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Preface

 This work is concerned with the biology of the Chinese species of
Oftelia. The genus is clearly separate from all other genera of the family :
Hydrocharitaceae. It is pantropical and contains about 20 species. The
majority (13) are found in Africa. The number of species in China rather
depends upon opinions of different botanists. It varies between 12 and 4
species! The reason for -this discrepancy is the result of the enormous
variability of the plants themselves. Aquatic plants are notorious for being
phenotypically plastic. This means that environmental factors modify the
form of the plant. When the plant grows in, for example, deep water or
shallow water, or if it grows at high temperature or low temperature it will
look different, The earlier botanists who concerned themselves with Chinese
Ottelia, such as Dandy , Gagnepain and Léveillé worked almost exclusively.
with dead, preserved material stored in museums in Europe. It is clear that
many of the species described by these botanists represent no more than
envirohmcntally induced modifications. The difficult problem, however, is
which of these species are modifications and which are genetically fixed. To
solve this problem one niust study living plants in nature and in cultivation.
Only by experimentation is it possible, with certainty, to discover which
environmental factor influences which morphological feature. This is
exactly the kind of work that Dr. He Jingbiao has done and has done very
well. He has been able to show which characters can be used with reliability
for the classification of the Chinese species of Ottelia. As a result of his work
the 12 “species” have been reduced to four species and one variety . This
seems to me to be a very satisfactory solution, in spite of the fact that he
has reduced a species that I myself had recognised in 1984. He has
convinced me that I was wrong. _
Dr He Jingbiao was not satisfied with simply producing' a reliable
| §



classification but wanted to go further into the genetic structure of this
grou;; and he also wanted to' work' out the patristic relationships between the
genetically distinét groups. To get a clearer view of the genetic structure he
studied three isozymes using electrophoretic techniques. This work
confirmed his other findings. It is a pity that he did not do a little more of
this kind of work within and between populations of Ottelia alismoides because
: thlS species is obviously variable inspite of being almost exclusively self-
f ertlhzed and is of some economic importance because it is found as weed in
irrigation systems and in aquatic crop plants (rice, lotus. Ipomoea, Trapa,
etc. ). Numerical studies were also undertaken using Q cluster analysis and
a cladistic analysis using a programme deve]opcd in the Academy Sinica in
Wuhan. This work again , like the other approaches, confirmed the proposed
classification. This work also clearly showed that the Chinese taxa of (ttelia
are not phylogenetic. It is, therefore, not really necessary to go deeper into
numerical analyses to work out a phylogenetic tree. For this one would have
to give the non-Chinese sj:)ecies the same analysis .

The most important and cdr_wincing part of this work is the work done
on living plants in the field and in cultivation. This kind of work yields and
in this case has yielded sound. reliable and convincing results that I hope
will stand the test of time. ' '

éhn‘s‘—cﬁi«y C;m._—__,

Professor Christopher D. K. Cook
Director of the University of Ziurich
Institute for Systematic Botany and Botanic Gardens
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