
Cattails:
One-Stop Shopping

CATTAILS

Cattails are one of the most recognizable plants in wetland areas, but did  
you know how useful this plant is to both people and wildlife? Since every part 
of the cattail has a use, it is sometimes thought of as nature’s supermarket —  
offering one-stop shopping for wildlife and people alike.  

Marsh Restoration: This project is a cooperative effort of Huron-Clinton Metropolitan Authority, Michigan Sea Grant (University of Michigan and  
Michigan State University), Michigan Department of Natural Resources, Ducks Unlimited, Harrison Township, and the Southeast Michigan Council of  

Governments. Additional partners include the St. Clair Flats Waterfowlers, Inc. and the St. Clair County Parks and Recreation Commission.  

FIRST AID KIT
The cattail was historically valued for its help in 
healing. Native Americans used the crushed rhizome 
for a poultice on wounds, and mats of the soft seeds 
were used as bandages. 

FAMILY SUPPLIES
Many species use cattails to help with their 
young. For example:
n  Birds such as red-winged blackbirds,  

marsh wrens, coots, bitterns and rails  
use cattail leaves to weave their nests. 

n  The downy cattail seeds are soft and  
warm and are used by many birds to line 
their nests. 

n  People have used the downy seeds in  
baby diapers. 

n  Some fish and frogs use the underwater 
stems as nurseries, laying their eggs there. 

n  Leaves can be woven into dolls, boats  
and ducks for children to play with.

FOOD AND DRINK
n  Muskrats, beavers, geese and swans feed on the early shoots of  

the cattail stem — which is also tasty and nutritious for people!
n  Historically, Native Americans ate the peeled stems, which are  

said to taste like a combination of zucchini and cucumbers. 
n  The protein-rich, yellow pollen can be collected and used like  

flour to make breads. The rhizomes are also starchy and were  
once used to thicken soups and stews.

n  Cattails also act like nature’s water filter, cleaning water by  
trapping sediment and removing excess nutrients. 

FOR THE HOME
n  Muskrats build lodges with mud 

and cattails. 
n  People use the leaves to weave 

mats, cane chairs, thatch roofs for 
temporary shelters and baskets.  

n  People have also used the fluffy 
seeds for starting fires.

n  The cattail fluff can be used as 
soft stuffing for items like pillows 
and used to be common in vests 
and moccasins. 
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Can you think of other 
plants that are as useful as 
cattails? When considering 

how the plants can be used, 
how does Phragmites  

measure up to cattails?
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