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This book is dedicated to my oldest and youngest teachers.
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION



CARIBBEAN HERBALISM IS STORYTELLING

When I was a child and I was faced with the daunting task of telling someone what I wanted to be when I grew up, I always said that I wanted to be a doctor. Five-year-old me knew that I loved to make people feel better, and I was taught that doctors make you feel better.

From elementary school age, this desire to be a doctor set me up to explore my passion for science and healing. Always a focused and determined child, I signed myself up to join Mensa and to try out for children’s Jeopardy! I spent summers at STEM (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics) camps, and when I was fourteen, I started working as an aide at the University of Maryland Medical Center. I worked there as an MRI technologist’s aide all the way through high school and college, and throughout college I also worked in the neurobehavioral unit at another hospital, Kennedy Krieger Institute. In college, I chose a premed track with a major in physiology and neurobiology.

I say all this to say that I was and am focused on the same goal that has manifested in different ways over the years. My curiosity for understanding God, science, nature, and the human condition has always been insatiable and practical. I research, I practice, I produce repeatable results. I employ the scientific method in my day-to-day life to answer the endless stream of questions and hypotheses running through my mind, whether related to herbs or not. How can we maximize our food-based nutrition throughout the day? What is the mechanism of action of this herb? In which medium are certain nutrients most soluble and bioavailable? How can I mimic nature to make my life more efficient? How can I prove that love has mass and is the true language of God?

As for the last question, I pour my love tangibly into my medicines for my family, and that is also one of the ways through which I hear instructions from the Creator. I am constantly testing this hypothesis and heeding instructions. This manifests in daily life as discovering which plants I can use in my vicinity for various ailments. The goal is to live a healthy lifestyle that does not require much input besides prayer, healthy movement, eating, and hydration. And to create a well-oiled machine that does not need much maintenance. However, life happens, and sometimes you need supplements to support your healing journey.

When this happens, I usually look no further for help than the plants in my yard and neighborhood. I am surrounded by plants that have been used for centuries and studied in modern times for various ailments. The Caribbean and Trinidad are a hotbed of biodiversity and traditional knowledge about useful plants. Because of the widespread Caribbean diaspora, Caribbean herbalism is a broad topic of great interest to people around the world. From ancient history to modern times, plants and herbs have been at the service of humankind. “Herbs for the service of mankind!” is a saying that many Caribbean elders will quote to you, paraphrasing from the Bible:


“He causeth the grass to grow for the cattle, and herb for the service of man: that he may bring forth food out of the earth.”

Psalm 104:14



Herbs or green plants being at the service of humankind is a key theme of plant–human relationships in the Caribbean. You will find this out quickly during a walk in the bush with a bush man who knows that almost every plant and tree has a use for humans. Some uses are stronger than others, some are more toxic, some are gentler, and some are more effective. But the fact remains that all plants have parts that can be useful.

The beauty of Caribbean herbal knowledge is that it lives in the people. The downside to this is that there is not as much scholarly or published work on the matter. Much as with other Indigenous ways of being, it is mainly an oral tradition passed down from generation to generation. The knowledge lives in your grandmother’s heart, your grandfather’s hands, and your neighbor’s garden. People may not always be able to tell you how or why something works, but they can often give you a list of herbs that either they have used or someone they know has used for an ailment. The knowledge of these plants lives on within everyone. Almost everyone can tell you something about traditional plant medicine, and no one person holds all the knowledge. This is why interviewing people and compiling these stories is an important step in further appreciation of Caribbean folk medicine.

My grandmother, Anastasia May Fraser, turns ninety-six this year, and she is one of my favorite people to talk with about these traditions. Although she has severe dementia, I can still take her into her garden and ask her what a plant is used for. If I am lucky, I will also get information on when to plant it, when to prune it, and when to harvest it. One of the major complaints with our generation and herbal knowledge is that our family members and elders did not pass down everything they knew. This is only partially true.

I find that two main issues have caused a break in this transfer of knowledge. The first issue is that we do not spend enough time with elders, asking them questions, building deeper relationships with them, and observing their actions. The moment I start coming around more often and showing love, the floodgates of information open and most people are more than happy to share, once they know that I plan to use the information for the betterment of myself and others. There is often a test involved in this transfer of knowledge, which many people fail. It involves organic reciprocity that an elder may pull out of you without your knowing it. Before you learn about an herb, you may find yourself serving as a chauffeur, a therapist, a laborer in their home or garden, a shoulder to lean on. Until trust is built, you will find that the information given will be superficial at best. Some remedies and healing prayers are shrouded in secrecy, for good reason, and should not be used by just anyone.

The second issue is that even though the current trend is to look for alternative and natural healing modalities, in recent history most of these natural remedies and healing modalities were ostracized and considered less convenient. As a result of development, a lot of the habitats of these plants, along with the plants themselves, are also disappearing. People left behind finicky bush medicines that are hard to find in search of standardized pharmaceuticals that are socially accepted and available at every corner store or pharmacy, all while reminiscing on the days when a good bush bath and bush tea cured every ailment. I find that even when people remember the usefulness of remedies, some feel shy about sharing the virtues of plant medicine because they consider it to be taboo.

A typical conversation with my grandmother about herbs goes like this:


Me: “Grandma, what is this plant good for?”

Grandma: “Leyaaaa, you know I don’t use them things anymore.”

Me: “Well, what did you used to use it for in the past?”

Grandma: “Well, long time people used it for cough and colds. My mother used to boil a few leaves and give to us to clean we out! And we never got sick. Praise God!”



The “praise God” is an important part of her message, which is often forsaken in modern herbal traditions. One consistent thing I have learned from talking with elders is that plants are not divorced from your own spiritual tradition. From Hindu to Orisa to Protestant to Catholic to Islam, calling on the healing power of plants is directly tied to calling on the healing power of God. In a book called Maljo, Bush Teas and Secret Prayers: Trinidad Cocoa Panyols’ Beliefs by Sylvia Moodie-Kublalsingh, the author details some of the prayers used by powerful healers in Trinidad who mixed Indigenous, African, and Spanish elements in their healing traditions. Prayers are often considered more powerful than herbs, but the herbs can help prayers go to where they need to go.




WHY CARIBBEAN HERBALISM?

This book is titled Caribbean Herbalism: Traditional Knowledge and Modern Healing; however, it can by no means speak for all of the Caribbean. Within the Caribbean there are many cultures, dialects, and languages, and there could be a separate encyclopedia on the herbal traditions of each different Caribbean nation. This book attempts to talk about the common threads within Caribbean herbal traditions and herbs that can be found in a majority of the Caribbean islands and countries.

Geographically, the Caribbean consists of all the islands within the Caribbean Sea and often includes the coastal regions that touch the Caribbean Sea. In terms of diaspora, the Caribbean community reaches around the Earth, with concentrations in places including New York City, Toronto, London, Miami, and Atlanta. Wherever Caribbean people migrate and congregate, they create rich communities rooted in traditions from their homeland. They open grocery stores that sell the food and fruits from their homeland, they start restaurants that cater to Caribbean taste buds, and they create enclaves to raise their children with shared culture.

Regarding herbal medicine, the Caribbean is a place that should be studied more intentionally. It is well known that many Western medicines come from plants in the Amazon rainforest. It has been found that up to 25 percent of all pharmaceutical drugs come from Amazonian plants. Caribbean islands are right next to and a part of the Amazon River basin, so we have many of the same plants. We also have a unique creolization of herbal medicine practices from Indigenous, African, European, and Southeast Asian influences that takes these medicinal plants and creates unique remedies and traditions borrowed from around the world. A Caribbean tanty, or grandmother, may be calling on traditional Chinese medicine, Ayurveda, European folk medicine, and African- and Indigenous-based practices while practicing Caribbean herbalism.
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I am a product of Trinidadian American culture, and I was raised in Baltimore, Maryland. I come from a family who loved their Trinidadian culture and always hoped that our generation would fully embrace it as well. My childhood memories are interspersed with Carnival hopping in different cities, from Toronto to Miami to Washington, DC. I watched, bright-eyed, from the sidelines as my aunties, uncles, and cousins played Mas (a Trinidadian cultural term which is short for Masquerade and refers to the Carnival procession) in beautiful costumes. In college, I learned to play the steel pan and played in a steel pan orchestra during Carnival celebrations, surrounded by the high energy and sweet tones of my friends on bass and tenor pans and the crowds dancing around us. I can still feel every note on a cellular level as the memories play back in my mind.

We always ate Trinidadian foods and listened to Caribbean music in our household. Holidays were spent with calypso and curry chicken. Packages of Trinidad Cheese and Black Cake were a welcomed gift from visitors. I always understood Carnival and Trinidadian foods as preserving culture. As a diaspora baby, I have always felt it was something I needed to hold on to and claim and nurture. It was my connection from a distance, an umbilical cord of sorts, always pumping calypso and soca through my veins.

Therefore, this book has a Trinidadian perspective, with research and information from other countries, such as Grenada, Guyana, Jamaica, Montserrat, Puerto Rico, Haiti, Saint Lucia, and Barbados. The history of the movement of peoples in the Caribbean speaks to how the same plants and traditions are found in the different nations. From the Indigenous peoples who moved freely between the islands and mainland to the Europeans who colonized the area, every culture is responsible for adding to the tapestry of Caribbean culture with the plants and knowledge that they brought with them.

As you can tell, the Caribbean is a broad topic and a diverse place. A plant that is used in one Caribbean country for every ailment may be considered a roadside weed of little importance in another Caribbean country. The same plant may also be used for different things and in different preparations, depending on the region. In this book, I do not attempt to share every Caribbean healing plant or every use of each plant. This book is grounded in my own experience and research about the region, and it will not shed light on all the nuances of the topic. However, I know that anyone in the Caribbean diaspora will relate to the information in this book, and learn from it as well.




NAVIGATING THIS BOOK

How to read this book:


	With a curious mind.

	With a pen and paper to take notes.

	With new questions formulating in your mind.

	With the understanding that each concept and plant mentioned could have its own book, and this is just a short distillation of my own research and experiences.

	With the understanding that the author tried her best to speak truthfully, with citations and sources.

	With the understanding that you should research further any herb that you plan to ingest on your own. Do not just take anyone’s word for it.

	With the desire to build a personal relationship with the plants in your physical proximity and ancestral lineage.

	With the reminder to be hypervigilant when identifying, foraging, and using herbs. Check and double-check your ID’s if you are not sure, because there are poisonous look-alikes out there.

	
With the reminder that nothing written here is a personal prescription or medical advice.



In this book, I share how and why these herbs work and give anecdotal insights into the culture surrounding their usage. In Chapter 2, I give some background of the cultures, people, and practices that contribute to Caribbean herbalism. In Chapter 3, I give detailed descriptions and uses of select Caribbean herbs that are well known among different islands and countries. These descriptions are interspersed with information from interviews, primary research, and scientific articles about the plants. In Chapter 4, I go over some of the common ways that Caribbean herbs are employed, from bush teas to bush baths to tonics and oils. Finally, in Chapter 5, I share interviews with elders about traditional healing and a few essays of my own.

Please use this book as a reference and a resource but not as a bible! Everything in these pages is there to excite your curiosity and encourage your inner herbalist/scientist/truth seeker to delve deeper than the explanations laid out here. Many of the herbs I discuss can be both healing and toxic. Therefore, they should be treated with reverence and not abused. Traditional medicine has always been a complex dance with life and death, poison and healing potions. The medicine maker and communities held the knowledge of which plant killed and which one healed, and not only which plant but which parts of plants and which dosages created therapeutic effects and not unintended side effects.

This is why I always say that the more you know about plants and people, the less you know! This means moving past the first question of “What’s it good for?” or “What can I use for xyz problem?” and really being curious about “How does this plant work?” and “What is the root issue?” It is a lifelong journey to be in right relation with the plants around us, as well as with our own bodies. I believe that nurturing these relationships is key to personal and planetary health!
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CHAPTER 2 ROOTS OF CARIBBEAN HERBALISM



“A people without the knowledge of their past history, origin, and culture is like a tree without roots.”

Marcus Garvey



The Caribbean is a deeply creolized culture. The many cultures that have settled on these beautiful shores have spent centuries syncretizing their belief systems and creating new ways of being and knowing. We are most familiar with creolization of language through patois and pidgin, which mix European, African, and Indigenous words and phrases to create island-specific dialects and enabled communication between different groups. In addition to language, there was creolization of herbal medicine practices among the different cultures. Cheryl Lans explained how this played out on the island of Trinidad and Tobago in her book Creole Remedies of Trinidad and Tobago.

In this chapter, I share more about the four major cultures that influence Caribbean herbalism. I share how they got to the Caribbean and the plants and plant knowledge that they brought with them. One common theme is that some of this “folk” or “bush” knowledge transcends country of origin, and many practices have shared roots in all four of those major cultures.


INDIGENOUS ROOTS

The story of Indigenous peoples’ movement throughout the Caribbean and the Americas can be traced through plant names and herbal traditions. The first foragers and nomads entered the Caribbean islands from South America over six thousand years ago. Over time, the region would see the influence and settlement of Taino, Kalinago, Warao, Mayan, and other distinct cultures. Much as is true today, the Caribbean has always been a diverse tapestry, woven with different cultures living in both peace and conflict on the seven hundred islands that make up the Caribbean. A large aspect of culture is the plants that people used and carried with them in their nomadic travels.

The earliest inhabitants mainly hunted for their sustenance, utilizing the abundance of wildlife on land and in the sea to sustain their communities. Later, other Indigenous people who settled there utilized a system of agriculture that included crop rotation to ensure the constant supply of staple crops such as cassava (Manihot esculenta), sweet potato (Ipomoea batatas), arrowroot (Maranta spp.), corn (Zea mays) and yam (Dioscorea spp.). They usually moved plots every two to three years after the soil was depleted, so that they could ensure fertility.1

I give special attention to Indigenous roots of Caribbean herbalism because the Caribbean is a deeply colonized and immigrant culture. Often, the contributions of Indigenous cultures are overshadowed by those of African, Southeast Asian, and European cultures. Today, it is hard to always pinpoint where a tradition started, but if you consider that the majority of plants used in Caribbean herbalism are of neotropical (the Americas) origin, you can see that Indigenous people would have been using them and passing on knowledge of their uses to the newcomers. Many people falsely assume that Amerindians of the Caribbean are extinct, but they are not, and their legacy lives on in the people and the plants of the region.

They also deeply understood the purpose and uses of plants for spiritual, culinary, and medicinal purposes. Lignum vitae (Guaiacum officinale) is the national flower of Jamaica, and among the Indigenous Taino population, it was called guayacan, meaning “holy tree.” It was a sacred tree used to carve wooden sacraments and to help women’s health and sexually transmitted diseases. Some other plants utilized by ancient people that remain important today are cocoa (Theobroma cacao); tobacco (Nicotiana tabacum); arrowroot (Maranta arundinacea); topi tambo (Calathea allouia); guanabana (Annona muricata), also known as soursop; guava (Psidium guajava); genipa (Genipa americana); roucou (Bixa orellana), also known as annatto; and many others that I detail later in this book.

Indigenous people of the Caribbean also used the trees and plants around them for hunting, shelter, and crafts. For example, a plant in Trinidad called balbac (Serjania spp.) is a fish poison; it is placed into water to shock fish, and then the fish are caught as they float downstream. Many different palm species were used for shelter, such as timite (Manicaria saccifera), which makes a very strong thatching material. Another plant, in the arrowroot family (Marantaceae), named tirete (Ischnosiphon arouma), is used to make fishing baskets and other crafts. These plants are still found throughout the Caribbean, but as a result of deforestation, many of them are slowly disappearing and becoming endangered. Tirete grows only at elevations above two thousand feet, and it prefers humid cloud forests. Ethnobotanists, environmentalists, and Indigenous communities are making efforts to conserve and cultivate these culturally important plants, and I hope books like this will encourage others to do the same.

Although the plants and numbers of Indigenous people have dwindled, the knowledge lives on! Guyana and Suriname are two countries in the Caribbean where there is still a sizable Indigenous population that carries on these traditions. What is interesting about Guyana and Suriname is that they are part of CARICOM (Caribbean Community) intergovernmental organization, but they are on the South American continent instead of within the Caribbean Sea. The populations of these countries are a mix of people of African, Indian, and European descent, but within the interiors, there are still remote villages with people of Warao, Arawak, and Taino ancestry.

Between Trinidad and Tobago, Puerto Rico, Jamaica, and Guyana, I have friends with Indigenous roots who carry on the culture through oral, culinary, and herbal traditions. One beautiful family owns a business called La Flor Traditional Exotics which is based in Guyana and Trinidad. They make and sell traditional goods like cassava bread, farine, cassareep, cocoa tea, chocolate, and carapa (Carapa guianensis) seed oil (a.k.a. crab oil or andiroba oil). All the plant products that I just named originated in South America or the Caribbean. Therefore, the safe ways to process them and utilize their medicinal benefits come from centuries of Indigenous peoples’ knowledge passed down until today.

Cassava is such an important plant to people all around the world today, even though it originated in South America. It would never have been a staple crop if Indigenous peoples had not found a way to extract the poison from the plant, rendering it safe to eat. Indigenous peoples peeled it, grated it, and then squeezed the liquid out. It was known then that the peels of the cassava and the freshly squeezed liquid should be avoided. Today, it has been shown that bitter cassava contains high concentrations of poisonous cyanide compounds. However, the grated, squeezed, and dried cassava can be used in all manner of dishes, and it can be preserved for long periods of time in the form of shelf-stable farine. Farine is made from grated, crumbled, dried, and then parched cassava bits. It is delicious! The juice can be left to sit for a day, so that the starch settles at the bottom, then poured off and boiled for a long time until it darkens and gains the consistency of molasses. This is cassareep. My great-aunt still has her matapee, a woven cylinder used to squeeze the juice out of cassava through a tugging motion. She uses hers whenever she makes cassava pone!

Indigenous people saw it as important to use and honor a whole plant and as many parts as possible. Nothing should be wasted. Even the poisonous cassava paste was used on spears and arrows for hunting and war. They used pure ingenuity and connection to nature to waste not and want not. Amerindians’ relationship with spirits, animals, and plants is not one of dualism. They see humans as kin and allies to the plants and animals in their ecosystem. Plants and animals were to be communed with, and medicine men or shamans were well respected for their ability to contact spirits and know which plants to use for which purposes.

The notion that disease and illness is caused by negative energies and spirits is present in different cultures but especially in Indigenous cultures. This aspect of finding the spiritual root of illness is something you will still see today in the Caribbean. There is a personification of illness within Indigenous and African cultures that implores sick people and healers to seek the human and nonhuman sources of affliction. For example, when my daughter got a fever at eight weeks of age, my grandmother urged me to watch whose energy I allowed in our space and to give the baby a bush bath with sweet broom (Scoparia dulcis) to remove any ill intentions.

One thing that I find fascinating is how the vernacular names of plants demonstrate the movement of peoples between regions. Ukee ukee (Martinella obovata), a member of the Bignoniaceae family, is a fairly common vine in Trinidad. For generations and generations, it has been one of the most effective cures for conjunctivitis and inflammation of the eyes. Its common name comes from the Arawak family of languages. The plant is native to the Andes and Amazon regions. What is interesting is that although most plants have many uses, this one is almost universally and solely used as a powerful eye medicine. The ethnobotanist Alwyn Gentry found that out of eight countries and thirteen linguistic groups studied, Martinella obovata was almost exclusively used as eye medicine, which is rare; most herbs are used or prepared in different ways in different countries and for different ailments. Its use and preparation from Peru to Brazil to Venezuela to Trinidad are noted to be strikingly similar. This means that the ancient knowledge of this plant has been passed down from generation to generation. This fact also speaks to the early contact between South American and Caribbean Indigenous communities.2

Its pronunciation is strikingly similar across different countries and regions as well. It has names like yuquilla, lukillia, and yuquillo, depending on the country you are in. These names, as well as the name in the Caribbean, ukee ukee, all have roots in ancient Arawak languages and could possibly show linkages of cultures and the movement of peoples in ancient times. Across Latin America and the Caribbean, users dig up the root, scrape the outer bark, and extract the juice from the pulp of the root. The juice is dripped into the eye and brings almost instant relief.3

Although it grows in rainforest margins, it is often planted in the Indigenous home garden for continual and immediate use. I have used ukee ukee to effectively treat conjunctivitis, and whenever my eyes are feeling sore, I will dig some root and make a preparation. It is a slow-growing root that takes years to mature, so you must be careful to dig only a small portion of the root to use at any given time. It is also one of the plants from which I collect seeds and scatter them throughout the forest to repopulate it.

The following is a firsthand account of ukee ukee’s Indigenous uses, written in 1791 and published in 1841. I present this as a segue to my discussion of the European influences and roots of Caribbean herbalism.


In traversing the woods of Demerary with my then fellow labourer Mr. Lochhead in 1791, we took up residence in the woods for some days among the wood cutters, the only Europeans or civilized inhabitant that were to be found in those remote parts. One of them was just recovering from a violent inflammation of his eyes. We were solicitous to know what medicines he had found for his relief in a part far remote from medical assistance. He told us his Indian woman was his physician by administering the piece of a common plant in the woods.

We asked him if he would be kind as to show it to us. He told us as he might mistake the plant for others very like it, he would send this Indian woman for some as these men associate and live with Indians in such situations they are at the devotion of the European. In a few minutes the Indian brought the plant to us. We soon learned that it was known to the aborigines time immemorial, and afterwards heard many remarkable accounts of its effects among the Europeans throughout this country, but strange hardly one of them knew the plant being supplied with it by the Indians, nor will these people make known their medicine unless to such people as the wood cutters.4







EUROPEAN ROOTS

In the preceding quote, a firsthand account of Europeans learning from Indigenous people about ways to heal their eyes with ukee ukee (Martinella obovata), there are several things to be noted. What stands out to me is that there were layers of European society in the so-called New World, and some layers were more trusted than others by Indigenous peoples. The woodcutters and laborers who lived among the First People seemed to be able to learn more about the secrets of plants, and they served as middlemen and liaisons with other Europeans who were there. I have read accounts of Amerindians being tied up and threatened with a poisonous arrow to coerce them to reveal to Europeans the correct plant for the antidote. The plant in this instance is called contrayerva (Dorstenia contrajerva).5

They guarded this information as sacred, and Europeans pried it out of them using very unsavory methods. This means that the information they got was not always fully correct, but it is the majority of what we have today to understand the history of plant medicines before colonization. It also should be noted that although this information was greatly sought after and is utilized to this day in the making of pharmaceutical drugs, the owners of this knowledge were called uncivilized and savage, all the while healing and feeding the European colonizers.

Cristoforo Colombo landed in present-day Bahamas, Cuba, and Haiti or the Dominican Republic during his first voyage and set off a chain of events that would forever change the world. He was representing Spanish interests, and in the coming centuries, the French, English, Dutch, Scottish, Portuguese, and Irish would all colonize different Caribbean islands at various times. The exchanges that occurred between the Americas, Europe, Africa, and Asia spread people, plants, diseases, violence, knowledge, and religions in ways that would ripple through every society on this Earth.

Even with this checkered history, I lean on these historical accounts from early Europeans in the Caribbean to find out about Indigenous uses and preparations of herbal medicines, dyes, and fibers. Although European cultures destroyed a lot of Indigenous knowledge and practices, they also created some of the only historical written accounts available today. I use the botanical drawings of a Dutch woman, Maria Sibylla Merian, in my research, and I reference the writings and ethnobotanical insights of the region from Sir Hans Sloane. Botanical gardens and herbaria such as the National Herbarium of Trinidad and Tobago are also the legacies of colonial powers. They can be extremely useful, but at the same time they are limited in their scope, and the plant histories have been recorded through a lens of colonial power.
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