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:A :,"Hi'story :

,The use of plants in medlcme dates back to the begmmngs of man. " Plants bemg the most abundant and easﬂy, 3

N accessrble were the first to be trred outin trme of sickness. Therefore itis quite understandable how over the centunes L

§ :plants around him in an attempt to treat m]urres and cure drseases Thus over the centurres, by tnal and error he ‘
. gradually drscovered a number of worthwhrle remedres N :

- As c1vrlrzatron began to develop in Egypt Mesopotamra, Indra and Chma, the therapeutrcal potentral of a large  *
_number of medrcmal plants were collected and documerited. - Accordmg to one report the earliest documented- o

B medrcrnal plant was- Ma-Huang This plant was first described about 5000 years ago by the Chinese emperor-Shen

..

-' Hung as a remedy for cough and also asa cardiac strmulant ‘In' 1926 European scientists discovered the brologrcally . '

. active compound in Ma-Huang as Ephednne, which'is now: used for treating asthma ‘patients: Another report says’ . ..

‘ - that early chinese: physrcrans have used the plant Chang Shang (Dichora ferbrifuga) for antifebrile effect: andArtemesrav_: B

" annua for antimalarial effect. “Modern scientific investigations on the two plants- mentioned abov
;presence of two very effectrve antxmalanal drugs, Ferbrrfugme and Artemrsmm respectrvely .

- Dunng the mrddle ages ( llth to 18th century), the wrdely accepted dogma that nature hersclf provrdes a cure for every

disease gave added i mcentrve to.the search for medrcmes among the plant. kingdom. It was commionly believed that -

. the ’signature’ of a dtsease was impressed upon’ the plant which could cure that partrcular drsease Plants with red’

- flowers were used to prevent bleeding, and those coloured yellow were supposed to cure ]aundrce “The wnnkledf». 2 _
 kernel of the nutmeg was thought to resemble the brain and so nutmeg was used to treat mental diseases. ‘Theserpent.

shape of Rauwolfia serpeniina (Smhala-Ekawenya) root commonly called snake-root mdtcated that it should be-useful
in treating snake bite. The worm shaped embryo of Chenonodlum or worm seed s"ggested it to be of value as an.
- anthelmmttc S , . . '

'Natural Products as drugs

.-

g Natural products contamed iny of denved from medrcal plants are used in all countrres In westem countnes.~ L

B 'medicinal plants provide raw. matcnals for mdustrral processing and preparation of pure drugs In many developmg‘ e

- countries: such as Sri Lanka, extracts of the various parts of medicinal plants are.directly used in all forms of therapy SR
" However itis indeed: unfortunate that for many centuries very little. emphasis has been placed on the scientific. aspect
-af studres on medrcmal plants As late Dr J ohn Attygalle has wrsely pomted out in: hrs comprlanon of Smhalese SR

_ The nnportance of plant-denved drugs in modern medrcme is somewhat underestlmated Such useft

ot q.urmne (antrmalanal) reserpine (antrhypertensrve) vincaleukoblastine (antileukaernic), ephedrme (anu—asthmatrc)_; S
" 'to mention only a few, represent a broad spectrum of medrcmal products isolated from plants. ‘In addition to these = -

s punﬁed drugs, the crude drugs derived from plantsources (e.g: .crushed dry leaves of foxglove - Digitalis purpurea used _' o

‘asatreatment for heart failure) arealso utrlrzedby some physrcrans practlsmg Western medicine. Most of these drugs

 were discovered as a result of the painstaking research of organic chemists and perceptrve physrcrans who believed .

" - that there could be some truthin many of these seemmgly "folklorrc wonders They were the ﬁrst to adrmt that jungle"_‘ -

. lore" may lead to medxcal tnumphs



s Herbai Medicine in Sri Lanka

The medncal wonders performed by ng Buddhadasa thh herbs which are documented in Mahawansa and ~
Dxpawansa prov1ded us strong ev1dence for the existence of herbal medical practice in ancient Sri Lanka.

In our country we have two main systems of medxcmes. They are the traditional or indigenous system and the western
‘or the allopathic system. According to the recent survey by World Health Organization (WHO), about 70% of the

total population in Sri Lanka depends ori the traditional system of medicine for their basichealth care. The traditional :

system of medicine in Sri Lanka can be divided into four different categories, namely Ayuruveda, Deshiya chikitsa,
Sidda and Unani. The plant and herbal preparations are mainly used in Ayuruveda and Deshiya chikitsa. In
: Ayuruveda over 2000 medicinal plants are used wh:le Deshlya chikistsa the number is about 500.

There are several limitationsto the use of drugs inthe traditional systems of medicinein Sri ;Lanka. One is the problem

- of nomenclature, especially the confusion in the local names. There are five Sida species in Sri'Lanka and they are all

sold as Bavila. Similarly, Adathoda (A. vesica) is sold as Pavetta (P. indica) by Ayurvedic drug dealers. To check this,

a pharmacognoslic investigalion of the sample sold as Pavetta was undertaken. The major alkaloid was found to be

" vasicine, which is present in taxonomxcally identified sample of Adathoda vesica. The major alkaloid of taxonomxcally '
1dent1ﬁed Pavetta mdtca was found to be different from vasicine,

The main limitation of drugs in the traditional system is the lack of slandardlzallon of raw materials, of processmg‘ -

methods and of the final products and non-existence of quality control criteria. If these limitations could be overcome
_ not only would the majority of Sri Lankans accept these traditional systems of medicine but, there will also be a
.demand for our traditional drug preparations in western countrics which would help to improve our ai ling cconomy.

.Sum'mary )

A prescription of a traditional medical practitioncr consists of preparations like Arishta, Kassava, Guli, Kalka,

Basna,etc. and coniain more that 90% of plant derived material. In the western system of medicine almost 505 of
drugs are plant originated. According to-a lcading European medical journal published in 1990 almost 90% of all
organic drugs are based on natural products. Plants are not only thc most abundant and easily accessible, but also
- the most economic source of a number of well established and invaluable drugs. 1n addition, plants are the source of
some chemical intermediates needed for the production of many other pharmaccuticals. Thus the contribution of
herbs and plants to both tradmonal dnd western medical systems isinevitable.



