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There are approximately 250,000 species of flowering plants
in the world, and some 5,000 of these are native to the state
of Texas. Human populations, with their ever-growing de-
mands for food, water, fuel, timber, homes, shopping malls,
parking lots, and roads are posing an increasingly greater
threat to the survival of these plants.

It has been estimated that if the destruction of the world’s
natural habitats continues at its present rate, no fewer than
50,000 species, or one-fifth of the world’s flora, will be ex-
tinct by the end of the present century. The rate of extinction
shows no sign of decreasing.

The destruction of the tropical rainforests has rightly re-
ceived publicity. No less important, however, are the losses
of natural vegetation being sustained in more temperate re-
gions such as those of Texas, its neighboring states, and
Mexico. Agriculture, industry, and urban development have
transformed much of the area and are continuing to do so.

One way in which potentially valuable species can be iden-
tified is by collecting information and evaluating reports
(written and oral) of how, and for what purposes, native
peoples have used the plants that grow around them. An-
other is to look for close relatives of species that have
proved of value in other parts of the world. In compiling The
Useful Wild Plants of Texas, the Southeastern and Southwestern
United States, the Southern Plains, and Northern Mexico,
Scooter Cheat ham, Marshall Johnston, and Lynn Marshall
have left few stones unturned in their search for information
and have listed uses for no fewer than 4,000 of the 5,000
species growing in Texas and neighboring lands. This ency-
clopedia is a unique compilation of information about the
economic and potential economic value of an important sec-
tion of the American flora.

As human beings we are totally dependent on green plants
for our survival. Only green plants can trap the sun’s energy
and use it to convert atmospheric carbon dioxide and water

into the sugars that sustain us. Only green plants can re-
plenish the oxygen in the air that we breathe. We may be
less aware that, even when our primary requirements for
carbohydrates and oxygen have been met, we still rely on
plants to supply us with an array of specific compounds,
such as vitamins and essential amino acids that the human
body cannot make. Without these, normal growth will fail
and deficiency diseases develop. Not all plants are equally
rich in such compounds, but clues to rich sources may be
provided by a study of the traditional uses made of plants.
The value of such traditional knowledge is well illustrated
by the success of Captain James Cook in eradicating scurvy
from the Royal Navy. In the eighteenth century the sailors of
all navies were likely to suffer from this disease during long
voyages. Cook, however, systematically collected informa-
tion on reputed cures from the native peoples of the various
countries that he visited. The fruit of the lime (now known
to be rich in vitamin C) proved the most effective. Lime juice
was subsequently issued on a regular basis to all ships of the
Royal Navy. Scurvy disappeared and the only side effect
of the medication was the acquisition of a new nickname
(“limey”) by the British sailors.

At the present time, information on the distribution and
concentration of vitamins and other essential nutrients in
plants is almost totally restricted to those plants that already
form a part of our diet. Among the wild plants of the world,
including those of Texas, there must be many that are rich in
these compounds. When such plants are identified, it may
be possible to include them directly in the diet. Alterna-
tively, it may be more practical to extract the essential nutri-
ents and use them as food additives or, as our skills in ge-
netic engineering improve, to transfer the genes controlling
the synthesis of essential nutrients in wild species to food
plants that we already use. All such possibilities depend,
however, on the conservation of our wild plants and a
greater commitment to their study.  
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As well as being sources of essential nutrients, plants pro-
vide us with drugs of value throughout medicine. There are
estimates that 25% of the prescriptions dispensed in the
United States contain plant-derived ingredients, while in
the developing world, herbal remedies are often the only
remedies available. About 250 species of plants are used as
major sources of drugs in western medicine—one only has
to consider the contributions of Digitalis lanata (foxglove),
Papaver somniferum (opi um poppy), and Atropa belladonna
(deadly night shade), the sour  ces of digoxin, morphine, and
atropine respectively, to  appreciate their importance. It is of
particular significance, however, that over 70% of the plant-
derived drugs of western medicine were originally isolated
from plants having known medicinal properties.

As many as 25,000 species may be used throughout the
world in traditional medicine at the present time, but few
have been subjected to rigorous scientific investigation. We
do not know which are effective or what active ingredients
are present in those that are. Even if only 1% of these 25,000
proved to be of value in the treatment of disease, the isola-
tion of the drugs responsible could make an enormous con-
tribution to the health and well-being of mankind. One of
the most promising antimalarial drugs to become available
in recent years is qinghaosu (artemisinine), which is used to
treat chloroquine-resistant cerebral malaria. It was isolated
in 1972 by Chinese scientists from Artemisia annua, a plant
used as a traditional remedy for malaria in China for over
2,000 years. Many of the wild plants of Texas were used in
traditional medicine, and the information in this encyclope-
dia provides leads for all who wish to follow. We must not
allow these plants to become extinct.

Physiologically active compounds from plants have found
uses in areas other than medicine. Plants and plant extracts
have been used as insecticides, as fish poisons, and in the
control of snails, nematodes, fungi, bacteria, and other or-
ganisms. The compounds responsible have also provided
organic chemists with models that they have copied to make
synthetic compounds with similar or enhanced properties.
The natural py rethrins found in the flower heads of
Chrysanthemum ciner aria were copied in this way to create
the synthetic pyrethroids, which now account for 20% of
world insecticide sales.

Plants provide the chemical industry with important start-
ing materials and intermediates. Hevea brasiliensis provides
the world with virtually all of its natural rubber, and is in-
creasing its share, presently about 50% of the total, at the ex-
pense of synthetic rubber. The quality of the product and the
success of plant breeders in developing high-yielding vari-
eties are responsible. The potential of other latex-producing
species cannot be ignored, and if selection and breeding
programs can  improve the yields of plants such as Parthe-
nium argentatum (guayule), a native of Texas, then such
plants may yet play an important role in meeting the
world’s increasing demand for natural rubber and improv-
ing the economies of the areas in which they are grown and
processed. Other products of value and potential value are
gums, resins, and hydrocarbon fuels. The need to develop
renewable sources of liquid fuels before fossil reserves be-

come exhausted is self-evident. To do this, we must know
which plants or groups of plants are likely to repay investi-
gation and where they grow. Once again the need for a com-
prehensive guide such as this encyclopedia is apparent.

In the preceding paragraphs I have emphasized the impor-
tance of plants as sources of chemical compounds. I have
done this not only because I have a particular interest in the
subject, but because the encyclopedia is a veritable mine of
information for any concerned with the use of plant prod-
ucts in medicine and industry. Among the wild plants of
Texas, however, there are many that could be used in other
ways. When I first visited Texas, I knew Sophora secundiflora
(Texas mountain laurel) as an attractive, blue-flowered tree
that occurred in the wild but that was also occasionally
planted in yards and urban developments. Since then, it has
become exceedingly popular with gardeners and those in-
volved in landscape design and is now available from nurs-
eries in a variety of different colors. How many other native
species could be developed as ornamentals, particularly or-
namentals with low water requirements? How many could
be used as groundcover to stem erosion? How many as
honey sources? How many as forage or fiber crops? One
data bank with which I am familiar has plants divided into
600 categories according to their economic uses. Clearly I
cannot list them all here, but I suggest that as you turn the
pages of this encyclopedia, whatever your interests are, you
will come to appreciate the potential wealth represented by
the native plants of Texas and the need to conserve and use
them.  

The Useful Wild Plants of Texas, the Southeastern and South-
western United States, the Southern Plains, and Northern Mexico
is the only major work of its kind to be undertaken in the
United States. It will undoubtedly become a prime reference
source, and where Texas has led, others will follow. It is a
privilege for me to be associated with its publication. I wel-
come it not only as a significant addition to the botanical lit-
erature but as an invaluable tool, a painstakingly fashioned
key, that gives us access to a major natural resource that is
underdeveloped and largely unknown.

Arthur Bell was Director of the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, England,
Professor of Botany at UT Austin, Professor of Biology and Head of the
Department of Plant Sciences at King’s College, London, and a mem-
ber of the Board of Trustees of Useful Wild Plants, Inc. until his death in
2006. His pioneering work in biochemistry on non-protein amino acids
of plants has considerable significance for both medicine and nutrition.
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spring WEEDFEED
Rumor has it that Scooter Cheatham plans to start
a Spring Weedfeed on Friday, March 19. He has
not done one in several years, so if you want to
learn about the edible, medicinal, and useful wild
plants of Texas, call Lynn at 512.928.4441 for
information on dates, times, tuition, and any ques-
tions you have.
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Cephalanthus occidentalisClematis crispa Citharexylum brachyanthum Cheilanthes eatonii

Citrullus lanatus Cladium jamaicense Claytonia virginica

Chiococca alba Cheilanthes kaulfussii Chrysopsis mariana Cirsium engelmannii

Cestrum diurnum Cicuta mexicana

Bring these plants to life in Volume 4!
SPONSOR A SPECIES IN VOLUME 4 FOR $1000



UWP’s Mission
To promote the understanding, appreciation, stewardship, and
sustainable use of wild plants through programs of conservation,
education, research, publication, and entrepreneurship.

Focus
To create and maintain a comprehensive knowledge and informa-
tion base, a platform from which to launch further research on
native plants. This vast body of knowledge will be of service to
scientists, horticulturists, ecologists, teachers, park rangers, hob-
byists, and others, and ultimately will be accessible in several
forms, including the multi-volume encyclopedia, an interactive
database, CD-ROM, and films. This is the most complete econom-
ic botany work produced for any region in the world.

Projects and Programs
• The Useful Wild Plants of Texas, the Southeastern and South -

western United States, the Southern Plains, and Northern Mexico,
a multi-volume work

• The Alluse Database
• Independent Studies with UWP
• The “Save the Human Libraries” project to preserve vanish-

ing knowledge through video- and audio-taped interviews
• “Landmark Landscapers” project to interview horticulturists

and naturalists who are bringing the best of the natives to
the market for use in landscaping

• “Plug Into Your Planet,” to help students evaluate their
impact on the planet through their choice of possessions
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Join UWP and help save the “rainforest” 
in your own backyard.

Annual Membership
❑ Sustaining ($100)

❑ Family/Household ($50)

❑ Individual ($25)

Sponsorship
❑ I’ll Sponsor a Species in Volume 4! ($1000)

❑ I’ll be a Seed Sponsor in Volume 4! ($500)

Contributions
I’d like to make a contribution of $ ________________________________

in honor of / in memory of ________________________________________

To become a member or to otherwise contribute, fill in the blanks and mail this form
or an approximation thereof to 2612 Sweeney Lane, Austin, TX 78723. 

Thanks!
Name: ______________________________________________________________________

Biz/Co/Institution: ______________________________________________________________

Address: _____________________________________________________________________

City: _______________________ State: _______________ Zip: _________________________

Phone:_______________________________ E-mail: __________________________________

Credit card #: (MasterCard or VISA)____________________________________________________

Expiration: ______________ Signature: _________________________________________________________________


