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ABSTRACT. — Literature research into ethnobotanical uses of North American
prairie plants by Native Americans and early written accounts by travelers and
doctors identified 203 native prairie species that have been used for medicine. We
collected, identified, and made extracts from 22 of these species and subjected the
extracts to biological screens to identify new anti-HIV and anti-cancer chemical
leads. Our results show greater rates of activity for both aqueous extract anti-
AIDS screens (60.0%) and organic extract anti-AIDS screens (13.6%) than rates
previously determined through random screening of terrestrial plants (13.9% and
3.0%, respectively). In preliminary anticancer screening, 10 of 22 organic extracts
showed at least moderate activity. This work demonstrates that native prairie
plants (and probably those of other regions in North America) may provide new
chemical leads, especially if the target list includes those species that have
ethnobotanical use histories. We also believe that our work helps substantiate the
idea that Native Americans were choosing many plants with pharmacologically
active substances in their health and healing practices.

RESUMEN. — Una investigacion bibliografica acerca de los usos etnoboténicos
de plantas de las praderas norteamericanas por parte de los indigenas, y las
descripciones tempranas de viajeros y médicos, identific6 203 especies nativas de
la pradera que han sido usadas como medicinas. Colectamos, identificamos y
preparamos extractos de 22 de estas especies y sometimos los extractos a pruebas
biolégicas para indentificar nuevos candidatos quimicos contra el SIDA y el cancer.
Nuestros resultados muestran tasas mayores de actividad anti-SIDA tanto en
pruebas con extractos acuosos (60.0%) como extractos organicos (13.6%) que las
tasas previamente determinadas a través de pruebas con plantas terrestres
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seleccionadas al azar (13.9% y 3.0%, respectivamente). 10 de 22 extractos orgénicos
mostraron por lo menos actividad moderada en pruebas preliminares anti-cancer.
Este trabajo demuestra que las plantas nativas de la pradera (y probablemente
las de otras regiones de Norteamérica) pueden proporcionar nuevos candidatos
quimicos, especialmente si la lista seleccionada incluye aquellas especies que
tienen una historia de uso etnobotanico. Creemos también que nuestro trabajo
ayuda a substanciar la idea de que los indigenas norteamericanos estaban
escogiendo en sus practicas de salud y curacién muchas plantas con sustancias
farmacologicamente activas.

RESUME.— Une recherche bibliographique sur les utilisations ethnobotaniques
des plantes des prairies nord-américaines par les Amérindiens ainsi que les
premiers écrits des voyageurs et médecins a permis d’identifier 203 espéces
indigénes des prairies qui étaient utilisées comme médicaments. Nous avons
collecté, identifié et préparé des extraits de 22 de ces espéces et avons soumis ces
extraits a des examens biologiques pour identifier de nouveaux agents chimiques
anti-V.LH. et anti-cancéreux. Nos résultats montrent des taux d‘activité plus élevés
pour les examens des extraits aqueux antisida (60,0%) et pour les examens des
extraits organiques antisida (13,6%) que les taux déterminés antérieurement par
des examens de plantes terrestres faits au hasard (33,8% et 4,2% respectivement).
Dans nos examens préliminaires anti-cancéreux, 10 des 22 extraits organiques ont
montré une activité au moins modérée. Ce travail démontre que les plantes
indigénes des prairies (et probablement celles d’autres régions d’Amérique du
Nord) peuvent fournir de nouveaux agents chimiques, particuliérement si on inclut
dans la liste cible les espéces qui ont une histoire ethnobotanique. Nous croyons
aussi que notre travail vient soutenir l'idée que les Indiens d’Amérique
choisissaient plusieurs plantes aves des substances pharmacologiques actives dans
leurs pratiques hygiéniques et thérapeutiques.

INTRODUCTION

Literature research into the ethnobotanical uses of prairie plants by Native
Americans, early travelers, traders, settlers, and doctors has identified 203 native
prairie species that were used for medicinal purposes (Kindscher 1992) and 123
species that were used for food (Kindscher 1987) in the Prairie Bioregion (Figure
1). Conservation of tropical rain forests receives considerable attention because of
the probable value of potential pharmaceutical agents (Balick and Mendelsohn
1992; Farnsworth and Soejarto 1991; Hodson, Englander, and O’Keefe 1995), and
the National Cancer Institute’s current large-scale plant collecting and screening
program is focused on the tropics. By contrast, few prairie plants have ever been
considered for use by the contemporary health industry (Kindscher 1992; Tyler
1993). We believe that this is an untapped resource that should be explored fur-
ther.

Several authors have obtained a higher proportion of active extracts from eth-
nobotanically targeted as opposed to random plant collections (Balick 1990; Cox et
al. 1989; Lewis and Elvin-Lewis 1995; Spjut and Perdue 1976). McCutcheon et al.
(1992, 1994) demonstrated that there is value in studying temperate North Ameri-
can plants for medicinal purposes. They determined that 85% of 96 extracts of
native plants of British Columbia with reported ethnobotanical uses exhibited
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