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The Inupiaq and Yup'ik Eskimos of western Alaska have used Phellinus igniarius for hundreds of years by burning
the basidiocarps and mixing the ashes with tobacco. A previous publication (Mycologist 15: p.4) reported the his-
toric use of this fungus and documented natural history museum collections of sporophores and special ornate
boxes for holding the fungus ashes. When the ashes of P, igniarius were mixed with tobacco it added “a powerful
kick” to the chewing tobacco. We now report new information that is disconcerting about the current widespread
use of P igniarius in many Alaska native communities. The use of the mixture of fungus ash and tobacco is being

studied and treated as a serious health concern.
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Edward W. Nelson, a weather observer based in St.
Michael, Alaska, noted in his journal and later
reported in a Smithsonian Institution publication
(Nelson, 1899) how fungus ashes were mixed with
tobacco and used by many Yup'ik and Inupiaq
Eskimos who lived along the western Alaskan coast.
The fungus was recently identified as P. igniarius and
information was presented about its historical
significance and widespread use by many Native
American groups in the 19th century (Blanchette,
2001). This report also indicated that some Alaska
Natives still had knowledge of “punk that was burned
and ashes mixed with tobacco” for chewing. Shortly
after the publication appeared in the Mycologist,
health care researchers from the Yukon-Kuskokwin
Health Corporation (YKHC) in western Alaska
(Caroline Cremo Renner and Carrie Enoch) provided
information about how punk ash continues to be used
in this region by an extraordinarily high number of
Alaska natives. This paper summarizes information
from health care professionals and reports results
from a collection trip to the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta
region to document how Native Alaskans currently
use P, igniarius.
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In Yup'ik, the punk or fungus ash is called ‘araq,’
and the fungus ash and tobacco mixture is called
‘igmik’, meaning “thing to put in the mouth”. The
mixture is also commonly called “blackbull”. Elders
from the Yukon-Kuskokwim region indicate the use of
igmik is very common and estimate that as many as
50% to 80% of the population use it on a regular basis.
In one regional survey, over 52% of men and women
over 18 years of age reported using smokeless tobacco
as compared to a national U.S. average of 2% (YKHC,
unpublished data). It has also been documented
previously that throughout the region it is very
common to collect, burn and mix P, igniarius ashes with
tobacco before chewing and to share the mixture with
elders and children as young as 5 years of age (Renner,
1999). Use during pregnancy is also very common. A
recent survey of pregnant women receiving prenatal
care at YKHC indicated that 82% used tobacco during
their pregnancy. Of those, 61% chewed either ‘iqgmik’ or
commercially prepared chewing tobacco (Renner,
unpublished data).

Phellinus igniarius is well known by Alaska natives
and easily differentiated from other polypores growing
on birch trees. Only basidiocarps of P. igniarius are used.
During a collecting trip with Alaska Natives from the
remote village of Akiak, Alaska, we were easily able to
find P, igniarius fruiting bodies in stands of older birch
trees after travelling a few hours up the Kuskokwim






