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Abstract

Fossil limestones provide information to explore the origin and evolution of ancient world. Natrolite pseudomorph (psm), a

species subgroup of the zeolite, is a type of fossil wood from the Sipi Caves in Mount Elgon shield volcano, Uganda. Natro-

lite  psm  is  a  unique  piece  for  science,  traditional  culture  and  alternative  medicine.  In  Ugandan  alternative  traditional

medicine,  physical  elements  such  as  herbs  and  fossil  minerals  are  used  in  ¨traditional,  complementary  and  integrative

medicine (TCI)¨ with potential effects and spiritual beliefs that can translate into helth benefits. The interdisciplinary study

of alternative traditional medicine in ancient cultures may provide insights for new biomedical interventions but consider-

ing strict quality control to avoid toxic materials and address ethical and conservation-related concerns.
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According to the International Mineralogical Asso-

ciation – Commission on New Minerals, Nomenclature and

Classification (IMA-CNMNC, https://www.mindat.org/min

-2947.html), Natrolite is a tectosilicate mineral species sub-

group  of  the  zeolite  group  with  the  following  characteris-

tics: formula (Na2Al2Si3O10 · 2H2O), color (white, colorless,

red, yellow, brown, green, bluish), luster (vitreous, pearly),

hardness  (5 -  5½),  specific  gravity  (2.2  -  2.26),  and Or-

thorhombic crystal  system named in 1803 by Martin H.

Klaproth from the Greek natron, "soda," in allusion to its

sodium content and lithos, "stone" [1].

Natrolite  pseudomorph  (psm)  fossil  wood  from

the Sipi Caves in Mount Elgon shield volcano, Uganda, is a

unique  piece  for  science  and  culture  (Figure  1).  This  pre-

served wood is a rare volcanic mineral specimen that shows

the nature and the diversity of life that once lived in the Sipi

Caves  during  pre-Pleistocene  Epoch  (ca.  5.3  to  2.6  million

years  ago)  [2].  These  fossil  woods  are  carefully  excavated

and  preserved  featuring  its  natural  appearance.  The  wood

shows intricate structures replaced by white to colorless na-

trolite known as radial sprays or needles with glassy, acicu-

lar natrolite crystals, sometimes with amber calcite or mag-

netite,  replacing  or  covering  petrified  wood  [3]  (Figure  1).

The mineralization processes include the availability of dis-

solved  elements,  pH  (acidity/alkalinity),  Eh  (redox  poten-

tial) and burial temperature [3, 4].

In  traditional  culture,  natural  zeolites  such as  na-

trolite  are  used  to  improve  soil  quality  by  retaining  mois-

ture and releasing nutrients such as nitrogen and potassium

in agricultural soils while trapping toxins [5]. Natrolite is al-

so used for water purification by contributing to removal of

ammonium  and  heavy  metals  from  agricultural  water  in

farming  activities  [5].

Natrolite-derived  compounds  are  not  considered

toxic  and  thus  used  as  feed  additives  to  prevent  lumping

and ensure a free-flowing texture for animal species. In inte-

grative and systemic approaches combining holistic (repre-

senting  the  whole  system/interconnectedness)  and  meta-

physical  (beyond  the  physical/spiritual)  contexts,  petrified

wood such as natrolite is  considered to have properties for

applications  in  crystal  healing,  spiritual  and  metaphysical

practices for its earthing and transformative properties. Spir-

itual  practices  with  petrified  wood  represent  grounding,

longevity,  rebirth  and  ancestral  connection.  Fossil  wood  is

also connected with the root chakra (Muladhara) as the first

foundational  energy center  located at  the base of  the spine

between  the  perineum  and  the  coccyx,  associated  with  the

red color and the element of earth governing feelings of safe-

ty,  security,  stability,  and survival.  Accordingly,  a  balanced

Muladhara provides grounding, protection and trust, while

imbalances can cause anxiety, fear, or insecurity. 

Figure 1: Natrolite pseudomorph. Fossil Wood from the Sipi Caves in Mount Elgon, Uganda. Pre-Pleistocene Epoch (ca. 5.3 to

2.6 million years ago). Dimensions, 3.8 x 2.7 x 3.8 cm.
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Fossil inclusions are found in amber and fossilifer-

ous  limestones  with  implications  in  alternative  traditional

medicine  (e.g.,  [6,  7]).  In  alternative  traditional  medicine

based on belief-based explanations,  fossil  petrified  wood is

associated  with  zodiac  Leo  (July  23  -  August  22),  symbol-

ized by a lion and governed by the sun ruling the cardiovas-

cular  system, spine,  and upper back.  The alternative medi-

cal traditional/belief-based properties associated with petri-

fied  wood  such  as  Natrolite  include  (a)  helping  physical

healing  in  bones,  spine,  hair  and  muscles,  (b)  promoting

safety and body grounding to reduce anxiety and stress, and

(c)  stimulating  emotional  balance  through  patience,  calm

and connection to earth [8].

Integrative medicine is  based on the combination

of conventional scientifically supported biomedical intervan-

tions with holistic patient-centered care known as ¨traditio-

nal, complementary and integrative medicine (TCI)  ̈consid-

ered  by  the  World  Health  Organization  (WHO,

https://www.who.int/teams/integrated-health-services/tradi

tional-complementary-and-integrative-medicine/global-s-

trategies).  The  TCI  approaches  used  for  centuries  to  im-

prove  health  are  mainly  associated  with  plant-based thera-

pies but also use traditional materials such as Natrolite psm

as a type of fossil wood where the original organic material

was replaced by the zeolite mineral natrolite. 

In  conclusion,  in  Ugandan  alternative  traditional

medicine, physical elements such as herbs and fossil miner-

als are integrated with spiritual beliefs that can translate in-

to  helth  benefits.  As  previously  addressed  in  prevention of

infection  [9],  the  interdisciplinary  study  of  traditional

medicine  in  ancient  cultures  may provide  insights  for  new

biomedical  interventions.  Nevertheless,  to  effectively  inte-

grate  these  materials  into  TCI,  it  is  critical  to  apply  strict

quality  control  to  avoid  toxic  materials  such  as  mercury,

lead  and  arsenic  heavy  metals  and  address  ethical  and

conservation-related  considerations.  
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