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Foreword

In 1961 Dr. Siri von Reijs Altschul, as an extension of her work in
taxonomy and ethnobotany and her interest in several natural-
products research programs then under way in American pharmaceu-
tical circles, conceived an ambitious idea. This idea materialized,
thanks to her persistence, and led to preparation of the present vol-
ume. I believe that the many kinds of specialists who undoubtedly
will utilize the information i the following pages may appreciate 2
few words on the conception and development of Dr. Altschul’s idea.

In science’s search for novel biodynamic constituents and potential
new therapeutic agents from the plant kingdom, several avenues of
approach have been followed: 2 random sampling of the existing
flora; direct study of plant uses among peoples still living in primitive
cultures; and reliance upon information in the literature.

The last of these avenues apparently has been the one most com-
monly followed in pharmaceutical circles. Generally speaking, it has
been unreliable. Scraps of information about the use of a plant may
be gleaned easily from all kinds of literature~including even history,
reports of missionaries and travelers, and other rather casual and

diffuse writings. Investigators frequently begin by consulting regional
floras, compendia prepared by botanists that usually include econom-
ic notes about the species growing naturally in the area covered by
the particular flora. These notes on plant uses are seldom first-hand;
more often they are second-, third- or fourth-hand repetitions, citing
neither sources of the original reports nor voucher specimens from
which the identifications were made, Consequently, errors and un-
certainties are frequent even in the floristic literature, which should
be—and undoubtedly is—the most reliable available. Recent pharma-
ceutical research more than once has become disoriented because of
erroneous reports in floras.

It occurred to Dr. Altschul, as 2 direct outgrowth of her survey of
literature reports about the use of hallucinogenic snuffs in the New
World, that too much reliance had been placed on these data in
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xii / Foreword

floristic, historic and other works—data completely divorced from
specimens or other means of checking identification. The natural
corollary then occurred to her: Why not utilize the almost untapped
wealth of ethnobotanical notes hidden away on labels in our herbaria?

The more she pondered the potentialities inherent in a search of
herbaria and the longer she discussed it with her colleagues, the more
Dr. Altschul was convinced that this source of information on folk
medicine ought to be utilized.

A herbarium report itself, she reasoned, was usually first-hand, jot-
ted down on the spot by the collector of the plant in the locality and
at the time of collection. It was on 2 label, often in the collector’s
own handwriting, and physically attached to a specimen. Conse-
quently, there could be no uncertainty about the identity of the
plant. The season of collection, ecological notes, description of the
plant, vernacular names, and other information would often be found
on the label—all of these data occasionally of importance either for
evaluation of the use or for possible re-collection of fresh material of
the plant for chemical study. Some of the collections would be re-
cent, others very old. The old specimens frequently preserved notes
about uses that have disappeared with the cultures or peoples who
employed the plant and therefore would be even more valuable to
modern researchers.

The herbaria of the world comprise vast collections of plants from
all parts of the world during the past two centuries. Thus they make
it economically feasible to pursue significant ethnobotanical studies
in deserts or in tropical rain forests, at sea level or on the highest
mountains, in Asia, Australia, Africa, Europe, North or South Amer-
ica—all without leaving the herbaria.

Dr. Altschul eventually set about to search the estimated 2,500,000
specimens preserved in the combined collections of the Gray Herbar-
ium and the Arnold Arboretum at Harvard University. It was a major
task, but one which she carried through over a period of four and a
half years, with the results that are set forth in the following pages.

A combination of enthusiasm and energy, faith in the value of the
work, and meticulous organization of the information retrieved mark
her accomplishment. It is offered as an indicator and, at times, as a
guide for thediverse kinds of specialists dedicated to an examination
OWorId 's vegetation; it is also a potential model for what may

-prove to be in older and larger herbaria—as well as in newer and

smaller ones—a key to advantageous use of the plant kingdom as a
source of valuable new chemical constituents

Richard Evans Schultes, Director
Botanical Museum of Harvard University
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