
Stron g and comp lex design. The very survival of the species depends up on it . 
T he beau tif ul colors , the aromatic smells and the elaborate and delicate Struc ­
ture of the flower s ar e mere devices to insure that the proper poilinaring agent 
makes its ap peara nce and the result is a continuing suppiy of seeds for dissemi ­
nat ion . T hat this prairie beauty is aesthetically pleasing to man is merely a 
fortunate co inc ide nce . 

On the prairie it is always a source of wonder to note the interesting 
ada p ta tions tha t have been made by the various organisms to avoid danger and 
win the battle of survi val. Here are numerous examples of protective colora­
tion , pr otecti ve tho rn s, m im icry and species that accumulate disagreeable 
chemicals. Pl ants, esp ecially, have developed some unusual features, since they 
ar e unab le to m ove away from danger or seek a more favorable site for grow ­
ing . It may be noted tha t exot ic chemicals and biocides are the results o f many 
years of ad justment by the pl ants to the voracious herbivores ' ap petites an d 
tha t bio logi call y act ive co mpounds like nicotine, pyrerhrium an d 1080 (a 
ma m mal po ison ) were fir st foun d in plants. Some insects a lso accumulate 
disagreeable chemica ls when feed ing on certain plants. T he viceroy butterf ly 
gets p rotection because it mimics the monarch' s color pa ttern . The up land 
p lover, mallard, mead owlark and vesper sparr ow nesting in the bro wn grass 
all find secur ity by the ir protective colora tion. W hile some plants are develop ­
ing mecha nis ms to prevent th em from being eaten , o ther pl ants are dependent 
upon a t least being partly ea ten. The buffalo bean , an important vegetab le for 
the Ind ian, de pends up on the ac tion o f the hydr ochloric acid of the di gesti ve 
tr act of sma ll mammals and bird s ro soft en the hard seed coat before germ ina­
tion . These seeds are easy to find becau se they are lyin g by the th ou sand s 
underneath the plant and if they were to all germinate in pl ace th ere wo uld 
be a populat ion exp los ion. The sma ll bird , howe ver, a ft er a good bell y-fill ing 
meal with small cal or ic benefit, wi ll p robabl y spend the rest o f the day proving 
it is a va luab le pa rt of the prai rie ecos ystem by planting buffalo beans ov er a 
wid e area . An other pr airi e plant w ins its battle fo r surviva l by tumbl ing along 
wi th the wind to sca tte r its seeds as it go es. The w ho le pl ant act s as a leaf 
and abscisses a t the g rou nd surfa ce. Th is plant, the In d ian turnip , was also a 
favori te In dian food and sup pli ed sta rch to the Indian diet. T he turn ip m ixed 
wi th bits of buffalo meat and seasoned wi th some w ild oni on makes a tasty 
stew for an In d ian table . 

T he contin ual study of the prairie re veals many additional examples o f 
the interaction o f pl ants and an imals with their environment. However, the 
most importa nt aspect tha t co mes t hro ugh in the study of the prairie eco ­
syste m is the fact tha t the successful species, surviving millions of years of 
chan ge , obeyed three card inal rules: they did not pollute, they did not over­
pop ulate and they re cycled the elements of the environment. If a species broke 
one o f the se rul es it was on the way to extinction. Is man an exception to these 
rules ? Pe rh aps w e should reflect for a moment on an old Sioux Ind ian saying 

"With all beings,
 

and all things,
 

We shall be as relatives"
 

and rea lize that we, roo, are a part o f the prairie ecosystem and learn to better 
ap preciate our pr a iri e relat ives . 



To give you an idea of some of the many uses the Plains Indians and 
pioneers made of the prair ies, here is a preliminary list of some plants and 
their uses. It is hoped that this will stimulate people to recall similar plants 
and recipes that they have been familiar with and subm it them. In many cases 
it is a problem to connect the common names and Indian names to a scient ific 
name so that we know we are all talking about the same plant . Therefore, 
give as much information as you can or if possible send a specimen. In this 
way we may be able to give more of information about each plant in :J. future 
report . 

FOOD AN D DRI NK PLANTS 

Cattail. T ypha lati folia 
Base of shoot-vegetable 
Base of shoot- salad 
Young flowering spike--eooked vegetable 
Pollen- flour for pancakes 
Root bulbs-source of starch 
Mature flower heads-fluff served as a disposable diaper. 

Indian Turn ip. Psoralea esculenta 
Many uses, mainly as a starch source in soup and stews. 

Buffalo Bean. A stragaltlS caryocarpus 
Vegerable 

Duck Potato (Swamp Potato ) . Sagittari« sp. 
Eaten raw or as a vegetable. 

Hog Peanur. Amphicarpa 
Vegetable 

Goldenrod. Solidago m ollis 
Tea 

Ground cherry, Plum, Chokecherry, Strawberry, Buffalo berry, Service berry. 
Preserved and eaten raw 

Acorns, Haze lnuts, and Basswood fruits . 
Collected and stored 

Pepp er grass. Polygo num pttll ctattt lll 
Condiment 

W ild onion. Alliu m cernum 
Flavoring in soups and stews 

MEDICINA L P LAN TS 

Yarrow- use on curs and stimulant in tea. A chillea "'lillefo/iu lII 
Puccoon- birt h control. Litbospermum 
Purple Coneflower- toothache. Ecblnacea allgmtifolia 
W illow-headache. Salix 
Oak- (Tannins) wounds. Quercas macrocarpa 
Mullein---earache. Verbascu m 
Slippery Elm- sromach-ache. Ulm us flllth/ 
Blue Violet-vitamins. Vi ola sp. 
Camip--eye wash. N epet« Cataria 
Rose Hi p--vitamin C. R osa sttf ftllta 
Sweet Flag- many uses including cough medicine. A corus Calamns 
Ind ian Tobacco-Red-osier Dogwood ( inner bark ) and Ki nnikinick 


