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In early years white men
repelled the Indian rituals involved in curing diseases and 
refused to believe that an uncivilized race could have any
thing valuable to teach us. As a result Indian medicine was 
ignored for many years or only used for folk remedies until 
finally some of their practices did attract the scientists 
of medicine.Although much of it was found to be worthless, 
there is a significant value in a few of the treatments. 
Indians knew the effects of cocoa leaves for many years but 
it was not until 1884 that Carl Koller recognized it as a 
local anesthetic. The early methods of birth control lead to 
the present development of "the pill". South American 
Indians also contributed such well known drugs as cinchona, 
curare, cocoa, and ipecac to the world of medicine. The early 
settlers not only used the Indian remedies but sometimes even 
adopted some of their customs, which will be discussed in 
detail later.

It is easily noted that many Indian treatments were 
in fact stumbled upon and that little was known about how and 
why the drugs had their effects.
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In Laurie Lacey's, Micmac Indian Medicine the 
entire era of Indian medicine, influences and gradual 
changes is divided into three parts; the Early Period, 

Transitional Period, and the Modern Era. (The Early Period 
is concidered the time prior to contact with the Europeans 
and right up to that time.) Preventive medicine, early doc
tors, and practices are some of the topics included as part 
of this time period. With the introduction of Christianity, 
traditional beliefs were terribly upset. Now Indians began 
to rely on plant and animal medicines to cure their 
diseases. This was called the Transitional Period. The Modern 
Era is simply a comparison of practices and the replacement 
of modern customs or symbols for the old ones.

It should be noted that , although I have used 
these three periods to outline my essay, other sources have 
been consulted to provide a more detailed analysis. Special 
attention is focused on the Transitional Period as it deals 
with the old remedies of which this essay is concerned.
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TH3 EARLY PERIOD

One of the major concerns during this period was 
"Preventive" medicine which was practiced by many North 
American Indians. Forms of preventive medicine included: 
carrying dharms or ampulets for protection against any evil 
or enemies, blood letting, and the famous "sweat house" 
which is still practiced today but in more modern methods.

The practice of phlebotomy(blood letting) 
remained popular even with white physicians until the 
nineteenth century. It was frequently employed as a cure 
for fever, aches, and swellings. The idea, was that taking 
away the blood reduced the fever.

The Gaspesians describe a "sweat house" as a kind 
of hot room built in the form of a little wigwam covered 
with bark, or the skins of beavers and moose, and arranged 
so that it had no openings at all. The Indians placed hot 
stones in the middle which heated the individual so as to 
create sweating. Also water is thrown on the stones causing 
bursts of steam which settles on their bodies like a hot 
rain until they can no longer stand it."*"

A more detailed description is one in which 
Dierville describes the Nova Scotia Micmacs around Port 
Royal as also having a sort of oven for sweating sick
individuals;
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T hey dig a hole as. long as themselves and line it 
on both sides with stones which have been heated 
at the fire until they are almost red; after that 
they place a layer of fir branches at the bottom 
and lie down at full length upon them. They are 
then covered with other branches which, because 
of their butuminous nature, give forth a dense 
vapor as they grow warm, it is not long before they 
are sweating to the very bone. What surprised me 
most was to know that these suborfic ovens are 
always constructed on the edge of a lake or river 
and that the Indians emerge all gripping, only to 
plunge instantly into the water.

Probably the thing that symbolizes the Early Period 
is the "shaman” and "maker of medicines", two types of 
physicians to the Micmacs.

The "shaman" or medicine man was involved in highly 
spectacular ceremonies. He was regarded as a powerful in
dividual, pocessing an understanding of supernatural and 
psychological processes which enabled him to cure very 
serious diseases. His major success was the great faith 
he inspired amoung his people...the will to live. The 
medicine man was indeed many things. He is, wrote Roland 
Dixon, "in the lower stages of culture, at once ,healer, 
sorcerer,seer,educator and priest; but while often the single 
shaman sums up in himself thus all or most of these functions 
there is frequently specialization as a result of which 
each of these activities is exercised .by a different person." ^

The "maker of medicines”,on the other hand, cured 
illnesses and diseases through the use of plant and animal 
medicines. Because the Micmacs were "hunters" they had 
various uses for animals in their lifestyles.
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Along with providing food and clothing they used "fat", for 
example, in salves for medicinal purposes. The "maker of 
medicine" could be either a man or a woman and were not 
specialists in their field. They were simply recognized by 
fellow licmacs for their skills.

Treatments during the Early Period varied from tribe 
to tribe. The following method is one that is universal 
among American Indians.

It seemed that most of the old men were 
healers and when a man was sick the members 
of his family summoned the medicine man.
The healer would then proceed to ask the 
sick man questions concerning the cause 
of his illness. Following this he arrived 
with his medicine bag and chichicoya 
(gourd rattle) which was shaken during the 
performance of various incantations. He 
then aquired warm water which he mixed with 
his remedy and which was swallowed by the 
patient. The healer would return each day 
to perform more incantations followed by 
sucking of the infected part. He then 
revealed an object,usually a small trinket, 
which he proclaimed to be the cause of the 
disease thus ending the ritual and curing 
the sick individual.f

Tribal differences included scattering of tobacco, 
feathers or some other substance to exorcise the spirit 
causing the disease. Sometimes a dog is sacrficed to prevent 
the illness from entering a member of the family.

The "doctrine of signatures" played an important 
part in Indian medicine. Thus,omthe belief that "like cures 
like" yellow plants- cured jaundice and red ones were good 
for the blood. Plants.that resembled some part of the body 
were also believed to be a cure. They also thought foul 
tasting drugs were useful in driving out demons which 
were causing the disease.
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It can be seen from the information provided that 
much of the early Indian cures were of a spiritual basis.
They depended upon supernatural and fine and spectacular 
rituals to rid themselves of the evil which they believed 
caused the diseases. There is a distinct difference between 
this and the following era which includes the involvment 
of the "white” man.

THE TRANSITIONAL PERIOD

When Christianity reached the North American 
Indians there existed a defiriite division between those 
who wished to believe in the traditional ways of life, 
which included worshipping the "shaman”, and those who 
wished to adopt the new religious ideas. Plant and 
animal medicines became very popular and were widely 
used.

Among ;the Micmacs and Malecites, treatments were 
of two kinds: Herbs and preparations taken internally and 

magic.
Sympathetic magic played an important part in the 

gathering of ingredients; for example bark, whirh was used 
in the prevention of diarrhea, was peeled from the bottom; 
upwards, whereas bark used as a physic was peeled downwards.

The herbs were usually gathered in the autumn, 
because they were more available. It was believed that most 
of the medicine was stored in the roots and that the first
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rays of the sun enhanced the potency thus bark was peeled 
from the part where the sun's rays strike first, that is , 
the side facing the East. Other parts of the plant used 
were twigs, leaves, and bark but rarely flowers or seeds. 
Usually the ingredients were made into a decoction and ad
ministered to the patient.

There existed a remarkable knowledge of plants; 
their appearance, properties and uses, among Indians of 
all ages. The various preparations were not kept secret 
by the Shaman but were shared among families and carried, 
by word of mouth from generation to generation. Below are 
some of the more common plants and their uses:

Bunchberry: The plant was steeped and the liquid drunk to
treat kidney ailments: that is, if a child wet the 
bed he would be given some of this medicine. The 
leaves of this plant would heal wounds, if they
are chewed to soften them, before being applied. 5
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Mayple(stripped): The hark was used 

to make a beverage. This 
tree was probably used

6to treat swollen limbs.

Teaberry: This plant was used to
make a beverage. It's uses may
have been many fold,but it was
said to have been taken internally,
after it was steeped,to prevent 

7stroke.

Pussy Willow: The bark was used in
poultice form to heal bruises
and lame areas of the body* as
well, it was used internally to

8prevent colds,etc.
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Lily (water): The plant was
pounded into a mash to
treat swollen limbs. As
well, the roots of the
plant may have been
steeped and used'as a
general preventive medicine,
or worn about the neck

gfor the same purpose.

Lady’s Slipper: Many fine
roots- were steeped as

,. . 10 a nerve medicine.
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Many of the medicines were classified according

to the disease they cured:
Swelling or Sprain- one pound freshly 
pickled Sheeplaurel was worked well until 
it had a salve appearance. It was applied, 
bandaged and given a fresh application daily. 
Infected Cut- handful of scrapings from 
inner most layer of white birch bark are 
put in hot water. A rag is soaked in the 
brown solution and tied tightly above the 
infection; if on the hand, it was tied 
around the arm. The rag left a stain and 
swelling would not pass above it.
Burns- the outside of white cedar boughs 
are stripped to get into the under bark 
which is dried, pounded fine, mixed with 
grease and applied.
Sore Throat- Red Osier Dogwood was steeped 
and gapgled.
Prevention of Pregnancy- several plants 
of balmony or turtle-head were steeped 
in hot water(one quart) and given one 
pint at a time, once or twice, as soon as 
pregnancy is discovered.11

Others included treatments for colds,rash, consump
tion, tonics, diarrhea etc. Although only a few treatments 
are listed here, the actual material available is endless.

The Gaspesians prevented discomforts and diseases 
by the use of certain emetics, made from a root closely re
lated to the chicory or from certain seeds which they gathered 
from trees. These were steeped ten to twelve hours in a dish 
of bark filled with water or broth. The chicory was from the 
Leatherwood(oirca palustric) and the seeds from.the Milkwood
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(Asclepias) or Black Alder(llex virticillata). Sores or wounds
were cured by the balsam of the fir. Because the balsam is a
little irritating to the skin, the pellicle is masticated,
the water which comes from it is spit on the wound and the
remainder is made into a poultice, which rids the evil and

12
cures the skin.

If herbs and decoctions were not sufficient cure, 
friends of the diseased would call in the aid of the Bouhine 
(Juggler) who would blow all over them in order to chase 

out the germ or devil.
As mentioned in the introduction, settlers not only 

used some of these Indian remedies but they even adopted some 
of their customs.

The combination of charms, incantations and magic
still practiced today is known as "Powwowing". The Indian
influence on white powwowing is suggested as follows:

The first pow-wow doctors were Indian
medicine men. It took the fancy of early
settlers and they said, "we can do that too".
Instead of approaching the demons and
spirits in natural things,however,they
appealed to religious superstition,
perpetuating a sort of religious sorcery
mixed with anything else that came in

11handy and was available generally.
Some of the following remedies were published in

John George Hohman’s original "pow-wow" book of 1820:
-to destroy warts one roasted, chicken fat and 
rubbed the substance on the warts.
-toothache was cured by cutting out a piece 
of sod before sun rise, breathing upon it 
three times and restoring it to the same place.
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-burns were treated with the juice of the 
male fern.
-diarrhea was cured by using tree moss 
boiled in red wine."^
Due to the extent of information available it can 

be easily concluded that the Transitional Period, as the 
name implies, was a definite change in the traditional 
beliefs of the North American Indians.

THE MODERN ERA

Since the Early Period was almost entirely re
placed by the Transitional Period, one might expect that 
the Modern Era would , in turn , rule out it's predecessor. 
This is,however, not the case. The Transitional Period holds 
it's significance, even today, as some of the plant medica
tions are still in use.

Another similarity is the modern day "sweat house"
which is still used today.

Poplar bark as well as boughs from many
trees such as cedar, spruce, hemlock are
placed in a large vessel. Boiling water
is poured over them and they are allowed
to steep. The boughs are then removed and
the feet and legs, up to the knees, are
soaked in. The rest of the body is well
covered with blankets. As soon as the
natient drips with perspiration he is put

15to bed and kept well covered.
There are ,of course, obvious differences between 

the way say Micmacs of today treat illness and the way 
Micmacs of earlier times treated it. Demons are no longer
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re garde d as the causes of diseases although many Indians 
still carry "lucky" charms. The spiritual aspect of the 
shaman has been replaced by the Catholic church while the 
curing has been adopted by the modern day doctor. Animal 
medicines are no longer used but the "makers of medicine" 
are still around.

Over the years there have been many reasons for 
the decline in botanical medicine. Today man does not have 
the "knowledge" of plants which was necessary to the Indians 
for survival. With the development of organic chemistry, 
modern day scientists are able to determine the constituents 
of various plants and prepare compounds synthetically. Types 
of diseases have changed and medical care is more available. 
The introduction of Medical Insurance plans, free services, 
etc. have drawn the Indians away from their traditional 
beliefs and into a world of more modern facilities.

One must never forget ,however, that the Indians 
did contribute appreciable information to the white man 
and the world of medicine. Extensive studies have been made 
and the work is there to remind us when we ask the question: 
"What has the Red Man given to us?"
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