

[image: Cover]



 

RAINFOREST REMEDIES

ONE HUNDRED HEALING HERBS OF BELIZE

2nd Revised and Expanded Edition

 

 

Rosita Arvigo, D.N. and Michael Balick, Ph.D.

Illustrated by Laura Evans

 

[image: ]
P.O. Box 325
Twin Lakes, WI 53181 USA


PUBLISHER’S DISCLAIMER

This book is a report on research being conducted by two ethnobotanists working in Belize. It does not purport to be, nor is it intended to be, any kind of recommendation or self-treatment guide for the use of herbs or indigenous plants. The statements in this book are based on traditional lore and have been reported in an attempt to preserve and codify traditional cultural values and information. Nothing should be construed to represent an attempt to diagnose, prescribe or administer in any manner to any physical ailments or conditions. In matters of your health care, we recommend that you consult a qualified health practitioner and not attempt to self-treat based on information in this book.

 

COPYRIGHT ©1993, 1998 Rosita Arvigo and Michael Balick

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems without permission in writing from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages in review.

 

First Edition December 1993

Second Revised and Expanded Edition April 1998

Reprinted in 2009

Printed in the United States of America

ISBN: 978-0-9406-7665-7

Library of Congress #93-80280

 

[image: ]

Published in 1998 by Lotus Press, PO Box 325, Twin Lakes, WI 53181


 

DEDICATED TO
THE TRADITIONAL HEALERS OF BELIZE
AND THEIR FOREBEARS . . .
AND TO THE FUTURE GENERATIONS THAT
WILL LEARN AND TEACH THEIR WISDOM


Table of Contents

FOREWORD BY MICKEY HART

 

PREFACE

Background

Methodology and Purpose

Scope of Book

Other Related Publications

Ethnobotany and Intellectual Property Rights

 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

 

INTRODUCTION

Traditional Healing In Central America

The Origins of Plant Discovery for Traditional Medical Use

Categories of Traditional Healers In Belize

The Traditional Healer’s Personality

Concepts Underlying The Traditional Treatment of Disease in Belize

Traditional Treatment of Spiritual Ailments in Belize

Traditional Treatment of Physical Diseases in Belize

The Union of Traditional Healing and Modern Medicine Working Together to Improve Health Care

 

DESCRIPTIONS AND ILLUSTRATIONS OF PLANTS

APPENDIX: SUPPLIERS OF MEDICAL HERBS IN BELIZE

GLOSSARY

REFERENCES

INDEX OF SCIENTIFIC AND COMMON NAMES

INDEX OF TRADITIONAL MEDICAL USES


FOREWORD

I first learned of Rosita Arvigo and Michael Balick from a news segment about their work in the rainforests of Belize. I recognized that we shared an interest in preserving the cultural diversity of indigenous people and a sense that, as the rainforests are lost, so are the cultures that thrive within them. Their stories, songs, traditions, and knowledge are no longer practiced and passed on to successive generations when the environment in which they survive is destroyed. This loss is one of the great tragedies of our time, and one that is not fully appreciated. In many ways, the work in this book parallels my own in its purpose: the preservation of music and the cultures that produce it.

In devoting themselves to the study of the identification and uses of medicinal plants by the healers of Belize, Drs. Arvigo and Balick open a door for us into the sacred world of shamans, traditional healers who know that the rainforest holds within its grasp all the ingredients that have sustained it and its people. The authors bring this traditional knowledge to the attention of scientists, medical practitioners, and the world at large. By cataloging these plants and their uses for this book, they amplify, through the modern media, the voices of those who have not been heard. The publication of information that had previously been passed on only through oral tradition places value on, and draws attention to, that knowledge. In recognizing the value of this information to our own lives, we send a message to the people of the rainforest that their knowledge is important to us and that its loss would be a devastating loss for all humankind.

In their book and through their work, Drs. Arvigo and Balick light the fires and carry the torch toward preservation of the rainforests and the indigenous cultures that exist within them. There is a chance for us to do something before these cultures vanish, and people like Drs. Arvigo and Balick are leading the way. I hope you will enjoy this glimpse of their journey as much as I have.

 

Mickey Hart
October 1993


PREFACE

BACKGROUND

Belize is a country of great resources, both physical and spiritual. The natural beauty of this country is enhanced by the heterogeneity of ten distinct cultural and ethnic groups to be found within her borders. In contrast to some areas of Central America and the Caribbean, Belize has a wealth of forest lands and a system of protected forest reserves which, although fragile, are evidence of the country’s strong commitment to conservation of its natural resources.

Unfortunately, knowledge about the utility of native plants, particularly as medicines, that has been refined over scores of generations is probably in greater danger of extinction at the present time than are the plant resources. Thousands of years ago, the native peoples of Central America had great centers of learning, including medical schools that taught the role of plants in health care. With the decline of these civilizations, and the arrival of the Spanish conquistadors, many cultural practices, including the teaching of this information, declined or were banned entirely. Among the losses were the great books of the Maya; these codexes, containing a wealth of knowledge about the uses of plants in medicine, were burned by the conquistadors. At that point in time, intergenerational transmission of information about useful plants shifted from a written to an oral tradition. For example, mother would take daughter into the forest and, once out of earshot of the Spanish, teach her about childbirth and the plants that could be used to help ease the pain of labor. Father would take son into a cave and teach him about the Maya spirits, and about the ceremonial uses of plants and the holy rituals. Such patterns are evident for other indigenous cultures, as well.

Sadly, modern times have led to the further loss of a great deal of information about plant use, known as ethnobotanical information, throughout the world. Today, in Belize, it is common to hear that “while grandfather knew a lot about healing plants, he only taught my father a little, and I am more interested in modern life and, therefore, didn’t pay much attention to the subject while I was growing up.” It is the work of the ethnobotanist to chronicle this information, to document the remnants of what once existed, and to make it freely available to all who wish it, including future generations.

The authors of this volume were introduced to each other through a newspaper clipping sent to Dr. Arvigo about the work of Dr. Balick. Through correspondence and during our first face to face conversation, we realized that we shared many common goals in the field of ethnobotany and traditional medicine. Thus, in 1987, the Belize Ethnobotany Project was born, a decade-long survey designed to explore the historical and present-day relationships between plants and people in Belize, relationships which include uses as diverse as medicine, food, fiber, construction, and agriculture, as well as the role of plants and plant products in the religious, ceremonial, and spiritual aspects of traditional culture. The project has resulted in the creation of the Ix Chel Tropical Research Foundation, a non-governmental organization based in the Cayo District, that is dedicated to traditional medicine, ethnobotanical studies, Belizean culture, and rainforest conservation.

METHODOLOGY AND PURPOSE

It is beyond the scope of this book to describe the complete methodology involved in ethnobotanical investigation, but we believe that a summary will be of interest to the reader.

Since 1987, we have worked with a number of Belizean traditional medical practitioners to collect and document the use of plant ethnomedicines. Detailed information on use was obtained and herbarium specimens that serve as vouchers for the information were made. The herbarium specimens (stems, leaves, fruits, flowers, etc. pressed between sheets of newspaper) were preserved by drying them at low heat in an oven and then mounting them on large sheets of acid-free rag bond paper. Properly curated in this manner, these specimens will last for hundreds of years. The plant specimens, over 3,000 in all, were collected in duplicate series of 4-6; these were distributed to herbaria in both Belize and the United States to serve as a permanent record of this study. In Belize, the specimens are to be found at the Belize College of Agriculture, Central Farms, and at the Forestry Department Herbarium in Belmopan. In the U.S., specimen sets are on deposit at The New York Botanical Garden, the Smithsonian Institution, and the Harvard University Herbaria. Each specimen was also sent to a plant systematise over one hundred of whom assisted us, to verify its identity and obtain its most current scientific name. Duplicate sets have been distributed to these taxonomic specialists in exchange for their opinions.

In preparing the material for this book, we selected 100 species of plants that are well established in the folk medicine of Belize. Following their taxonomic identification, we produced a description of each of the plants, including an indication of the habitat(s) in which it is most often found locally. We then added information on its Belizean common names, and a detailed report on its local uses in traditional Belizean medicine; in some cases, we included notes on folklore. We also searched through the literature to gather information on what is known about the pharmacology and chemistry of each plant. This literature search was greatly aided by the use of the NAPRALERT (Natural Products Alert) database system developed by the staff of the University of Illinois at Chicago. Finally, a black and white illustration was prepared by artist Laura Evans for each of the species discussed.

Not infrequently, we have been asked why the process from specimen collection to publication of the results takes so long. Each of the steps outlined above can occur over a number of years. As indicated, the collection process alone has transpired over a period of almost 10 years. During that time, specimens were shipped to the taxonomic specialists at institutions around the world, each of whom took time from his or her busy schedule to assist us by identifying these plants. Proper curation is also time-consuming, consisting of labeling and mounting each specimen, updating taxonomic changes, maintaining a detailed and current database for the entire collection, and tracking each specimen as it goes from step to step in the process. Once the basic taxonomic and curatorial tasks had been completed, we were able to begin the lengthy process of researching and writing the book. Thus, we are grateful for the continuing patience of our supporters and many colleagues, especially the traditional healers, with whom we have worked year after year and who only recently have seen the written results of these labors.

The process of collecting ethnobotanical data from individuals can be the most rewarding aspect of our fieldwork. The traditional healers and bushmasters are a rare breed of individuals who have usually overcome great personal hardships and major illnesses of their own to gain the acquired knowledge of medicinal plants. It is always an awesome and inspiring experience to be in their presence, and a humbling one to gain their love and confidence.

The ethnobotanist must approach traditional healers or bushmasters with the utmost sensitivity, respecting their cultural heritage and limitations of age, health, and time. All too often, researchers arrive unannounced at the home or clinic of a healer bearing machines, batteries, lights, collection equipment, cameras, and notebooks poised for action, only to close the door they came to open. A better methodology is to seek an introduction, make several visits to sit and chat and, within that exchange, explain the purpose of the research work and what role the traditional healer would play. Issues of intellectual property rights and compensation must be acknowledged and discussed, and informed consent obtained. It must be made clear as to how the healer would receive just recognition for his or her contribution. Some healers do not wish to share their information — their decision should be respected and accepted gracefully, as there are usually valid reasons behind it.

Most traditional healers are thrilled to know that they can help to pass the torch of healing to another generation. They are deeply concerned that the young people of today care little about healing plants and “oldfashioned” ways. From every corner of the globe, we learn that the fires of traditional healing are now, in the twentieth century, down to a mere bed of embers and faintly glowing coals. If we do not place fresh fuel on this bed of embers and continue to blow on the coals from generation to generation, the fire may become extinguished.

So, what our project and this book are about is helping to keep that fire — that torch — burning brightly. This book is a part of that effort and represents a tripartate collaboration among traditional healers, biological scientists, and alternative physicians, each of whom has attempted to place a substantial log on this bed of coals.

SCOPE OF BOOK

It was our intention to produce an easily readable manual that would chronicle the information so generously provided to us over the last several years. In addition to serving as a registry of cultural information concerning Belizean plants, the book is also designed to be used in the local classroom, amongst the communities of traditional healers and environmentalists, and for general background on the ethnobotany of Central America.

CAVEATS

It must be emphasized that this book is not intended to serve as a manual for self-medication, or as a substitute for qualiñed medical advice. The Caribbean pharmacopoeias produced through the well-known TRAMIL program fall much closer to this goal with their recommendations of species to be used, those to be avoided, and those to be further investigated. For the most part, the research results that we report here are intended to give an overview of the pharmacological properties of Belizean plants and certainly not to endorse any particular utilization by humans. It should be made clear that perceived biological activity in animal or in vitro systems very often has little correlation with what could be expected in human clinical results. Although we have included information on specific toxic properties of some plants commonly used in Belize in the section on “research results,” the absence of such information for a particular plant should not be construed to mean that the plant has no harmful properties.

ORGANIZATION OF TEXT
(DESCRIPTIONS AND ILLUSTRATIONS)

Common name: According to botanical convention, all plant names other than the scientific name (such as local names) are considered “common names.” We have sought to use the most recognizable common name in Belize as the principal means of identifying these plants for the reader. This name is printed in bold typeface at the beginning of each description; plants are arranged alphabetically on this basis. In most instances, we have used English common names as the primary ones, but when we thought a non-English name would be more familiar we have used that as the primary name, and have noted its origin as well. When known to us, other local names, and their origins, have also been included.

Scientific name: This is a species name, known as a binomial because it always consists of two words: the first word denotes the genus, which may contain one or more species, while the second word is the specific epithet and is particular to the species. Each word in the binomial is either of Latin origin or has been given a Latin form and has been printed in italics. The species name is followed by a letter or name indicating the author(s), i.e., the person or persons who described the species. When an author’s name has been abbreviated, this is by convention.

Plant family: There are various systems for grouping plant species into families. We have used the classification system proposed by the late Dr. Arthur Cronquist in An Integrated System of Classification of Flowering Plants (New York: Columbia University Press, 1981).

Description: This is a simple description of the plant as it appears in the field, highlighting those characteristics which we feel will be most obvious and, therefore, useful to the reader. It is usually a modification of the descriptions which appear in selected parts of the scientific journal Fieldiana: Botany (Flora of Guatemala, Volume 24, Parts I-XII, 1946-1970; Ferns and Fern Allies of Guatemala, New Series, #6, Part II: Polypodiaceae, 1981).

Habitat: This indicates the most common areas in which the plant is to be found, and whether it occurs in the wild or in cultivation.

Traditional uses: This is a compilation of specific information obtained from oral reports from healers and/or personal observations of plant use in Belize. While the focus is on the medical uses of these plants, this should not be taken as a recommendation for their use, as we recognize that medicinal plant usage is quite different depending upon the background of the individual healer. In fact, universal agreement about much of the plant material (especially with respect to dosage and preparation) is rare. On the other hand, we have found a number of plants that are known by virtually everyone and that have many universally known medical uses — we consider these to be “powerful plants” in the Belizean medical repertoire. As an aid to the reader, we have highlighted the medical uses by printing them in bold typeface.

Research results: For the most part, these are the results of laboratory research. In some cases (e.g., Kingsbury 1964), instances of direct observations are also cited. Wherever we have included research results in the text, we have also indicated a sampling of the literature in which the findings have been reported. We again stress that this section is not intended as a recommendation to use a plant in any particular way. Please refer to the “Caveats” above for more information about this section.

Illustrations: Each discussion of a plant is accompanied by a drawing which illustrates one or more key features useful in the field identification of the plant.

OTHER RELATED PUBLICATIONS

This book is the second major publication arising from the Belize Ethnobotany Project through the Ix Chel Tropical Research Foundation and The New York Botanical Garden Institute of Economic Botany The first, which appeared in 1991, is Coloring Book of the Maya Rainforest by Dr. Rosita Arvigo, illustrated by Tessa Fairweather. Other publications to be produced through the Belize Ethnobotany Project include The Checklist of the Vascular Plants of Belize, with Common Names and Uses, as well as a more comprehensive volume containing detailed descriptions and use data on the more than 1000 species we have recorded in Belize that are consumed as food, or utilized for construction, fiber, oil, resin, medicine, or for spiritual purposes. This volume, Messages from the Gods The Ethnobotanical Wealth of Belize, will also have much more detailed chapters on the economic value of the non-timber forest products of Belize, pharmacological data from our National Cancer Institute-sponsored collection program carried out in collaboration with the Belize Forestry Department and the Belize Center for Environmental Studies, chapters on local disease concepts and beliefs, and detailed information on other aspects of the work of the individual healers. As we have a particular interest in the Arecaceae, we are also planning a volume on the palms of Belize and their uses. Finally, a computerized database containing all of the information collected during the field expeditions and in subsequent follow-up studies with traditional healers will be available. We hope that this will be housed at both the Belize Forestry Department and the Belize Center for Environmental Studies.

ETHNOBOTANY AND INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY RIGHTS

It is our strong feeling that all of the information that has been provided us should be freely shared with those who wish to use it for the public good, and be chronicled and preserved to aid future generations. We also believe that the information should be available to all parties simultaneously, and not solely to those who wish to use it for their own personal gain or political agenda. However, like it or not, politics is an inseparable aspect of scientific research, especially in areas such as intellectual property rights. Unfortunately, some traditional healers and others have been involved in anthropological, ethnobotanical, pharmacological, or other studies, either local or international, with little idea of the potential impact of their contributions and with no mechanism for them, their communities, or their countries to benefit from new discoveries or applications of their knowledge. To address this situation, we have insisted on working only with reputable individuals, both inside of Belize and elsewhere, toward the goals of the Belize Ethnobotany Project. In a recent position paper by the Traditional Healers’ Foundation, the suggestion was made that benefits arising from these types of studies be assigned to the community of traditional healers, who have designated seventeen programs and projects to benefit healers and their families. Our work with the U.S. National Cancer Institute, a nonprofit agency, provides for such benefits to the healers’ community. However, those benefits may be a decade or more away, and so we have put other mechanisms in place for more immediate benefits. For example, this project has helped to build an herbarium reference collection at the Belize College of Agriculture and at the Belize Forestry Department, as well as a database on useful plants at the latter institution, which will not only improve scientific information, but may also help to promote respect for the teachings of these healers within their own communities and nations. Additionally, a portion of the revenues generated by the sales of this book is paid directly to the healers who have worked with us. In part, this is an expression of our gratitude to them and to the people of Belize who have been so friendly and receptive to our endeavors. Just as importantly, it serves as a way to help them to achieve their own personal goals, such as the construction of clinics and the enhancement of traditional healing in Belize. A rebirth of interest in traditional healing — through education, agricultural trials with native plants, development of new non-timber forest product industries, seminars and lectures to the lay public, interaction with medical professionals, and ecologicaland scientific-based tourism — will help create employment opportunities and contribute to the economic development of the area. We also expect that this rebirth of interest will help rekindle respect for the knowledge of the elders in the community and foster renewed interest in the traditional culture.

Although the information provided in this book has been presented to promote education and scientific research, we realize that elements of this work have the potential for commercialization. As indicated above, it is our feeling that such endeavors must include a mechanism for returning benefits to the community of traditional healers who, along with their forebears, have developed their knowledge through centuries of experimentation and experience. Ethical codes of conduct and, increasingly in many nations, legal codes as well, demand nothing less. Interested parties may contact the authors for names and addresses of individuals and organizations in Belize who can advise in selecting appropriate means for compensating traditional communities.

Finally, we would welcome additional suggestions from the readers as to ways in which practitioners can realize increased benefits from their work.
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