
195 

A MEDICAL OFFICER WITH THE NATIVES IN 
BECHUANALANDl 

BY 

G. SP ANOPOULOS, M.D.Athens 

Late Royal Army Medical Oar ps 

TEN months' experience as a medical officer in charge of troops of the 
Auxiliary. African- Pioneer Corps from Bechuanaland Protectorate, in their 
own country during recruiting and training and with them in their work as 
pioneers in the field, has brought forward a number of interesting and significant 
points in, connexion with_ their personal hygiene and their susceptibilitY~8.a~d 
relative immunity from certain diseases.. _ 

They have, for example, proved exceptionally sensitive to some ailments 
and :;tlmost unaffected by others, often in direct contrast to European troops 
living in almost identical/conditions. - -' 
. . A common complaint among the Bechuanas is a form of dyspepsia seldom 
f~und among . white troops. On every sick parade I found a number of case8Qf 
men complaining of strong coljc pains in the stomacp- without any abnormal 
temp{)rature and without any association with the incidence of meals. Pain 
was experienced at widely varying intervals, before m after meals, while vomiting 
'occurred in only a very few cases. My opinion is, that the frequency of thls 
ailment is due to the daily inclusion of meat in the diet of ,a people accustome.d 
to cOJ1sumeit only at infrequent intervals, their usual diet in their own country 
beingmilk arid vegetable foods. Their preferred food is ground maize, but the;y 
willingly accept rice, inequal quantities, as a substitute. Green vegetable(a.re 
less p<;lpuliu, while s(nne will not eat beans, either as a separate dish or as' ~n 
ingredient in stew or soup. They complain that beans ca;use stomach discomfort. 

The Bechuana troops have been found extremely liable to pneumonia, ",hich 
~ppears . t'O affect them much more easily than white troops in similar circum
stances. On the other hand the disease is not, asa rule, serious, and the 
pfognosisis not very severe. Its inciden~e is considerable, but the final effects 
arifsllght.· --

Another interesting point is in connexion with constipation. The Bettluana 
does 'not regard himself as in normal condition unless he has two or three 
motions a day. Otherwise he reports sick because of constipation! Cases 
respond to norma1.treatment but I found that thea<iministration of castor oil, 
while relieving the individual, increased the number of patients, T4e explanation 

lReproduced from and by kind perrhissionof the Editor of the Cyprus MedicalJournal 
[Rib.} . 
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196 A Medical Officer with the Natives in Bechuanaland 

- is simple-they liked castor oil! My first experience of this characteristic was 
at Lobatsi, the Bechuanaland Centr~,pf the A.A.P:C., Wl1ere I noticed that the 
number of men reporting sick with eonstipationincreased day-by day, until an 
intelligent native medical orderly, with some dispensing experience, called my 
attention to the matter, and suggested that I should stop giving castor oil. I 
accepted this suggestion and the l1umber on sick parade, suffering from 
" Castor-oilitis," declined. If anyone wishes to'bribe a Bechuana, he cannot 
do better than offer him castor oil. In fact, r personally managed to build two 
nissen huts to be used as a Camp Reception Station for my patients, in a very 
:short time, by giving one dose of castor oil, to every volunteer lam;urer, for 
overtime work. ' 

Gonorrhcea is~ unfortunately, probably the most serious disease among the 
Bechuanas. In the course of recruiting duties in remote parts of the Protectorate 
Iobserved many cases although, as ,among Europeans, men obviously affected 
invariably denied it. The reason, however, is different: ,The typical gonorrhcea 
discharge is regarded as something by no means abnormal. It appears a matter 
-of regret that in the light of present medical knowledge regarding treatment of 
gonorrhcea, facilities are so sadly lacking in the Protectorate. Treatment for 
men does not seem to be provided on any comprehensive scale so far as I could 
-observe and there did not seem to be any provision for the treatment of the 
Protectorate's womenfolk. This is probably a result of the admittedly great 
difficulty in, furnishing adequate hospital facilities in 'a' region so widespread, 
,so sparsely populated and so poor in developed resources as the Protectorate. 
A serious aspect of the disease appeared to be reflected in the number of men 
rejected for military service, on account of blindness in one eye, probably due 
to gonorrhceal ophthalmitis of long standing. This loss of man-power could in 
.all likelihood have been avoided had adequate treatment' facilities existed 
previously. 

An illustration of the prevalence of gonorrhcea was given when certain 
detachments,after preliminary training, were allowed to revisit their village 
for periods of leave. When they returned to the training centre I found that, 
in some instances, as many as 5 per cent of previously fit men had .become 
infected. 

Tuberculosis is rare except among men who at one time or another have 
been employed in the mines on the Rand. As practicaJly every man who has 
been on the Rand has at least one gold-filled tooth it is easy by looking at teeth 
to recognize them and among them it is important to give particular care in 
the examination of the chest for tuberculosis. 

" It is remarkable to be able to record that I have not in my experience, 
encountered one case of body or skin parasites. 

Among European troops living in similar conditions at the same time, I 
found cases of scaibies, head and body lice, crab lice, in a number of instances 
but none among the Bechuanas: The explanation appears to,beof in the 
nature oftheperspiration. It may be noted that the smell of their perspiration 
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is quite different to that of a European. This freedom from skin troubles has 
been maintained in spite of a relative s~ortage of water for considerable periods. 

The bodily reaction of the Bechuana in many ways is considerably better 
than that of the average European. In furunculosis for example after only one 
application of a suitable antiseptic the symptoms disappeared, while with the 
white troops in the same environment it was necessary to continue treatment for 
a much longer time. This applied also to practically all diseases. 

Their capacity for enduring pain impressed me very deeply. I have some
times been obliged to. extract teeth without an anresthetic' and to open 
abscesses. In their work, handling unwieldy loads, accidents have beenfre
quent and it was necessary in many cases to §lever parts of extremities or to 
insert a considerable number of stitches in wounds. In all cases the resulting 
pain was borne without any display of feeling approaching' that experienced 
among Europeans. 

In general I may say that the Bechuanas as a race are very healthy and 
exceptionallY clean and honest. Malingering .is unknown. When they report 
sick without specific cause, commonly stating that they have "bad blood," 
their complaint may be attributed to neurasthenia and.a dose of any bitter 
medicine, such as quinine, or a prick with ~n empty syringe, effects an im-
mediate cure and they resume duty cheerfully. . 
, Occasionally r have had men. reporting sick and complaining that they 

have been bewitched. It is a fatal error to treat such cases with derision for 
the men are altogether sincere, and consequently depressed to a degree which 
unfits them for duty. Therefore the doctor must appear to accept their 
complaint as genuine and adjust his treatment accordingly. 

Persona,lly I found by experience that medicines were hot effective but 
that the withdrawal of a small quantity of blood by venesection proved 
efficacious, the patient being convinced that the "evil spirit". had been 
drawn forth witn the blood. 

A quick and simple way of convincing the patient that the "evil spirit" 
had departed from his body was to pour a small quantity of blood into a dish, 
where a few drops of peroxide had been previously placed. The patient seeing 
his blood frothing believed that the evil spirit had indeed departed· from his . 
body and lay writhing in the dish before him. 

They proved, as a rule, steady workers, good humoured, and buoyant in 
adverse corlditions. Although coming from a primitive p~storal life; and 
subjected to almost unbelievable changes in their mode of living and environ
ment they proved readily adaptable. The European personnel, in whose 
charge they were, found them good material and teachable, given patience and 
understanding. . . 

Their mental processes appear slow, but this is most probably due to 
. language difficulties and in certain directions they are undoubtedly.astute. 
They learn. thoroughly and do not easily forget what they have learned . 

• 
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