. Current knowledge of traditional plant use
and the importance of plants to local dietary, medicinal and utilitarian uses are
summarized.

Key words: ethnobotany, Cup'it Eskimo, indigenous plant use, Nunivak Island,
Alaska.

RESUMEN.—Presentacién de datos ethnobotanicos de 47 especies de plantas in-
digenas y las maneras de uso por la gente indigena de la Isla Nunivak en el
estado de Alaska. Los cambios en los usos de estas plantas para la subsistencia
por los Esquimales Cup’it de Nunivak a través del siglo XX han ocasionado la
pérdida de conocimientos ethnoboténicos tradicionales. Mientras que los estudios
anteriores han presentado datos limitados sobre la importancia de ciertas especies
de plantas comestibles en la dieta local, recientemente se ha documentado infor-
macién adicional respeto al papel de las plantas indigenas y los cambios en los
usos de éstas. Esta nueva informacién se discute en este trabajo en vista de la
adoptacién de alimentos y medicinas occidentales y del aumento de contacto so-
cial entre los Cup'it y los habitantes del continente. El conocimiento actual sobre
los usos tradicionales de estas plantas nativas y su importancia en la dieta local,
asi que los usos utilitarios y medicinales de éstas, se resumen en este trabajo.

RESUME.—Des informations éthno-botaniques sur l'usage de 47 espéces de plan-
tes indigénes sur l'fle de Nunivak sont présentées ici. Les changements dans
l'usage de ces plantes comme moyen de subsistance parmis les Esquimaux Cup’it
de Nunivak, au cours du vingtiéme siécle, ont abouti a la perte de connaissances
éthno-botaniques traditionelles. Alors que les études antérieures ont présenté des
informations limitées sur l'importance de certaines espéces de plantes dans le
régime alimentaire régional, des données supplémentaires concernant le réle des
plantes indigénes et les changements dans 1'usage de ces plantes ont été recueillies
récemment. On en traite dans cet article en tenant compte de l'adoption
d’aliments et de médicaments occidentaux et du contact social plus fréquent des
Cup'it avec les gens du continent. La connaissance actuelle de ['usage des plantes
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indigenes traditionelles et I'importance des plantes dans les usages locaux quant
au régime alimentaire et a la médecine et dans d’autres emplois utilitaires sont
présentées ici en résumé.

INTRODUCTION

The Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta, a geographic and cultural area historically oc-
cupied by Central-Alaskan-Yup'ik speaking Eskimos in southwestern Alaska, en-
compasses an area of almost 81 million kilometers (31,250 square miles) or 8.1
million hectares (20 million acres). This region consists of a vast and largely road-
less expanse of low lying tundra that has attracted limited attention from eth-
nographers in the past. Native villages are located along the area’s major water-
ways with development largely limited to commercial fishing. The degree of con-
tact between subcultural groups within the Delta cannot accurately be determined
due to conflicting early historic data and later movements of peoples throughout
the region, but villages are known to have been linked by extensive trade net-
works, intermarriage among village residents, and village alliances during times
of warfare (VanStone 1984:224). Knowledge of the Native use of indigenous flora
in the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta remains quite limited. Early ethnobotanical stud-
ies in the region are limited to research on Nunivak Island (Fries 1977; Lantis
1946, 1959), Nelson Island (Ager and Ager 1980) and the village of Napaskiak
(Oswalt 1957) located along the Kuskokwim River (see Figure 1). Nunivak Island,
located approximately 37 kilometers (23 miles) west of the Alaskan mainland and
209 kilometers (130 miles) west of Bethel, the largest town in the Delta, has tra-
ditionally remained the most isolated area in southwestern Alaska. Nunivak is
the only major off-shore island inhabited by Central-Yup’ik speaking people, the
Cup'it' or Nunivarrmiut (VanStone 1989), who maintained their isolation until
after World War Il when an airstrip linked the island to the mainland. The present
study summarizes the known traditional use of indigenous plants on Nunivak
Island in addition to changes in plant use during the twentieth century, and
provides comparisons of plant use with that of mainland Yukon-Kuskokwim Es-
kimo peoples. This information was obtained from Cup’it elders during a four
year (ca. 1995-1998) collaborative anthropological project between the author and
the community of Mekoryuk. Community members participated in all facets of
the project, including archaeological excavations, oral interviews and artifact and
plant identification, and were monetarily reimbursed for sharing their expertise.

REGIONAL SETTING

Nunivak Island is located in the Bering Sea off the western coast of Alaska
between 165°30’ and 167°30" West longitude and 59°45’ and 60°30" North latitude.
It is separated from the mainland in the vicinity of the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta
by the 37 kilometer (23 mile) wide Etolin Strait. Nunivak is approximately 112
kilometers long and 80 kilometers wide (70 miles X 50 miles), containing an area
of about 4.4 thousand square kilometers (approximately 1.1 million acres or
445,000 hectares). The topography of the island is highly diverse. The west coast
is dominated by high sea cliffs, reaching over 122 meters (400 feet) in elevation,
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(—13° F) in January and February to 10° C (49.9° F) in August (Swanson et al.
1986). Rain and snowfall is heavier than on the adjacent mainland, resulting in
frequently overcast days with dense fogs. This difference from the mainland delta
regions is due to the greater effect of the Bering Sea on the island environment.
Precipitation is moderate with a mean annual rainfall of 40.6 cm (16 inches) and
snowfall of 137 cm (54 inches).

The present flora of Nunivak has been intensively studied by Bos (1967), who
built upon the earlier work of Palmer and Rouse (1945). The island’s vegetation
is predominantly comprised of Arctic tundra containing a variety of lichens,
grasses, sedges, flowers, and shrubs. It is similar to coastal and coastal-upland
vegetation found throughout western and northwestern Alaska. The tallest island
plants are shrubby willows which can reach up to eight feet in height along some
of the island’s river courses. Major vegetational types (Figure 2) are comprised of
wet tundra, dry tundra, and grass-browse (i.e., grass hummock and beach grass-
forb). Wet tundra covers approximately 57% of the island and is most prevalent
on the north side of the island between the villages of Mekoryuk and Nash Har-
bor, extending southward. Dry tundra covers most of the interior portions of
Nunivak (13.6%) and includes two recognized subtypes: dry tundra found on
areas of sloping terrain having good drainage, and alpine tundra found at higher
elevations on hills and mountains. Grass-browse covers approximately 23.4% of
the island and is found interspersed with the dry tundra subtype and along edges
of streams and rivers adapted to periodic flooding.

PREVIOUS ETHNOBOTANICAL RESEARCH

Previous investigations of the Native use of Nunivak Island flora are limited
to the works of Margaret Lantis and Janet Fries. Margaret Lantis spent a year on
Nunivak (ca. 1939-1940) studying the social dynamics of the Cup’it people (Lantis
1946), with subsequent research efforts focusing on the development of children,
local genealogies, the psycho-dynamics of Cup’it society, and community politics.
A brief summary of local plant use was later published by Lantis (1959) along
with comparisons to the Native use of plants throughout Alaska. In 1977, Janet
Fries (1977) completed a senior honor’s paper on the vascular flora of Nunivak
which addressed the flora she found to be in current use at the time of her study.
My investigation of the use and importance of island flora stems from my 1995-
1998 Ph.D. anthropology research on Nunivak where I was able to work closely
with Cup’it elders from the village of Mekoryuk, the only village remaining on
Nunivak, and build upon these earlier studies (Griffin 1999). While my research
focus was based on reconstructing changes in Native lifeways over time at the
village of Nash Harbor, located approximately 43 kilometers (27 miles) west of
Mekoryuk, I was also able to discuss traditional use of indigenous plants with
island elders. This paper presents a summary of Cup’it plant use derived from
elder interviews both in their homes and during collecting activities.

Indigenous plants were an integral part of the year-round diet of Eskimo
people in addition to their incorporation in other facets of their life. Contrary to
the popular perception of Eskimo people surviving solely on fish and meat, the
Cup'it utilized a large number of local plants for food, medicinal, and utilitarian
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FIGURE 3.—Rock-lined cache pits at Nash Harbor Village, Nunivak Island, Alaska.

berry caches as “a small box-like structure of flat stones lined with grass and
covered with sod until air-and water-tight.” Examples of such features were dis-
covered during recent archaeological excavations on the island (see Figure 3).

METHODS

Earlier ethnobotanical studies among the Cup’it (Fries 1977; Lantis 1946,
1959) identified many of the plants in use in the 1940s and 1970s. Information
within these studies do not always agree regarding the traditional use of island
vegetation (i.e,, Lantis (1946:172) states that no plant poisons were used by the
Cup’it in hunting or fishing while Fries (1977:32-33) states Aconitum delphinifolium
[aconite] was used by “old-timers” to make poison darts or arrows). My research
sought additional information and clarification on the Native use of indigenous
plants and changes to this use over time.

During my investigation, collecting expeditions were conducted on the local
tundra near the villages of Nash Harbor and Mekoryuk in order to gather ex-
amples of utilized plants. At Nash Harbor, Cup’it crew members participating in
a community archaeology project (Griffin 1999), pointed out significant plants
and shared information on their harvest, preparation, use, and storage. On several
occasions, I was able to join families on plant forays to gather seasonal greens or
berries. Plant specific information was shared on the use of various plants during
these trips.

While information on Native uses of indigenous plants was gathered infor-
mally during the initial phase of this study, more detailed, plant specific infor-
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kowim and Yukon Delta villages (Andrews 1989:496; Fienup-Rior-
dan 1986:141), Seward Peninsula (Jones 1983:94), and Napaskiak
but was not stored in the latter. The entire plant was also used to
brew a tea by coastal people (Oswalt 1957:22). The Inupiaq name
for this plant (paungaq) is very similar to that in Cup’ig (Jones
1983).

Epilobium angustifolium L. Fireweed

Cup’ig:

Alternative: ci'lkax (Lantis 1959)

Location: Found in disturbed areas along coastline. Common in backdune
areas and mesic tundra.

Use: Leaves boiled for tea and occasionally eaten when tender.

References: Lantis 1959:5, 59

Comparison: Used as tea in both Nelson Island (Ager and Ager 1980:34) and
Napaskiak (Oswalt 1957:22). Young shoots also harvested in early
summer and eaten raw or blanched, with seal oil on the mainland
and Seward Peninsula (Jones 1983:23-24).

Eriophorum angustifolium Honck. Tall Cottongrass

Cup'ig: pekner

Location: Located in bogs and wet tundra areas.

Use: Base of stem was eaten raw and considered to have a sweet taste
in the summer. Bulbous underground stem was collected by lem-
mings for winter use and caches were often found and eaten be-
fore freeze up. No knowledge of plant use as a food source iden-
tified in 1990s.

References: Fries 1977:21-22; Smith, Whitman and Shavings 1997b

Comparison: Stems were considered edible in Napaskiak (Oswalt 1957:27),

Fucus L. spp.

Cup’ig:
Location:
Use:

References:

plant greens were eaten in summer while roots were collected in
fall along the lower Yukon Delta region, and the roots were eaten
in Nunapitchuk while the reeds were dried and braided for use
in construction of bags and mats (Andrews 1989:496). In the Sew-
ard Peninsula, the base of the stem was collected from mice or
vole caches and eaten raw or boiled after the root hairs have been
removed. Also preserved in seal oil (Jones 1983:120).The Inupiaq
name for this plant (pikniq) is similar to that in Cup’ig (Jones
1983).

Bladderwrack

elquat

Found washed up on beaches year round

Harvested year-round but chiefly collected in late spring and early
summer. Eaten raw or cooked with mussels or clams. Some people
cook it by dipping in it hot water (turns green) then dipping in
seal oil.

Amos, Amos and Mike 1997; Williams and Williams 1995b, 1997
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Hippuris tetraphylla L. or Hippuris vulgaris L. Mare’s tail

Cup’ig: tayaarut Alternative: taxa’xo (Lantis 1959)

Location: Common in tundra ponds.

Use: In autumn, stems and leaves are cooked with seal blubber and
salmon eggs. One informant said plants are collected just before
ponds freeze, leaves and stems are chopped up, cooked separately,
then beaten with salmon eggs and blubber. In spring, when plant
floats on ponds, it's gathered and cooked in seal-meat soup. Only
plant part above water used. Some stored over winter.

References:  Lantis 1959:61; Smith, Whitman and Shavings 1997b; Williams
and Williams 1997

Comparison: Ager and Ager 1980:37; Oswalt 1957:22; roots were eaten in Nu-

napitchuk (Andrews 1989:496).

Honckenya peploides (L.) Ehrh. ssp. major (Hook.) Hult. (syn. Arenaria peploides var.

major Hook.) Beach greens, Seabeach sandwort
Cup’ig: tukullegat Altenative: tuku'lixax (Lantis 1959)
Location: Common adjacent to tidal zone on beaches around island.

Use:

References:

Comparison:

Actively harvested on Nunivak. Edible from spring to mid-August
and collected before flowering. Leaves and stems are boiled and
said to taste like buttered greens. Leaves are sometimes chopped
and boiled with other plants such as Rumex arcticus (ciwassat) or
with seal oil blubber & fish eggs. Leaves are often cooked inside
of fish when baked in open fire. Greens are stored with dock
leaves for winter.

Fries 1977:31-32; Lantis 1959:60; Smith, Whitman and Shavings
1997b; Tootkaylok 1997

Ager and Ager 1980:35; Jones 1983:43-44

Ledum palustre L. ssp. decumbens (Ait.) Hult Labrador Tea

Cup’ig:
Location:
Use:

References:
Comparison:

Caution:

ay'ut Alternative: ai'yu (Lantis 1959)
Abundant on dry tundra and on peat mounds in wet tundra.
Picked in spring/early summer before plant flowers. Leaves are
delicious used in tea. Recently used primarily as flavoring in black
tea.

Fries 1977:46; Kiokun 1995a; Lantis 1959:61

Similar use in Nelson Island (Ager and Ager 1980:37-38), Nunap-
itchuk (Andrews 1989:340, 496), lower Yukon Delta area (Fienup-
Riordan 1986:113), Seward Peninsula (Jones 1983: 61), and Napas-
kiak (Oswalt 1957:32) although the latter village also used dried
stalks in healing practices to get rid of ghosts.

Plant contains andromedo toxins. Safe in weak tea solutions but
should not be used too strong (Turner and Szczawinski 1991:267).

Ligusticum scoticum L. ssp. hultenii (Fern.) Calder & Taylor

Beach Lovage or ““Wild Parsnip/Parsley”’
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Cup’ig: tuk’ayut, ciukarrat
Alternative: tuxkai'yuk or ciugaXax (Lantis 1959)
Location: Common along backdunes and sandy areas in addition to the in-
terior.
Use: First thing available in spring once snow melts. When plant first

sprouts, roots eaten raw, dipped in seal oil or eaten without oil.
Often eaten with dried fish in spring. Leaves and stems are eaten
raw or dipped in seal oil or boiled and eaten as greens. By late
summer, leaves gets large and are considered mildly poisonous.
Cooked and added to akutar (Eskimo ice cream). Fresh leaves
provide a good source of Vitamins A and C.

References: Fries 1977:44; Kiokun 1995a, 1995c; Lantis 1959:60; Smith, Whit-
man and Shavings 1997b; Williams and Williams 1997

Comparison: Ager and Ager 1980:37; Fienup-Riordan 1986:112; Jones 1983:14.
The Inupiaq name for this plant (tukkaayuk) is similar to that in
Cup’ig (Jones 1983).

Lycoperdon Pers. spp. and Calvatia Fr. spp. Puffballs
Cup’ig: agyam an’a(i)

Location: Located in wet tundra near coastline.

Use: Said to be eaten by mainlanders but not on Nunivak. Considered

““feces of the stars.” Matthiessen (1967:23) earlier reported harvest
of “red mushrooms” on Nunivak but no knowledge of the Native
use of fungi is recalled today.

References:  Williams & Williams 1997

Mertensia maritima (L.) S.E Gray Oyster Leaf
Cup’ig: ciunerturpat

Location: Along coastal areas.

Use: Leaves eaten on Nunivak long ago but harvest and preparation

information no longer known.

References: ~ Williams & Williams 1997

Comparison: On Nelson Island, the long leafy stems were placed whole in cold
water and brought to boil. They were cooked briefly and eaten
with seal oil. No longer used today (Ager and Ager 1980:38).

Oxycoccus microcarpus Turcz. (syn. Vaccinium oxycoccus L.) Bog Cranberry
Cup’ig: Yup'ik: uingiar (Jacobson 1984)
Location: Common in peat bogs.

Use: Berries eaten by people of Mekoryuk but not found in sufficient

quantity to constitute an important part of the berry harvest.
References: =~ Nowak 1975:26
Comparison: Ager and Ager 1980:37; Fienup-Riordan 1986:141

Oxyria dignya (L.) Hill Mountain Sorrel, “Sourgrass”
Cup'ig: quulistar
Location: Abundant on cliffs in alpine tundra and in dry tundra near the

coast.
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Use: Beginning in spring, leaves are eaten raw, dipped in seal oil, or
boiled. Larger leaves are relished by families that used to live at
Nash Harbor where the plant grows in abundance along rocky
slopes. Others prefer the leaves of the similar Rumex arcticus (ci-
wassat), common near fish camps and Mekoryuk. Leaves were
added to sour dock and berries and stored in barrels.

References: Fries 1977:29; Lantis 1959:61; Nowak 1975; Smith, Whitman, &
Shavings 1997b

Comparison: Ager and Ager 1980:35; Jones 1983:65

Caution: Edible in moderation. If eaten in large quantities or over long pe-
riods of time, they can cause poisoning and interfere with the bod-
ies calcium metabolism (Turner and Szczawinski 1991:211).

Palmaria palmata (L.) Stackhouse Seaweed, Dulse
Cup’ig: elquat

Location: Common on rocks in middle and upper tidal zones.

Use: Collected in summer or during winter when ice cracks expose

seaweed on rocks. Eaten raw or in fresh soup with fish, mussels
or seal meat. Dipped in hot water (turns green), seal oil and then
eaten. Elquat appears to be a generic name for seaweed species
however no other varieties were seen or collected during 1990s.

References: Kiokun 1995a; Lantis 1959:61; Nowak 1975:26; Williams & Wil-
liams 1995a

Parrya nudicaulis (L.) Regel (?) “Wild Cabbage”, “Wild Celery”
Cup’ig: inguqit Alternative: inu'kit (Lantis 1959)
Location: Found along cliffs.

Use: Leaves usually eaten raw, occasionally boiled, or stored with dock

leaves for winter use. Cliff greens. Species identification uncertain.
No voucher specimen collected.
References: Kiokun 1995a; Lantis 1959:62

Pedicularis verticillata L. Woolly Lousewort
Cup’ig: Yup'ik: ulevleruyak (Jacobson 1984)
Location: Common on island back shores, wet tundra, and mesic tundra.

Use: Flowers of this genus are popularly called ““Bumblebee food”” and

are picked and sucked for nectar.

References:  Fries 1977:50

Comparison: In addition to the use of its nectar, Nelson Island Natives are
known to harvest the roots of some Pedicularis spp. in the early
spring and eat them raw with seal oil (Ager and Ager 1980:38).

Pohlia nutans (Hedw.) Lindb. (syn. Webern nutans Hedw. Descr.) Moss
Cup’ig: kumarutet Alternative: ke'agenax (Lantis 1959)
Location: Generally found in wet tundra areas.

Use: In spring, seal meat is boiled with moss for soup. Moss sometimes

mixed with seal oil and fish eggs. Also used as tea. No longer
used in 1990s.
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References: Burg 1941; Kolerok 1995; Lantis 1959:61; Williams & Williams
1995b
Comparison: Ager and Ager 1980:33

Polygonum bistorta L. Bistort, Pink Plumes
Cup'ig: ciwassat

Location: Found on grassy hummocks in the interior.

Use: Cup’ig name is similar to that given to several other plants (e.g.,

Polygonum viviparum, Rumex arcticus) but is not thought to have
been actively sought on Nunivak Island due to scarcity. No infor-
mation on use available during 1990s.

References:  Fries 1977:30

Comparison: Jones 1983:19

Caution: Leaves of several polygonum spp. are phototoxic. They should not
be eaten in large quantities or over prolonged periods (Turner and
Szczawinski 1991:24, 211, 272).

Polygonum viviparum L. Alpine Bistort, “Wild Rhubarb”
Cup’ig: ciwassat Alternative: an.agocu’noax (Lantis 1959)
Location: Common in many habitats particularly along the coastline.

Use: In the early spring and summer the rhizome is collected and eaten

raw. Cup’ig plant name similar to that given to several other local
plants (e.g., Polygonum bistorta, Rumex arcticus). Not stored.

References:  Fries 1977:29; Lantis 1959:59

Comparison: Leaves of P alaskana were gathered and eaten in early summer in
Nunapitchuk (Andrews 1989:340, 496).

Caution: Leaves of several polygonum spp are phototoxic. They should not
be eaten in large quantities or over prolonged periods (Turner and
Szczawinski 1991:24, 211, 272).

Ranunculus pallassi Schlecht. Pallas Buttercup

Cup'ig: Alternative: agolu'noux (young), pi'nasgasax (mature)
(Lantis 1959)

Location: Common in tundra ponds (submerged or floating).

Use: Leaves and stems of plant are collected in spring and eaten boiled.

They're considered very tender and delicious. After boiling, seal
oil poured over them or else shoots are boiled in seal meat soup.
In late summer they are cooked with dock leaves. (Fries states that
they are locally called “wivalook’ but she is probably referring to
wivlut which is the same name given to Caltha palustris (marsh
marigold). Species not identified in 1990s.

References: Fries 1977:33-34; Lantis 1946:178, 1959:61

Comparison: Ager and Ager 1980:35; Andrews 1989:340, 496; Fienup-Riordan
1986:112

Caution: Ranunculus spp known to contain varying quantities of an acrid,
blistering causing juice which yields protoanemonin. Plant consid-
ered potentially poisonous to humans (Turner and Szczawinski
1991:104-105).
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Rubus arcticus L. Nagoonberry, Arctic Raspberry
Cup'ig: puuyaragur; bloom = puuyuraqur

Location: Found in mesic tundra, backdunes and on peat mounds.

Use: Not many on island. Berries picked from mid-August to Septem-
ber and eaten fresh. Fries had earlier reported no evidence of har-
vest in 1970s although well known in 1990s.

References: Fries 1977:39-40; Kiokun 1997; Smith, Whitman & Shavings 1997b

Comparison: Oswalt 1957:23; Jones 1983:103

Rubus chamaemorus L. Cloudberry, ““Salmonberry”

Cup’ig: atsar atsakutag Alternative: atsax (Lantis 1959)

Location: Abundant in many habitats including back shores, roadsides, peat
mounds of wet tundra, and dry tundra.

Use: Fruit is abundant all over island in mid to late August. It is the
most sought-after berry on the island. Berries are eaten raw, frozen
for winter use (alone or with Vaccinium uliginosum (currat) and
Empetrum nigrum (pauner), or mixed with other berries into aku-
tar. Cup'it believe that a long winter with lots of snow insures a
large harvest the following summer. Berries were traditionally
stored in seal-pokes without being cooked or stored in rock-lined
underground pits that were lined with Rumex arcticus (sour dock)
leaves, berries packed in, covered with more leaves, sod, then
rocks.

References: Edwards 1995; Fries 1977:39; Nowak 1975:26; Williams & Williams
1997

Comparison: Andrews 1989:496; Fienup-Riordan 1986:141; Jones 1983:74; Os-
walt 1959:23

Rumex arcticus Trautu. Sour Dock, Dock, “Wild Spinach”

Cup’ig: ciwassat Alternative: ciwaSax (Lantis 1959)

Location: Common in wet tundra areas including along tundra ponds, peat
ridges and standing water.

Use: Delicious and important edible plant for Nunivak people. Contains

high amounts of Vitamins A and C. Young stems are eaten raw in
spring, or chewed with juice sucked from them. Leaves are eaten
raw with seal oil or boiled in summer. By late summer stalks are
considered too stringy. For winter use, leaves were parboiled, juice
drained off and placed underground in temporary caches. Braided
grass mats were used to line caches with grass and willows placed
on top for protection. Later stored in large wooden storage dishes;
frozen. When removed from storage to make soup, it's cooked
with salmon eggs and dried fish (fresh fish?) or salmon eggs and
seal oil; or boiled with a little seal oil; or chopped and beaten up
with fish and seal oil. Most abundantly used plant except possibly
Empetrum nigrum (crowberries). Leaves are often chopped and
boiled until all flavor enters water with the resulting sour tasting
mixture frozen for use in winter and taken with sugar as a drink
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or frozen dessert. Cup’ig plant name is similar to that given to
several other plants (e.g., Polygonum bistorta, P viviparum)

References: Curtis 1930:35; Fries 1977:28-29; Kiokun 1995a, 1995b; Lantis 1959:
59; Nowak 1975:26; Williams & Williams 1995a; Whitman 1995

Comparison: Ager and Ager 1980:35; Andrews 1989:340, 496; Fienup-Riordan
1986:112; Jones 1983:36; and Oswalt 1957:24. Plant also used in the
Kuskokwim River area as a landmark and navigational aid in
marshy areas because plant is known to always grow in the same
place (Andrews 1989:340).

Caution: Plant contains soluble oxalatis which can interfere with calcium
uptakes (Turner and Szczawinski 1991:267)

Salix alaxensis (Anderss.) Cov. Alaska Willow
Cup'ig: qugyuguat (common name for willow spp.)

Location: Found along slopes of stream banks and gravel bars.

Use: Eskimo children strip the catkins of this shrub and chew them.

They are commonly referred to as “Eskimo bubble-gum” and are
eaten before seeds ripen in June and July.

References:  Fries 1977:28; Williams & Williams 1997

Comparison: Similar use reported for Nelson Island (Ager and Ager 1980:34-
35), Napaskiak (Oswalt 1957:24-25) and the Seward Peninsula
(Jones 1983:8), in addition to the tips of leaves being eaten raw
with seal oil or added to meat or fish stews and soups. On Nelson
Island, the shrub was also sometimes burned to produce ashes
which were added to chewing tobacco or snuff.

Salix pulchra Cham. Diamondleaf Willow
Cup'ig: qugyuguat (common name)
Alternative: ki’xmiax (Lantis 1959)
Location: Located on wet tundra and along gravel bars and banks of rivers
and streams.
Use: Flowers were eaten raw. In 1927, Curtis recorded the use of this

plant as a food source. In 1940, Lantis states that while most Cup'it
denied ever eating willow leaves, one old woman said the leaves
were once soaked in seal oil and eaten with dried fish. In 1990s,
elders state that willow leaves were traditionally picked by Natives
in Northern Alaska and that some Cup’it had recently adopted
the practice. There is no memory of the traditional use of this plant
by the Cup’it.

References: Curtis 1930:35; Lantis 1959:60; Smith, Whitman & Shavings 1997b

Comparison: Jones 1983:10; Oswalt 1957:24. Young leaves are eaten raw with
seal oil by Siberian Eskimos (Hultén 1968:359).

Saxifraga L. spp. Saxifrages
Cup’ig: quulisstat

Location: Found in cliff areas

Use: Leaves are eaten fresh in spring. Tastes like lime. Species not pos-

itively identified during 1990s interviews but believed to be S.
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punctata or S. spicata. Cup’ig name similar to Oxydria digyna
(Mountain Sorrel). No voucher specimen collected.

References: ~ Williams and Williams 1997

Comparison: On the Seward Peninsula, S. punctata leaves were picked from
spring through fall and eaten in seal oil with fish or meat or pre-
served in seal oil (Jones 1983:22).

Sedum rosea (L.) Scop. (syn. Rhodiola rosea L.) Roseroot, Stonecrop

Cup'ig: megtat neqiat Alternative: ca’klax (Lantis 1959)

Location: Found along coastal cliffs and rocky slopes in addition to river
banks, meadows, and peat mounds in wet and dry tundra.

Use: Flowers boiled in water to make tea, not necessarily for medicine,

just as a drink. Plant no longer in use in 1990s.

References:  Fries 1977:36-37; Lantis 1959:24, 60

Comparison: In earlier times this plant used medicinally to treat sores in mouth
on Nelson Island but it is no longer used (Ager and Ager 1980:
36). The entire plant (stems, leaves, young flower buds, and roots)
are picked, eaten and preserved each spring in many northern
Alaskan communities (Jones 1983:55).

Caution: Various species contain oxalic acid and soluble oxalates and should
be used only in moderation (Turner and Szczawinski 1991:268)

Senecio pseudo-Arnica Less. Ragwort

Cup’ig: Alternative: ko"xoyu'xoax (Lantis 1959)

Location: Found in well-drained sandy and gravelly soils on upper beaches
and along crests of beach ridges.

Use: Leaves and sometimes stems are boiled with fresh fish in late sum-

mer. Also stored and eaten with dock leaves.

References:  Lantis 1959:60

Comparison: On Nelson Island, in addition to above usage, the top of shoot is
often peeled and eaten raw with seal oil (Ager and Ager 1980:38).
The root is considered poisonous by Napaskiak residents (Oswalt
1957:34).

Caution: Plants contain pyrrolizidine alkaloids which can produce liver-
damaging compounds. Ingestion is not recommended (Turner and
Szczawinski 1991:16).

Streptopus amplexifolius (L.) DC. Twisted stalk
Cup’ig: atsarllug

Location: Found along river banks.

Use: Berries make noise when chewed. Some are eaten but most spit

out. Very bitter and seedy.
References: Williams and Williams 1997

Vaccinium uliginosum L. Alpine Blueberry, Bog Blueberry
Cup'ig: currat
Location: Found in interior and along the coast on dry tundra slopes.

Use: Berries are sought by natives in August.
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References: Fries 1977:47; Williams & Williams 1997
Comparison: Ager and Ager 1980:37; Andrews 1989:496; Jones 1983:79; Oswalt
1957:25

Vaccinium vitis-idaea L. ssp. minus (Lodd.) Hult.
Lingonberry, Low-bush Cranberry

Cup’ig: tumaglir or tumaglikatat
Location: Common in dry alpine tundra and on peat mounds of wet tundra.
Use: Berries are very sour and eaten fresh in fall. Local preference is to

wait until after the first frost or the next spring and eat berries
that have remained under snow all winter. Islanders occasionally
make wine from them. Berries are sometimes stored. Now used
in akutar (Eskimo ice cream) and bread.

References: Fries 1977:47; Lantis 1959:61; Smith, Whitman, & Shavings 1997a;
Williams and Williams 1997; Tootkaylok 1997

Comparison: Ager and Ager:1980:37; Andrews 1989:265, 496; Jones 1983:87; Os-
walt 1957:25-26

Medicinal Use of Plants

Artemisia tilesii Ledeb. Stinkweed, Wormwood, ““Caribou Leaves”
Cup'ig: neqnialngut

Location: Common on coastal cliffs and back shores.

Use: Leaves are boiled and 1-2 cups of the infusion taken daily for a

variety of ailments including asthma. Mostly used by “old timers.”
Kolerok (1995) states use as medicine was introduced after arrival
of Euro-Americans.

References: Fries 1977:52; Kolerok 1995; Smith, Whitman and Shavings 1997b

Comparison: On Nelson Island, tea was used as a laxative, for arthritic ailments,
swollen areas, and as general tonic. Natives in both Nelson Island
and Napaskiak applied leaves directly to wounds to stop bleeding,
used on skin for infection, or crushed and applied to hands to
remove or mask odors after cleaning fish (Ager and Ager 1980:38;
Fineup-Riordan 1986:113). In Napaskiak, switches from this plant
were also used during the sweatbath (Oswalt 1957:33).

Betula exilis (Sukatsch.) Hult Birch, Dwarf Birch
Cup’ig: Alternative: cupu'yaxotet (Lantis 1959)
Location: Found in dry tundra and peat mounds in wet tundra.

Use: Leaves boiled to make a tea. Medicine for stomach ache and in-

testinal discomfort. Fries found no use of birch in 1970s.
References: Fries 1977:28; Lantis 1959:5, 61

Dryopteris austriaca (Jacq.) Woynar Shield Fern
Cup’ig: centurkar Alternative: sto’xkax (Lantis 1959)
Location: Found near stream banks.

Use: Fronds put in boiling water and boiled a long time to make tea.

Used as medicine for stomach aches and intestinal discomfort.
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Appendix (continued)

Scientific name and identification’

Common names

Specimen numbers?

Polygonaceae (Buckwheat family)
Rumex arcticus Trautu.

Oxyria dignya (L.) Hill

Polygonum bistorta L.
Polygonum viviparum L.

Portulacacaeae (Purslane family)
Claytonia tuberosa Pall.
Caryophyllaceae (Pink family)
Honckenya peploides (L.) Ehrh.
ssp. major (Hook.) Hult.
(Syn. Arenarin peploides var. major Hook.)
Ranunculaceae (Crow Foot family)
Caltha palustris L. spp. asarifolia (DC.) Hult.

Aconitum delphinifolium DC.

Ranunculus pallassi Schlecht.
Cruciferae (Mustard family)

Parrya nudicaulis (L.) Regel

Draba borealis DC. or D. hyperborea (L.) Desv.
Crassulaceae (Stone Crop family)

Sedum rosea (L.) Scop.

Saxifragaceae (Saxifrage family)
Saxifraga punctata L. or
S. spicata D. Don

Dock, Sour dock

Mountain sorrel

Bistort, Pink plumes

“Wild rhubarb” or Alpine bistort

i

Tuberous spring-beauty, “Wild potato

Seabeach sandwort

Marsh marigold

Monkshood
Pallas buttercup

“Wild cabbage’’ or “Wild celery”
“Wild lettuce”

Roseroot

Cordate-leaved saxifrage
Spiked saxifrage

Fries/Shea 318; Hultén (1968); Lantis (1959);
NUN95-01

Fries/Shea 113, 152, 205, 223; Hultén (1968);
Lantis (1959); NUN95-05

Fries/Shea 124

Fries/Shea 160, 189, 360; Hultén (1968); Lantis
(1959)

no sample collected

Fries/Shea 30, 62; Hultén (1968); Lantis (1959);

NUN?96-07

Fries/Shea 34; Hultén (1968); Lantis (1946,
1959); NUN96-05, NUN97-01

Fries/Shea 224, 320

Fries/Shea 8; Hultén (1968); Lantis (1946, 1959)

Fries/Shea 180; Hultén (1968)
Fries/Shea 204

Fries/Shea 15, 54, 118, 206; Hultén (1968);
Lantis (1959); Stettenheim (Lantis 1959);
NUN95-17

Fries/Shea 110, 200a
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Appendix (continued)

Scientific name and identification’

Common names

Specimen numbers?

Rosaceae (Rose family)
Rubus chamaemorus L.

Rubus arcticus L.
Onagraceae (Evening primrose family)
Epilobium angustifolium L.
Haloragaceae (Water milfoil family)
Hippuris tetraphylla L. or
H. vulgaris L.

Umbelliferae (Parsley family)

Ligusticum scoticum L. spp. Hultenii (Fern).
Calder & Taylor

Conioselinum chinense (L.) BSP.

Angelica lucida L.

Empetraceae (Crowberry family)
Empetrum nigrum L.

Ericaceae (Heath family)
Ledum palustre L. ssp. decumbens (Ait.) Hult

Arctostaphylos alpina (L.) Spreng

Vaccinium uliginosum L.

Vaccinium vitis-idaea L. spp. minus (Lodd.)
Hult.

Oxycoccus microcarpus Turcz.

Cloudberry
Nagoonberry, Arctic raspberry

Fireweed

Mare's tail

Beach lovage or “Wild parsnip/parsley”

Hemlock parsley
“Wild celery”

Crowberry

Labrador tea
Alpine bearberry

Bog blueberry
Lingonberry, Low-bush cranberry

Bog cranberry

Fries/Shea 32; Hultén (1968); Lantis (1959);
NUNB95-12, NUN96-09
Fries/Shea 87, 262, 303; NUN96-10

Hultén (1968); Lantis (1946); NUN95-07

Fries/Shea 11, 94; Hultén (1968); Lantis (1959)
Hultén (1968)

Fries/Shea 26, 352, 237; Hultén (1968); Lantis
(1959); NUN95-02

Fries/Shea 252; Hultén (1968)

Fries/Shea 167; Hultén (1968); Lantis (1959);
NUN95-08, NUN9%6-04

Fries/Shea 3; Hultén (1968); Lantis (1959);
NUN95-03

Fries/Shea 13; Hultén (1968); Lantis (1959);
NUN95-04

Fries/Shea 16; Hultén (1968); Lantis (1959);
NUN95-18

Fries/Shea 127, 270, 335; NUN95-15

Fries/Shea 117; Hultén (1968); Lantis (1959);
NUN95-06

NUN95-33
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Appendix (continued)

Scientific name and identification’

Common names

Specimen numbers?

Boraginaceae (Borage family)
Mertensia maritima (L.) S.E Gray

Schrophulariaceae (Figwort family)
Pedicularis verticillata L.

Compositae (Composite family)
Artemisia tilesii Ledeb.

Senecio pseudo-Arnica Less.

Cladoniaceae (Lichen family)
Cladonia Hill spp.
Cladonia rangiferina (L.) Hoffm.
Bryaceae (Thread-moss family)
Pohlia nutans (Hedw.) Lindb.
(syn. Webera nutans Hedw. Descr.)

Lycoperdaceae (Puffball family)

Lycoperdon Pers. spp.

Caluvatta Fr. spp.
Fucaceae (Brown algae)

Fucus L. sp. (most likely E vesiculosus L.)
Palmariaceae (Red algae)

Palmaria palmata (L.) Stackhouse

(syn. Rhodymenia palmata (L.) Grev.)

Oysterleaf

Wooly lousewort

Stinkweed, wormwood, “Caribou
leaves”’
Ragwort

Lichen

Moss
Moss

Puffballs
Puffballs

Bladderwrack

Seaweed, Dulse

Reported by Bos (1967) and Utermohle (ca
1973); Hultén (1968); NUN96-03

Fries/Shea 120, 143, 161; Hultén (1968);
NUN95-11, NUN96-08

Fries/Shea 207; Hultén (1968); NUN95-10;
NUN96-12
Hultén (1968); Lantis (1959); NUN96-18

Lichens
NUN96-01

Lantis (1959)

NUN9%6-15

NUN96-16
Lantis (1959)

' Scientific nomenclature and arrangement of species follows Hultén (1968), except in cases of identifying bryophytes (Grout 1940 and Steere 1978) and for

seaweeds (Abbott and Hollenberg 1976 and Guiry 1974). Nomenclature for Dryopteris austriaca follows Lantis (1959).

2 Voucher specimen numbers included for all referenced species: Fries/Shea specimen deposted at Middlebury College, Vermont; Hultén (1968)—State Museum
of Natural History, Stockholm; Lantis (1946, 1959)—University of California Herbarium, Berkeley; Stettenheim (ca. 1954)—Michigan State University, East
Lansing; Utermohle (ca. 1973)—University of Alaska Herbarium, Fairbanks; NUN#—currently in author’s possession but will be deposited at Yupiit Piciryarit

Museum, Bethel, AK.
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