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Alternate Names

Northern prickly ash, toothache tree; this genus is
incorrectly spelled Xanthoxylum in much of the
literature.

Uses

Ethnobotanic: The Alabama, Cherokee, Chippewa,
Comanche, Creek, Delaware, Iroquois, Oklahoma,
Menominee, Meskwaki, Ojibwa, Pawnee, and
Potawatomi were among the Native American tribes
that used common pricklyash for many, mostly
medicinal purposes. An infusion of the bark was
used as a wash to treat itching skin and to treat
swollen joints. Infusions of the bark were taken
internally for back pain, cramps, pulmonary
problems, to treat fevers, and as a cold and cough
remedy. Infusions, made from the crushed roots,
were also used to treat fevers. A poultice made from
the inner bark was used to treated rheumatism and
sharp pains. Placing the inner bark in the throat
treated sore throats. The bark was boiled into a
decoction that was taken to induce miscarriages. The
plant was used to treat pain after childbirth. Bark
infusions were taken to treat worms in adults. The
bark of the roots was used to treat colic, rheumatism,
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and gonorrhea. An ointment, made my mixing the
plant with bear grease, was applied to ulcers and
sores. Infusions of the berries were used to spray on
the chest and throat to treat bronchial diseases, to
wash sores, and to flavor medicines. The bark and
the berries were used to treat hemorrhages, to make
cough syrup, as an expectorant, and to treat
tuberculosis. Children who were weak were washed
with a decoction of the bark to make their legs and
feet strong. The bark was used in different forms to
alleviate toothaches. Smoking the bark treated
toothache. Bark, either beaten or powdered was
packed in and around an aching tooth. Pieces of the
bark were chewed to help breakup a tooth that was to
be remove. The plant was an ingredient in
compounds that were used for kidney trouble, to
strengthen convalescing patients, and to induce
vomiting. An infusion of the bark was, at least once,
placed on a dog’s nose to improve its scenting
capabilities during hunting. The fruits were
administered as diuretics to horses. Young men of
the Omaha tribe used a perfume made from the fruits.
The plant is probably still used today for various
purposes by various Native American tribes.

Wildlife: The fruits are eaten by a variety of birds and
small mammals including bobwhite quails, vireos,
pheasants, cottontails, and eastern chipmunks. Bees
are attracted to the flowers. Giant swallowtail
butterflies lay their eggs on the plants leaves.

Status

Please consult the PLANTS Web site and your State
Department of Natural Resources for this plant’s
current status (e.g. threatened or endangered species,
state noxious status, and wetland indicator values).

Description

General: Rue Family (Rutaceae). It is an aromatic,
native, perennial tree or shrub that can grow from 1
to 8 meters tall. The branches are dark brown and
armed with 8 to 13 mm-long prickles. When broken,
the twigs have a strong odor reminiscent of crushed
lemon peel. The leaf buds (1mm long) are red and
woolly. The leaves (1 to 30 cm long) are composed
of 5to 11 ovate, pinnately arranged leaflets (4 to 8
cm long). The dark green and lustrous leaves are
dotted with translucent glands. The lower portion of
the leaf is a lighter pubescent green beneath. The
greenish-yellow flowers (3 to 3.5 mm wide) appear in
the spring before the leaves. The small fruits are
capsules (0.5 to 0.6 cm). Each fruit contains one
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seed. The fruit ripens in late summer, turning from
green to reddish brown. When the seeds mature, they
hang exposed from the split capsules.

Distribution: For current distribution, please consult
the Plant Profile page for this species on the
PLANTS Web site.

Habitat: This plant occurs along riverbanks and in
moist ravines, thickets, and woods. It is also found in
somewhat drier areas such as upland rocky hillsides,
bluffs, and open woods.

Establishment

Common pricklyash is a very hearty tree or small
shrub that does well in poor soils. Although easily
grown, the plants are not generally used for landscape
purposes as ornamentals. Because of the plants small
yet sharp thorns and suckering habit, they can make
an efficient barrier planting. The plants do well in
partial shade to full sun. Seeds, suckers, and root
cuttings may propagate pricklyash. The seeds may
be gathered from the plants when the capsules are
open. Unopened capsules will open upon drying.
The seeds will require scarification to germinate,
unless they are sown in the fall immediately after
collecting them.

Pests and Potential Problems
Common pricklyash has no serious insect or disease
problems.

Cultivars, Improved and Selected Materials (and
area of origin)

These plant materials are not readily available from
commercial sources. Contact your local Natural
Resources Conservation Service (formerly Soil
Conservation Service) office for more information.
Look in the phone book under ”United States
Government.” The Natural Resources Conservation
Service will be listed under the subheading
“Department of Agriculture.”
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For more information about this and other plants, please contact
your local NRCS field office or Conservation District, and visit the
PLANTS Web site<http://plants.usda.gov> or the Plant Materials
Program Web site <http://Plant-Materials.nrcs.usda.gov>
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To file a complaint of discrimination write USDA, Director, Office
of Civil Rights, Room 326-W, Whitten Building, 14th and
Independence Avenue, SW, Washington, DC 20250-9410 or call
202-720-5964 (voice or TDD). USDA is an equal opportunity
provider and employer.

Read about Civil Rights at the Natural Resources Convervation
Service.
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