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Outline

• Geography and history of these Indigenous 
peoples found on opposite sides of the Pacific 
Ocean

• Some basics of their food, technological and 
medicinal economies

• Some interesting parallels and exceptions at 
the plant genus and family levels

• Can some generalities be made?

(Cautionary Note – this is very much
a work in progress!)





Genetic study links living Tsimshian woman to 5,500-year-

old ancestor

“Having a DNA link showing direct maternal ancestry dating back at least 5,000 years is 

huge in helping the Metlakatla prove that this territory was theirs over the millennia,” 
http://news.nationalpost.com/news/canada/groundbreaking-genetic-study-links-living-first-nation-woman-to-5500-year-old-

ancestor



Aotearoa

"Land of the Long White Cloud". Ao means “cloud”, 
tea means “white”, and roa means “long”. 



Around 1000 years ago. (1018)

Kupe, The first Māori explorer reached 
Aotearoa. He used the stars and ocean currents 
as his navigational guides, 

He ventured across the Pacific on his waka 
hourua (voyaging canoe) from his ancestral 
Polynesian homeland of Hawaiki. 

It is thought that Kupe made landfall at the 
Hokianga Harbour in Northland,

https://teara.govt.nz/en/first-peoples-in-maori-tradition/page-6



Dutch explorer Abel Tasman sighted Aotearoa looking for a 
‘Great South Land’ that was believed to be rich in minerals.

Annexed for Holland under the name of ‘Staten Landt’ (later 
changed to ‘New Zealand’ by Dutch mapmakers). 

Up until the mid 1800’s – Mostly whalers, sealers and 
missionaries came to New Zealand. Settlers began arriving 
in numbers after that

More than 600 years later in 1642

https://www.newzealand.com/ca/feature/early-settlement/

THEN ~125 years later  in 1769

Captain James Cook searching for “the great continent in 
the southern seas.”



Lived off the land for millenia

Fished for protein foods

Northwest Coastal First Nations and the Maori:



Māori brought kiore (the Polynesian rat) & kurī (the 
Polynesian dog) to Aotearoa -- both valuable sources of meat. 

Reference: MA_I006390 

In addition, the Maori hunted a wide range of birds, and 
seafood was vital to their diet.

Later, Māori began raising sheep, pigs, goats and poultry. 

Charles Royal and Jenny Kaka-Scott, 'Māori foods – kai Māori', Te Ara - the Encyclopedia of New Zealand, 
http://www.TeAra.govt.nz/en/maori-foods-kai-maori (accessed 25 July 2018)



In British Columbia, Northwest Coastal First Nations 
hunted black-tailed deer, bear & mountain goat

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

… but largely to supplement strong dependence on salmon

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Sitka_black_tailed_deer.jpg
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


Māori brought edible plants from their homeland, 
including kumara (sweet potato), yam and taro. 

taro – Colocasia
esculenta kumara – Ipomoea 

batatas

yam – Dioscorea spp.



“The ground is compleatly cleared of all weeds – the mold broke with as 
much care as that of our best gardens. The Sweet potatoes are set out in 
distinct little molehills … The Arum [taro] is planted in little circular 
concaves, exactly in the manner our Gard’ners plant melons … The Yams 
are planted in like manner with the sweet potatoes: these Cultivated 
spots are enclosed with a perfectly close pailing of reeds about twenty 
inches high…” (James Cook, log of the 1769 voyage to New Zealand)



“All the elderly people that lived here before -- every one 

of them had a garden. People would bring plants from all 

over – from the Skeena River, they came down  with a 

berry bush, and trees [to plant] and trade for grease for 

our food” (Sim’oogit Ni’isjoohl – Horace Stevens 2007).



Root Crops Important to Northwest First Peoples
(not all found in our region…)

Potentilla anserina – silverweed

Trifolium wormskioldii – springbank clover

Fritillaria camschatcensis – riceroot➔

Claytonia lanceolata – mountain potato
-- especially Chilcotin

Balsamorhiza sagittata – arrowleaf balsamroot
-- Southern Interior, Inland PNW

Camassia quamash – camas lily
-- esp. Vancouver Island, WA, OR

Sagittaria latifolia – wapato
-- inland PNW wetlands

Often found in discrete patches, repeatedly harvested.
But not in “orderly rows,” “fenced,” linked to “permanent 

settlements” … so there historically has been reluctance on the 
part of Europeans to say they were “gardened” or “farmed” 

(see Turner et al. 2013, BC Studies 179:107-133) 



Were There Truly “Haida Potatoes”?

(C.M. Burton, 2006, unpublished)

http://www.atlantisbolivia.org/

http://www.tierraunica.com/

The Haida may have hilled 

potatoes as well as tobacco 

before European contact.

Also linguistic evidence:

Corongo Quechua – “ashku” or “akshu”

Salish – “skä’us” or “ska’uc”

?intermediaries on Mexico, U.S. coast

Haida – “sqiisiid”

Tsimshian – “squsiit”

Gitxsan – “squsiit” or “susiit”

Nisga’a – “squusiit”



Rosaceae

Maori

Rubus species – medicine/food

Potentilla anserinoides – no 
food/medicine use

Geum urbanum – medicine

Northwest Coast

species – medicine/food

Potentilla anserina – important 
root food

Geum macrophyllum – medicine



Maori
Denstaedtiaceae

Pteridium esculentum
Aruhe – the rhizomes of the bracken fern were especially important 
to Māori  for food. 

One ordinary root when baked or boiled can cure the severest 
diarrhoea (O'Carroll 1884). 
Tender shoot eaten to cure dysentery (Kerry-Nicholls 1886)

https://maoriplantuse.landcareresearch.co.nz/WebForms/PeoplePlantsDetails.aspx?PKey=94880e44-f311-47ac-9c80-6c2f830824a7
https://maoriplantuse.landcareresearch.co.nz/WebForms/PeoplePlantsDetails.aspx?PKey=77eabf8a-32b9-4242-95b9-974fa0084090


Northwest Coastal Peoples
Denstaedtiaceae

Pteridium aquilinum

The Tlingit ate the young “fiddleheads 
of Pteridium aquilinum (Heller 1953; 
Emmons 1991). 

The Haida and Tahltan may have eaten 
the rhizomes of this species as well as 
the rhizomes of other ferns (Pojar and 
MacKinnon 1994; Turner 2004a). 

The Tsimshian (Gitga’at) people 
considered the roots to be poisonous 
(Turner and Thompson 2006).



Canoes
-- relatively light weight, easy to carve wood

Podocarpus totara – tōtara Thuja plicata – western 
redcedar

Both are conifers, but Podocarpaceae vs. Cupressaceae



“Cedar: Tree of Life to the Northwest Coast Indians”

Western redcedar wood was used for most carving and timber purposes, and its inner bark 
used for most weaving and fiber crafts.
Other fiber plants used for cordage and netting included stinging nettle (Urtica dioica), 
fireweed (Epilobium angustifolium) and dogbane (Apocynum androsaemifolium) 



Harekeke - most common species of “flax” 
Plant family: Asphodelaceae (Phormium tenax)
Wharariki - mountain flax (Phormium
cookianum) 

Ecology:
Harekeke - found throughout New Zealand
especially in wet areas, 
Wharariki - found both at higher altitudes and 
along exposed coastlines.

Plays a strong role in Maori culture!
To be clear, easily understood

To be green, to grow vigorously

To plant introduce, insertTo strengthen, enable

Whaka=to cause 
something to happen

youthful

To be born



A Widespread and Important Plant for New Zealand Biodiversity:
•Harekeke is unique to New Zealand and is one of its most ancient 
plant species.
•Harekeke can support a large community of animals, providing 
shelter and an abundant food resource.
•Tui, bellbirds/ korimako, saddlebacks/tīeke, short tailed 
bats/pekapeka, geckos and several types of insects enjoy nectar 
from the flax flower.
•Flax snails, a rare land snail living only in the Far North, often 
shelter under flax bushes. These snails don’t eat any part of the 
flax, but rather they munch on fallen leaves from native 
broadleaved trees.
•. The first European traders called it ‘flax’ because its fibres were 
similar to that of true flax found in other parts of the world.
•Although still called flax today, harakeke is really a lily.

from https://www.doc.govt.nz/nature/native-plants/harakeke-flax/

Korimako (Bellbird)

Tui

Tīeke (Saddleback)

pekapeka



MAORI TECHNOLOGY
• ‘Flax’ was the most important fibre plant to Māori
• Each pā (village) or marae (meetinghouse) typically had a ‘pā

harakeke’, or flax plantation. Different varieties were specially grown 
for their strength, softness, colour and fibre content.

• Clothing, mats, plates, baskets, ropes, bird snares, lashings, fishing 
lines and nets were all made from flax leaves. 

• Floats or rafts were made out of bundles of dried flower stalks. 

https://www.doc.govt.nz/nature/native-plants/harakeke-flax/



MEDICINE 
• The sticky sap was applied to boils and wounds and used for 

toothache. 
• ‘Flax’ leaves were used in binding broken bones
• Matted leaves were used as dressings. 
• Root juice was routinely applied to wounds as a disinfectant.

FOOD
• The abundant nectar from ‘flax’ 

flowers was used to sweeten food 
and beverages.



Typha 
latifolia
western 
cattail
(BC)

NW BC TECHNOLOGY:
• Leaves woven into mats then used for 

walls and roofs of temporary houses, 
insulation, mattresses, drying berries, 
preparing food

• Cattail fluff was used for stuffing 
pillows and mattresses, for diapers and 
wound dressing

FOOD
• the roots were dug in the early spring 

and eaten raw

MEDICINE
• roots were used by many First Nations 

throughout North America for a variety 
of medicinal purposes, primarily as a 
rub for wounds, sores or other 
dermatological conditions (see 
Moerman 2002, 2009)

Cattail is found in both BC and NZ

Typha
orientalis
“bulrush”

- rhizome 
eaten, used for 

medicine, 
canoe caulking 
… no weaving 
(NZ; Williams 

1971)



• Kohukohu (?) Angiangi
Usnea barbata – fruiticose lichen

• Dried and powdered used 
externally  on wounds1

Peltigera spp. – foliose lichen
Oweekeno: used for treating 
wounds. 
Tlingit: dried, powdered for burns 
and scalds (Emmons 1991) 
Haida used Lobaria spp. and 
Peltigera in a variety of medicinal 
preparations (Turner 2004a).        

Maori British ColumbiaLICHENS



Few species or genera in common in BC and NZ,
but several plant families are,
e.g., Araliaceae (ginseng family)

Pseudopanax ferox -- lancewoodOplopanax horridus – devil’s club



Oplopanax horridus – devil’s club
• inner bark applied as poultice to 

wounds; infusions drunk as tonic 
and to treat arthritis, rheumatism

Pseudopanax arboreus – five finger
• juice used as eye lotion, applied 

to cuts and wounds, tea used for 
kidney and bladder problems

So are traditional indigenous uses analogous for these plants?



And the girl asked: “Who are you who is 

so good to us?” The young man replied: 

“I have been sent by my father who is the 

Chief of Wa’ums … he heard the crying 

of the old lady and sent me to teach you 

the way of wa’ums … which you find all 

over this country … it is really a valuable 

plant and has many uses which will bring 

good fortune to all that use it … as well 

as good health … (Charles Ryan 1929).



Table 4-1

Examples of medicinal uses for Oplopanax  horridus by peoples living in the northwestern BC and neighbouring Alaska 

Cough Purg. Gen. Preg. Derm. Abscess Tonic Arth. brkn

First Nation Chest colds TB Emetic Ulcer birth cancer cuts Rheu Pain bones Gen. Diab VD

Nisga'a x x x x x x x x x x x x

Carrier x x x

Northern Carrier x x x

Southern Carrier x

Gitxsan x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x

Tlingit x x x x x x x x x

Wit'suwit'in x x x x x x x x x

Haida x x x x x x x x x x

Tahltan x

Tsimshian x x x x x x x x x

Gitga'at x x x x x x x x x

Tainina x x x x x x

Tsetsaut

Chugach (Alutig) x x



tonic, asthma
tonic, 
tonic, arthritis
tonic

tonic, bronchitis
tonic, flu, cold

tonic, cancer treatment

many medicines, 
arthritis
spiritual, tonic
tonic

many medicines
arthritis, tonic

tonic, cancer, arthritis

Importance of devil’s club in the past 



Devil’s club is still widely used by First Nations in 

British Columbia for many medicinal purposes. The bark 

or roots are steeped in water and taken as a drink. 

“This is the most used plant of our nation”

(Sim’oogit Hleek – Dr. Joesph Gosnell August 2008).





Why Devil’s Club is important today



• Inhibition of human ovarian cancel cell lines by Devil’s club 
Oplopanax horridus – 2010

• Hydrophobic constituents and their potential anticancer 
activities from Devil’s club – 2010

• Chemical and pharmacological studies of Oplopanax
horridus, a North American botanical – 2012

• Chemopreventive effects of oplopantrio A, a novel 
compound isolated from Oplopanax horridus, on colorectal 
cancer – 2014

• Antiproliferation activity of Devil's club and anticancer 
agents on human pancreatic cancer multicellular spheroids -
2014\







Preliminary Conclusions
• Edible fruits, berries, roots always discovered and utilized
• Conifer woods are used for carving and construction
• Maori horticulture at a disadvantage because of their 

tropical origins
• West Coast pre-contact horticulture still poorly understood
• Some uses are analogous at the genus or family level
• Some uses are foregone if the flora presents a better 

alternative (e.g., harakeke vs. cattail)
• Maori medicinal tool kit may not be as deep and broad as 

that of NW BC First Nations because of less time in their 
environment

• Human beings are tremendously adaptive at having their 
needs met in any environment!

• Research suggests that medicines used in the past to treat 
various illness are effective.



Thank-you!

Snekalyegh

Mauruuru-koe!


