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MEDICINE AND MAGIC IN CENTRAL TIGRE: A CONTRIBUTION

TO THE ETHNOBOTANY OF THE ETHIOPIAN PLATEAU

/ O ‘ R. T. WiLsonN! AND WoLDO GEBRE MARIAM

The inhabitants of the Ethiopian highlands were long isolated from contact with
other societies and over a period probably in excess of three thousand years, a
distinctive life-style evolved. The isolation had its effects not only on the people
but also, over a very much longer period of time, on the flora. The combination
of endemism in the plant life and the maintenance of primitive beliefs and super-
stitions in the people, in spite of an early conversion to Christianity, resulted in
an extensive and unique indigenous pharmacopoeia.

Even though Ethiopia has had a written language for two thousand years, native
medicines and treatments are an oral tradition—except possibly in church doc-
uments to which no layman is allowed access. This tradition has certainly played
a part in the mystery attached to the cures by native practitioners. The plants
used and the method of preparation are often closely guarded secrets. usually
only passed from father to eldest son as the death of the former approaches. With
cach succeeding generation the chances of distortion or misrepresentation of the
original plant or cure are greatly increased, and many mistakes are bound to
occur. The impression of magic is also enhanced by the methods used in gathering
and preparing the plants. Astrological influences are often invoked and. indeed,
have become an integral part of the treatment.

Many of the treatments are effective, many more are harmless and have no
effect except psychosomatically, while a small number are certainly dangerous.
Nevertheless, more than 85 percent of Ethiopians have no chance of access to
a modern physician and, usually at a late stage in their illness. have to resort to
traditional medicine. While many of the supposed medicinal properties have no
basis in modern science, it would be facile to dispose of all treatments in this
way.

This paper is based on the personal knowledge of one of the authors. who has
lived throughout his life in the Ethiopian highlands. and on observations and
interviews carried out during the period June 1974 to February 1976. Plants and
plant parts, where not known to either of us, have been identified in the Ethiopian
National Herbarium in Addis Ababa. In addition, vernacular names have been
used where appropriate, with due regard being paid to the anomalies inherent in
this method of identification. The vernacular names included in Table I have been
written down as phonetically as possible, there being no standard transliteration
into English from the Tigrinya language current in northern Ethiopia. In this
contribution we have not attempted to be exhaustive, but rather to add a little to
the existing body of knowledge. For further information readers should consult,
among other sources, Bally (1937), Cacciapuoti (1941), Chiovenda (1931), Geta-
hun (1976), Innamorati (1973), Kokwaro (1976), Lemordant (1971), Siegenthaler
(1960), UNESCO (1960) and Verdcourt and Trump (1969). To avoid undue rep-
ctition and for ease of reference the data are presented in tabular form in alpha-
betical order by genus.

' Tigre Rural Development Study, Makalle, Ethiopia. Present address: 21 Westfield Grove. Wake-
field. West Yorkshire, U.K.
Submitted for publication November 14, 1977: accepted for publication May 24, 1977.
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% Ovales anthelmintica
(Oxalidaceae)

VA Phyvtolacca dodecandra
(Phytolaccaceae)

¥ Piliostigma thoningii
(Leguminosae)
Punica granatum
(Punicaceae)
Y Rumex hequartii
(Polygonaceae)
B8 osamum indicum
(Pedaliaceae)
X Terminalia brownii
(Combretaceae)

Solanum incanum
(Solanaceae)

Verbascum sinaiticum
(Scrophulariaceae)

X Vernonia amyvgdalina
(Compositae)

Y Withania somnifera
(Solanaceae)

¥ Zingiber officinale
(Zingiberaceac)

Vernac
ular

Habatchego

Shibti

Amam
gemel

Roman

Shumbubata

Selit

Weba

Engule

Ternaka

Grawa

Agol

Zingibil

Tapeworm expellent

Lasiy |

CONTINUED

Treatment of malaria and
gonorrhoea

Abortifactant

To cure uneasiness or
sweating

Tapeworm expellent
Anti-rheumatic

Relief of earache and hearing
problems

Treatment of hepatitis
Relief of stomach pains

Treatment of gonorrhoea

Control of post parturient
bleeding

Cure of anthrax

Control of excessive bleeding
at menstruation

Control of joint infections
(arthritis)

Relief of stomach ache

Method of use and plant part

The roots are either chewed and swallowed or crushed,
mixed with water and then drunk.

The roots are crushed, mixed with water and the mixture
drunk.

The root is used as above. The dosage has to be
regulated to avoid causing death. The roots are also
used to induce abortion in animals. It is believed that
the male plant cut in mid-October is most effective. A
widespread use of the dried, ground fruit is as a soap
substitute.

A solution of the leaves is applied to the body or the
body is fumigated with smoke of the leaves.

The crushed leaves in water are drunk.

The aqueous root extract is drunk.

The oil extracted from the seed is applied to the ears.
The crushed bark, mixed with water, is drunk.

The root is chewed and swallowed.

‘The fruits are used (manner not specified).

Crushed leaves are inserted into the vagina.

Roots and leaves are crushed, mixed with honey and
eaten.

The leaves are crushed in water and the mixture is
drunk.

The crushed leaves are applied as a poultice to the
affected areas.

The rhizome is chewed and swallowed.
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INVITATION TO AUTHORS

Memoirs of the Torrey Botanical Club

Authors of monographic studies in all fields of plant science, including its
history. are invited to submit such manuscripts for publication in the Memoirs of
the Torrey Botanical Club.

The Memoirs are devoted to contributions of substantial length. and normally
each issue comprises a single paper. However. sets of two or three shorter,
closely related studies suitable for joint publication will also be considered. Papers
or sets which will total between 40 and 150 printed pages. including tabular. illus-
trative. and appendicular matter, are sought.

Manuscripts are selected for publication by a two-stage process: preliminary
evaluation of general quality. significance, and breadth of appeal by the Memoirs
Editorial Committee; and subsequent critical review by specialist readers and
the Editor.

There is no rigid prescription for the internal arrangement of papers: any con-
sistent organizational scheme appropriate to the subject matter may be used. All
periodical titles should be cited by the standard abbreviations recommended in
B-P-H (Botanico-Periodicum-Huntianum, Pittsburgh, 1968). Manuscripts sub-
mitted for consideration should be typed. double-spaced throughout. and sent in
triplicate to: Dr. Robert W. Kiger, Editor. Memoirs of the Torrey Botanical
Club. Hunt Institute for Botanical Documentation. Carnegie-Melion University.
Pittsburgh. Pennsylvania 15213.




