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From the ancient times through

today, the Chamorro people of Guam
have always been spiritual./In today’s
modern society, the vast majority of
Chamorros are Christian; however, there
remains a dedication to the old spiritual
beliefs, particularly the use of suruhanas
or suruhanus and a conviction in the
existence of taotaomo’nas, or ancestral
Spirits.

Suruhana is a Spanish word that
means herbal healer. Suruhana is the
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female version of the word and suruhanu
is the male version. In ancient times, it
was typically females who were the herbal
healers and male healers were called
makahnas, which was similar to a shaman
or one with spiritual powers who could
communicate with spirits. Suruhanas
tended to the physical ailments suffered
by the people, whereas the makahna’s
realm was in treating supernatural
afflictions, particularly those believed to
be caused by taotaomo’nas.

ater that collects in the big leaf of

The practice of
medicine, or amot, is
one ancient Chamorro
skill that has remained
relatively intact over the
centuries, even with the
introduction of modern
medicine. However,
one change is that today
amot is also practiced
by suruhanus, or men,
though it is still more
common to find women
practitioners. These
herbal healers tend to
be distrustful of one
another other and are
very secretive about how
they perform their work.
It is difficult, almost
impossible, to engage a
suruhana or suruhanu in
a conversation about their calling.

And it is a calling. Most suruhana and
suruhanu are trained by an older relative
who passes down the knowledge because
the individual has shown a natural
proclivity for the art since childhood.
Individuals who are born in the breach
position are also considered to have a
natural affinity for herbal healing. The
reason for this is that breach births were
thought to be caused by taotaomo’nas,
either because one was nearby during

labor or because the mother encountered
one of the spirits while she was pregnant.

Suruhanas and suruhanus treat a
variety of ailments, from headaches to
pneumonia and even illnesses believed to
be brought on by an angry taotaomo’na.
While traditionally it was makahnas who
treated these types of spiritual illnesses,
today’s suruhana and suruhanu treat
them as well. Most illnesses are treated
with herbs, massage, magic and their
personal powers.

In ancient times, many suruhana
specialized in specific areas of treatment.
Some were gifted at setting broken
bones, others at treating fevers, and some
excelled at assisting in childbirth. Once
a specific illness has been diagnosed
by a suruhana or suruhanu, a cure is
prescribed and made from local plants
and herbs. For example, the sap from
a banyan tree, or nunu, was used to
staunch blood and more complex
medicines were made using a mixture of
different leaves, salt, and water.

Today, traditional medicines are
still made to treat a variety of illnesses
and body complaints, like headaches.
One common medicine is a tea used
for treating high blood pressure, made
by boiling leaves from the lada tree,
more commonly known by its Tahitian
name, the noni tree. Suruhanas also
made poultices and liquid medicines by
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crushing leaves, herbs, or roots with a
mortar and pestle, called a lusong and
lommok.

Some ingredients in medicine weren’t
as palatable as plants and herbs. Ashes,
considered magical, were made from
human sweat or burnt white chicken
feathers, the latter used after the Spanish
arrived as chickens are not indigenous
creatures of Guam. The urine of first-
born males was also considered to
have mystical healing powers and was
often used as either an ingredient or
by itself. The Chamorros believed that
taotaomo’nas could stun a person in to
a stupor that could be cured by washing
the face and body with urine from a male
relative.

One of the most frequently used
healing techniques is massage, though
not the type of massage one would
receive at a spa. A suruhana or suruhanu’s
massage is more like being pounded on
with the fists. In ancient times, suruhanas
would sometimes put small rocks in their
palms or use the inner core of a banana
tree trunk to give the patient a more
forceful massage. Another ancient form
of massage was called ugot, where up to
four people would walk on a person in
the area where the pain was located. They
also do a special massage for headaches
using only the thumbs.

Traditional healers in many societies
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believe that illnesses are caused by both
natural and spiritual means. Chamorro
society is no exception and today, certain
illnesses are still credited with being
caused by taotaomo’nas. Today, such
illnesses would be treated by a suruhana
or suruhanu, but in ancient times, this
was the jurisdiction of the makahna, who
could not only cure such an affliction,
but were also believed to be able to cause
them.

Makahnas were spiritual leaders in
ancient times and venerated for their
ability to communicate with the ante, or
spirits, specifically taotaomo’nas. It was
believed that they could ward off evil
spirits and counter curses. It is interesting
to note that records report the makahna
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frequently-used salt for protection against
evil spirits, which is still a popular
practice used by many different societies
today. Salt is often thrown over one’s
shoulder for luck or to guard against
malevolent entities.

Makahnas were also considered
sorcerers, capable of both good and evil
magic. While they could cure illnesses
by spiritual means, they could also make
people sick. It was also believed that
they could affect nature, causing crops
or fishing ventures to fail. To conjure an
evil spell, makahnas would go to places
where the antes were known to live.
Makahnas were considered friendly with

the taotaomo’na and were often called

taotaomo’na ga’chong, or friend of the
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The Chamorros often removed the head of the deceased as
part of their ancestor worship. This is why some taotaomo’

nas, or ancestral spirits, are seen as headless. FvEO4#HR
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ancestral spirits. Ga’chong means friend
in Chamorro.

It was this connection to the ancestral
spirits that gave makahnas their prestige.
Because the Chamorros practiced
ancestor worship, it was also believed that
the village chief was able to commune
with the spirits. However, when
situations were not going the chief’s way,
he immediately contacted a makahna for

intervention because of their advanced

ability to communicate freely with the
dead.

Communication with the spirits
began by talking to the skulls of powerful
chiefs who had died. While it may seem
unsavory, it was common practice for the
ancient Chamorros to remove the skulls
of their deceased. The skulls were treated
with the upmost respect, kept in special
baskets and handled only by the person
designated to oversee their care. It is
believed that the makahna were assigned
to care for the skulls of chiefs.

The powers of the makahna also
included being able to tell when an
ancestral spirit had been offended and
what needed to be done to appease the
angry taotaomo’na, how to cast love
spells, cause sickness or death, how to
control nature, how to tell the future,
and to ensure good luck. They were
not altruistic, however, and demanded
payment for their services, usually in the
form of betel nut, or pugua, food, and
shell money.

Today, it is believed that suruhanas
and suruhanus have inherited the spiritual
powers of the makahna, including the
ability to be a taotaomo’na ga’chong.
This spiritual connection is another
reason that suruhanas and suruhanus
are shy about discussing their gifts. They
believe they were chosen to receive their
healing gifts and to speak casually of
them is to insult that gift and perhaps

The Chamorros would give offerings to the taotatomo’ nas, who were believed to live in trees and
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in the defiling, to lose their power.
This may seem like silly superstition to
outsiders, but the Chamorros are still a
superstitious people living in harmony
with a modern world.
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