
 
 
 
 

Natural Remedies 
An inscription on an Assyrian clay tablet from around 1500 BC instructs the user to pulverize various seeds, 
plant resins and leaves together, and dissolve them in beer.  From serious questers to spurious quacks, people 
have been promoting the health benefits of a wide range of concoctions since time immemorial.  By the time 
the first synthetically produced medication came on the market in 1869, researchers had begun analyzing the 
composition of many medicinal plants, extracting and concentrating their curative chemicals in pills and elixirs. 
For most people, however, herbal pharmaceuticals in their natural form as leaves, roots, flowers and fruit 
continued to be the most common means of seeking relief from pain and suffering. 
 

 “Padre, put these leaves in boiling water for a few minutes. Add a bit of honey and drink it.”  I confess to being 
somewhat skeptical when handed a couple leaves to sooth a bit of congestion.  After all, they were just leaves 
from a plant in someone’s yard, not pills from a drugstore. It’s not that I’m unaware of the particular properties 
of certain plants. Take poison ivy or burning nettles, for example. I have had sufficient encounters with them to 
be familiar with these plants and their noxious effects.  We all know the culinary benefits of a myriad of plants 
in our diet, but we tend to relegate their use for medicinal purposes to pre-scientific technology.  In our modern 
era, we place our confidence more in manufactured pharmaceuticals, and go to the drugstore rather than the 
woods or our backyards to find a cure for whatever ails us.  Many Venezuelans, on the other hand, never lost 
their knowledge of the curative properties of plants, and in these times of economic woes coupled with scarcity 
of prescription medications, many others are returning to the natural remedies God’s creation can provide. 
 

                                             Visiting a home recently, I asked the family if they ever used natural remedies and,  
                                             if so, where they found the plants.  “Come on, we´ll show you,” they replied as they  
                                             led me out to their backyard. It looked to me like no more than a disorderly array of   
                                             fruit trees, shrubs, and weed patches. They pulled a clump of grass. “This is about  
                                             the only thing here we don´t use,” they smiled, and then proceeded to fill my pouch  
                                             with leaves and fruit from every other plant in their yard, explaining their varied  
                                             medicinal uses.  Little had I imagined that, instead of a weed patch, I was in the 
                                             middle of a pharmaceutical garden. The following is a sampling of their inventory: 
 

Toronjil relieves nervousness, insomnia and indigestion. Citronella repels insects and acts as an antiseptic. 
Oregano is effective for coughs, asthma and bronchitis. Malamadre (spider plant) roots are good for bronchitis 
and burns. Anise hyssop is a cough suppressant, reduces fever, relieves sore throats, and makes a salve for 
wounds, burns and infections. Escobilla leaves are chewed for stomach problems and applied externally for 
eczema.  Cadillo de perro is for asthma and allergies. Cundeamor is used for cancer prevention, diabetes, 
fever, and infections. Cabbage leaves ease stomach pains and ulcers.  Aloe vera treats burns, wounds, 
dental plaque, constipation, and lowers blood sugar.  Atamel is a diuretic, good for the digestion, and kills 
parasites. Ginger relieves stomach aches, diarrhea, and nausea. Mapurite is an anti-inflammatory and mild 
sedative good for anxiety, nervous tension, muscle spasms and mental conditions. Anamú extracts suppress 
the growth of cancer cells. Lechosa (papaya) seeds are kill parasites and the peel unclogs arteries. Hierba 
Mora (black nightshade) treats a wide variety of diseases, but its unripe fruit and leaves are poisonous. 
Saúco helps allergies, sinus conditions, colds, and flu. Colombiana eases hypertension, panics, stress and 
other psychological ailments. Fregosa is used for ovarian infections, digestive problems, fevers, and insect 
bites. Lemon fruit and leaves are great for colds and reinforce the immune system. 
 

One of our tasks as kids was to pull out the weeds in the lawn and garden. Little did I know that any of them 
had beneficial properties, that the Creeping Charlie and dandelions I pulled had originally been imported as 
salad seasoning and greens with medicinal qualities, or that I would later find broadleaf plantain being grown 
commercially in Venezuela as an antiseptic and anti-inflammatory medicine. In retrospect, we might have done 
better to cultivate some of those useful plants and, like my Venezuelan friends, get rid of that grass. 
 

Points to ponder 
Have you ever used plants for medicinal purposes?  Good, but always check with experts before doing so.   
 

These “Did you know?” papers are designed to give you a better understanding of life in Venezuela and to strengthen connections 
between the parishes of the Archdiocese and their archdiocesan mission during our 50

th
 anniversary year.  Please direct any comments 

or suggestions for future papers to Fr. Denny Dempsey at ddempsey@churchofstdominic.org or 651-368-7324. 
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