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Knowledge of drugs and treat
ments of Native Americans has 
served to enlighten modern medi
cine. However, the value and ex
tent of this knowledge is rarely 
credited to these people who were 
often termed "savages" by the 
early arrivals to the American 
shores. 

The arrivals shrank from the 
notiqn that an "uncivilized" race 
might have something to teach 
them. Consequently, "Indian 
medicine" long remained the last 
resort of the explorer and fron
tiersman. 

When the Indian discoveries 
were finally tapped by scientific 
medicine, much was found to be 
of value. Even recent discoveries 
have helped to open new frontiers 
in medical history. 

One example includes the 
Peruvian Indian's knowledge of 
the narcotic effects of coca leaves. 
They knew hundreds of years 
before 1884 when Carl Koller es
tablished the value of cocaine as 
a local anesthetic. Dr Frederik 
;_· r l' •r discoverer of insulin . 

· ed Indian healers with the 
"pharmaceutical spadework" 
·hich led to it. 

Another example is the Indian 
drugs that were used to suppress 
ovulation, hence controlling the 
menstrual cycle. This bit of know
ledge started researchers on the 
road towards "the pill." 

· History also records how 
during the bitter winter of 1835-36, 
the three ships of Jacques Cartier 
were frozen in the ice of the 
St. Lawrence River near the site 
of Montreal. Isolated-by four feet 
of snow, the company of 100 men 
survived on the fare stored in the 
holds of their ships. Soon scurvy 
was so rampant among them that 
by mid-March, 25 men had died 
and the others were near it. 

A~ ~ ~~~t rp~ort r.~rtiPr not.i-

magaia, who had cured himself 
of the same disease earlier with 
the "juice and sap of a certain 
tree." The Indian women gathered 
branches of the magical tree, 
"boiling the bark and leaves for 
a decoction, and placing the dregs 
upon the legs." . 

All the men were cured. 
Cartier's conclusion was if 

the physicians of Alexandria had 
been there with their numerous 
drugs, "they would not have done 
so much in one year as the tree 
did in six days, for it did prevail 
that as many as used of it, by 
the grace of God recovered their 
health." The "magical tree" was 
a Sassafras tree. 

Other accounts include Indian 
medical services to whites due to 
the scarcity of trained physicians 
and basic distrust of the profes
sion. The unavailability of conven
tional drugs and medicines also 
influenced the whites to seek help 
at the hands of the Indians. 

At other times, the Indian's 
knowledge was all that was avail
able. One account was recorded 
by a young Scotsman just after 
the turn of the centurv concerning 
a cure performed by an . Indian 
woman doctor in Canada. 

Before coming to Canada, the 
young man had accidentally 
driven a nail into . the palm of 

. his left hand and the wound had 
never healed completely. While 
he was crossing an ice-covered 
stream in Manitoba with a team 
of horses, the ice broke beneath 
him, and he fell in. 

The next day the left arm 
became very painful as it began 
to swell. He reasoned that the dip 
in the water might have resulted 
in blood poisoning. The nearest 
doctor was at least 70 miles 
away, and in much pain the young 
man set out on horseback to reach 
him. 

On the way his suffering be
r~mP. nnPnrinr:~hiP. so hP. stonnP.ri 

placed him near the fire while 
a pot of water was set to boiling. 
An old woman carefully rolled 
up his sleeve and took to rubbing 
the wounded hand as well as the 
whole arm. 

lUbe tim e she was..ruhbing, 
other Indian women chanted and 
formed a drde, surrounding the 
youngman. · 

He was so engrossed by the 
women that his attention was en
tirely taken away from the pain 
he was suffering. This was, of 
course, the objective of the wo
men. 

The young man became so hot 
that he "fell into a profuse per
spiration." The old woman then 
made a poultice from some leaves 
and bounded it over the hand. 
The white man was then carried 
into a tent where he slept for 18 
hours. After reaching the doctor, 
the young man related his ex
perience. The doctor concluded 
that if the Indian woman had not 

treated his arm, he might have 
lost it. 

The earliest settlers who 

periments on animals. 
Such knowlege of drugs en

abled the Native Americans to 
treat various illnesses. For boils, 
tumors, and abscesses, the Indian 
applied cooling plasters of bruised 

.Jler.bs.........A.s....t...lt.e..color of the parts 
change and the "eollertion of 
matter is evident," the Indians 
make an incision. They continue 
the application of the bruised 
herbs to promote a discharge. 

· Another tribe of Indians had 
other methods of drawing out 
boils and swellings. They applied 
a soft and slimy fungus which they 
·termed "rotten on the ground." 
The Chickasaws had a remedy 
for swollen blistered feet which 
they called the "burning ghost 
disease." 

I 

Their prescription was to take 
dirt from the top of an old grave 
and heat it in a pan until dry, 
then apply it to the sores. These 
remedies indicate, according to 
some doctors, that "some Indians 
may have unknowingly stumblf.d 
u_oon the secrets of the healing 
q"ua lities of antibiotic substances 
which civilized man finally dis
covered in the mid-twentieth cen
tury." 

In trea ting rheumatism and 
arthritis, plains tribes used th~ 
dried flowers of false lupine 
(Thermopsis rhombifolia). The 
flowers were mixed with hair and 
burned under the affected part. 
The San Carlos Apaches made 
dry poultices of the tops of grease-

Contd. pg. 5 








