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Yampah (Perideridia spp.) 
was an important food for 
19th C. Native Americans 
in the Intermountain West.  
We seek to quantify the 
costs and benefits of 
exploiting it.  Combined 
with similar data on other 
foods, this information 
should provide a basis for 
predictions about its use in 
the distant past. 

Genus Perideridia (Apiaceae) ~12 species (common                   
names: yampah, epos, wild carrot).  
• Tall (15-140 cm), slender, narrow-leaved forb; crowned 
with an umbel of small white flowers.  
• Roots spherical to elongate (length 5-25 mm; wt 1-5 g 
each), may occur as singles or in clusters of 2-6, at 
depths of 10-20 cm below ground surface.  
• Widely encountered western US, southern BC.  
• May occur in large stands (>1 km2) at variable, 
sometimes high densities (>80 stems/m2).
• Total weight of edible roots in moderate-to-high density 
patches = 1-4 T/hectare. 

Initial experiments yielded very low returns.  
Inexperienced collectors were inattentive to 
seasonal variation in collecting opportunities; had 
trouble identifying patches suitable for harvest, and 
with mastering collecting gear and technique.

Collectors’ return rates increased sharply and 
plateau’d with a few days’ practice; thus, collector 
experience is not a significant contributor to 
differences in return rate.

Roots are potentially available year round, but were 
taken ethnographically only in early summer, just 
prior to flowering.  Experimental data show why: 
results for all collectors are highest in early summer 
(mean = 1.5 kg/hr).  Likely determinant: variation in 
soil moisture (not too wet, not too dry) as it affects 
digging and rough cleaning of roots.

Collector body size also affects return rate, 
accounting for half the variance in data from May-
June sample periods. Highest rates (2-3 kg/hr) are 
within the range reported for Native collectors.

Mean return rate by month of collection

Mean return rate by collector body wt (kg)

Commonly identified as a 
dietary staple; typically eaten 
fresh or lightly roasted; also 
dried, pounded to flour, stored 
for winter use. 

Routinely cultivated by firing 
patches.

Experimental research 
indicates firing may increase 
plant density by 10x or more. 

1-Objective 2-Plant description 3-Historic use

4-Collecting returns Tubers require little post-collection handling prior to consumption.  
Assuming an average cleaning rate of 0.25 hr/kg and a caloric content of 
1500-2000 kcal/kg (wet wt) yields an estimated 2000-2600 kcal/hr, or a 
total of 8000-10000 kcal for 4 hrs collecting in patch, roughly 2-3x the 
average adult daily energy requirement. Firing and tilling may increase 
these returns by as much as 50%.  

5-Nutritional yield

Diet Breadth. Perideridia yields returns as high or higher than any other 
early summer resource.  It should always be taken at this time in 
preference to other plant foods.

Archaeological markers. Its use will be hard to track.  Potential markers: 
re-sharpening flakes on patches defined by distinctive soil characteristics; 
starch grains on gear used to process roots for storage; less certainly, 
small scale roasting facilities.

Was it modified genetically? Perideridia is distinguished by its low fiber and 
simple carbohydrate content, the absence of secondary compounds, and a 
shallow growth habit - all of which raise questions about defense from 
predators.  One wonders: has this plant been manipulated genetically?

6-Implications
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