
Copyright© istation® 2010 All rights reserved. www.istation.com

Lesson 47 – Informational Texts: Amazonia Alert, Grades 4-5  

 

 

The World’s Healers 
 

When Sickness Strikes 
 

Imagine this. You wake up with a dull, scratchy pain in your throat. Your head hurts. You 

feel feverish. You tell your parent how you feel. Where should your parent turn for help? Most 

Americans would give the same answer: The best place to get help when you are sick is at a 

doctor’s office. 

The doctor checks for symptoms and quickly figures out what is wrong. She hands your 

parent a sheet of paper called a prescription. The name and dose of a medicine are written on 

this paper. Your parent takes the prescription to a drugstore, or pharmacy. There, specially 

trained experts fill a bottle with pills or liquid medicine. You take the medicine as directed on 

the printed label. Usually, this helps you feel better. 

Now, imagine this. You are a Zulu child and you wake up with that same pain in your throat. 

Your parent calls a woman in the village named Lizzy. She is a Sangoma (sahng GOH muh), 

an expert in natural healing. Lizzy comes quickly, bringing her collection of plant roots, tree 

bark, and healing plants called herbs. She chooses special herbs to prepare a tea for you to 

drink. She breaks up the leaves into small pieces. Then she soaks them in hot water. You 

drink the tea, and soon feel better. Your parent believes what all Zulu parents believe: Calling 

a Sangoma is always the best way to deal with sickness. 

This second version of the story may sound unlikely. But it is, in fact, how medicine is 

practiced in many cultures all over the world. Healers do not buy medicine from a drugstore. 

Instead, they find cures growing in the wild. Read on to learn about just a few of the world’s 

fascinating healers. 

African Healers 
 

Long before there were hospitals and doctors, Sangomas were healing the people of 

Africa. Sangomas are men and women who travel around helping others. A person often 

becomes a Sangoma after surviving a serious illness. Sangomas leave their old lives behind. 

They devote the rest of their lives to healing. 

African healers use cures that their ancestors passed down to them. As they travel, healers 

search the countryside for healing plants. They use nearly a thousand different herbs! It is their 

life’s work to learn and remember which plants patients should eat to fight which illnesses. 
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The folk healers of Latin America also use special plants and herbs. They use them to cure 

everything from a headache to a broken heart. People who want to become healers often start 

out by treating their families. If they choose to continue as healers, they do further study with a 

master healer. They are called curanderos (koo rahn DEHR ohs). Patients will travel long 

distances to be treated by these skilled healers. 

Curanderos know the power of many familiar plants. Shredded potatoes heal dog bite 

wounds, corn silk and parsley fight infection, and dandelion tea relieves stomach ulcers. These 

are just a few of the thousands of cures in the curandero tradition. 

Native American Healers 
 

Each Native American group had its own name for healers. Medicine people, as the 

European settlers called them, were carefully chosen and trained. They had to learn just when 

to harvest each type of plant and which parts to use. Some healing plants were toxic, or 

poisonous, if not used correctly. 

Native American healers discovered the power of many plants. They knew the purple 

coneflower plant relieved snake bites, burns, colds, and flu. They used the bark of the willow 

tree to cure headaches and other pains. 

We can thank these healers for some important modern medicines. Today, the wild 

coneflower can be found in any drugstore. Its root is used to make echinacea (eh ki NAY 

shuh). Millions of people take the herb to fight allergies and colds. And the willow tree? We 

now use the ingredient found in its bark to make aspirin! 

The Best Healers 
 

On every continent you can find natural healers who follow ancient traditions as well as 

modern doctors. And no matter where you go, people know just who they trust to help them 

when they are sick. Someone in New York City may think that only modern doctors know what 

they are doing. Natural healers are phonies! But someone in a small village across the world 

might think differently. Sangomas, curanderos, and Native American healers have knowledge 

that has been passed down for thousands of years. Natural healers are the best informed 

experts. Modern doctors only know part of the story! So which healers are best? That depends 

on who you ask! 
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