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A Note on Cherokee Language and Pronunciation

The use of Cherokee words in The Cherokee Herbal is intended to add a cultural and historical dimension to this book. Although some direct translations of Cherokee words have been lost over the past several hundred years, I wanted to preserve words in the original language as provided by the elders themselves, and by old documents that otherwise end up collecting dust in some archive. Common names of plants in the Cherokee vernacular local to North Carolina, Oklahoma, and Arkansas would be based on the plant’s use in a formula, so some plants would be referred to by more than one name.

This book is not intended to teach the Cherokee language or to record every Cherokee word. I simply want to offer the reader a taste of this unique cultural dimension to the plant world and the uses of plants as helpers from a Cherokee perspective. A Cherokee language dictionary can be used to find many words not mentioned in this book. I also realize the importance of keeping certain words and plant uses sacred. Some of what I learned from the elders therefore does not appear in this book.

A list of syllables from the Cherokee syllabary follows, along with the corresponding sound in English that will assist in the Cherokee pronunciations.



	a
	ah



	da
	doc



	de
	day



	di
	dinner



	do
	doe



	du
	due



	e
	egg



	ga
	goggles



	ge
	gay



	gi
	gift



	ha
	hop



	he
	hay



	hi
	it



	hu
	hoot



	i
	Italy



	ka
	call



	la
	lollygag



	li
	lee



	lo
	low



	lu
	lue



	me
	may



	na
	knot



	ne
	neighbor



	ni
	knee



	no
	no



	nu
	new



	o(o)
	Ohio



	qua
	quad



	qui
	quiver



	s
	say



	sa
	sock



	se
	say



	si
	see



	so
	sew



	su
	sue



	sv
	suck (nasal sound)



	ta
	tom



	te
	tail



	tla
	clock



	tlu
	clue



	tsa
	jock



	tse
	hay



	tsi
	pig



	tso
	jock



	tsu
	jewel



	u
	hue



	wa
	wah



	we
	weight



	wi
	wheel



	wo
	Iwo Jima



	ya
	yah



	ye
	yes



	yi
	yield



	yo
	yoyo



	yu
	you



	yv
	young (nasal sound)
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The Medicine Way of Life

A Cherokee elder puts his hand on a plant at the edge of the Oconaluftee River at Toe String on a cool fall morning. “This is a plant that the old ones used for thrush in the mouth and sore throat,” he says. “This is the one you can take for that hoarseness that keeps bothering you.” He is pointing to yellowroot (Xanthorhiza simplicissima) as he continues. “Some of the old people used this in a formula for easing childbirth. Here, scratch the bark with your knife. You see the yellow stem? That’s how you recognize it.” He cuts a piece. “Just chew on this, and it will help your throat.”

As I write the plant’s Cherokee name in my notebook the old man asks, “Why are you writing that down?” I replied that I could not remember all he was telling me about the plants. “In the old days you had to remember because you didn’t have paper to write on. Besides, some folks would wonder why you are writing it down. You just gotta’ remember and learn the hard way.”

It is with the support of several Cherokee and other elders that I share the plant-healing teachings I am putting forth in this book. As with my elder guide at the river, others have encouraged me not to write teachings down on paper, nor to use my computer to sort and store this information. Said one elder: “It is another’s way to share with words; it is the Indian way to share with feelings.”

“Others have recorded these things and they were not respected—nor were we for our way,” as another elder put it. “It was like when Mooney was doing the work here in Big Cove. He was taking the stuff he learned back to Washington. Why did the government need to know about the story of Rabbit, or about how we used the plants for Medicine?” Since the Indian Removal Act of 1830 and the Cherokees’ forced relocation on the “Trail of Tears,” in which the U.S. Army transported the Cherokee to Oklahoma Territory, there has been a deep mistrust of the U.S. government on the part of the Cherokee for all the broken treaties and promises.

Only a couple of elders were willing to have their names referenced in this book. One of those elders was Doc Amoneeta Sequoyah, a Cherokee Medicine Man of the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians. I highly respected Doc for his willingness and determination that others should see and learn respect for the “old ways.” Doc, one of my teachers of Cherokee Medicine, did not mind speaking out to the non-Indian public. He was always curious about what was written in what he called my “black book.” He even warned me that others would “steal everything and call it theirs, like so many have done in the past to Cherokees.” Doc’s wife, Ella Sequoyah, and his children were very encouraging to me.

My mother, Ruth Garrett (nee Rogers), was concerned that my writing would be an issue with those tribal members who believe that “we should just keep things the way they are, because people would not understand the way of things on the boundary” (“the boundary” being the Cherokee Indian Reservation in Cherokee, North Carolina). My promise to the elders was to not share those things that were considered sacred and meant to be kept secret for the “keepers of the way, the teachings of the ancestors.”


LEARNING FROM OUR ELDERS

Like many others of the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians, I am a mixed blood: White and Cherokee. I felt fortunate to be chosen to learn the way of Cherokee Indian Medicine. I share Doc Amoneeta Sequoyah’s vision that others will appreciate the teachings and the values of the “old wisdom.”

This book is about the teachings in Indian Medicine related to the plants and natural “Medicine” of the Cherokee and other southeastern American Indian tribes. Unless otherwise mentioned, notes on the plants and their use are from Cherokee Medicine men and women. There is reference to a Natchez-Cherokee, Archie Sams from Oklahoma, who I met in the 1980s when I was administrator of the Cherokee Indian Hospital in Cherokee, North Carolina. Reference to “mountain folks” in this book is in keeping with the way Cherokee refer to the “friends of the Cherokee,” those people of European descent who settled in the Appalachian and Smoky Mountains of eastern North America. These were hardy people respected by the tribes for their values and for their willingness to live in harmonious cohabitation with the environment. There is a wonderful body of knowledge and understanding in communities in Appalachia and along the Blue Ridge Mountains, from New York down to North Carolina. This knowledge also extends into Canada, where I have friends who helped me verify indigenous uses of plants in the north.

My first experiences with the Cherokee Medicine was as a youngster. My mother remembers me being interested in studying the plants and flowers beginning at the age of twelve. My early interest in plants eventually led me to study biology and botany. Unlike students who would simply make their leaf and flower books by pressing and drying, I wanted to learn more about where the plants came from and how they were used as “helpers.” I wanted to grow plants too. My science projects became ways to test how plants could be improved using different mixtures of plant nutrients and common things people would throw away, such as coffee grounds.

I had very little time to learn about plants from my grandfather, Oscar Rogers. His passing while I was young meant that other grandfathers in the tribe would teach me the Medicine. Our Cherokee family connection is through the name of Walkingstick, which goes back to Polk County, Tennessee (as it is called today), as well to Union County, Georgia, and Marble, North Carolina. My Cherokee ancestors were quite independent. They farmed the land, and their way of life depended on a few neighbors, both Cherokee and “friends of the Cherokee.” My closest teacher was my mother, Ruth Rogers Garrett. Her sister, my aunt Shirley Arch, shared much with me about the myths and stories. There were many others. Ed George helped me with the language of the plants, as did Sampson Lossiah. A master elder with the plants was William Hornbuckle. Ann Bradley and William took me on trips in the mountains to learn about the plants in their natural habitat. Doc Amoneeta would go with me to hunt certain plants that were considered sacred and to share with me how they were used in ceremonies. I am very thankful to others who helped me with plants and stories, and who influenced me to write: Annie Sherrill, Chief John Crowe, Mary Chiltoskey, Myrtle Driver, Abe Lossiah, Freeman Owl, Francis Reed, Chief Ed Taylor, Richard Teesatuskee, Oscar Welch, Tom Underwood, Edmond Youngbird, Jerry Wolf, and others in Cherokee who encouraged me to learn and share.

Cherokee Medicine is a way of life for me, for my family, for the Cherokee, and for other American Indians. It is my vision that others will come to better know and understand this way of life that shows respect for every living thing here on Mother Earth, how each has its own beauty and is a helper to us. My vision is that we will learn to respect Mother Earth more each day and come to know how we can be a protector for the resources that our ancestors have called “the Medicine Way.”

In a very practical sense, early human use of tree barks and plants were a Medicine Way for the tribe to take care of its members. Using plants as medicine has always been an exact natural science based on experience of many generations. As an example, earlier Cherokee used willow bark (Salix alba), or white willow, in the same way that meadowsweet (Filipendula ulmaria) was used by another culture of people for pain. Willow bark is a natural source of salicylic acid, the active ingredient in aspirin. While we have no written record of willow bark’s properties, the world has the writings of the early Greek physicians Hippocrates and Dioscorides, who both recorded willow’s use for pain and fever. As a matter of fact, native people in other countries used it for pain in the joints and muscles and to relieve arthritis, fever, headaches, and toothaches. Today, except for knowing that salicin is an active ingredient in the inner bark of white willow, we really do not know enough about white willow’s chemical actions. Yet white willow is still used by American Indians, along with dogwood, laurel, and other plants, as a pain reliever and an anti-inflammatory. It takes approximately 3 grams of the dried willow powder as an extract, standardized to contain approximately 50 milligrams of salicin, to be effective. A standard aspirin contains 325 milligrams of the synthesized acetylsalicylic acid. Of course, synthetic nonsteroidal antiinflammatory drugs, such as naproxen, also relieve pain and inflammation; they cost about $50 per month and come with potential side effects, such as nausea, constipation, ulceration and bleeding, liver damage, headaches, rashes, drowsiness, fluid retention, and ringing in the ears.

As a society we have become used to risking such side effects and bearing the costs of medical insurance. We also have one of the finest medical systems in the world—this is the Western Medicine Way today, and it works well, just as plant Medicine did for American Indians of yesterday—and still does for some contemporary Indians.

There is a story to tell about the Medicine Way as a way of life based on choice, time, and culture. The Medicine story helps us to better appreciate how the term Medicine with a capital M is used in Indian teachings in reference to a Medicine bundle or Medicine way of life. A Medicine “object” is anything that we have been gifted or learn that we keep in a special place, physically and mentally, and that is special to us or guides our lives and our memories. The story here is a traditional means for better understanding the “Cherokee Way.”




THE MEDICINE STORY

A Natchez-Cherokee from Oklahoma and a Cherokee elder from Carlin, Nevada, visited me in North Carolina in 1981. The purpose of the visit was to speak with other Eastern Band of Cherokee Indian elders about the story of Indian Medicine. The story has been told in many different ways based on specific tribal teachings and relative to where the tribe was located. For example, the Medicine story of the Alaska Natives has the ocean and fish or a large water species as main figures that bring Medicine to the people. The White Buffalo Woman brings the Medicine pipe to the Lakota (Sioux) people; and the eagle and the hawk, or the owl, bring messages to the Cherokee.

There are several versions of a story in Cherokee about the beginning of Medicine. Sometimes these stories have been considered sacred and not to be shared outside of the individual tribe. It was important to respect these very old traditions. However, this story was permitted to be told.

A Cherokee elder who lived near Bryson City, North Carolina, shared a story about the Tuckasegee River that runs through what is known as Governor’s Island in North Carolina. He said that the spirits of the mountains knew there would be a time when strange beings would come from the stars as light beings. The spirit of the mountains knew that these beings, who had no hair (unlike the animals), would not be able to survive the cold of the mountains, even with their warm, star-borne light. They would need shelter and warm pelts from the animals to survive.

A council was called. At this early time in Earth’s history animals could speak a common language with each other and with the spirits of the mountains. The animals were vocal about not sharing their skin pelts, yet even as they protested they also knew that “things were to be as they were intended by universal plan,” as the elder said. The animals knew that as spirits they could teach other animals how to stay in harmony and balance in the circle of this world. They would also become teachers of the new beings, who would be called humans. Therefore, the animals agreed to gift the light beings with their skin pelts, as long as these new humans would agree only to take of these skin pelts after following ceremony and getting permission from the animals to share.

The spirits of the mountains were satisfied. All was well. The spirits of the mountains began to carve a trail with the help of the Thunder Beings, the spirits in the sky who bring us thunder, lightning, and rain. With the Thunder Beings’ help, the mountains opened themselves to the hard rains that created what is now called the Tuckasegee River valley, a place for the humans to live and care for Mother Earth and all the animals.

The mountains surrounding the Tucksagee River valley, the Great Smoky Mountains are some of the oldest mountains in North America (what many American Indians call Turtle Island). According to the Cherokee elder telling this origin story, the people we now call the Cherokee existed as small bands of humans who came from the Four Directions in the star-filled sky, long before any recorded dates regarding human existence here on Mother Earth. These beings were called no lun see, or the Star People who came from the land of the north sky. The Tuckasegee River valley was always their place on Mother Earth.

I heard another story that mentioned a people who lived here long before the Cherokee came to this part of the mountains; they were called Turtle People. They got their name because of the strange shells they wore as protection. Some even said they were actually manifested spirits of the turtles, which were plentiful at one time.

I do not believe that anyone today knows much about the people who made their home near the banks of the Tuckasegee before the Cherokee made this their sacred and ceremonial home.

The old Cherokee who made their home near the Tuckasegee River were the Kituhwa, or kah doh wah, people. According to the elder, the Kituhwa were the true light people, while the tuc wa ge people were a mix of animal and human who may have been some of the first to have the animal spirits share with them. They could have been the first human beings to truly survive within the animal world. While their Medicine Way may seem primitive compared to ours today, they understood the connection with Mother Earth, the animals, the plants, and everything in their circle of life. It is said that they did not fight the first intruders because they knew they were coming to make the river valley their village, which would be sacred and with ceremony. It is also said that these beings eventually disappeared into the caves of Deep Creek in what is now Bryson City, North Carolina. These are the ones known as the Little People. The elder said that the old Cherokee referred to these people as dwarfs who had shapes just like the humans. They had the ability to take on the shape and even the personalities of the humans, but somehow they also had the quality of the earth and the animals around them. They held the secrets of nature and survival in this harsh climate and mountainous region of North America and carved out a unique way of life based on traditions, the way of the ancestors, and survival.

The Medicine of that earlier time started with learning to track the animals and to become skilled hunters and fishermen. Certain values were learned for survival. For example, fire was used for cooking the meat, but it was also used for ceremonial purposes. Tobacco was offered as a clearing-way, a ceremony of forgiveness for taking the life of the animal and giving thanks for the meal and the sharing. The animals were plentiful: rabbit, groundhog, deer, and wild turkey. The women were good hunters as well, and some of the best cooks of corn dishes were men. It has been said that women learned what aromas and smells the deer liked in the wild, including wild onions and certain other wild plants, which they used to attract the deer. Medicine was learned from the plant helpers for treating cuts, the stings and bites of insects, and for treating the upset stomachs of children and the full bellies of the adults. While life was simple, there were mystical events and occurrences that required special forms of Medicine as well.

The earlier Cherokee were a hardy people who enjoyed the outdoor way of life. As the elder said, “The story of Cherokee Medicine begins with nature, ends with man, and begins again with nature. Mother Earth gives us life, and all life goes back to her so that life can begin again. The spirit of the mountains, the animals, the stars all tell us of our beginning and how to survive here on Mother Earth.”




PAST AND PRESENT: A CIRCLE JOURNEY

Cherokee Indian Medicine is an interesting and confusing subject, even to those of us who have had the opportunity to study it for a lifetime. As a member of the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians, I understand how sensitive this subject can be and how important it is to treat some things in a sacred and traditional way. My purpose in writing this book is to provide information that might otherwise be lost, like so much of our culture and traditions. I also want others to better appreciate the value and benefit of the old art and science of Indian Medicine. Using plant and animal helpers was a way of life for the survival of tribes and people, long before de Soto and Columbus stumbled onto what some American Indians call Turtle Island, or North America.

An elder said, “Today we talk of the past and the present, but to earlier Native people the present was an extension of the past, with our ancestors here to guide us. The present crosses over to tomorrow that is a part of today, as we are the ancestors. It is a different way to look at life.” This helped me to realize how important it is to follow the “right path,” or the way of right relationship. The earlier American Indian way of life was about the way of right relationship. While it seems more difficult these days to live the way of right relationship, as American Indians and “mixed ones” we understand that we are on a journey. This journey is in a circle of the Four Directions, which is the Indian way of life.




THE MEDICINE: AN INTERPRETATION

There is an inherent risk in my trying to interpret much of the information gathered from the work I’ve done since 1960. It was my original intent that only firsthand interviews would be used in my book on Indian plant Medicine. Early on I concluded that a combination of interviews and information gathering would be necessary for me to validate the use of many of the plants. Therefore, several reference books were used, which I have listed in the bibliography. Information was also gathered from the National Archives, where I found a lot of incomplete information in the Cherokee language—notes in Cherokee that were supposedly taken from a “black book” kept by a Cherokee who recorded the Medicine and sacred chants. Interpretation of the old language was very difficult; interpretation can create opportunity for error. As an elder put it, “Just admit up front that you did the best you could. Besides, you were not there two hundred years ago, and this is the way you see it now.”

James Mooney’s fieldwork in the 1880s in Cherokee villages for the Bureau of Ethnology in Washington, D.C., resulted in the publication of two books that provide some historical reference for our study: Sacred Formulas of the Cherokee, published in 1891, and Myths of the Cherokee, published in 1900. Mooney missed some of the value of the plant remedies as sacred formulas.

Rather than being an intentional effort on his part to mislead the public, it seems that his omissions had more to do with his agenda for being in Cherokee country—to record specific plant uses. Mooney found that many of the plant uses were inconsistent with the pharmacy knowledge at that time. As an example, eyebright (Euphrasia officinalis) and pennyroyal (Hedeoma hispida) were European herbal remedies for conjunctivitis in Mooney’s time. Conjunctivitis is an inflammation of the eyes that affects the blood vessels, causing redness or bloodshot eyes that burn and itch. Both eyebright and pennyroyal were also used to clear up the pus discharge from a bacterial eye condition.

At the time that eyebright was introduced by the English to the Cherokee, the Cherokee were using other plants that were felt to be more effective for eye conditions, especially for bacterial infections. The Cherokee formula included bilberry (Vaccinium myrtillus) as an eyewash and astringent; blue flag or snake lily (Iris versicolor) as an eyewash, with the addition of chicory (Cichorium intybus) in recent years; chickweed (Stellaria media) for eye infection; oak (Quercus prinus) for inflammation; pansy (Viola tricolor) to lower blood vessel pressure in the eye; raspberry (Rubus odoratus) to ease soreness and inflammation; a formula of spleenwort (Aspenium platyneuron), sycamore maple (Acer pseudo-plantanus), and evening primrose (Oenothera biennis) as a juice for eye conditions related to asthma or allergic reactions; and for eye pain, a formula that includes feverfew (Chrysanthemum parthenium) in more recent years. There were other plants and barks used by different Medicine people that included maple (Acer rubrum) for soreness of the eyes and infection; fireweed (Epilobium angustifolium) for asthma-related conditions and infections; and barberry (Berberis vulgaris), goldenseal (Hydrastis canadensis), and mullein (Verbascum thapsus) as a mild sedative and anti-inflammatory that was especially gentle for children.

As you can imagine, it becomes a matter of interpretation as to who is right and who is more right. This is one of the many reasons I am thankful to the elders for being willing to share the Medicine Way.




THANKS TO THE ELDERS

My interest in natural plants and their use as food and medicine started as a child. My mother, Ruth Rogers Garrett, would teach me about plants and tell stories about their values as helpers. While working for the Cherokee Historical Association in the early 1960s, one of my responsibilities was to share the Cherokee culture in a positive way with visitors to the museum. I had a chance to speak with many Cherokee elders, including Medicine elders. My interest in the early use of plants evolved into listening to the stories told by many of these elders. They emphasized the values of plants as helpers, not as medicinal remedies for specific conditions of illness. Eventually, I did study with several of these Medicine men and women. Of course, the memory of my grandfather, Oscar Rogers, was always with me in studying the Medicine. He encouraged me whenever he placed me on his broad shoulders as a young boy and told me stories and talked about the plants as we sat together on the rocks at the edge of the Oconaluftee River.

Serving with the U.S. Public Health Service provided the opportunity to visit many other tribes. I was hospital administrator in Cherokee, North Carolina, from 1980 to 1984. That wonderful experience provided many opportunities for me to talk with elders. We established a Traditional Cherokee Medicine program to allow the Medicine to be respected and used under patient rights and the American Indian Religious Freedom Act. It was always a special day when an elder would come into the hospital and say, “I bet you don’t know about the use of this plant.”

There is a wonderful and fascinating world still to be learned about plant-derived medicines from American Indians and all other indigenous people of the world. As one elder put it, “The elders are a bridge to the future and cross over to our ancestors as we follow the teachings of the Medicine and live this way of life.”
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Being in the Medicine

The term Medicine, or reference to a Medicine bundle when talking about plants, frames the discussion of those natural substances in terms of healing and prevention. Many Cherokee formulas were about prevention and about making “good Medicine” choices. The Medicine also involved seeking spirit guidance and including the family in healing, as well as examining environmental influences, spiritual inference, and all that affects us in the circle of life. As life itself is about energy, there was a traditional understanding with early Cherokee Medicine people that a higher awareness of the plant or tree was necessary to appreciate how it was a helper. As one elder said, “There is a higher and deeper understanding about the plants, trees, and all the natural substances that we call Medicine.” This is the basis and origin of Medicine. The energy of our bodies and spirit are connected to Mother Earth, Father Sky, and everything in the Universal Circle. As another elder put it, “We are connected to all things that share life with us on our Earth Mother. She is alive, and She keeps us alive. Our purpose here is to be a protector to our Earth Mother and a helper to all things in our circle. This is the Medicine way.”

Unfortunately, much of this traditional knowledge and understanding has been lost as the elders passed on to the otherworld. As an elder said, “I was ready to teach the Medicine, but no one came forward to listen and learn. They were all too busy with television and sports to listen, as we did in the old days.” Then he looked at me and, laughing, said, “Well, you are here. I guess you will have to do.” Fortunately, much has been preserved by researchers like James Mooney, who likely had no idea how important the information he collected would be in the future to those of us seeking to preserve plant Medicine knowledge. Many of those researchers were non-Indians who could see the value of the Medicine. As an elder put it, “Some of the people who wrote the words about what we do in the Medicine were just doing it for history. In fact, they preserved not just the past, but they preserved for the future as well.” Another elder said, “I knew that it would be the White man that would bring the Medicine back to the people, because it was the White man that tried to take it from us Cherokee.”

A Natchez-Cherokee elder from Oklahoma once said to me, “The Medicine will always be here, ’cause the ancestors and spirit ones will provide for the Indian people.”


THE WAY OF RIGHT RELATIONSHIP

A Cherokee elder once told me, “The Medicine did not just start in the beginning of life. It begins again with every new generation. It is our purpose as ‘keepers of the secrets’ to share and teach, to preserve not just our past, but the future. The Medicine is about our relationship with Mother Earth, the Great One, and all things in our Universal Circle.” The elder taught me that every green plant is much more than a live cellular structure that reaches to the sun for photosynthesis. It also reaches into the depths of Mother Earth for nutrient life, and every mineral or rock has energy too. This was a concept that seemed foreign to my instructors in botany, especially when talking about organic plants that draw on inorganic or nonlive elements from the earth. It was difficult for them to relate to the Cherokee teaching that Mother Earth was alive, and that she gave us life. As an elder said, “There is a way of right relationship. This is true with nature, and it is the same for humans. Everything in this creation is kin to us. We cannot live without these kin, but they can live without us.”

My mother taught me to respect nature, with its trees, plants, and creatures that share this circle of life with us. She taught me about ecosystems and synergy long before I discussed these ideas in college. She and the elders taught me Cherokee stories, poems, and prayers to learn respect for the trees and plants. I understood about the process of photosynthesis—carbon dioxide combining with water to produce nutrients for the plant in the form of carbohydrates—much earlier than when it was taught to me in school. As a youngster I understood the process of transformation of inorganic molecules into organic molecules of life, with oxygen produced as a by-product. I recognized the sacredness of the Sun as a catalyst, as told in several Cherokee stories. While I did not know these processes by their scientific names, I did know that na wa te was the energy of life coming together, in the same way that carbohydrates are precursors to sugars with enzymes, the building blocks of life. Earlier Cherokee taught that the humans share the world with the plants, which act as phytomedicines to sustain life. I knew more about ferns and fungi and saprophytes than many of my teachers. This was part of the Cherokee way of life, to understand the “underworld” as being a part of our beginning-again. We were taught the way of right relationship through the stories and teachings of nature.

Since my grandfather had to leave Mother Earth early in his life, he had others guide me in order that I might learn from the “old ones,” the respected elders of the tribe. Respect for elders as teachers and “keepers of the secrets” is a way of life in my tribe. There were many who helped me through some thirty years in learning the Medicine that is shared here. Myrtle Driver, a good friend from Big Cove in Cherokee, was always willing to help me interpret some of the old language. Aunt Shirley Arch helped me to identify plants. William Hornbuckle helped me to learn the names and uses of “nature’s gifts.” Edmond Youngbird taught me to better appreciate nature and everything around me as having a purpose. He would talk about making baskets and using some of the same plants that were sacred as Medicine to the early Cherokee. Ann Bradley helped me to contact elders and go to the places where the “real Medicine” is—in the mountains. These elders I have named and many others are the Cherokee people who “know these things,” while I continue to be the student of nature. I also learned from writers and travelers in earlier years who braved the elements to record what they could learn about the land of the Cherokee and its indigenous people. While these early travelers may not have been able to truly understand the Cherokee way of life, they did record things lost in the changes and adaptation of the Cherokee culture. They were the true pioneers, often called “restless spirits” by earlier Cherokee.




THE CONTRIBUTIONS OF TRAVELERS

The limited literature on the subject of Cherokee herbal knowledge leads any researcher to the travel documents of John Howard Payne and William Bartram and the work of James Mooney on the Qualla Boundary in North Carolina. These documents provided important verification of the many plants by earlier generations of Cherokee. Their contribution is to be admired and appreciated when one considers what they did and the risks they took to provide their contributions to the literature and to the living history of the Cherokee.

William Bartram was a well-respected naturalist known for his travels through the Georgia barrier islands, the bayous of the Mississippi River, the savannas of Seminole country in Florida, and into the mountain home of the Cherokee. He published his findings in Travels in 1791, which has become a classic for botanists and naturalists. His drawings and plant identifications provided a valuable resource; while difficult to read, the book confirmed several plants that existed at that time. It also helps to distinguish some plants that were naturalized from Europe but are nonetheless very popular even today as plant remedies.

John Howard Payne provided documentation on early Cherokee ceremony and rituals in existence when the Europeans were first “discovering” the land of the Cherokee and other Native people here in North America. The documented use of pine needles and other plants as sacred drinks in ceremonies helped me verify uses of some plants that had been lost to contemporary Medicine elders. Payne, born in 1791, was an actor and songwriter and was honored as a playwright, for which he achieved his fame. Because he was in Georgia in 1835, Payne knew firsthand of the Cherokee plight. He managed to gain information from Chief John Ross that led to several published articles in that same year. Until his death in 1852, Payne wrote about the government-mandated evacuation of the Cherokee from their ancestral lands. An article by Payne that appeared in the Quarterly Register and Magazine in 1849 was entitled, “The Ancient Cherokee Traditions and Religious Rites.” This and other writings by Payne were most helpful to me as a secondary reference.

James Mooney, in Cherokee in 1887 and 1888, documented extensive information on plants, formulas, and remedies. The syllabus created by Sequoyah in 1821 finally gave the Cherokee “paper writing” to preserve the sacred formulas for Medicine, love, hunting, fishing, foretelling the future, conjuring, and ball playing (friendly competition). These were important topics of concern among the Cherokee of that time. The Cherokee learned to read and write their own language and even had their own newspaper, the Cherokee Phoenix.

While working for the Cherokee Historical Association I had the opportunity to see many of these travel and research documents, catalogued by the Bureau of Ethnology and maintained in the National Archives in Washington, D.C. I was careful to use Mooney’s work only as a secondary source of information or reference. His conclusions regarding the effectiveness of plants used by the Cherokee were erroneous and unfounded. However, his collection of information from the brief period he was in the Qualla Boundary region is valuable.

Mary Chiltoskey, a retired teacher from the Cherokee High School on the reservation, helped me to understand that Mooney’s work had many flaws and was not well accepted by many on the reservation. When conducting my own interviews I would ask the person I was speaking with if he or she had spoken to Mary. Mary was respected by everyone, but especially the elders. Like Mary, I was quite surprised how many of the plants and their uses were remembered by the elders, and even which ones were learned or gifted from other tribes. Mary Chiltoskey was a wonderful human being, teacher, and friend of the Cherokee.

Many on the reservation have encouraged me to write this book, especially with the passing of so many of the elders who were interested in Cherokee Indian Medicine. Being a student of the Medicine for so long, it is nevertheless difficult for me to realize that now I am the elder teaching others.




RESPECT FOR THE MEDICINE VISION

Respect is a valuable Cherokee lesson to learn as a student of the Medicine. Respect for the traditions, the elders, and the Great One is foremost in the hearts and minds of Cherokee. Unlike many searchers and researchers, I had an entire lifetime to dedicate to Cherokee Medicine.

In 1960 I met several Medicine men who helped me to “seek my vision” about the Medicine. In the Cherokee tradition one does not just decide to learn the Medicine. There must be an event that leads one to the Medicine. It started for me when I had a vision at the age of twelve. Then I met Doc Amoneeta Sequoyah and his family while working at the Methodist Mission in Big Cove. Like the pieces of a puzzle, my vision came in successive moments while working for the church and going to college. My vision was to learn and to teach the Medicine. In a way the vision helped me to understand how my Irish heritage from the paternal side of my family would be so very important to my work. My father encouraged me to learn from the Medicine elders, primarily because his family lost so much of their culture after several generations away from the “motherland.” As an elder put it, “You are who you are, that is for a reason. You’ve got to let it happen the way it’s supposed to. The ancestors will decide those things when it is time. Listen to the elders. When you get through their aches and complaints, they will share a secret with you that will guide you the rest of your life. Sometimes it will come in bits and pieces, but then one day you will wake up and see what the Medicine is really all about.”

I also realized that the way of right relationship is a key to many of life’s secrets for harmony and balance. This was the beginning of my true understanding about the Medicine. The relationship of plants, trees, and minerals connect us to health, harmony, and a positive relationship with our environment and the Universal Circle. While this may seem trite, it is a truth in the way of Medicine.

True respect for the Medicine vision came when an elder stopped me on the road late one evening coming out of Big Cove. He said his name in Cherokee, then began speaking to me in perfect English. He said, “It is not enough to listen with your ears. You must listen with your heart. The Medicine is sacred because the Indian people keep it sacred. The people will respect you if you respect the Medicine. Look in the Four Directions for the Medicine, instead of following the way of those who brought their ways to the land of the Great One. We are a people born of the Earth Mother. We can hear her heartbeat in the drum, and we can learn more by giving thanks than by asking questions. You don’t learn the Medicine, you are the Medicine.”

This event changed my life. No one seemed to know the old man, nor had they ever heard of him by name. One elder just smiled when I was asking about the old man. He said, “Maybe you don’t need to ask so many questions. Just listen to the messenger.”




CHEROKEE INDIAN MEDICINE

What is Indian Medicine? While there are many variations in answers, the meaning of the term Medicine is much broader than “treatment,” “health,” “self-care,” or “prevention.” The traditional idea of Medicine is based on the earlier meanings of the four cardinal directions and the Universal Circle. When the sacred pipe was shared in the Four Directions in earlier years, each of the directions had its own prayer of thanks. I frame the meanings of the Four Directions as spiritual in the East, natural in the South, physical in the West, and mental in the North. These broad aspects help to describe the importance and the sacred influence of each of the directions in our lives. The lines that cross from North to South and East to West represent harmony and balance. Thus, one direction in our lives does not exist without the opposite energy. Of course, everything exists within the Universal Circle of life, energy, influence, and relationship that makes up our Medicine. The phrases “Medicine bundle” or “Medicine bag” are ways of describing all that exists that influences or assists us in the circle of life.

In earlier Cherokee times the Medicine was based on formulas, and ceremony and rituals included the family, clan, and tribe. These Medicine formulas were traditional values that guided and helped the individual and family to find healing. A key in understanding Cherokee Indian Medicine is to accept that within our circle of life are influences and interferences that upset our balance and harmony as an individual and part of the family, clan, and tribe. Unlike the prevailing thought of today, the individual is not the center of the circle; he or she is an integral part of the circle. When a person fails, abuses drugs, or becomes diseased, it affects the entire circle of life. As an elder said, “Disease or illness affects all of us, not just the individual person.” The Medicine is to prevent such occurrences, or to bring that harmony and balance back to the circle. The formulas and remedies respect this harmony and balance for the benefit of all in the circle.

As I stated earlier, the Cherokee formulas were more than just an herb or mixture for treating a sore or cut. There were formulas for love potions, for clearing the way to safe journeys, for seeking your own vision, for good hunting, and for planting foods. Earlier Cherokee Medicine people were well known and respected for their “strong” Medicine that attracted new relationships or resolved a relationship going on the wrong path, for finding things that were missing physically or in a person’s life, for understanding the future, blocking influence or interference, influencing or conjuring in a positive and helpful way, and for being a helper in tribal decisions involving ceremonies for survival of the tribe. Of course, the listing of trees and plants in this book will only provide information for the cuts, bruises, and prevention or wellness from disease or illness as taught by the earlier Cherokee and other American Indians.

In this book, Cherokee Indian Medicine is presented according to the Four Directions. This is to facilitate understanding the manner in which the plant and natural helpers were used in an earlier time. Taken together, the Four Directions are sometimes referred to as a Medicine Wheel or Medicine Shield. Designs used on warrior shields signified one’s family, animal protectors, and spirit connections. The Medicine Wheel connects us with our family, the ancestors, the Universal Circle of life, the Great One, and the guides who are special to us. Every culture’s people has some form of shield that portrays who they are and what is important to them.




THE BASIS FOR CHOOSING PLANTS FOR MEDICINE

The sacredness of the numbers 4 and 7 greatly influenced almost everything in an early American Indian’s life. The sacredness of the circle also figured prominently in ceremonies and even in the socialization of the families, clans, and tribes. This tradition has been brought forward today. One sacred manner of teaching and learning the Medicine was based on the four cardinal directions and their importance to American Indians. The choosing and using of plants was determined by these sacred teachings, even down to which plant was picked when out in nature. This manner of learning included asking for guidance from the ancestor spirits to have a vision of what to choose in nature for healing. Healing was not based on a treatment; it was based on a way of bringing a person into harmony and balance with their environment, keeping in mind the tremendous influence that plants, animals, birds, and everything in the environment had on early American Indians.

Unfortunately, many earlier travelers seeking to learn from the Indians were looking at the use of plants from their own approach to medicine at that time. American Indians did not have dictionaries of plant use, nor was there an Indian pharmacopeia. From a Cherokee perspective it was important to understand the relations of plants as helpers in bringing the circle into harmony and balance. The Four Directions help in describing and learning the value of plants and trees as Medicine.




MEDICINE OF THE FOUR DIRECTIONS

Framing the plants, trees, and natural substances in the Four Directions provides a guide for us to follow. Then we ask the plants to direct us on how and when to use them as helpers.

I can almost hear the reader saying, “Listen to the plants?” That takes more time and training that can be shared in this book, so I will just talk about the Medicine of using these plants as helpers in the Four Directions. The sacred formulas themselves will not be included.

Unlike in some cultures, for the Cherokee the shape of the leaves or the color of the plant does not indicate how the plant is used. We need to understand the “life values” in each of the Four Directions in order to better understand the use of certain plants. This is the way I learned the Medicine from the Cherokee elders, and I’m sharing with you here my interpretation of those teachings.

The “life values” in each of the Four Directions are as follows.

The direction of the East, or East Medicine, values the importance of family life; the importance of women as Mother Earth, those who give life; and the importance of the heart in relationships and life. The color of the East Medicine is red or yellow to represent the Sun. The key is spiritual.

The direction of the South, or South Medicine, reminds me of a child who gets a cut or sting or is exposed to the elements of nature while out playing. As an adult in earlier years working in the planting field or hunting, the outdoors exposes our exterior body and skin to many risks and harmful elements. The color of the South Medicine is white or green. The key is nature.

The direction of the West, or West Medicine, is about internal conditions and diseases that can influence the physical body and its endurance to compete in games or in life. The color is black to represent sacredness and the “darkening land”—the setting of the Sun and the protection of the Moon. The key is physical.

The direction of the North, or North Medicine, would always in early years refer to the four winds, cold weather, and calm. If the South is the child who learns, then the North is the adult who teaches. The color is sky blue, dark blue, or purple, and sometimes white to represent the sky and the snow of the North. The key is calm.

For this study of Cherokee plant Medicine it is also critical to understand what I call the Rule of Opposites. The eagle feather has two distinct colors—black and white—but in between are the variations of brown found in the eaglet’s feathers. The Cherokee didn’t differentiate between energies of good and bad, as all things and events in nature are related to the balance in life. As an example, it was (and still is) a strong tenet of the Medicine that a person’s health and wellbeing is based on the balance of work and play, or ceremony. A good competitor or a peak runner understands that running as a “deer rider” exercises his physical body (West) and his spiritual body (East), and is the greatest way to succeed in his endeavor. The Rule of Opposites relates to intense energy coupled with the calm and cool to rest the body and spirit. The Chinese recognized this balance as the interplay between yin and yang. As one elder put it, “If you spend too much time being alone in the cold North, then go play in the warmth of the South. If you think too much about winning or losing the game in the West, then go join the family or have a spiritual experience in the East.”

The Rule of Opposites is used in the choice of plants and their Medicine for keeping things in harmony and balance. Plant effects are referred to as stimulating or calming, and cleansing or tonifying. The energy, or na wa te in Cherokee, and the chi in Asian traditional teachings are similar. The teaching of the Rule of Opposites is about this movement of life force and the magnetic energy that polarizes our balance in the circle of life and in the Universal Circle.

The science, art, and skills of the Medicine are very difficult to learn to apply or practice. The values of opposition and harmony were included in the formulas, prayers, and ways of practicing the Medicine. The Medicine people are to be honored and respected not only for the remedies they developed and the healing they encouraged, but also for the traditional way of life passed down from generation to generation.
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The Origin of Cherokee Medicine

As is the American Indian tradition of teaching with stories, the reader is asked to consider some stories about how and why some of the plants, trees, and substances came to be. As I often say, I know these stories to be true because my grandfather told them to me. After all, he always told the truth and taught me to tell the truth, so I know the stories to be true myths of the Cherokee. Several of these stories have never been shared, but “The Origin of Disease and Medicine” was recorded by James Mooney in the Myths of the Cherokee, his now-famous work from his time with the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians.

A modified version of “The Origin of Disease and Medicine” will begin our story of Cherokee Medicine. As the Cherokee elders have shared and as passed down from our ancestors, the beginning always starts with a time when all the animals, birds, fish, plants, and all things on Mother Earth could speak a common language and understand each other. As the story goes, Turtle Island became crowded after the human being came to this planet. In a quest to be skillful in hunting, the human beings made spears, bows and arrows, knives, blowguns, and hooks. These were used to take the lives of the animals for their skins, and the lives of the fish and the birds. In our early traditions, a council was always called for special concerns and resolution. As was lamented in a special council, even the grubs and worms were complaining to the Great One about being crushed and stepped on by the disrespectful humans.

The bears were the first to speak in council. Old White Bear, the chief, complained about how the humans had killed their friends with disrespect. The bears called for revenge, that they should make bows and arrows to shoot back at the humans. But of course the bears knew that the string on the bow would surely get caught in their large claws, so that idea was scrapped. All the bears wanted is that the humans ask for pardon and that they give thanks when taking one of their fellow bears or their little animal friends for the meat and the skins.

Little Deer, as chief of the Deer Clan, was the next to speak in council. While the deer were certainly willing to share their beautiful skin for sacred uses and for ceremonial attire, the humans were tracking and hunting without asking permission. The deer decided that every time one of them was killed without the proper respect from the humans, they would follow the hunter in spirit and give the hunter rheumatism and pain for the rest of their lives. Of course, Little Deer was also willing to teach the humans a special prayer-chant they could use to properly hunt deer to ask for a pardon and to give thanks for the meat they would share.

The fish or “water ones,” and the snakes, the “crawling ones,” came forward to complain of the hooks used for fishing and the cruel treatment of snakes and worms. The snakes said they would come into the dreams of the humans to make them sick. The fish said they would give off a toxin to make the humans sick if the humans didn’t treat them properly. As the rattlesnake said, “I will give them a warning, but then they must allow me to go my way.” The copperhead said, “I will strike them anytime they come near me!”

The birds flew into council, with the Great Eagle leading the way. The Great Eagle also supported the worms and insects. The grubworm spoke as chief of the insects. Eagle said they had to build their nests very high to be far away from the humans, but they were concerned for the little birds whose task it was to spread flowering fruit seeds. Grubworm wanted to call for a “vote of seven,” which would make the human an enemy. Even Grandfather Frog hopped in to say that the humans had stepped on his back so many times the sores were hurting him. The little birds said they were tired of the humans burning their feet in the fire.

Grubworm was so pleased with the long list of diseases the animals were concocting that he laughed so hard he fell on his back with his feet in the air. He had to crawl away on his back, which he still does today.

As the animals continued creating diseases for their human predators, the squirrel spoke up for the humans, saying, “Even though he shoots me just for fun, the humans will only pick the acorns from the ground and not dig in the special winter storage places.” This displeased some of the other animals.

The plants and trees had Sunflower and Pine Tree speak as a friend to the humans. Even the mosses spoke with regard to being a helper to the humans for the diseases conjured to harm them.

Of course, the Great One wanted to be assured that the world would live in harmony and balance. The suggestion was for the humans to give thanks in the Four Directions as they prepared and shared the meal of meat, fish, fowl, and plants. It was agreed that the plants would make themselves known to the humans for protection and for ailments. To this day there are those we call upon the plants and those familiar with the plant helpers for healing and protection. For every ailment there is a healing agent among the plants that is known in spirit. This is called the Medicine, and this is the story of the Medicine, or na wati.


THE STORY OF THE RABBIT MEDICINE

In early Cherokee teachings the rabbit was the trickster, but he usually ended up tricking himself. The lesson of the rabbit was to listen to your own gut feeling about things. One elder said that the rabbit was an easy animal for the conjurers to enter in spirit, but they also were fearful that the rabbit would be scared to death, literally. He remembered seeing a rabbit scared so badly by a bear that the rabbit died in his tracks. When the elder looked away and looked back again he saw a glimpse of an old friend in spirit looking in fear.

The next day the elder went to see his friend, and none of the family knew where he had gone. The elder said that, to this day, his friend has not been found. Some say that he conjured his spirit to be in the rabbit that disappeared on that frightful day. These stories, while seldom heard, are nonetheless considered part of the Medicine teachings.

What can we learn from the rabbit story about Medicine? First, we can realize that fear can destroy us by literally killing our spirit. Second, that fear always shows itself, so to speak, in our actions. Even if we try to hide fear, it is still our enemy and it can still trigger anxiety reactions. As the elder said to me, “Sometimes, like the rabbit, we think we can hide the human spirit. When faced with a great fear, such as the enormity of the bear, we find ourselves unable to move from our tracks. We must learn to react quickly and experience fright and flight both!” As far as his friend goes, we learn from this story that we can project ourselves to be the trickster, or we can simply want to hide our spirit. However, there may come a time when we are revealed and have nothing to “hang our hat on,” and then we are caught in another world.

So we learn from this story that the Medicine is more than just plants and herbal combinations. The Medicine is also formulas for life.
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