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INTRODUCTION  

History and Tradition  

 

άKitche Manitou (the Great Spirit) had a vision of the earth, and decided to bring it into being.  As part of this 

earth he made four kinds of plant beings: trees, flowers, grasses, and fruits.  To each he gave a spirit of life, 

growth, healing, and beauty.  He placed each where it would be most beneficial, and lend the earth the greatest 

harmony and order.έ 

- Paraphrased from Ojibwe Heritage, by Basil Johnston (1990) 

 

According to Anishinaabe (Ojibwe)1 elders, Kitche Manitou created the world according to his vision.  First he 

created the physical world of sun, moon, earth and stars.  Next he created the plants.  Then he created the 

animals.  These included the two-leggeds, the four-leggeds, the winged and the swimmers.  Finally, he created 

humans.  Plants were created prior to the animals and the humans and could exist without them, while these 

other beings need the plants to survive (Johnston 1990). 

 

The Anishinaabe (or Anishinabe) people (as they called themselves) arrived in the Lake Superior region over 

500 years ago, having made their way from the Atlantic Coast (Benton-Banai 1988, Treuer 2010).  Traditional 

stories relate that the Ojibwe ƻƴŎŜ ƭƛǾŜŘ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ άǎŀƭǘǿŀǘŜǊ ǎŜŀέ.  Over several centuries they moved west 

ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀƳŜ ǘƻ άǘƘŜ ƭŀƴŘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŦƻƻŘ ƎǊƻǿǎ ƻƴ ǿŀǘŜǊέΣ ŀ ŎƭŜŀǊ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀōǳƴŘŀƴǘ ǿƛƭŘ ǊƛŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

region.  Along the way, they and their neighbors developed unique a way of life, well-adapted to the woodland 

environment of the western Great Lakes region. 

 

The Ojibwe have always depended on plants.  Hundreds of plants are used for ceremonies and medicine, food, 

and a wide variety of utilitarian purposes (Meeker et al. 1993).  Wood from a variety of trees provides fuel for 

cooking and heat for the long harsh winters.  Plants are acknowledged as gifts from Gitchi-Manitou (the Great 

Spirit).  Before harvesting part or all of a plant, the gatherer asks ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀƴǘΩs permission to harvest it, tells the 

plant what it will be used for, and offers asemaa (tobacco) in thanks (Keewaydinoquay 1989, in Geniusz 2009).  

Often part of the harvest is returned to the earth in thanksgiving. 

 

The purpose of this report is to identify current regulations dealing with forest pests which may apply to 

activities within the ceded territory of the Lake Superior Ojibwe Bands, identify new regulations or best 

ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ ōŀƴŘΩǎ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ōŀƴŘǎ Ŏŀƴ ŀŘƻǇǘ ƴŜǿ 

laws that apply to off-reservation activities. 

 

This report will discuss how the Ojibwe have used, and continue to use, several species of trees.  Depending on 

the tree, the traditional use continues by a small or large segment of Lake Superior Ojibwe communities.  

                                                           
1
 According to James H. Schlender (Preface to Meeker et al. 1993), Anishinabe is the term they use to describe themselves, 

Ojibwe is what other tribes called the Anishinabe, and Chippewa is what non-Indians called the Ojibwe. Treuer (2010) 

gives a similar view, though he states that Anishinaabe was also used to refer to all Indians. Treuer also writes that the 

word Chippewa, which was until recently the term mostly used by historians and the US Government, was a corruption of 

Ojibwe. Schlender refers readers to The Migration of the Anishinabe (Benton-Banai 1988, Chapter 14) for the history of 

how the Anishinaabe migration also played a role in Anishinaabe identity. 
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These trees are considered valued resources for their utilitarian and spiritual value, as they represent Ojibwe 

sovereignty from modern material culture.  In a time of globalization, resource depletion and climate change, 

traditional Ojibwe technologies become ever more valuable as our future ability to obtain necessary goods 

from the international markets is uncertain.  The trees primarily discussed in this report include ininaatig 

(sugar maple, Acer saccharum), aagimaak (black ash, Fraxinus nigra), emikwaansaak (green ash, F. 

pennsylvanica),  baapaagimaak (white ash, F. americana), wiigwaasaatig (paper birch, Betula papyrifera), red 

oaks including mashkode-mitigomizh (northern red oak, Quercus rubra) and mitigomizhiig-mitigomizh 

(northern pin oak, Q. ellipsoidalis), white oaks (generically mitigomizh) including bur oak (Q. macrocarpa) and 

white oak (Q. alba), and aninaandag or more generally zhiingob (balsam fir, Abies balsamea).  Others such as 

gaagaagimizh (eastern hemlock, Tsuga canadensis) and giizhikaandag (northern white cedar, Thuja 

occidentalis) are included as well.  These trees are used in a multitude of ways for housing, medicine, 

transportation, ceremony and other purposes.   

 

This report will also discuss threats to the health and survival of these trees by forest pests, and the human 

behavior that facilitates their spread.  The forest pests which currently pose the most imminent and serious 

threats to Ojibwe resource trees include the emerald ash borer (Agrilus planipennis Fairmaire), the Asian 

longhorn beetle (Anoplophora glabripennis Motschulsky), the balsam woolly adelgid (Adelges piceae Ratz.),  

the hemlock woolly adelgid (Adelges tsugae Annand), the oak wilt fungus [Ceratocystis fagacearum (Bretz)       

J.  Hunt], along with beech bark disease (caused by the European beech scale Cryptococcus fagisuga Lind. and 

Neonectria spp. fungi). Beech bark disease has already decimated Azhaawemizhiig (American beech, Fagus 

grandifolia) throughout most of its range, including the ceded territories of Lower Michigan, eastern Upper 

Michigan, and eastern Wisconsin.  Emerging threats include walnut twig disease (carried by the walnut twig 

beetle, Pityophthorus juglandis Blackman and the pathogenic fungus Geosmithia morbida sp. Nov) and the 

mountain pine beetle (Dendroctonus ponderosae Hopkins).  While these insects and diseases spread on their 

own, they are often assisted by humans, who carry them long distances in firewood and horticultural products.  

The question then becomes, how do we design regulations, education initiatives and response programs to 

encourage good behavior, slows the spread of these invasives and protect our precious trees from harm? 

 

Finally, this report will review existing regulations on forest invasives that apply within the Lake Superior 

Ojibwe reservations and to the Ojibwe ceded territories (Figure 1), and describe how the tribes can develop 

strategies to address these organisms.  For the most part, regulations enacted and enforced by tribes are the 

only rules that apply to Ojibwe tribal members harvesting plants on public lands within the ceded territories.  

In order to maintain exclusive jurisdiction in this area, the tribes must ensure that their regulations and 

enforcement is sufficiently protective of conservation and public safety values.  Accordingly, as rules to limit 

the spread of forest pests are adopted to regulate non-tribal forest users and protect various tree populations, 

it will be important for tribes to consider adopting rules which are designed to protect forests in a manner 

consistent with Ojibwe cultural values. 

 

Ojibwemowin  

 

Ojibwe names generally follow Meeker et al. (1993).  Other references consulted included the online Ojibwe 

tŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ 5ƛŎǘƛƻƴŀǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ aƛƴƴŜǎƻǘŀ όhƧƛōǿŜ tŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ 5ƛŎǘƛƻƴŀǊȅ нлмр) and the Freelang Ojibwe-

English dictionary (Weshki-ayaad et al. 2014). 
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Figure 1.  Lands included in the 1836, 1837, 1842, and 1854 treaties and the locations of the eleven Ojibwe 

tribes which are members of GLIFWC. 

 

Biological Nomenclature  

 

Unless otherwise indicated, plant nomenclature follows Voss and Reznicek (2012).  Insect and fungal 

nomenclature was gleaned from the numerous publications reviewed, and authorities were included with the 

scientific names for this report. 

 

OVERVIEW 

 

In addition to the specific uses described below, the Ojibwe have used trees as firewood to heat their homes, 

process various harvested foods (including maple sap), and carry out other important activities (i.e. torches 

made of wood and birchbark used to hunt deer or spear fish at night).  GLIFWC member tribes continue to 

harvest various types of trees for firewood on-reservation and within properties of the US Forest Service 

(USFS), pursuant to an agreement between the tribes and the USFS [MOU 1998 (amended 1999, 2012)]. 
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In spring of 2014, GLIFWC staff visited the reservations of each of the 11 GLIFWC member tribes, and 

conducted focus groups with tribal elders, gatherers and natural resource department staff.  During these 

focus groups tribal members and staff talked about traditional uses of these trees, the stories and traditions 

surrounding their use, and the challenges of protecting these trees and traditions for future generations.  

Comments by participants at these focus groups are cited below, with the acronym for the band or tribe they 

are associated with (but not necessarily a member of), followed by ά¢9Yέ ŦƻǊ άTraditional Ecological 

Knowledgeέ and the date of the focus group session. 

 

The Trees  

Maple and the iskigamizigan  

 

To the Ojibwe people, the movement of the ziinzibaakwadwaaboo (maple sap) marked the arrival of ziigwan 

(spring).  With snow still on the ground, it was time to head to the iskigamizigan (sugarbush).  The ininaatigoog 

(sugar maple trees) provided one of the most important foods to the Ojibwe people (Densmore 1974), and the 

sugar camp was a place for families to gather and celebrate the coming of spring (Figure 2). 

 

Each family or small group of families had their own sugarbush, and the camp and structures were repaired 

and used from year to year.  If the lodge needed heavy repairs the men would break camp, but otherwise the 

women would go first.  Typically the women would make their way on snowshoes, carrying long rolls of birch 

bark to cover the frame of the lodge.  They then set about repairing utensils and retrieving blankets and furs to 

make the lodge comfortable.  Lots of firewood needed to be gathered to boil down the sap. 

 

Originally, the sap was boiled in lodges that were open on both ends.  These lodges were originally framed with 

stout poles, and covered with giizhikanagek (cedar bark) or wiigwaas (paper birch bark).  Wooden benches ran 

along each side for sleeping and for sitting and working on the sap.  A double shelf was often fastened to a wall 

of the lodge for storing utensils and containers.  A smaller, closed storage shed was also constructed for storing 

utensils in the off-season.  One or more kettles with sap were hung over the fire on long poles.  These poles 

were suspended over perpendicular cross-frames on 

each side of the lodge, so that the kettles could be 

placed over any part of the fire.  Originally the kettles 

and other containers for the sap were made from 

bark and wood, but metal kettles were quickly 

adopted.  Stirring paddles and other large utensils 

were made from solid maple wood (Densmore 1974). 

Buckets of sap were poured into wiigobimizh 

(American basswood, Tilia americana) troughs and 

covered with wiigwaas, to store it until it could be 

boiled. To control boiling and frothing, 

giizhikaandagoog (cedar branches) or 

zhingobaandagoog (balsam fir branches) would be 

dipped into the boiling sap. 

 

Figure 2.  Ojibwe sugarbush, c. 1850. Seth Eastman, US Army.  

(Minnesota Historical Society) 
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The size of the sugarbush was measured in number of taps (Densmore 1974), with very large trees often 

receiving two or three taps.  An average-sized camp might have 900 

taps, with some having as many as 2000 (Densmore 1974).  At Lac du 

Flambeau, taps were traditionally made from giishkaandag (cedar) or 

baakwaanaatig (sumac) (Greg Johnson, LDF TEK, 2014 May 14), with 

Densmore (1974) mentioning zhiishiigimewanzh (slippery elm, Ulmus 

rubra) taps being used in Minnesota.  The sap was eventually processed 

into solid sugar, granulated sugar, sugar gum, a sugar drink (by 

dissolving the sugar in water), and other foods (Densmore 1974). 

 

Ziinzibaakwid (maple sugar) was one of the most important plant foods 

of the Ojibwe (Densmore 1974).  It was an important source of calories 

and could be stored almost indefinitely.  It was used for seasoning all 

foods (Densmore 1974).  While other maple species can also be tapped 

for ziinzibaakwid, ininaatig is generally preferred because the 

ziinzibaakwid is more concentrated (Joe Rose Sr., BR TEK, 2014 

February 13). 

 

Iskigamizigan time is still widely cherished today (Figure 3).  Some 

family sugar camps have been handed down for generations (Giiwe 

Martin, LVD TEK, 2014 May 19). 

 

Ash  

 

As spring gave way to niibin (summer), various other trees are commonly harvested.  May and June is the best 

time to harvest aagimaak (black ash).  Aagimaak has unique properties that make it well-suited for making 

woven makuks (baskets).  After choosing and harvesting a tree the bark is removed from the logs.  The logs are 

then pounded with a blunt, heavy object, causing the annual growth rings to separate.  The outer strips can 

then be easily pulled from the log, and split into 

narrower strips if necessary.  Pounding and peeling is 

repeated until all the usable strips are removed.  Often 

the strips are woven into baskets entirely of ash, but 

for larger baskets the bark is often used, with wood 

strips used as the frame.  Paper birch or cedar bark is 

often used with aagimaak in making baskets as well. 

 

Aagimaak baskets are durable and sturdy.  Some are 

put to use for berry-picking and storing cooking 

utensils, while others become beautiful works of art 

(Figure 4). 

 

Because of strength and durability, the Ojibwe 

traditionally also used baapaagimaak (white ash) and 

Figure 4.  Black ash basketmaker and Bad River member April 

Stone-Dahl and her husband Jarrod derive much of their 

income from black ash basketry and other traditional arts. 

(COR, GLIFWC) 

Figure 3.  Spring has arrived in the Penokee 

Hills. This yellow birch was the first tree 

tapped in 2014. (SCG, GLIFWC) 
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emikwaansaak (green ash) for a variety of purposes (Densmore 1974, Greg Johnson, LDF TEK, 2014 May 14).  

According to Johnson, baapaagimaak is still used to make lacrosse sticks, snowshoe frames, traditional 

dikinaagan (cradle boards), spoons, knife handles, drumsticks, and other items at Lac du Flambeau.  White ash 

is also used for spiles (taps for sap) and sometimes for the cross braces on the wiigwaasi-jiimaan (birch bark 

canoe).  The outer sapwood is used for lacrosse sticks, drumsticks and cradleboards.  Johnson said that the 

grain of emikwaansaak wood is pretty much the same as white ash wood, and can used in much the same way.  

Bows are also made from baapaagimaak (Jason Peterson, LDF TEK, 2014 May 14).  Johnson mentioned that ash 

trees that are straight and about 10-12 inches in diameter are preferred. 

 

Oak 

 

Mitigominan (acorns) are an important food source for mice, squirrels, deer, bear, turkeys, some insects, and 

many other animals (Auchmoody et al. 1993, Lovett et al. 2006).  Blue jays love mitigominan, and some credit 

ǘƘŜƳ ǿƛǘƘ άǇƭŀƴǘƛƴƎέ ǘƘŜ ƻŀƪ ŦƻǊŜǎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ DǊŜŀǘ [ŀƪŜǎ Ǌegion after the last glacial retreat some 12,000 years 

ago (Johnson and Webb 1989).  Mashkode-mitigomizhiig (northern red oak trees) start producing mitigominan 

at about 25 years, but usually don't produce large crops until about age 50.  Seed predation is so great that 

even in good years only about 1 percent of the mitigominan become available for regenerating mashkode-

mitigomizh.  As many as 500 or more mitigominan may be required to produce a single 1-year-old seedling.  

Seed-eaters can eat or damage more than 80 percent of the crop in most years, and virtually the entire crop in 

very poor seed years (sources in Sander 1990).  Several TEK focus group participants mentioned that 

mitigomizhiig stands were good places to hunt deer (Gerald 

Jondreau, KBIC TEK, 2014 April 8, Larry Balber and Mark Duffy, 

RC TEK, 2014 April 30) (Figure 5). 

 

Mitigominan or acorns were historically an important food for 

indigenous people in North America, Central America, Europe, 

and Asia.  Acorn consumption is still important in some areas, 

but because of the intense preparation necessary to remove 

tannins and strong flavor of red and black oak acorns in 

particular, they have fallen out of use as human food in 

developed areas (Nixon 1997). 

 

At Lac du Flambeau mitigomizh is still used for crossbeams    

to carry buckets of maple sap (Greg Johnson, LDF TEK, 2014 

May 14). 

 

Paper birch  

 

The importance of wiigwaasitig (paper birch trees) to Ojibwe culture cannot be overstated.  Wiigwaas (paper 

birch bark) is durable and easy to work with.  With a few simple folds and some wiigobimizh (basswood) fiber 

or split gaawaandag (spruce, Picea spp.) roots for stitching, wiigwaas was fashioned into quick containers of all 

sorts (Densmore 1974).  If the container needed to hold water, zhingob or gaawaandag pitch was applied to 

Figure 5.  Oak stands often make excellent hunting 

spots.  Unless the deer are hiding in a sedge meadow.  

(COR, GLIFWC) 
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the seams.  Food stored in wiigwaas will last as long as a year or more without rotting, so wiigwaas makuks 

were commonly used to store miinan (berries), ginoozheg (fish), ziinzibaakwid, and other foods for the winter 

(Densmore 1974).  Wiigwaas contains quantities of an antifungal compound called betulin, which may explain 

its food-preserving qualities (Zasada 2002).   

 

Along with baskets and trays, wiigwaas is used for a variety of utilitarian purposes, from baby bathtubs to fire 

starters.  Rolls of wiigwaas are used for covering wigwams (Densmore 1974) and newly harvested rice is spread 

on sheets of birch bark for preliminary drying (Densmore 1974).  Birch bark makes great winnowing baskets for 

rice (Evelyn Ravindran, KBIC TEK, 2014 April 8).  Figures of birds, people, animals, trees, flowers and other 

beings and objects were often cut from birch bark, to represent clans or simply as art (Densmore 1974).  

Patterns for beadwork were also often cut from birch bark.  And of course birch bark forms the outer shell of 

traditional wiigwaasi-jiimaanan, known around the world for their durability, craftmanship and beauty (Figure 

6).  According to Ravindran (KBIC TEK, 2014 April 8), birch bark is still frequently used for many of these 

purposes. 

 

Birch bark is primarily harvested in June and early July, as this is the time when it easily separates from the 

trunk.  Wiigwaasitig iǎ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ άƎǊŀƴŘŦŀǘƘŜǊ ōƛǊŎƘέ όYŜŜǿŀȅŘƛƴƻǉǳŀȅ мфууΣ ƛƴ DŜƴƛǳǎȊ 

2009).  To honor the gift of the wiigwaasitig, a simple pipe ceremony is conducted before harvesting its bark 

(Geniusz 2009). 

 

Some Ojibwe bands tap wiigwaasaatig for sap, particularly in the northern and western parts of the Ojibwe 

territory (Canada) which has little or no ininaatig (Densmore 1974, Joe Rose Sr., BR TEK, 2014 Feb 13).  Rose 

explained that while wiigwaasitig produces tasty sap, the sap is thinner than ininaatig sap and must be boiled 

significantly longer to refine it.  Roughly 100 gallons of wiigwaasitig sap are needed for one gallon of birch 

syrup, whereas 40 to 50 gallons of ziinzibaakwadwaaboo are required for one gallon of maple syrup (Zasada 

2002).   

 

Wiigwaasitig has a number of medicinal properties (Meeker et al. 1993, Richard LaFernier, RC TEK 2014 April 

30).  The sap and boiled-down syrup from wiigwaasitig is drunk as a medicine (Charlotte Loonsfoot, KBIC TEK 

focus group, 2014 April 8, Richard LaFernier, RC TEK 2014 April 30). 

 

During the course of writing this paper several tribal 

gatherers and natural resource staff (e.g., Steve Olson 

and Chris Nelsen, FDL TEK, 2014 April 2, Pam 

Nankervis, KBIC TEK, 2014 April 8, Greg Johnson, LDF 

TEK, 2014 May 14) expressed concern about the 

decline of paper birch over the years.  They said there 

was less paper birch on the land, and that it was 

becoming very hard to find large trees for canoe bark.  

These observations are backed up by a recent study 

using USFS Forest Inventory and Analysis (FIA) data to 

examine the status of paper birch in the ceded 

territories (Moser et al. 2015). 

 

Figure 6.  Traditional wiigwaasi-jiimaan. July 2013, Big Sandy 

Lake, MN. (SCG, GLIFWC) 
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Johnson (LDF TEK, 2014 May 14) said that when land managers do a select cut and leave the wiigwaasitig, they 

die after a few years.  Jason (LDF TEK, 2014 May 14) mentioned that when managers do select cuts they 

believe they are doing the timber stands a favor, but άthere are stories that all these trees are related.έ  He 

added that when the trees stand together, that's when you get those big ones.  But if you take the 

gaagaagimizh (hemlock) or some of the ininaatigoog out they won't last long. 

 

Paper birch stands frequently experience dieback after 50-75 years (Jones et al. 1993).  Birch decline is caused 

by multiple factors including drought, excessive heat and soil compaction, and is aggravated by the bronze 

birch borer, Agrilus anxius Gory, a native relative of the EAB (Marquis et al. 1969). 

 

White cedar  

 

The presence of grandfather wiigwaaasitig and grandmother giizhikaandag (northern white cedar) means that 

you are safe among family.  Because everything needed to survive can be obtained from these two trees, they 

arŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ άǘǊŜŜǎ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜέ.  Several fascinating and delightful aadizookaanan (songs that tell stories, 

each with a particular spirit that knows it's being sung) connect these two trees to the trickster of Ojibwe 

legend, Nenabozho (or Waynaboozhoo) (see Geniusz 2009). 

 

Giizhikaandag (Figure 7) is considered one of the four sacred medicines.  Niibiish (tea) is drunk as a cough syrup 

and to aid in the healing of respiratory illnesses. Giizhikaandagoog (cedar boughs) placed in water often aid in 

breaking up congestion.  The smoke of giizhikaandag is also considered healing.  Cedar tea made from the 

leaves or inner bark can be applied to skin to treat skin problems (Melvin Gasper and Gary Zentz, LCO TEK, 

2014 April 24). The tea is high in vitamin C and good for colds and stomach problems (Melvin Gasper and Gary 

Zentz, LCO TEK, 2014 April 24, Geniusz 2009) 

 

Giizhikaandagoog are often used in ceremonies to bring healing and protection to participants. 

Giizhikaandagoog are hung above the doors when 

someone passes on (Melvin Gasper, LCO TEK, 2014 

April 24).   Giizhikaandag and asemaa are used during 

funerals, naming ceremonies, feasts, and other 

important events (Geniusz 2009).  Giizhikaandag is also 

used in the madoodiswan (sweatlodge) for purification, 

as it is poured on the hot rocks to breath in the steam.  

Giizhikaandag is traditionally placed in shoes or 

ƳƻŎŎŀǎƛƴǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǎǇƛǊƛǘ during social or 

traditional events. Giizhikaandag is also used in 

cradleboards, and for ribs and other parts of the 

wiigwaasi-jiimaan frame (Greg Johnson, LDF TEK, 2014 

May 14). 

 

 

Figure 7.  GiizhikaandagΣ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άǘǊŜŜǎ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜέΦ όSCG, 

GLIFWC) 
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Balsam fir  

 

Aninaandag has a variety of uses.  Aninaandag sap (pitch) is used for sealing wiigwaas makuks, trays, and 

canoes (Densmore 1974, Greg Johnson, LDF TEK, 2014 May 14).  Zhingobaandagoon (balsam boughs) and 

giizhikaandagoog (cedar boughs) are used in spring for dipping into boiling maple sap, to keep it from bubbling 

over (Evelyn Ravindran, KBIC TEK, 2014 April 8).  At KBIC the needles and the tips of the boughs are used for 

stuffing pillows (Evelyn Ravindran, KBIC TEK, 2014 April 8).  If ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻƻŘǎ ƻǾŜǊƴƛƎƘǘ zhingobaandagoon 

makes a quick bed (Gerald Jondreau, KBIC TEK, 2014 April 8).  Balsam helps with breathing, which gives added 

benefit to pillows and other items made with it (Evelyn Ravindran and Wausaumoutouikwe Sandman-Shelifoe, 

KBIC TEK, 2014 April 8). 

 

Aninaandag was used to treat headaches, rheumatism, colds, coughs, sores, and sore eyes (Densmore 1974, 

Meeker et al. 1993).  The resin was used to treat convulsions (Densmore 1974 p. 338).  Aninaandag was also 

used as a hair ointment, a wash, and in the sweat lodge ceremony (Meeker et al. 1993).  During the 2014 TEK 

focus group sessions, several elders mentioned boiling fresh twigs with the leaves for niibiish (Melvin Gasper, 

LCO TEK, 2014 April 24, Joyce LaPorte, FDL TEK, 2014 May 14).   

 

At Lac du Flambeau aninaandag branches are sometimes used for winter spearing.  Jason Peterson and Scott 

Smith (LDF TEK, 2014 May 14) said that the branches are used to make άthis little spearing thingέ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ laid on 

the ice ǘƻ ōƭƻŎƪ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƎƘǘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀōƻǾŜΣ ǎƻ ƛǘΩǎ ŜŀǎƛŜǊ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǎƘ ōŜƭƻǿΦ Or a traditional darkhouse can be 

made with aninaandag (Alexandra Wrobel, GLIFWC Forest Ecologist, pers. comm., 2015 April 29). 

 

The balsam fir has a very special spiritual role in Ojibwe culture.  Makawa and Keewaydinoquay (1995) relate 

how the Great Lakes Ojibwe honor the spirit of the balsam fir.  The tree is called άbƛƳƛǎǎŞέ ƻǊ άŜƭŘŜǊ ǎƛǎǘŜǊέ. 

The spirit of balsam fir is a maiden who represents illumination and enlightenment.  Like an elder sister, the 

balsam fir has the highest concern for her family.  .ŀƭǎŀƳ ŦƛǊΩǎ ōŜŀǳǘƛŦǳƭ ŦǊŀƎǊŀnce is understood to represent 

the tree praying for the People, particularly those who for one reason or another may not be able to pray for 

themselves.  If one were walking by a balsam fir when she released her fragrance, they would know that 

someone somewhere needed prayers and blessings, and would add theirs to those of Nimissé.  Other 

traditional names associated with balsam fir are jingoΩb pikewaΩndag, which also refers to the tree, and 

zhingobaandag, which refers to the balsam fir bough. 

 

The most common reason tribal members and other 

northwoods residents harvest balsam boughs today is 

to sell them to commercial wreath makers (Greg 

Johnson, LDF TEK, 2014 May 14, Chris Nelson, FDL TEK, 

2014 May 14, Terry Carrick, BM TEK, 2014 May 20) 

(Figure 8).  Generally only the ends of the branches 

(with cut ends less than the thickness of a pencil) are 

used (MN DNR 2014).  Harvesting in this way causes 

less damage to the trees, allowing the clipped 

branches to grow new tips.  It also increases the value 

of the harvester's load, since almost all of the material 

will be useable. The fall bough harvest provides 
Figure 8.  Balsam fir boughs are an important source of income 

for many northwoods residents. (COR, GLIFWC) 
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welcome income, and a chance to get out in the woods with family and friends.  If the BWA ever becomes 

established in the ceded territories, it could devastate balsam fir stands and seriously affect the viability of this 

fall tradition. 

 

Eastern  hemlock  

 

Gaagaagimizh (eastern hemlock) is an ecologically 

important tree across much of the ceded territory 

(Figure 9).  Sap from gaagaagimizh (and from red pine, 

Pinus resinosa and white pine, P. strobus as well) is 

άreally good stuffέ for sealing canoes, baskets and 

other objects, making them watertight (Greg Johnson, 

LDF TEK, 2014 May 14).  Johnson noted that 

gaagaagimizh ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ǳǎŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ 

anymore though, unless άsomeone cut a tree down 

near a road or something.έ Where gaagaagimizhiin 

(hemlock trees) are growing with ininaatigoog, the sap 

runs longer because the ground doesn't thaw as fast 

(Jason Peterson, LDF TEK, 2014 May 14).  At KBIC, 

gaagaagimizh boughs are sometimes included with 

zhingobaandagoon (balsam boughs) in wreaths and other holiday decorations (Evelyn Ravindran, KBIC TEK, 

2014 April 8). 

 

Medicinally, an infusion of twigs of gaagaagimizh was used to treat dysentery (Meeker et al. 1993).  The 

pulverized inner bark was used as a styptic, for stopping heavy bleeding.  The leaves were used to flavor 

medicinal niibiish, and the bark was used on cuts and wounds to stop bleeding.   

 

Even today some ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŜƴƧƻȅ άƴƻǊǘƘǿƻƻŘǎ ǘŜŀέ.  This pleasant-tasting niibiish (specifically gaagaagiwan-

zhiwaaboo) is easily made by boiling the twigs and needles of gaagaagimizh in water for a few minutes. 

 

The Onslaught of Invasive Insects and Diseases  

 

In the past dozen years, 28 new tree-killing pests have been detected in the US (Campbell and Schlarbaum 

2014).  Beginning in 1635 with the Eurasian codling moth (which feeds on apples, pears and crabapples, 

ǇǊƻŘǳŎƛƴƎ άǿƻǊƳȅ ŀǇǇƭŜǎέύ ό!ǳƪŜƳŀ et al. 2010), invasive tree-feeding insects and pathogens have arrived in 

North America on a regular basis.  From 1860 through 2006, an average of 2.4 tree-eating insect pests were 

detected in the US each year (Aukema et al. 2010).  More than 30 new tree-killing pests have been detected in 

the US since 2000 (Campbell and Schlarbaum 2014).  Today more than 450 tree-feeding insects and pathogens 

have become established in the US (Aukema et al. 2010).  High-impact invasives have included the chestnut 

blight fungus, Cryphonectria parasitica (Murrill) Barr, which effectively wiped out the American chestnut 

(Castanea dentata), and Dutch elm disease (caused by the fungi Ophiostoma ulmi (Buisman) Nannf. and  

Figure 9.  Even small gaagaagimizh groves have an enchanted 

feel. (SCG, GLIFWC) 


































































































































