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TRADITIONAL HEALERS, 
BUSHMASTERS, & THEIR 

SACRED REALM

T R A D I T I O N A L  H E A L I N G  S Y S T E M S   in contemporary Belize are quite different 
than those of the past. This is due to the cultural richness of the nation, its colonial his-
tory, and the propensity of healers to experiment, exchange information, and continually 
adopt new practices. For example, ethnomedical systems of the Maya, whose civilization 
flourished up until the conquest, subsequently have been influenced heavily by the 
cultures that immigrated to Belize, such as the East Indians, who brought along with 
their indenture the sacred and ancient tenets of Ayurveda (translated as “the science of 
life”). In addition, Spanish and English control over the indigenous people of Belize was 
sporadic and inconsistent. People moved around quite a bit in response to various kinds 
of pressure and oppression, and only a very few settlements in central and southern Belize 
have been continuously occupied over the last 500 years (Wilk, 2010). Thus, traditional 
healing in the region is now an amalgam of beliefs, therapies, and culturally specific 
illnesses that reflect the heterogeneity of contemporary Belizean society. certainly, the 
purist would only find disappointment in searching for “true” Maya healing among 
today’s practitioners. These were long ago entombed with the ancient h’men, or “healer 
priests,” the result of the collapse of Maya civilization and subsequent persecution, 
beginning in the 1500s, by the conquistadores, who burned the once- vast indigenous 
libraries of medical and religious texts, destroyed the centers of medical learning, and 
prohibited traditional practices, all in the name of the advancement of civilization and 
spiritual beliefs.

to the ethnobotanist, Belize is a fascinating place to study traditional healing because 
of the cultural and ethnic mix that has brought so many elements from around the 
world into this very special ethnomedical system—actually, a series of systems. We have 
worked with local people who possess varying degrees of knowledge about traditional 
medical practices, from individuals with an understanding of the use of a few plants 
for common problems in daily life (generalists) to those with an acute awareness of the 
complexities of treating patients with chronic disease (specialists). In truth, each of the 
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culturally based ethnomedical systems 
we have investigated is deserving of its 
own separate volume, and thus we are 
able to present, even after more than a 
decade of fieldwork, only a small frac-
tion of the information from some of 
the systems and cultures. In chapter 4, 
which focuses on traditional plant 
uses, we attempt to identify the origin 
and culture of use when possible, but 
much of this is educated guesswork on 
our part as well as that of the healer 
who provided that information. Even 
such a statement as “I learned how to 
use this plant in a chicle camp in the 
Yucatan” cannot fully ascribe the origin 
of the utilization of this species to the 
Yucatec Maya. Laborers in these camps, 
we are told, came from very different 
backgrounds.

As pointed out in chapter 1, tradi-
tional medicine and spiritual beliefs are 
intertwined in this region, evident by 
the large number of health conditions 

that are brought about, or treated with prayers, amulets and magic. The very nature 
of don Eligio Panti’s title—h’men, or “healer priest” in Mopan Maya—reflects the 
combination of his talents and training and is a credential for treating both the physical 
and spiritual ailments of his people. One important element of his work was the perfor-
mance of the primicias, or “ceremonies of thanksgiving to the Gods for favors granted” 
(Pendergast, 1972). These ranged from small primicias in an individual’s household or 
agricultural field to curing primicias by traditional healers to larger, public primicias 
undertaken to ensure that there would be sufficient rainfall for the village’s crops grow-
ing in the cultivated fields, or milpas.

Thompson (1930), in discussing agriculture at Succotz, described a primicia, known 
in Maya as u walikol, for clearing the land to make a milpa. First, a small altar is set up 
on the edge of the area that will be cleared. The altar is composed of four forked corner 
posts, with thin sticks placed in the forks to form a table. A small cross is placed at the 
back of the altar. His description of the ceremony follows:

The ceremony . . . to be described is attended by no one save the owner of the 
milpa that is to be made. On the morning on which he is to start work, he brings 
with him five calabashes (Luts) containing a special posol [maize drink] known as 
sakqab (white juice) because it contains no lime. These calabashes are placed one 

Illustration of a traditional Yucatec Maya primicia 
ceremony. From Gann (1924).
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at each corner of the altar, and one in the 
center of the front edge.

this latter, which is larger than 
the rest, and is known as the Holtse, 
represents Quh, who, my informant, 
after some thought, hazarded was the 
lord of the thunder. The corner cala-
bashes represented Qaanan Qasob (the 
rain gods, meaning bountiful forests), 
Halats winkob (the big men), Ahbehob 
(those who pass before—the captains), 
and Balam winkob (the tiger men or big 
men). In Yucatan the Yumbalamob are 
the guardians of the towns. They are four 
in number, and sit one at each of the four 
entrances to the town, corresponding 
with the four cardinal points.

When the altar is arranged the Hmen recites the following prayer . . . [the 
original Maya and a literal translation are provided, following which is the “Free 
translation” presented here] In the name of God the Father, God the Son and 
God the Holy Ghost, Amen. Here before you I stand. Three times do I stand 
before you to worship God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Ghost. 
Behold my Lord how I stand in your presence now to venerate you. I stand in the 
presence of your holy name, Lord God and in the presence too of the Lords of 
the forests, who are mighty men. Forgive my sins because I am here to worship 
these Gods. That you may not forget me without cause I offer these five calabashes 
of posol in order that the mighty men, the lords of the forest, who live on the 
mountain tops, and who are the true lords, and are those who pass before to clear 
the road; in order that they, I repeat, may drink. Behold my Lord my good inten-
tions in the presence of the Gods. I am preparing the drink- offering for my milpa. 
Forgive me O my great masters. Accept then but one cool draught of posol that 
the anger that lies in you hearts towards me may be cooled. In the name of God 
the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Ghost. Amen.

When this prayer is completed the Hmen drinks one of the calabashes of posol. 
The others are left standing on the altar. If at the end of a fixed period the posol 
has turned sour, that is a sign that the lords of the forest are not satisfied for some 
reason or other and have refused to receive the primicia. In that case the primicia 
is repeated on some other occasion. Meanwhile, if the primicia is received the 
owner of the milpa is free to go ahead with his work. The ceremony is repeated 
before burning, sowing, when the ears begin to form, and at harvest. (pp. 115–7)

Rosita Arvigo, as don Eligio Panti’s apprentice, learned the primicia ceremony when 
don Eligio performed several on her farm. The earliest was in 1985 to mark the occa-

Don Eligio Panti performing a primicia 
ceremony with Rosita Arvigo on her farm, 
accepting her as his apprentice [GS].
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sion of accepting Arvigo as his apprentice. don Eligio built a simple altar of vines and 
branches on an ancient Maya home site on Arvigo’s farm in western Belize. The purpose 
of this primicia was to introduce his new apprentice to the nine Maya Spirits to ask that 
they would give her every consideration they would him. The old Maya h’men laid out 
nine gourd bowls filled with corn atole, one for each of the nine Maya Spirits, and placed 
four white candles at each of the four corners of the altar to honor the four bacabs who 
hold up the four corners of the earth as well as the four directions. don Eligio chanted 
the cantico, or primicia prayer, in Maya nine times. Within the Maya cantico was the 
request that the Maya spirits would look favorably upon his apprentice and help her in all 
ways to achieve the goals of learning his system of medicine. Following the ceremony, as 
Arvigo (1994) noted, don Eligio reported of the Maya spirits, “They’re here right now. 
They’ve come. They have heard our primicia chant and drunk the spirit of the atole.”

tHE dIScOVERY OF tHER APEutIc PLAntS

during this study, we queried many people for their opinions as to the way people first 
learn about a plant’s use, outside of an exchange with other healers. As the result of these 
discussions, we offered several hypotheses for consideration (Arvigo and Balick, 1998). 
Some plants undoubtedly attracted attention due to their aroma. certain taxa give off 
an odor when exposed to the elements and others when they are crushed, as in the leaf of 
allspice (Pimenta dioica (L.) Merrill) or cow foot (Piper auritum Kunth). These are both 
attractive odors, and perhaps were used originally to flavor foods. After consuming these 
plants, it is possible that observations were then made on their curative powers—the 
ability of allspice leaves to dispel gas and other digestive upsets, or how the pleasant, 
tingling taste of the cow foot leaf could be utilized externally to treat aches and pains. 
Foods and medicines are very closely linked in the cultural use of plants in Belize and 
will be discussed in greater detail later in this chapter.

trial- and- error experimentation doubtlessly has played a significant role in the devel-
opment of the Belizean ethnopharmacopoeia. As mentioned in chapter 1, practitioners 
of traditional medicine are no less interested in learning new techniques and remedies 
and updating their skills and abilities than their counterparts in Western society. Inges-
tion of a plant known as a cure for stomach pains may have lead to an elimination of 
back pain in the same patient, and this was recorded—the dosages determined through 
trial- and- error testing on a group of patients, and the new therapy disseminated through 
exchange with other healers. There were probably numerous mistakes, and patients suf-
fered or even died as the result of the ingestion of poisonous substances or toxic levels of 
therapeutic plants. Some cultures have identified a group of plants that, when ingested, 
will expel toxic substances from the body through increased sweating, urination, and 
vomiting. The properties of the plant product once kept in every Western household 
where young children resided—ipecac, derived from the roots of Psychotria ipecacuanha 
Stokes—to be administered in the case of poisoning were first observed by indigenous 
peoples in Brazil. Those cultures utilized it to induce vomiting in cases of suspected 
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poisoning, along with other plants used to expel toxins from the body as needed. In 
Belize, purgative agents such as Aloe vera (L.) Burm. (known in creole as sink- am- bible), 
Ricinus communis L. (known in Spanish as iguerra, or castor bean), Carica papaya L. 
(known in English as papaya or in Mopan Maya as put), and Jatropha curcas L. (known 
in English as physic nut and in Spanish as piñon) could all help expel toxic agents from 
the intestinal tract. Expertise in the use of these purgatives is necessary, as many of them 
can be highly toxic if not prepared and administered properly. nine thorns of Acacia 
cornigera (L.) Willd., still containing the ants that inhabit this part of the plant, are said 
to be useful in treating poisonings when boiled in water and taken as a tea. There are 
many other plants that could have been used if and when the experiment went wrong.

Observations of domestic and wild animals certainly provided people with cues 
about the therapeutic value of plants. curious persons, seeing an ill forest animal eat a 
certain plant species, might have collected this plant, tasted it, perhaps noted its bitter-
ness, and then fed it to their own animals or used it on themselves. Thus, if successful, 
a new medicine was discovered and developed. doubtlessly there were great failures, as 
some plants consumed by animals—for example, the berries of certain species in the 
Anacardiaceae (poison ivy family)—are toxic to humans. The study of the use of plants 
by animals for the treatment of illness is the field of zoopharmacognosy (Rodriguez 
and Wrangham, 1993).

The shape, color, appearance, or other physical characteristics of the plant is thought 
to provide guidance on its use. For example, Sphagneticola trilobata (L.) Pruski, locally 
called “rabbit’s paw,” is consumed as a tea to treat hepatitis. Perhaps the yellow color of 
the flower attracted the notice of an early healer seeking to cure a patient whose eyes had 
turned yellow as the result of this condition. The red tubers of Smilax species, locally 
called “china root,” are often given to patients suffering from internal hemorrhage 
and as a tonic for the blood as well. This relationship between characteristic and cure 
is referred to as the “doctrine of Signatures,” where “like cures like” (or as Gann, 1918, 
noted in his observations of this phenomenon during his study of the Maya of northern 
British Honduras, “similia similibus curantur”), and has largely been ignored by Western 
science. The doctrine of Signatures was proposed by Philippus Aureolus Theophrastus 
Bombastus von Hohenheim (1493–1541), a Swiss physician also known as Paracelsus, 
who developed his hypotheses based on more ancient practices. The notion that cures 
could be found in plants and other objects that looked similar to the disease or body part 
was developed in ancient medical practices such as those in china, India, Africa, and 
South America. nyazema et al. (1994) discussed the efficacy of plants used traditionally 
in the treatment of urinary schistosomiasis in Zimbabwe based on the red coloring of the 
fruit or sap. Those authors investigated three plants that yield a red extract upon boiling, 
which proved to have appreciable antischistosoma activity as compared to the common 
and expensive Western treatment, praziquantel. The authors concluded that there is 
support for this traditional use based on modern scientific studies. Alexiades (1999) 
pointed out that it is difficult to know whether this concept serves more as a cue for the 
identification of medicinal plants or as an explanation of their efficacy once identified 
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and incorporated into the native pharmacopoeia. Bennett (2007) suggested that most 
examples were “post hoc appellations rather than a priori clues” and that this concept 
“should be considered for what it primarily is—a way of disseminating information.”

In Belize, there are many plants utilized in traditional medicine whose efficacy or 
discovery is credited by people to the concept of the doctrine of Signatures. Alterna-
tively, as both Alexiades and Bennett suggest above, the shape or color of the plant may 
also be a way to remember or teach its specific traditional medicinal uses. Following are 
four examples from our own studies:

• Gumbolimbo (Bursera simaruba (L.) Sarg.) has a red, peeling, shaggy bark that looks 
like some of the skin conditions it is used to treat—for example, sunburn, kitchen 
burn, diaper rash, heat rash, itch, and contact dermatitis from the black poisonwood 
tree sap (Metopium brownei (Jacq.) urb.) that causes violent rashes that spread over 
the body. The inner bark of gumbolimbo is rubbed on the affected area of the skin 
and is extraordinarily effective in relieving itching as well as the appearance of the 
rash or dermatitis.

• The zubin or cockspur tree (Acacia cornigera (L.) Willd.) has large thorns up to eight 
centimeters long in which live ants that will sting the intruder upon any contact 
with the tree. The ants are said to protect the tree from being strangled by vines and 
other competing plants. The pain from their sting lasts for hours and often makes 
people quite ill. The bark and root of the zubin are used in traditional medicine for 
the treatment of snakebite, as a first- aid remedy. The victim is to cut a piece of bark 
roughly 2.5 × 15 centimeters and either boil it in water and drink it as a tea or chew 
the bark directly, swallowing the juice and using the leftover fiber as a poultice for 
the wound. Then, a section of the root is to be pulled up and chewed until the patient 
arrives at a hospital or snake doctor.

• The red- colored flower of the hibiscus (Hibiscus rosa- sinensis L.), and only the red- 
colored flower, among the many color varieties found in cultivation in Belize, is 
considered useful for the purpose of staunching the excessive flow of blood after 
childbirth, to prevent miscarriage, and as a tonic tea for anemia. The flowers and 
leaves are boiled into a tea and cooled, then taken in half- cup doses after delivery if 
the flow of blood seems excessive. to prevent miscarriage, the flowers are boiled with 
cinnamon sticks, and the tea is sipped throughout the day. As a tonic for anemia, the 
flowers are either eaten or made into drinks, as the taste is pleasant and soothing; the 
texture is somewhat mucilaginous.

• Hamelia patens Jacq. var. patens is known as polly red head, or sanalo todo (“cure 
all”) in Spanish. The flowers and fruits are red, and the plant is used to heal stubborn 
wounds, sores, boils, carbuncles, and even leishmaniasis. The leaves, stems, and flow-
ers are boiled into a tea- like liquid that is used as a hot bath for the wounds. Then, 
the leaves and flowers are toasted and passed through a sieve to make a fine powder 
that is applied directly to aid healing of the wound or sore.
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Many healers report that dream visions are the source of their knowledge about the 
utility of plants. don Eligio Panti considered God and the nine Maya Spirits as his best 
teachers, and they would visit him in his dreams to help him deal with difficult cases. 
He noted that they would show him the plant in its forest habitat; instruct him on how 
to find, prepare, and administer it; and predict the patient’s outcome.

Leopoldo Romero told of dealing with a difficult case of blindness resulting from 
diabetes. He retreated to the forest one day to search for a cure and, during what he 
describes as an evening “meditation” in the wilderness, had a dream about using fresh-
water snails for the cure, a dream described in his own words in chapter 3. He collected 
the snails, prepared them according to the directions in his dream, and used them to 
treat his patient, reporting success after several weeks of therapy. Interestingly, extracts 
from snails were used to treat vision problems in traditional chinese medicine as well 
(Wang, 1998). We have found that dreams play an important role in the development of 
the therapeutic approach in Belize. From the Western scientific perspective, it is some-
times difficult to accept that dreams can help solve scientific dilemmas; however, there 
are numerous anecdotes where scientific discoveries have been attributed to dreams. 
notably among them is the resolution of the intricate structure of the benzene ring in 
1865 by the chemist August Kekulé, who had pondered this problem without success 
until finally realizing, based on a dream he had about a snake biting its own tail, how 
the carbon atoms in the molecule could fit together. As the result of our studies, we have 
learned over the years to examine as thoroughly as possible the folk knowledge presented 
to us, with healthy skepticism combined with the willingness and patience to evaluate 
and understand it. One conclusion from our studies of traditional knowledge and beliefs 
is that there are many truths in this ancient wisdom.

GEnER ALISt And SPEcIALISt HEALERS In BELIZE

As in Western medicine, traditional healing in Belize is divided into specialties, and 
healers range from the equivalent of the general practitioner to the more specialized ther-
apist, such as the snakebite healer or bonesetter. Staiano (1981) considered four major 
types of health care choices in Belize: biomedicine (Western medicine), bush medicine, 
general lay knowledge, and spiritual healers. She offered fascinating case histories of 
individual patients in that study, which resulted from her fieldwork in southern Belize. 
Arvigo and Balick (1998) discussed seven categories of healers in Belize,1 as follows:

The doctor priest/priestess is a man or woman mandated, through experience and 
power, to address both physical and spiritual ailments. Other societies refer to this type 
of person as a shaman, a term originating from the tungus in Siberia (Eliade, 1964). 

1.  There are other categories of healers in Belize, such as, among the Q’eqchi’, ilonel, who know both plants and 
prayers/ritual; chinam, who know prayers and ritual; and ajk’e, who are diviners, often using objects such as 
stones, bones, or corn (Wilk, 2010).
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The doctor priest is referred to in Maya as h’men (“one who knows”) and has the ability 
to contact the spirit world to ask its forces for assistance in the diagnosis and treatment 
of ailments as well as the lifting of evil spells, which can cause disease or death cast by 
other shamans or by the spirits acting on their own. The h’men draws some of his power 
from the sastun, a crystal or other such object that is an instrument of enchantment or 
divination.

The village healer is the primary health care provider for an entire village, having 
learned by raising many children, grandchildren, and even great- grandchildren. The 
village healer may be a man or a woman. A female village healer is usually a specialist 
in the care of women and children, including gynecology and obstetrics. A male village 
healer is more knowledgeable about general family practice and has often learned from 
his wife through collecting plants from the bush.

The grannie healer, despite the name, can be male or female. They are people who 
have raised many children using home remedies to treat common household ailments—
diarrhea, painful menstruation, skin disease, constipation, anxiety, and other condi-
tions. Grannie healers are experienced and very capable in the use of traditional medi-
cines but practice, for the most part, on their immediate families. When confronted 
with a difficult case, they will call for the help of the village healer and work together 
on the patient.

The midwife, known also as a traditional birth attendant, usually has been trained 
by a family member to deliver babies in rural areas. This person is most often a woman, 
but among the Q’eqchi’ Maya of southern Belize, the husband often attends the birth 
of his children. Young males are trained by their fathers for this task from childhood in 
some families. The midwife is also a provider of prenatal care, although in some villages, 
there are prenatal clinics. The midwife is expert in dealing with the ailments presented 
by women as well as children. It is traditional that the midwife visits the new mother’s 
home each day for a nine- day period after the delivery to check on the condition of both 
mother and child and to administer teas, poultices, powders, and baths as needed. This 
reflects the sacredness of the number nine to the Maya, a number that appears in many 
ethnomedical recipes and healing rituals.

The massage therapist, known in Spanish as the sobadera, is expert in treating 
muscle spasms, backaches, sprains, stress due to overworked muscles, and general com-
plaints of aches and pains. The massage therapist may be male or female and uses baths, 
poultices, teas, and oils to massage afflicted areas of the body. The training for this type 
of therapy is handed down from the previous generation, and some massage therapists 
often describe their skills as a divine gift.

The bonesetter, or traditional chiropractor, has been trained by his or her parent or 
grandparent to treat sprains, fractures, broken bones, and pulled ligaments. Through 
techniques of manipulation, the bonesetter often achieves good results. Some boneset-
ters also practice a form of traditional acupuncture, known as pinchar, that employs 
stingray spines placed at any of approximately 80 points for the treatment of a variety 
of conditions. This treatment can be combined with herbal remedies, such as teas, 
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poultices, powders, and most frequently, hot baths of herbs. Gann (1918) described the 
work of the bonesetter as follows:

Simple fractures of the long bones are set very neatly and skillfully in the following 
way: the fractured limb is pulled away from the body with considerable force in 
order to overcome the displacement; over the fractured bone is wound a thick layer 
of cotton wool, and over this are applied a number of small, round, straight sticks, 
completely surrounding the limb, their centers corresponding nearly to the seat of 
the fracture; these are kept in place by a firm binding of henequen cord. The limb, if 
an arm, is supported in a sling; if a leg, the patient is confined to his hammock till 
the fracture is firmly knit. Excellent results are secured by this method, the union 
being firm, and the limb nearly always uniting in good position. (p. 37)

The snake doctor is a specialist who is highly respected by the community for his or 
her ability to treat the toxic and venomous conditions caused by snakes, spiders, scorpi-
ons, worms, bats, rats, rabid dogs, and puncture wounds from rusty implements. In areas 
of the country where there is much sugar cane, abundant snake populations feed on the 
ever- present rodents in the cane fields. The snake doctor, male or female, is trained by his 
or her family to be the one who possesses the secret family formulas, which are carefully 
passed on to only one person per generation. Snake doctors note that they often receive 
patients released from hospitals as “hopeless cases”—too late to benefit from injections 
of antivenin—and treat these people with success in their homes or clinics.

Another type of healer not discussed in Arvigo and Balick (1998) is the ensalmero (if 
a man) or ensalmera (if a woman), who is a specialist in using prayer as a healing agent. 
These healers generally administer only prayers and are thought to be especially helpful 
in the ailments of infants, children, and those ailments that may be of a spiritual nature. 
They are respected members of the community and generally address their many prayers 
for a variety of illness to a pantheon that includes a combination of christian saints and 
Maya spirits. There are many different prayers for a variety of ailments that must be com-
mitted to memory and are most often handed down orally from older family members. 
In recent times, the prayers have been passed on in written form. It is considered a great 
and generous spiritual gift to be given prayers by ensalmeros.

cuLtuRE- BOund SYndROME (cuLtuR ALLY 
SPEcIFIc ILLnESS) In BELIZE

culture- bound syndromes, culture- specific disorders, or folk illnesses are diseases that 
are characterized as being restricted to particular cultures, although their distribu-
tion range may vary considerably.2 An example of a folk illness with a wide distribu-
tion range is mal de ojo (evil eye), which can be found throughout Latin America and 

2.  We thank Ina Vandebroek for contributing to this discussion of culturally specific conditions.
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