
BREWING BEER WITH INDIANA NATIVE PLANTS 
Proper plant identification is important. Many edible native plants have poisonous look-alikes! 

 
Availability/When to Harvest 

 
   Spring.       Summer.           Fall               Winter   . 

  
    Year-round   . 

(note: some plants have more than one part that is edible, and depending on what is 
being harvested may determine when that harvesting period is) 

 

 

TREES 
The wood of many native trees (especially oak) can be used to age beer on, whether it be 
barrels or cuttings. Woods can also be used to smoke the beers/malts as well.  
 

 
 
Eastern Hemlock (Tsuga Canadensis): Needles and young twigs can be brewed into a tea or 
added as ingredients in cooking, similar flavoring to spruce.  
 
Tamarack (Larix laricina): Bark and twigs can be brewed into a tea with a green, earthy flavor.  
 
Pine species (Pinus strobus, Pinus banksiana, Pinus virginiana): all pine species have needles 
that can be made into tea, all similar flavor. 
 
Eastern Red Cedar (Juniperus virginiana): mature, dark blue berries and young twigs may be 
made into tea or cooked with, similar in flavor to most other evergreen species. 
 
Pawpaw (Asimina triloba): edible fruit, often described as a mango/banana flavor hybrid. 
 
Sassafras (Sassafras albidum): root used to make tea, formerly used to make rootbeer. Similarly 
flavored, but much more earthy and bitter. Leaves have a spicier, lemony taste and young 
leaves are sometimes used in salads. Leaves are also dried and included in file powder, 
common in Cajun and Creole cooking. 
 
Northern Hackberry (Celtis occidentalis): Ripe, purple-brown fruits are edible and sweet. 
 
Red Mulberry (Morus rubra): mature red-purple-black fruit is sweet and juicy. White mulberry 
fruit is also edible, but is a non-native invasive species.  
 



Butternut (Juglans cinerea): buttery flavored nut, can be used like most other nuts in brewing. 
Delicious at harvest, rancid later.  
 
Black Walnut (Juglans nigra): nut has a delicious nutty flavor. 
 
Pecan (Carya illinoensis): nuts are sweet, oily, and delicious. Brown to reddish in color. 
 
Bitternut Hickory (Carya cordiformis): nuts very bitter. 
 
Shellbark Hickory (Carya laciniosa): nuts are sweet and pale brown in color. 
 
Mockernut Hickory (Carya tomentosa): nuts are sweet and reddish-brown in color. 
 
Shagbark Hickory (Carya ovata): nuts are sweet and particularly delicious and pale-colored. 
 
Red Hickory (Carya ovalis): nuts sweet. 
 
Pignut Hickory (Carya glabra): nuts sweet to somewhat bitter. 
 
American Beech (Fagus grandifolia): nuts are sweet and buttery, more edible after roasting.  
 
Oak species (Quercus alba, Quercus stellata, Quercus lyrata, Quercus macrocarpa, Quercus 
bicolor, Quercus michauxii, Quercus prinus, Quercus muehlenbergii): acorns of the white oak 
group are much less bitter (red oak group species not listed). Chinquapin oak (Quercus 
muehlenbergii) is the most edible and sweet of all oak species in Indiana. Acorns would need 
to be leached, roasted, and likely ground and pressed in order to properly prepare them. 
Without removing most of the oil, they would likely ruin any head retention. Preparing them for 
use in beer would be a lot of work, but they would yield delicious sweet, toffee flavors. 
 
Yellow Birch (Betula alleghaniensis): sap can be harvested and boiled down to a syrup, or 
fermented (Birchbeer). Leaves and twigs can be made into a tea with a wintergreen like flavor 
and spiciness. Other native birch species can be used, but Yellow Birch is the most flavorful.  
 
Basswood (Tilia americana): basswood or linden honey is especially tasty, as are the flowers. 
Flowers can be eaten raw or more commonly dried for a sweet, herbal tea. Seeds can also be 
roasted, dried, and ground and have a slight chocolate taste.  
 
Sourwood (Oxydendrum arboretum): sourwood honey is a coveted honey variety with a taste 
similar to gingerbread. 
 
Persimmon (Diospyros virginiana): ripe orange fruit is sweet.  
 



Black Cherry (Prunus serotine): ripe cherries are edible, but tarter and more bitter than 
commercially available cherries. Sometimes used to make jam, jelly, syrup, or wine. 
 
American Wild Plum (Prunus americana): ripe fruit is juicy, slightly sour but still sweet. Often 
used in making jelly, jam, preserves, or pies. 
 
Canada Plum (Prunus nigra): fruit is sweet, less sour than other wild plums. Good for eating, 
jams, and jellies. 
 
American Crabapple (Pyrus coronaria): fruit is edible, but very tart. Good for jams and jellies. 
 
Downy Serviceberry (Amelanchier arborea): dark red-purple fruits are very sweet and tasty. 
Excellent for pies, muffins, and preserves.  
 
Smooth Serviceberry (Amelanchier laevis): purple-black fruits sweet, juicy, and somewhat 
fleshy. 
 
Eastern Redbud (Cercis canadensis): Buds, flowers, leaves, and seed pods all edible. Flowers 
are arguably the most tasty part. Upper part of flower is sweet, while the bottom is somewhat 
bitter. Overall somewhat sweet and nutty. 
 
Honey Locust (Gleditsia triacanthos): Young, unripe seed pods and their sticky, sweet pulp are 
edible and can be eaten raw or toasted, dried, and ground. Sometimes the pods themselves 
are fermented and made into beer. Seeds are also edible after being roasted and ground, and 
are sometimes used as a coffee substitute, although a poor one.  
 
Kentucky Coffee Tree (Gymnocladus dioica): Seeds were once roasted and ground to use as a 
coffee substitute, albeit a poor one. 
 
Black Locust (Robinia psuedoacacia): Black Locust honey is particularly tasty. Flowers are also 
edible and have a sweet floral taste.  
 
Maple species (Accer saccharum, Acer nigrum, Acer rubrum, Acer saccharinum, Acer negundo): 
All maple species may be used for syrup production, but sugar and black maples typically yield 
the best syrup. 
 
Staghorn Sumac (Rhus typhina): Berries can be soaked in warm water through a cheesecloth (to 
remove irritating hairs) to make a sweet, tart, and somewhat lemony ade. The cleaned seeds 
may also be dried and ground to flavor food, also providing a lemon flavor.   

 
  



 
 

SHRUBS AND WOODY VINES 
Like trees, the wood of many native shrubs may be used as an additive to age or smoke beer.  
 

 
 
Witch Hazel (Hamamelis virginiana): seeds are edible and supposedly taste like pistachios. 
 
Smooth Sumac (Rhus glabra): can be used in the same was as staghorn sumac. May also use 
fragrant sumac (Rhus aromatic). 
 
Common Hop Tree (Ptelea trifoliata): fruit can be used as a hop substitute, hence its namesake. 
 
Devil’s Walkingstick or Hercules’ Club (Aralia spinose): purple-black fruit is edible and juicy, 
somewhat sweet 
 
Nannyberry (Viburnum lentago): blue-black fruits are tasty and sweet 
 
Southern Black Haw (Viburnum rufidulum): blue-black fruits are sweet 
 
Black Haw (Viburnum prunifolium): blue-black fruits are sweet 
 
Partridgeberry (Mitchella repens): red berry are juicy and edible. Described as some as 
relatively flavorless. Others describe it as similar to a cranberry. Sometimes used as a salad 
garnish, or used like a cranberry in other ways.  
 
Wintergreen or Checkerberry or Teaberry (Gaultheria procumbens): wintergreen was 
traditionally used as a source of the essential oil, oil of wintergreen, that was used to flavor 
chewing gum and mints. The leaves and twigs can be made into a pleasant, minty tea.  
 
Common Elderberry (Sambucus nigra): ripe blue-black berries are edible and can be made into 
jelly, jam, pie, wine, etc. Elder flowers are also made into tea. 
 
Bladdernut (Staphylea trifolia): seeds are edible and are eaten like pistachios. Can also be used 
as a walnut substitute. Slightly sweet, but must be roasted and dried before use in brewing.  
 
Chokeberry (Aronia prunifolia): dark blue-black fruit is edible when ripe. Very tart and bitter, 
but extremely healthy and full of antioxidants. Often made into jam, jelly, juice, wine, and 
alcoholic beverages. 



 
New Jersey Tea (Ceanothus americanus): leaves of the plant were used as a tea substitute after 
the Boston Tea Party. Tastes similar to Bohea Tea. 
 
Hazelnut (Corylus americana): produces the native version of the commercially available 
hazelnut that is often used in coffee. 
 
Black Huckleberry (Gaylussacia baccata): dark blue-black berries look very similar to 
blueberries, and are used similarly. They are often much sweeter.  
 
Spicebush (Lindera benzoin): plant has a spicy, citrusy aroma to it. Leaves may be eaten raw or 
made into a tea or infusion and also have a spicy, citrusy flavor. Berries may be dried and 
ground up to be used like allspice.  
 
American Black Currant (Ribes americanum): produces black edible berries that are piquant 
and somewhat sweet. Tastes very similar to the commonly cultivated European variety that is 
commonly used in brewing. Often made into jam, jelly, preserves, or wine but may be eaten 
raw. Sometimes cooked into sweet or savory dishes as well. 
 
Gooseberry (Ribes cynosbati): red-purple round berries are juicy and spicy, but slightly prickly.  
 
Lowbush Blueberry (Vaccinium angustifolium): used commercially, is the blueberry you know 
and love. Produces sweet, round dark blue fruits. Other blueberry species are also native to the 
state (highbush blueberry and dryland blueberry). 
 
Rose species (Rosa blanda, Rosa carolina, Rosa palustris, Rosa setigera): all native roses are 
edible, but vary in flavor. Rose petals can range from sweet to tart to spicy. The colored part of 
the petal is most desirable as the white part is bitter. Typically darker petals have stronger 
flavors. Petals can be added to salads , desserts, beverages, used to make jelly or jam and be 
candied. Rose petals are used to flavor tea, wine, honey, liqueurs and vinegar. Rose hips (fruit) 
are also edible. Again, flavor and size vary with species. They must be processed and pressed 
to remove irritating hairs, but are used to make a variety of things from syrup to a fruity tea. 
 
Blackberry and Raspberry species (Common Blackberry – Rubus allegheniensis, Northern 
Dewberry – Rubus flagellaris, Swamp Dewberry – Rubus hispidus, Common Red Raspberry – 
Rubus idaeus, Black Raspberry – Rubus occidentalis, Pennsylvania Blackberry – Rubus 
pensylvanicus): all native blackberry and raspberry species are edible and delicious. Most 
species are also extremely common as well, bearing fruits ranging from tart to sweet. 
 
Large Cranberry and Small Cranberry (Vaccinium macrocarpon and Vaccinium oxycoccos): 
these two native cranberries are the ancestors of commercially available cranberry varieties. 
They both have the tart, distinctive flavor of commercial cranberries and may be used 
identically.  



 
Grape species (Summer Grape – Vitis aestivalis, Winter Grape – Vitis cinerea, Fox Grape – Vitis 
labrusca, Riverbank Grape – Vitis riparia, Frost Grape – Vitis vulpina): all grape species native to 
Indiana are edible, but most are very tart and sour before frost. Once they have been frosted, 
they are sweet and juicy. 
 

 

PERENNIALS 
 

 
Violet Wood Sorrel (Oxalis violacea): flower petals and leaves can be eaten or made into a tea. 
Have a sour taste. 
 
Common Blue Violet (Viola sororia): flowers are edible and provide a fresh, floral taste. 
Sometimes used in brewing and may also be made into tea. 
 
Wild Bergamot or Bee Balm (Monarda fistulosa): all above ground parts of this plant are edible. 
Leaves and flowers are commonly made into a refreshing tea. Flavor is reminiscent of Earl Gray.  
 
Square-stem Monkeyflower (Mimulus ringens): young plant is edible, but is very high in salt. 
Pioneers would dry the plant and use it as a salt substitute.  
 
Garden Phlox (Phlox paniculata): flowers are edible and have a slightly spicy taste. Great added 
to fruit salads and a colorful addition to any floral salad. 
 
American Pennyroyal (Hedeoma pulegioides): leaves have a very strong mint-like aroma and 
taste. They can be brewed into a refreshing tea that promotes or they can be used as a culinary 
flavoring. An essential oil from the plant is used by the food industry as a flavoring in 
beverages, ice cream, baked goods etc. 
 
Dittany (Cunila origanoides): fresh or dried leaves can be used to make tea with a pleasant 
mint-like flavor. Highly aromatic.  
 
Yellow Violet (Viola pubescens): leaves and flowers both edible. Make a nice floral tea or may 
be eaten raw. 
 
Common Yellow Wood Sorrel (Oxalis stricta): all parts of the plant are edible with a distinct 
tangy flavor. 
 
Woodland Agrimony (Agrimonia rostellata): A refreshing tea is made from the fresh or dried 
leaves, flowers and stems. 
 



Cream Violet (Viola striata): can be used similarly to other violets. Often used in jelly, jam, 
syrup, candy, or tea. 
 
American Ginseng (Panax quinquefolius): tastes liked commercially available ginseng, but is 
native. Harvesting is controlled by the DNR. Is quite uncommon and coveted. 
 
Hairy Wood Mint (Blephilia hirsuta) and Downy Wood Mint (Blephilia ciliate): tastes similar to 
other mint species, but is much lighter in flavor.  
 
Slender Mountain Mint (Pycnanthemum tenuifolium): edible flowers and leaves that have a hot, 
spicy, mint-like flavor. Makes a refreshing tea. Other mountain mints are also edible and vary 
slightly in flavor (Hoary Mountain Mint – Pycnanthemum pycnanthemoides, Gray Mountain 
Mint – Pycnanthemum incanum, Hairy Mountain Mint – Pycnanthemum verticillatum, Virginia 
Mountain Mint – Pycnanthemum virginianum). 
 
American Lotus (Nelumbo lutea): all parts of the plant are edible raw or cooked, root, seeds, 
unopened leaves, and stems. However, all parts better seeped in water and cooked to reduce 
any bitterness. Boiled greens, seeds squeezed out of their shell are especially tasty.  Dried 
flowers for tea or added to soups. 
 
Eastern Prickly-Pear (Opuntia humifusa): red, egg-shaped fruit is edible, and can be eaten raw 
after removing the skin. Jellies, candies and other sweets are often made from the fruit. The 
pad of the cactus is also edible.  
 
Swamp Rose-Mallow and Halberd-Leaved Rose Mallow (Hibiscus moscheutos and Hibiscus 
laevis): both have edible flowers that have a sweet, floral taste. Commonly used in tea, 
infusions, and also in brewing.  
 
Birdfoot Violet (Viola pedata): may be used as other violets. (all true violets are edible, and 
there are several native species including those previously mentioned and Viola palmata, Viola 
sagittata, Viola lanceolate, Viola primulifolia, Viola cucullate, Viola nephrophylla, Viola blanda, 
Viola macloskeyi, Viola Canadensis, Viola rostrate, Viola conspera) 
 
Yellow Passionflower and Purple Passionflower (Passiflora lutea and Passiflora incarnata): both 
are commonly made into herbal teas. The flowers can add a tasty and decorative touch to 
salads, or used to make a syrup. The fruit can be eaten raw or made into jams, jellies, or wine.  
 
Spikenard (Aralia racemose): root is edible after cooking. Spicy and aromatic, imparting a 
licorice-like flavor. A substitute for sarsaparilla, it is also used in making root beer. Fruit may be 
raw or cooked, and is pleasant alone or in jams. 
 
Wild Sarsaparilla (Aralia nudicaulis): fruit and roots are edible. Root is a substitute for 
sarsaparilla and is used for making root beer, and has a pleasant sweet spicy taste and is very 



aromatic. A refreshing herbal tea may also be made from the root. Jelly and wine are made 
from the fruit.  
 
Verbena species (Long-Bracted Vervain – Verbena bracteate, Hoary Vervain – Verbena stricta, 
Narrow-Leaved Vervain – Verbena simplex, White Vervain – Verbena urticifolia, Blue Vervain – 
Verbena hastate): all true verbena species are edible, and have been used for herbal teas. They 
are often aromatic, and can also be used in drinks and infusions.  
 
Lyre-Leaved Sage (Salvia lyrata): leaves and flowers are edible and may be used in teas or 
eaten in salad. Sage flavor is not very strong, but has a pleasant minty flavor. 
 
Basil-Balm (Monarda clinopodia): leaves and flowers are edible and were used as a tea 
substitute following the Boston Tea Party. Are aromatic and minty and make a nice minty tea.  
 
Purple Coneflower (Echinacea purpurea) and Pale Purple Coneflower (Echinacea pallida): 
leaves and flower petals are edible. Those parts and sometimes the roots are used commonly 
in tea that has an earthy, floral flavor.  
 
Prairie Sunflower (Helianthus pauciflorus): seeds are edible just as the commercially available 
sunflower seeds, but they are much smaller. Many other native Helianthus species are also 
edible. 


