RICHARD SPRUCE AND THE ETHNOBOTANY
OF THE NORTHWEST AMAZON

RICHARD Evans SCHULTES

The Indians of the northwest Amazon, especially those
of the Brazilian and Colombian region of the Rio Vaupés,
have a rich ethnopharmacological lore. This wealth of
knowledge of the presumed medicinal properties of plants,
however, is just coming to the fore — and most certainly
not too soon, considering its disappearance in the face of
advancing aceculturation and the inroads of civilization,

Richard Spruce, the British plant-explorer who opened
up this region to science between 1851 and 1854, must be
counted amongst the greatest naturalists ever to have
engaged in collecting and studies anywhere in virgin tropi-
cal territories. As a result of his meticulous observation
and insatiable curiosity, a basis for our understanding of
\&reat areas of the Amazon Valley and of the northern
Andes was early and most firmly laid, Not only did Spruce
advance taxonomy and floristics, but he made many jm-
portant observations in ethnology, linguistics and geology.
Some of the most significant discoveries in connection
with the hallucinogens derived from Banisteriopsis Caaps

(Spruce ex Griseb.) Morton and Anadenanthera (Pip-

tadenia) peregrina ‘(L) Speg. are due to his first hand
field observations. And he wasg particularly interested in
ethnobotanical lore concerning the palms (Fig, 1).

It has always been difficult for me to understand how
Several very important ethnobotanical discoveries eluded
such a perspicacious scientist who spent four years on the
Rio Negro and its tributaries, The use of Virolg in the
preparation of an hallucinogenic snuff provides a good
example, Spruce gave special attention to this myristica-
ceous genus and collected the material on which at least
nine new species were described. Although he was defi-
nitely interested in and had personal contact with several
hallucinogenic plants, he failed to learn that the Indians
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Figure 1. Richard Spruce. TFrom a
barium. Dyawn by E. W. Smith,

photograph in the Gray Her-



1976] Richard Spruce — Schultes 67

employed the red bark-resin of Virolg in elaborating a
snuff used by medicine men and, in some tribes, by the
whole male population,

Another curioug aspect of Spruce’s ethnobotanical ob-
servations was his failure to discover “simples” that were
employed medicinally by Indians of the northwest Amazon,
“The Indians,” he says, “have a few household remedies,
but by far the greater portion of these have come into use
since the advent of the white man from Europe and the
negro from Africa.” Von Martius remarks nearly the same
thing in the introduction to his Systema materige tedicae
vegetabilis brasiliensis (1843, p.xvil) ., .. “Of external
applications, I have seen only the following, For a wound
or bruise or swelling, the milky Jjuice of some tree is spread
thick on the skin, where it hardens into a sort of plaster,
and is allowed to remain on until it falls of itgelf, Almost
any milky tree may serve, if the juice be not acrid; but the
Heveas (India—rubbers), Sapotads, and some Clusias are
preferred. Such a plaster hag sometimes an excellent effect
in protecting the injured part from the external air.”

This experience of Spruce’s is dificult to reconcile with
my own observations during the past 30 or more years
amongst the many tribes along the Colombian Rios Vaupés,
Apaporis and Caquetd and their tributaries, where I col-
lected large numbers of plants reputedly valuable alone
or in preseriptions for a variety of common diseages,

It is true that, in this whole region, the “medicines”
par excellence — and those which are administered not to
the patient but to the medicine man — are the hallucino-
gens. The “medicines” with psychic properties that enable
the medicine-man easily through hallucinations to see or
converse with malevolent spirits from whom come all ill-
ness and death are usually far more important in native
cultures than those medicines with purely physical proper-
ties. It is, however, most certainly not true that the
Indians of the northwest Amazon do not possess or deni-
grate those medicinal plants which have properties physi-
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cally to reduce pain or suffering, lessen uncomfortable
symptoms of illness or even apparently cure pathological
conditions, They have many such medicinal plants and
are willing to share their knowledge with the serious, en-
quiring visitor. It is not only I who have found these
people to possess a deep knowledge of medicinal plants;
other botanists and several anthropologists have likewise
been impressed with the wealth of native medical folklore
in the region.

Spruce’s surprising statements concerning ‘the lack of
knowledge and use of medicinal plants in the northwest
Amazon may be explained by his difficulty in spending long
periods of time with aboriginal peoples. We must always
remember that Spruce was at work well over a century
ago. “I have never,” he wrote, “been so fortunate as to see
a genuine payé [medicine-man] at work, Among the civi-
lized Indians, the Christian padre has supplanted the pagan
payé. . .. With the native and still unchristianised tribes,
T have for the most part held only passing intercourse dur-
ing some of my voyages. Once I lived for seven months
at a time among them, on the river Vaupés, but even there
I fajled to catch a pays, When I was exploring the Jau-
arité cataracts on that river, and was the guest of Uidcs,
the venerable chief of the Tuedno nation, news came . . .
that a famous pavé . . - would arrive that night and remain
until next day, and T congratulated myself on so fine a
chance of getting to know some of the secrety of his ‘medi-
cine’. . . . When he learnt that there was a white payé
(meaning myself) in the village, he and his attendants
immediately threw back into the cance his goods, which
they had begun to disembark, and resumed their dangerous
voyage down the river in the night-time. 1 was told he
had with him gevera] palm-leaf boxes, containing his ap-
paratus... .« I could only regret that his dread of a sup-
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It is. amply cleay from thig statement, from Spruce’s
reports of other ethnobotanical observations and from the
rich collections of artifacts which he collected and sent to
the Economic Botany Museum of the Royal Botanic Gar-

gential to floristic and taxonomic studies and collections,
Furthermore, he may, perhaps, have erred in assuming
that all “medicinal” knowledge resided with the payé, or
medicine man, T have consistently found that the payé,
ingofar as plants are concerned, often knows relatively
little about plants and usually manipulates “sacyed” plants,
oftentimes the hallucinogens op other psychoactive Specieg,
such as coca and tobacco, ang employs them “medicinally”
in magical ways, Most tribes have what we might term
“regular doctors”, chiefs or “euracas”, who do not normally
use magic and who are well provided with a genera] knowl-

plants — that is, those plants with actual physically active

They could justly be termed the botanists of the societies,
They work cooperatively with the payés or medicine men,
very frequently referring difficult or recalcitrant cases to
these “specialists” who, naturally, are generally considered
to be practitioners of a higher rank, It is, naturally, with
these “regular doctors” and their knowledge that the eth-
nopharmacologist or ethnobotanist must primarily be in-
volved (Fig, 2).

Whether or not in Spruce’s time —a century and a quay-
ter ago—such practitioners did not exist we cannot now
state with certainty, It is, however, most probable that
they did exist and did practice their gkill, although perhaps
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; Figure 2, Makuna Indian medicine mapn under the inﬁuen_ce of
i caapi prepared from Banisteriopsis Caapi (Spruce ex Griseb.)

Morton. Rio Popeyacd, Amazonas, Colombia, Photograph by Guil
lexmo Cabo O,
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not with so much freedom from control of the Payés as to-
day. Spruce’s surmise that the few household remedieg
practiced amongst these Peoples may have come in' with
Buropeans or negroes Is open to gerious doubt, if only from
the fact that the plants and useg characteristic of the
household medicine of the northwest Amazon are 80 utterly
different,
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