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Editorial 

Wild Medicinal Plants. This issue of Desert Plants carries an ar- 
ticle on a Mexican "curandera" in Arizona. We would expect folk - 
medicine to be rooted in use of local plants. Although a small part 
of this curandera's pharmacopaeia comes from wild plants of the 
local desert, she makes great use of herbs and medicines from old - 
world plants that are part of her Spanish heritage. Such plants were 
early grown by Spaniards at old missions and haciendas. As cul- 
tural blending occurred in colonial times, Aztec medicinal cul- 
tivars were added to such gardens and we detect their influence in 
the drug- larder of our "curandera" as well. Also detectable, but of 
lesser importance in her store of cures are medicinals contributed 
by the culture of the local Indians. 

One of us (F.S.C.) grew up in the small Arizona town where this 
"curandera" settled and in later years discussed with her the cures 
used by the local Indians. From this and other observations we 
conclude that the indigenous pharmacopaeia of wild plants of 
southern Arizona was heavily swamped by Spanish medicine and 
more recently displaced by Anglo drugs. The excellent book by 
Richard Felger and Mary Beck Moser (UA Press) on Seri ethno- 
botany presents a window to the past. Herb dealers in New Mexico 
and northern Arizona have created a real rennaissance of under- 
standing with wild medicinals there. 

We do not advocate use of primitive medicines nor do we 
suggest that persons experiment with "curanderas" or similar 
practitioners. What we do suggest is that local wild medicinals be 
preserved and studied for eventual improvement of modern 
medicine. For example, today millions of people use ephedrine 
hydrochloride in various brand -name decongestants. We happen 
to have local wild desert species of Ephedra and we should study 
them with a view to genetic improvement and cultivation in our 
climate as a source of this drug. Species of Agave have cortico- 
steroid precursors that can be used for making cortisone, birth 
control pills, and other steroid -related drugs. Can our local wild 
species of Plantago be improved and cultivated as a source of psyl- 
lium, the active ingredient in numerous brand -name laxatives? 

We are still using old medicines from plants known to our an- 
cient ancestors who lived overseas. We need to devote attention to 
plants already adapted to our desert conditions which could be im- 
proved and cultivated for our beneficial use and export. Plants may 
produce purer, better quality, and more highly concentrated pro- 
ducts under desert conditions when cultivated. Medicinal plants 
can make very lucrative crops. 

- F. S. Crosswhite and C. D. Crosswhite 


