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In the United States, there is an increasing interest to 
discover more natural solutions when approaching 
contemporary medicine. Indigenous tribes have turned to 
the land for answers to physical ailments long before it 
became popularized by contemporary health practitioners 
in the United States. Today, medicinal botanicals are sold 
as dietary supplements, all drawing from different plant 
species. The UCLA Botanical Gardens has undertaken 
projects to allow the Tongva tribes to return to their land, 
planting botanicals that can be used for medicinal 
purposes. 

Echinacea plants are a purple coneflower plant found in 
the United States that can be used to boost immunity and 
prevent upper respiratory infections. This plant has been 
used extensively by Indigenous tribes to treat the ailments 
of their people. In this project, I hope to better understand 
the mechanism of Echinacea plants in treating respiratory 
ailments. It would be interesting to learn if this plant can 
be used to help individuals suffering from respiratory 
symptoms that arise from coronavirus infections. 
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Echinacea has been used by Indigenous tribes as a 
cure-all botanical medicine. Ecologists have been 
concerned for many years that because of its potent 
health effects, the plant has been over-harvested. The 
herbal product was primarily being harvested from the 
wild because it was less expensive and thought to be 
more powerful than cultivated Echinacea plants. The 
concerns that this plant is being exposed to herbicides 
used on rangeland crop fields, overgrazing, and oil/gas 
field development got me thinking about the UCLA 
Botanical Gardens. If we could find a way to protect the 
plant by growing it here, Tonga tribes would have 
access to this medicinal plant when treating ailments in 
their community. 
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Because the echinacea plant was traditionally used by Indigenous tribes for wound 
healing, fever, infection, edema, or rheumatic disease, it was tested for its 

anti-inflammatory properties. In vitro assays were used to treat for 
anti-inflammatory properties in the plant by screening for cyclooxygenase and 

5-lipoxygenase. These enzymes play important roles in producing thromboxanes, 
prostaglandins, and leukotriene. Echinacea’s immunostimulant activity is caused by 

three primary mechanisms involving these enzymes: phagocytic activation, 
fibroblast stimulation, and enhancement of respiratory activities causing 

augmentation of leukocyte mobility. Administration of the plant has been found to 
strengthen the immune system against pathogenic infection through the activation 

of neutrophils, macrophages, polymorphonuclear leukocytes, and natural killer 
cells. Thus, indigenous tribes were able to use it to treat infections of the upper and 

lower respiratory systems, wound infections, and chronic pelvic infections. 

The echinacea plant originates from North America. The first piece of archeological 
evidence for this plant originates back to the 18th century. The colonization of 

white settlers sparked increased interest in this medicinal plant that’s use ranged 
from external application for wounds, burns, and insect bites to internal application 
for pain, coughs, stomach cramps, and snake bites. Chemists and pharmacologists 

became interested n Echinacea and many of its constituents are now known 
including polysaccharides, echinacoside, cichoric acid, keto alkenes, and 

alkylamides. 
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● The first Echinacea preparation was known 
as the Myers Blood Purifier. It arrived on the 
market around 1880 with rheumatism, 
neuralgia, and rattlesnake bite as 
indications. 

● At the beginning of the 20th century, 
Echinacea was the primary medicinal plant 
used in the United States. 

● Its use extended to Germany around 1939 
and eventually to Switzerland by 1950. 

● By 1921, Echinacea was the most popular 
treatment prescribed by physicians to treat 
conditions ranging from syphilis, dysentery, 
and snakebites. 

● Echinacea is sold and marketed as pills, 
vitamins, or supplements to boost your 
immune system during cold season. It can 
be found at any local pharmacy and can 
even be taken as an herbal drink. 

Historical 
Pharmaceutical Uses

Borchers 2000



● Echinacea plants are native prairie plants, 
thus they thrive in hot, dry climates but can 
handle a range of temperature and humidity 
fluctuations. 

● They do not do as well in very humid 
climates, or in rainy areas where the soil 
stays wet. 

● Plant Type: Herbaceous Perennial 
● Soil Type: Well-Drained (It will tolerate poor 

rocky soil but will not grow in wet or mucky 
soil.))

● The plant would survive well in California 
environments that allow for at least four 
hours of sunlight per day. 

● They grow natively along the edges of 
woodlands, so they thrive in spots with 
morning shade and afternoon sun. 

Climate

Iannotti 2021



UCLA Tongva Garden

● The UCLA Botanical Gardens are working on 
a revitalization and preservation of the 
Gabrielino-Tongva Kuruvungna Village 
Springs. 

● This site is intended to bring the community 
together and to increase the education 
surrounding native history and the 
environment at UCLA. 

● This collaboration is intended to give back 
the land to its original caretakers and allow 
them to use the land to plant and grow the 
things that they would have used prior to the 
violent colonization that occured. 

● Many of the plants that are planted their 
have medicinal uses–I propose the planting 
of Echinacea plant to restore this native 
species contribution to indigenous medicinal 
practices. 

Lin 2022



● Echinacea received negative media attention 
causing confusion on its effectiveness as a 
medicinal treatment. 

● The confusion arose from negative outcome 
studies that were published in reputable 
journals that found it to be ineffective. This 
resulted in confusion among physicians and 
consumers who had found it to be an 
effective treatment of the immune system. 

● Many consumers and physicians are 
unaware that products that share the name 
echinacea differ in their phytochemical 
composition due to the variability of plant 
material, extraction practices, time of 
harvest, and quality of plant/seed. This may 
contribute to the negative outcome studies 
that were published. 

● Using echinacea for the purposes of turning 
over a profit have weakened its effectiveness 
as it has become focused on increasing profit 
margins without studying the land and the 
root of the plant. Turning this over to Tongva 
tribes to properly care for the plant may 
increase its medicinal effectiveness. 

Controversy 

Marshall 2010



Indigenous Approach to 
Ailments

● The Tongva believe that disease was both a 
physical and spiritual issue. This is different 
than American doctors who focus their 
understanding of disease on a medicinal 
science. 

● For millennia before their colonization, Tongva 
people relied on cultivating and weeding 
existing plants, as opposed to the hunting and 
gathering culture that was imposed on them by 
Spanish colonizers. 

● They relied on medicinal plants to treat 
ailments, including using Black and White 
Sage. These plants were used to treat physical 
ailments and for spiritual purification.

● Traditional healers saw medicine as involving 
both spirit and body.  However, friars that 
colonized the land saw the healing practices of 
village shamans as diabolical and forbade them 
from blending physical and spiritual elements 
of medicine when they colonized their land. 

Waldie 2017



By giving the Tongva people a space to plant Echinacea medicinal 
plants in the UCLA Botanical Gardens it is not only helping to 
return the land to its rightful owners so that the plants can be 
properly used and taken care of, it will also give UCLA students an 
opportunity to understand the benefits to using medicinal botanical 
plants in their treatment of ailments and disease. UCLA has a 
rigorous Pre Med program and in my experience the best doctors 
are those who are willing to listen to the land and take a more 
holistic approach to medicine. In creating this space we will be 
aiding in creating stronger physicians for future generations who 
have an intimate understanding of traditional medicinal practices, 

Giving this plant a home in our gardens will also ensure that it is 
properly taken care of. Many of the issues and controversy that 
arise in clinical trials with this plant are a result of pharmaceutical 
companies trying to turn a profit and not caring for this plant in the 
way it needs. The plant is torn apart in order to maximize the 
amount of product that can be sold to consumers, not properly 
cared for. I want to see the Echinacea back in the hands of those 
who understand the physical and spiritual needs of the body and do 
not use the plant as a magic pill to boost the immune system. 
Gaining an intimate understanding of both the plant, its 
mechanisms, and the human body will allow it to be more 
effectively used by its caretakers. 

CONCLUSION
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