


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. 

Th e p r a c t i c e  o f  

medicine, or amot, is 

one ancient Chamorro 

skill that has remained 

relatively intact over the 

centuries, even with the 

introduction of modern 

medicine.  Ho w e v e r ,  

one change i s  that today 

amot is also practiced 

by suruhanus, or men, 

though it is still more 

common to find women 

pract i t ioners .  These  

herbal healers tend to  

be distrustful of  one 

another other and are 

very secretive about how 

they perform their work. 

It is dif f icult, 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 surunanus 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 Jada tree, 

more commonly known by its Tahitian 

name, the noni tree. Suruhanas also 

made poultices and liquid medicines by 








