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HERB HUNTING IN HONG KONG .
IR
By Dr. Cheung Siu-Cheong,
Formerly Professor of Sun Yar-sen
University, Canton, China.

Hong Kong is an outlying spur of continental south China. Though occupying an
area of less than 30 square miles, it has an extraordinarily varied flora from both the
temperate and subtropical zones. There are 2420 species enumerated at present, some
of which are used by the local Chinese as folk herbs.

The first botanist to collect plants in Hong Kong was Richard Brinsley Hinds,
surgeon of the H.M.S.Sulphur. He stayed in Hong Kong for a few weeks in January and
February of 1814 and sent back specimens of 140 species to England.

Captain John George Champion (1815-1854) was in Hong Kong from 1847 to 1850
and collected over 500 species with complete field notes made on the spot.

The American collector Charles Wright, in Hong Kong from March 1854 to April
1855, also collected over 500 species that formed the basis of Flora Hongkongensis
written by George Bentham in 1861.

From that time on various plant hunters visited Hong Kong and while they paid
special attention to garden and economic plants, none of them explored or even briefly
described the medicinal herbs used by Chinese.

In 1909 when I was seven, I stayed in Hong Kong with my mother from April to
June. One day, my mother who had a rich knowledge of garden plants from the ones she
grew at home, took me to the Botanical Gardens to show me some beautiful flowers.
The dense foliage of palms, bamboo and rhododendrons such as I had never seen in my
hometown of Canton before afforded a cool retreat. My mother taught me the uses of
some Chinese herbs such as Lonicera japonica &8R1t , Gardenia florida ¥e¥- .
Ixora chinensis BEfY T, and Houttuynia cordata i X . Chinese herb doctors
frequently used them to treat me when I suffered from enteritis, sore throat or whooping
cough. 1 was eager to know the appearance of the herbs I had taken and where 1 could
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collect them.

In August 1938 [ emigrated from Canton to Hong Kong to practice western
medicine, When I paid a second visit to the Botanical Gardens after a lapse of 30 years,
I began to study all the medicinal plants there. I found a total of 316 species of native
and exotic plants, each with a latin name and the country of origin written on a metal
label. 1 noted these names down in my diary but when I compared them with herb
manuals, 1 discovered that of the 316 species, 110 were used medicinally somewhere in
the world. | wondered if the soil and climate of Hong Kong were fit for growing herbs.

Botanists from all over the world had come here before me in search of plants for
herbaria or for shipping home as new garden plants. My sole interest apart from medicine
was herb hunting. Since I had much practical experience collecting herbs in Japan during
1918-1931, from Kyushu to the northeast region, I decided to explore the seashore,
villages, rice fields, ravines, and the mountains of Hong Kong Island, Kowloon Peninsula
and the New Territories during each season for new berbs. If I found any, [ hoped they
might be useful to the people.

I was greatly interested in a book Record of Medicinal Herbs Collected in Kwangtung
written in 1932 by Shiu Bo-Tan ##F}, then lecturer of Chinese herbs in a Chinese
medical college in Canton. He described about 400 species of herbs of south China, but
without illustrations or latin names. I intended to find in Hong Kong all the herbs
recorded in this book. But to see every herb with my own eyes, to collect and describe
it in detail posed a problem, What were the correct latin names for herbs I collected?
Some were very difficult to classify and I was not a botanist,

In March 1951 I was invited to a dinner given by Mr. Poon Shi-Hin #ki$%
formerly principal of a Chinese medical college in Canton, for Professor Chun Woon-
young it &% . then director of the Botanic Institute of Sun Yat-Sen University in
Canton. Prof. Chun had just returned from the International Botanic Conference in
India. After a lively discussion of Chinese herbs, 1 asked Prof. Chun to help me identify
the latin names of the herbs I collected. He introduced me to his assistant Mr. Tang Hune-
Cheung BE3F#¥ of the Urban Services Department in Hong Kong. He told me that
Tang was curator of the herbarium of Sun Yat-sen University under his supervision for
20 years before moving to Hong Kong and was able to find out the latin name of any
plant growing in Hong Kong. He also persuaded me to buy the eight-volume Indian
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Medicinal Plants written by Kirtikar and Basu for reference because 70% of Indian herbs
are common to Hong Kong.

Two years before in November 1949 [ had met Mr. Lee Yat-Kwong 2= H ¢,
another assistant of Prof. Chun in Fanling, the New Territories who lent me a most
valuable book Flora of Kwangtung and Hong Kong with detailed analytical keys of the
families of plants written by Dunn and Tutcher in 1912. This was extremely useful to
me because not only was the shape of each plant described in detail, but its locality and
flowering season were also comprehensively recorded.

I owe a special debt of gratitude to the above-mentioned botanists for their aid in
identifying the herbs I collected. To Madam Lee Chee-ping 27t 3 who corrected the
errors in this preface, [ am deeply grateful.
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Editor’s Note

In the “Exhibition of Medicinal Herbs in Hong Kong” at the City Hall in July
1976, there were 27,000 visitors, Many suggested that we consolidate and publish the
material on the 400 plus medicinal herbs. Foreign friendsrequested, in addition, an English
version of the same. We valued this confidence and encouragement. After thorough
consideration, we have decided to accept the task,

Since the early sixties, our country has held large campaigns in the exploration
and usage of Chinese medicinal herbs. Many colorful and informative texts on Chinese
medicinal herbs published in different provinces and cities, as well as recent botanical
books from Hong Kong, furnish us with resourceful references. The moral support of the
public and the cooperative effort of our colleagues aided in the realization of the task.
Thus, in late 1976, the editorial committee of the book “Chinese Medicinal Herbs of
Hong Kong™ was formed with the following members:

Chief Editors: Cheung Siu-cheong, Li Ning-hon

Assistant Chief Editors: Ting Huang-ching, Leung Chat-man, Lau Wai-lin

Photographers: Lau Kai-man, Choy Punsang, Lau Kai-wing, Lee Tin-tak,

Kam Cheung-tung
Translators: Wu Chow-yee, Go Yan-guat, Chung Kwok-kong, Lau Chun-piu
Editors: Chow Ping, Hon Bik-ha, Lau Mui-ngiik, Chang Yuet-mei, Law Ho-lam,
Ko Yiu, Leung On-ho, Lai Shing-hin, Hui Ching-sin, To Lai-kei, Yeung
Bing-shing, Yeung Kan-lou

According to our research and statistics, there are over 600 species of Chinese
medicinal herbs found in Hong Kong. Half of these are commonly used by the local
people, and we plan to start with them. Volume I will contain 100 species of medicinal
herbs with color printing, in both Chinese and English. Each herb is listed with the main
name, scientific name, common names, habitat, preparation, characteristics, indication,
prescription, Chinese patent medicine, main ingredients, remark, plant description, etc.
Due to space limitations, there is no English translation on the common names, ingredients,
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plant description, and some of the prescriptions.

Here are some points to notice:

1. Photography: All pictures in this book are originally taken by us when the
plant was in bloom or bearing fruit, giving the pictures a vivid appearance. We encountered
some technical difficulties in so doing. For example, in filming trees and shrubs, if the
whole plant was included, we’d miss the details due to distance, so we filmed only the
representative parts like the flower, fruit, branches, leaves, etc. When filming the smaller
herbs, we used macro-lens to show the details, thus making the pictured plant appear
much bigger than its actual size.

2. Main Name: For uniformity, the name that is used most frequently in Chinese
herbal texts is listed as the main name.

3. Scientific name: The Latin name most commonly used is listed.

4. Common names: Since there are many common names for each herb, only
the more popular ones are listed.

5. Habitat: Only the growing environments are described using, phrases such as
“on mountains™, “along water courses™, etc. We do not mention the specific sites of
Hong Kong where the plants are discovered, as some are found in many different places.

6. Preparation: The useful parts,the optimal time for collection, and simple ways
of preparation are described.

7. Characteristics: These are explained according to Chinese traditional medicine
with characteristics varying from cold, hot, warm, to cool, and tastes varying from sour,
bitter, sweet, acrid to salty. To have effective treatment, readers are requested to refer
at the same time to the Chinese traditional methods of diagnosis.

8. Indication: This section includes the diseases curable with the herb described.
Unless the use of fresh plant is specified, all descriptions refer to the dried herb.
Decoctions are made by boiling the herbs in water under low heat, using three bowlfuls
of water to be concentrated into one bowlful.

9. Prescriptions: Only a few Chinese medicinal herbs are used singly, while most
are used in combination with other herbs. The prescriptions cited are the popular ones
used clinically in China in recent years. A few are from our own experience. The dose
mentioned is for reference only, and modifications are sometimes necessary to take into
account differences in body weight, age, severity of illness, etc.

14
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10. Chinese patent medicine: Some of the drugs mentioned are from one kind of
medicinal herb, while others are combined with other ingredients,

11. Remarks: Included are similar species of herbs, management of intoxication,
antibacterial experiments, etc.

12. References: These are listed at the end of the book. Due to space limitations,
only anti-cancer herbs are referenced.

We wish to express here our sincere gratitude to Mr. Lau Sin-pang, keeper of the
Hong Kong Herbarium and Mrs. Wong Siu Tak-ping, Herbarium assistant, for verification
of our specimens, thus increasing the accuracy of our book; to Dr. Eric Lee Yin-tse,
botanist, for his advices on classification of the herbs; to the staff of the “Kwangtung
Botanical Garden” for the warm reception afforded us during our visit, where the 800
plus species of Chinese medicinal herbs in that garden opened our eyes and provided us
with abundant understanding. All these concerns and supports are factors contributing
to the realization of this book. On behalf of the editorial committee, I wish to express
our heartfelt thanks.

Our biggest loss is the sudden death of Dr. Wu Chow-yee, who had contributed
greatly to the English translation. We are very sorry that he could not witness the
materialization of his contributions.

We urge and wamn our readers to avoid self medication of herbs through use of
the information we have presented in this book, because some of them are poisonous in

the wild form. Even if your diagnosis and indication are accurate, do never exceed the
dose recommended.

Li Ning-hon
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