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‘Miracle’ cures from early times
By John Masaba

T
he whole thing reeks of 
forgery and deception on 
a large scale. For what is in 
mere soil and water to cure 
AIDS? Nothing.” That was 
what the Weekly Topic, in 

its October 26, 1989 editorial, described 
the purported soil cure for HIV, 
which was ravaging the country and 
spreading panic among communities. 

Six years earlier, in 1982, the first two 
cases of the disease in Uganda had 
been recorded in Rakai on the shores 
of Lake Victoria. This was followed by 
17 more cases, a year later — before the 
virus was confirmed as an epidemic in 
Uganda in 1984. 

The symptoms of the disease on those 
affected included extreme wasting away 
of the body. The victims would often 
die a few weeks or months later, hence 
the name slim. But just how were the 
people going to deal with this strange 
sickness which left sufferers severely 
battered?

In the absence of a solution in the 
form of a cure (or treatment like 
antiretroviral drugs) , even the most 
ridiculous of remedies to the disease 
were welcome, despite the media 
warning the public against using them.

So when Yowania Nanyonga, a 
peasant elderly woman, came out and 
said she had on the night of September 
8, 1988 been visited and instructed by 
God’s spiritual voice to cure illnesses 

by merely feeding them the blessed soil 
from her garden, many people believed 
her. 

Genesis
The soil miracle cure narrative started 
with Nanyonga’s niece, Margaret 
Nazziwa, who she had allegedly 
recovered from the disease. 

Nazziwa had reportedly been at 
the brink of death, before she fully 
recovered after taking the concoction 
of soil and water from Nanyonga’s 
backyard. Before the ‘cure’, Nazziwa 
had reportedly been treated at a 
hospital in Kampala, where she had 
failed to respond, but improved after 
drinking the concoction. 

Of course, the cure was not genuine 
and Nazziwa reportedly succumbed to 
the disease weeks later. 

Despite that, however, Nanyonga 
continued to receive patients in droves, 
including civil servants, members of the 
church and government officials.

It was said Nanyonga never sold 
her soil and prescribed that it should 
be mixed with cold water for it to be 
effective.

David Blumenkrantz, a blogger, in 
his November 1989 article, Thirty Tons 
of Soil: Nanyonga’s Divine Panacea, 
described the lines of those seeking 
Nanyonga’s miracle concoction as 
stretching more than two kilometres.

“People were apparently willing to 
wait several days for their turn,” he 
wrote, adding that those seeking ‘the 

blessed dirt’ came not only from within 
Uganda, but also from neighbouring 
countries such as Rwanda and Zaire.

Elvis Basudde, a journalist and HIV/
AIDS activist, who was away in the US 
at the time and only read about the 
stories from Uganda, told New Vision 
that it did not surprise him. “HIV at 
the time did not have a name; they 
called it a “strange sickness” brought 
about by witchcraft. And Africans are 
superstitious people,” he said. 

Major Rubaramira Ruranga, an 
activist and person living with HIV, 
who admits taking Nanyonga’s ‘miracle’ 
cure, said it tasted ‘horrible’ and gave 
him a stomach upset. 

Hot iron therapy
The story does not end with 

Nanyonga’s soil cure. Rubaramira 
says there were many others. This, he 
explained, owed to some canny people 
using the panic precipitated by the 
HIV/AIDS epidemic to cash in for self-
enrichment.

“Some people were able to reach 
us (people living with HIV) through 
some important people in Uganda Aids 
Commission,” he explained.

The treatment involved the 
practitioner using a red hot iron on the 
person living with HIV, allegedly to 
heal them.

“They would put a wet cloth on you 
and then place a hot iron,” he said. 

In essence, this act was to ‘kill’ the 
virus in your blood, but it instead left 
the patient with a lot of pain from burn 
wounds; some people ended up being 
hospitalised, while others died from 

their injuries.

Kemron
Then there was Kemron. It was 
spearheaded by the Kenya Medical 
Research Institute under its then 
director, Davy Koech and lead 
researcher Prof Arthur Obel. 

The drug was even launched during 
a public ceremony by Kenya’s President 
Daniel Arap Moi and had many people 
seeking it, including US prominent 
basketball player, Magic Johnson, who 
had declared that he was HIV-positive. 
However, it turned out to be a fake.

The drug, which cost sh1.5m per 
month, was out of reach for many 
patients. Later, a WHO-sponsored study 
carried out in five African countries 
revealed that the drug was nothing 
more than appetizer.

Bombo crazy
Scientifically known as Mormodica 
foetida, bombo, a common herb in 
Uganda that has been widely used 
to treat people with unpleasant body 
odour, did not miss out on the list. 

“I was advised to crush the leaves and 
drink the liquid three times every day,” 
Rubaramira says.

But as it turned out, the bombo was 
no more herb to treat simple ailments. 

“People living with HIV virus tend to 
develop skin infections and stomach 
problems, so it was somewhat helpful. 
However, it was nothing special,” he 
said.

IN THE ABSENCE 
OF A SOLUTION 
IN THE FORM OF 
A CURE FOR THIS 
STRANGE DISEASE, 
EVEN THE MOST 
RIDICULOUS OF 
REMEDIES WERE 
WELCOME Major Rubaramira


