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I NDIAN M EDICINE MAN

Ages before the coming of the white man the
prairie lands of Nebraska were inhabited by Indians.
As with all flesh they we1·e subject to injury and disease and it follows that efforts were made to alleviate the suffering·. In their primitive art of healing
there was much misguided effort but there was also
not a little that was truly beneficial. Every tribe
had its medicine man and a very importan t personage he was. As a rule he held equal 1·ank with the
chief. He deported himself in a manner that inspire,d awe and 1·everence for had not the gods endowed him with supernatm·al powers of divining
spirits and of healing? Magic was his stock in trade
and he plied it welL His power to invoke spirils,
both good and evil, was exercised in othet• ways than
by healing the sick. He conjured the rain, he insured bountiful crops and contributed to the success
of the hunt.
Apprenticeship under the tutelage of an experienced practit ioner was t he common procedure and
usually this was begun at an early age. There were
several years of apprenticeship for theTe was much
to learn of ceremonies and therapeutic agencies.
•vahtab lt1 assislrttot•e ft'tllll nt·. Pllltllet' Jo'ltHlley ill the pre paration (If this unicle is hereby acknowJ (>dg,d .
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There was no standaTdized curriculum--every medicine man was a law unto himself. He devised his
own means of t reating disease and he chose his own
particular spirits to cooperate with him in his mystic art. Brooks* tells us that in all this he sincerely believed and took great pride. His manner of
dress was as varied as his practices; at t imes grotesque and ridiculous, but sometimes tt·uly artistic.
MEDICINE BAG

His medicine bag was his pt·ecious possession and
there was great rivalry in decorating it. It served
the purpose of carrying medicinal herbs but this
was but an incident; its real purpose was in storing
personal fetishes. The medicine bag was also his
vanity case, containing as it did the paint used to
decorate the face for ceremonies.
THEHAPEUTIC EQUIPMENT

The therapeutic equipment of the medicine man
consisted of herbs, roots, barks and a large assortment of animal substances. His system of therapeutics was wholly empi1·ical. Usually decoctions
were made of these substances and a large potion
was administered in a single dose. There was' also
powders and inhalations. If all this failed then the
ritual was resorted to, but always there were prayers and chants.
ETHICS

The medicine man had no regard for professional
ethics; they were unknown to him as they are to
some practitioners of the present time. He seldom
divulged the nature of his remedies and never look
•H1.1rlow Brooks quoted by St o ne, Eric.
Am eri can Indians, p. 16. 1932 Hoeber.
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his patient into his confidence. His was a profession
based upon empiricism and mysticism. All wisdom
and power rested with him, and so he jealously
guarded his secrets.
He recognized fever by observing the dry, hot skin,
the thirst and t he prostration and then enjoined
rest, sweating, purging and a restricted diet. With
a sharp stone he sometimes let blood. Many drugs
were given but they were of little value. Respiratory diseases were recognized but there was no differentiation between the common cold and the most
deepseated involvements. Tuberculosis was a gift
of the white man and was unknown to the primitive
races until the white man invaded their territories.
CUPPING-LAXATIVES-ANODYNES

Cupping was practiced by scat·ifying with sharp
stones and sucking at the wound. A later refinement was the use of a buffalo horn with the t ip
knocked off. Laxatives were' employed where mineral springs and salt licks were available. Wild mint
and wild verbana were used for the relief of abdominal pains and for nausea the abdomen was scar ified
and powdered ragweed applied. Tobacco leaves were
applied to dropsical legs and for the relief of pain
the peyote bean was prescribed.
Contagious diseases were largely dist·egarded and
no attempt was made to isolate cases. The ravages
of these diseases were appalling. The Indian was
fertile soil for disease pr oducing genns and died like
flies when an epidemic broke among them. Nothing
was known by them of nervous diseases. The white
man brought syphilis but gonorrhoea existed among
them long before the coming of the white race.
182

THE PRACTICE OF MEDICINE AMONG THE INDIANS
CURING SNAKE BITE

The treatment of snake bite was often effective,
due to the skill acquired by the medicine man. Suction was first applied and if the snake was known to
be particularly venomous the wound was excised.
Roots were applied to the wound in the form of poultices and a great variety of drugs were administered.
Eric Stone* tells us that the tribes of the southwest
that practice the Snake Dance permit young snakes
to hit.e them and thus acquire immunity. They are
said to gradually increase the age of the snake until
they are able to withstand the bite of fully matured
snakes.
INDIAN OBSTETRICS-ABORTIONS

In the management of obstetric cases it is the midwife or a female relative that officiates. The labors
are usually short and relatively easy. This is so because the babies are small and the mother exercises
to the time of labor. In the pure blooded Indian
there is seldom disproportion between the baby .and
pelvis and abnormal positions of the baby in l,Jtero
are rare. The labors are usually conducted in t he
family lodge or, as is often the case, a birth hut consisting of reeds or brush is constructed by the husband where the expectant mother retires at the onset of labor. The husband absents himself. Not infrequently there is no attendant, the mother acting
in the dual capacity of parturient and midwife. The
Crede method of expressing the placenta is universally practiced. The maternal and fetal mortalily
is small.
Some civilized Indians who own their lands and
have their citizenship still prefer the tepee and t he
u::~~~e, Eric.
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ground floor for labor. One physkian who docs
some practice among the Indians told me of a call he
made to an Indian woman in labor and unable to deliver herself, who lay on a blanl\et on the floor of
the tepee. Another physician told of finding a yollng
woman in labor, lying absolutely nude on some new
mown hay in the tepee. In the first case the doctor
had to do an instrumental delivery with no assistance
whatever, on the floor of the tepee in a rain and
windstorm that (Xtinguished the kerosene lamp and
left him to work in the dark In the other case t he
doctor insisted the woman go into t he house on a
perfectly good bed, but only after threatening to
leave, was he able to get the patient to walk to Lite
bed.
It is said that auortions are not f1·equently performed. In some tribes it is the custom to interrupt
pregnancy at the third or fourth month whet·e the
father is supposed to be white. The reason given
to justify the procedure is that such babies, half
white and h:llf Indians, are usually delivered with
difficulty. There is justification for this assumption
because sueh mixed blood does create larger babies
with relatively large heads. It is said t hat the duration of labor among half breeds is twice that of pure
breds and that difficult lauor is far more common.
INDIAN IMMUN ITY TO INFECTION

Authorities who have had opportunity to ob::;erve
say that the Indian is relatively immune to infection
of wounds. The explanation probably lies in the
absence of virulent wound infect ing micro-organisms
rather than in any inh erent immunity to infection
on the part of t he Indian. Whatever the explanation, it may be accepted as a fact that the wounds
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inflicted upon the Indian healed more quic1<ly and
with Jess infection than in the white race and that
he could resist wounds that would be fatal to the
white. man. The Medicine man was very skillful in
th e treatment of wounds. He knew nothing of antisepsis but he did practice asepsis to a degree. The
wounded were treated in their lodges. Dressings
were changed frequently. Rarely was the wound
closed and thus free drainage was assured. The
dressings were clean and of a varied assortment.

Powders and poultices were in common usl'lge. The
more extensive wounds weTe sutured with sinew on
bone needles. Drainage was provided by insertiug
thin strips of bark. Wicks made of cloth or fib er
were sometimes inse1-ted into the wound. The removal of foreign bodies, shot and arrowheads, was
sldllfully performed. To control bleeding the wound
was cauterized or packed with s uch material as
eagle's down or the scrapings of hides, puff ba!Js or
sumac. The cautery consisted of the stnlk of the
yarrow, Achillea millefolium, about one inch in
length. This was inserted into the wound and set
afire. The tourniquet was known and used in excessive hemorrhages ft·om wounds of the extrem ities.
FRACTURES

In t he treatment of fractures the lndian knew how
to provide immobilization. lie did not provide extension. Splints were made of fresh r:nvhide and bark.
Windows were cut in the splint for the dl'€ssing of
com}1ound fractures. Dislocations were cleverly
treated, even of the hip.
Eric Stone says: "On the whole, their skill in the
care of wounds, fractures and dislocations equalled
J81i
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and in some respects exceeded that of their white
contemporary."
Captain Lute North, who died in 1935, aged about
90, and who was an officer of the Pawnee Scouts of
t he sixties, related to the author the following: A
Pawnee Scout was shot through the wl'ist, splintering the bones half way up the forearm. The army
surgeon called from Fort Sedgwick, wanted to amputate the arm. The Pawnee refused amputation. He
appealed to the commanding officer with the statement t hat if he could get back to his people, he believed he would be able to get the arm healed without amputation. He was sent with a wagon train
to the railhead and went to the Pawnee reservation
on t he Loup river, in eastern Nebraska, and in Jess
than six months his arm was well , although partly
stiffened at the wrist. This would seem s upporting
evidence to the theory of the relative immunity of
the Indian to infection.
STONE AGE SURGERY

Only flint and stone instruments were possessed
by the Medicine man and with these crude tools he
amputated fingers and toes, let blood, opened abscesses. It is said that the Indians of the Great
Lakes drained pus from the chest, (empyema) and
that trephining was done in pre-Columbian days.
(Stone, Eric).
lNDlAN LEGERD8MAJ N

Ceremonial rites comprised no small part of the
treatment. These sleight-of-hand performances never fai led to awe and inspire the sick. Th ere were
arrows swallowed, but the arrow never passed down
the gullet; intestines were drawn from t he mouth of
the cunjul'er but they never left his abdomen; suc186
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tion was made on the body of the patient, followed
by the expectoration of pebbles, bone and arrowhead
but there was no wound from which these foreign
bodies could have been drawn. In all this the Medicine man was credited with supernatural powers.
In his body resided the healing god and so he for a
time became a deity. Ceremonial forms differed
widely. Scarcely two Medicine men used the same
technique but they were bent upon the same purpose, that of exorcising the evil spirits in dt'iving
them out of the sick body and of petitioning the good
spirits to give aid and succor to the sick. They offered prayers and made sacrifices to their gods.
They made unbelievable noises and brandished spears
and clubs, and aU this to the rhythmic beat of drums.
Sacred powders we1·e sprinkled over the patient. Not
least of these grotesque performances was the dance
which went on without ceasing. If the patient survived t he ordeal and perchance recovered, the Medicine man claimed his rewat'd and in this he was most
exacting. The physical effect upon the patient was
inspiring; he was accustomed to such noises and
grimaces; no white man could have survived them.
N·O WITCHCRAFT AMONG PRAIRIE INDIANS

It is said that witches and witchcraft did not exist

among the prail'ie Indians. They thought disease
sometimes had its origin in worms that had entered
the body. Hence the practice of sucking and manipulations that were commonly in vogue. Magic caused
disease and magic was resorted to for t he put·pose
of driving out the evil magic. The Medicine men
magicians boasted that they could transform themselves into birds, animals and stones, that they could
fly. No one had ever seen them do these things but
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the credulous and gullible Indians took them at their
word.
The Indian was wholly ignorant of the true natu1·e
of disease but he was a close observer and had
learned from experience many useful reMedies. He
was overburdened with the superstitious belief handed down from his forefathe1·s that all disease came
fl'on1 evil spirits.
CONSULTATlONS

1' he following account of a consultation of doctor s
appears in ·rhe Magazine of American History, Vol.
V, Novemuer, 1~8 0 : T he sufferer was brought home
in the evening and a doctor summoned at once. For
some reason he delayed answering the call t ill the
ensuing morning-quite possibly to add something of
impressive importance to his coming. He was accompanied by another doctor. On entering the lodge
they did not deign to notice anyone, and sat down in
silence, and remained motionless till a pipe was filled
and handed to them. The elder received it, held it
up at arms length over his head for a moment, muttered some unintelligible sounds, lowered it, carefully
took from the bowl with his thumb and forefinger
a small 11ortion of the tobacco and placed it on the
edge of the hearth before him. One of the family
then held a brand from lhe fire to the pipe till it was
lighted. The doctor slowly puffed lhe smoke two
or· three times upward, downward, and towa1·d each
of the C1 1·dinal points, and taldng the pipe by the
bowl passed it to his companion, who went t hrough
t he same form; and this was repeated till the contents were consumed. The pipe was then handed to
the one who h (ld lighted it. lie emptied the ashes
upon the hemth so that they should entirely cover
the particles of tobacco before tal<en from it and de188
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posited there. He then touched the tips of his fingers to the ashes and p:tssed his hands in succession
over the pipe from the bowl to the end of the stem,
and returned it to the O\vner who did the same.
The doctors now pl'oceeded to inspect the patient's
injuries, and after the examination was completed,
began their practices. One of them took a mouthful
of water from a calabash placed beside him, groaned,
beat his breast, crept backward and forward on his
hands and feet, took up some dust ft·om the ground,
rubbed it in his hands, made various intricate gestul'es, and then pretended to vomit this water, which
a11 the while had been in his mouth, upon the hearth.
Again he filled his mouth, and after going througl1
an even more elaborate 1·ole, parted the hair upon the
head of the patient, blew the water in small quantities upon the scalp, breast and other parts of the
body. This was l'epeated several times.
He then applied his mouth, previously fillt:d with
water, to the sick man's head, and with groans seemed to be endeavOl'ing with all his might to suck something from it. When this had continued some minutes, all at once he started back, and approaching the
hearth, squirted the mouthful of water upon it as if
drawn from the invalid's head. The same operation
was repeated on several parts of his tody. He then
took up some of the ashes emptied from the pipe,
rubbed them in his hands, and blew them upon the
patient's he;;:d, breast, and wherever the suction had
been tried. After all this opeose detail he took a
minute quantity of dark powder from his medicine
bag, sprinkled it on the bw·ns, and departed. Dut·ing all this performance, the other doctor was busily
shaking his rattle, parading his medicine bag, and
dancing with great violence over the sufferer.
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INDIAN MATERIA MEDICA

In the exhaustive study of The Omaha Tribe made
by Alice C. Fletcher and Francis LaFlesche and published in the 27th annual report of the Bureau of
American Ethnology, we read:
Among the roots used for medicinal pm-poses were
the following: Sweet flag ( Acorus calamus S.) called by the Omaha, mokoninida. The root was chewed
for disorder of the stomach. It was also put into the
feed of the horses when ailing. When on the tribal
hunt the people came to a ma1·shy place where the
sweet flag grew, the young men gathered the leaves,
made wreaths, and wore them about the neck or
head because of the pleasant odor.
The outer covering of the root of the Kentucky
coffee tree (Gymnocladus canadensis) was used in
hemotThage, particularly from the nose or during
chi ldbirth. This root was used also when the kidneys failed to act. The native name of the tree was
no'titahi. The root, powdered and mixed with water,
was administe1·ed to women during protracted labor.
The root of the larger bladder ground cherry (Physalis viscora) was used in dressing wounds. The
Omaha name for the root was pei'gatushi. This
was one of the 1·oots employed by the Buffalo doctors.
The l'oot of the cat-tail (Typha) was called ca'hi
and was used for dressing scalps. The root was pulverized and spread in a paste over the burn. The ripe
blossom of the cat-tail was then used as a covering,
the injured part being bound so rs to l(eep the dressing in place. The blossom of the cat-tail was called
waha'baig·ackothe. This word, meaning "To try the
corn," is said to have originated in the following
manner: The boys used to gather the cat-tai l blos190
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soms and try to break them up so as to scatter the
seeds. If they were successful they shouted 'The
corn is 1·ipe', as the cat-tail blossom shed its seeds
about the time the corn was ripe enough to eat.
The root of the hop vine (Humulus lupuJus) was
used for healing wounds; this was called mokobashosho, crooked root.
From the root of the wild rose was made a wash
for inflamed eyes, lmown as wazhi'de.
The root of the wild cucumber vine Cucurbita pet··
ennis (ni'kashigamoko) 'human medicine,' was so
called because the root was said to resemble the human form, was used medicinally. The root, pulverized and mixed with water, was taken for pains. Only
that part of the root which corresponded with the
seat of the pain was used, that is, if the pain was in
the head, body or leg, that portion of the root resembling the particular part affected was taken, etc.
This root was used also in protracted labor.
There were many other plants and roots known to
the Omaha as having medicine qualities which wet·e
used by men and women of the tribe when attend.ing the sick, but it has been impossible to obtain
fu ll knowledge of t hem. It can be safely said that,
on the whole, medicinal remedies were more frequently resorted to in the case of sickness than magical practices. ln almost every instance, however,
the remedy was accompanied by an aporopriate
formula of song or ritual.
DEMANDED HONORARIUMS

Fees were always expected by the doctor called to
attend the sick or injured. No humanitarian motives
actuated him. He demanded honorariums, taking
whatever he could lay his hands upon. Horses, wear191
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ing apparel, skins, feathers and beads were partieulal·ly attractive to him and. to these he helped himself
bountifully. His hideous make-up inspired his patients with awe and reverence. His face was painted red and yellow, his beaded, shell-bedecked hair
hung about the shoulders, f rom the ears were suspended rings and shells and around t he neck were
necklaces of shells and beads. A bright colored shirt
with hideous images painted on t he breast, t ight fitting trousers with beads and shells dangling from
the sides and a gay colored blanket thrown loosely
about the shoulders made up the attire of this progenitor of the Prairie Doctm· of t he Eighties. In
his bombilations and clatter he was usually assisted
by one or more Indians of the tribe who kept up
t heir d1·ummings and shoutings so as their strength
endured.
The Indian in his conception of disease never associated cause and effect. It did not occur to him
t hat disease came f rom natural causes, that he might
have brought disease upon himself. He. recognized
contagion but did not know it was transmissible. To
his untutored mind a sick man was under some sort
of a 'spell.'' He believed that all the infirmities of
the body were due to evil spirits over which he had
no control. This fetish possessed his soul and he was
terrified. A child became sick and the father was
blamed for having offended the evil spirits. A
squaw fell sick and the blame was placed upon one
of the other squaws, for b1·inging affliction on her.
Logically all treatment consisted in driving out the
evil spirits and this was the task assumed by the
Medicine man.
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