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I would hate to imply that it’s only Bill’s
intellect and business sensibilities that
drive his philanthropy: It’s his heart.

—JIMMY CARTER ON BILL GATES (BELOW), PAGE 36
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Mark Plotkin

An ethnobotanist takes up the cause of rain
forest conservation / BY ELIZABETH ROYTE

ARK PLOTKIN first stepped into the

Amazon jungle in 1978. A college

dropout working at Harvard’s Museum

of Comparative Zoology, he had been in-
vited to join an expedition to search for a rare croco-
dilian. By the time SmrTHSONIAN reporter Donald Dale
Jackson caught up with him in the Suriname rain for-
est a decade later, the 33-year-old scientist, now a Tufts
PhD, was documenting the Tirio Indians’ use of me-
dicinal plants and was well on his way to becoming one
of the nation’s best-known ethnobotanists and conser-
vation activists. Since that story appeared, in 1989, says
the intrepid—some might even call him gonzo —plant
explorer, “a lot has happened.”

Today, he says, “indigenous wisdom is appreciated in
ways it wasn't before. There’s an interest in other reli-
gions, in spirituality, organic gardening, crop diversity,
rain forest conservation, human rights. It’s all intermin-
gled.” As evidence of ethnobotany’s new status, he cites
a Wall Street Journal cartoon in which a man pushes his
way through gawkers at an accident scene, hollering,
“Let me through, I'm an herbalist!”

From his very first visits to indigenous villages,
Plotkin understood that shamans — tribal elders who use
plants for healing—were actually the rain forest’s most
endangered species. Not only were tropical forests and
their medicinal plants falling to the rancher’s torch,
miner’s pick, or farmer’s plow, but shamanic wisdom it-
self was disappearing as younger tribal members, se-
duced by Western culture, lost interest in their own tra-
ditions. In 1993, Plotkin published Ta/es of @ Shaman’s
Apprentice, a chronicle of his own swashbuckling adven-
tures in the jungle as well as a call to preserve nature’s
pharmacopeia, with its untapped promise for curing dis-
ease. Now in its 25th printing, Tiz/es has been translated
into five languages and has been adapted into a video,
audiotape, children’s book and IMAX film.

Convinced that rain forest conservation wasn't going
to succeed without the full participation of indigenous
people, in 1995 Plotkin and his wife, Liliana Madrigal,
founded the Amazon Conservation Team (ACT) to cre-
ate such partnerships. “Our approach is bottom up,” he

ELIZABETH ROYTE g5 the author of The Tapir's Morning
Bath, an account of rain forest scientists at work in the field.
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Ptotkin (in Suriname, with
Amashina, a Tirio shaman,
in 2005) believes that
“indigenous-wisdom-ise_ .
appreciated in ways it
wasn’t before.”

says. “Tribes come to us. They want to protect their forest,
culture, system of healing. They want clean water, job op-
portunities, ethno-education.”

It’s a tall order for a $3 million operation working out of a
second-floor walk-up located above a kebab shop in Arling-
ton, Virginia. Still, ACT has mounted a highly successful flag-
ship program, Shamans and Apprentices, which helps healers
share medicinal knowledge with tribal members of the next
generation. So far, shamans have trained 70 apprentices in
Suriname and Colombia. ACT has also established clinics in
southern Suriname run by tribal healers using traditional
medicines and has taught 18 tribes in Suriname and Brazil
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how to use Global Positioning Systems to map some 29.5 mil-
lion acres —a major step toward more effective management
of their ancestral lands.

Plotkin dismisses both “pinheads who say extinction is
natural” and critics who ask why he won’t publish the chem-
ical compositions of beneficial plants. “They are the Indians’
secrets: Why should I publish them?” He is especially proud
of an effort he undertook as a graduate student: creating,
translating and handing over to the Tirio a handbook on

their own medicinal plants. (Before then, the tribe had only
one other book written in their language: the Bible,)

In his spare time, Plotkin has been writing a field guide
to the lianas (climbing vines) of Suriname and developing an
ethnobotanical explanation for why jazz originated in his
native New Orleans. (It has to do with the arrival of mari-
juana in chat port city)

As media focus has shifted, rain forest conservation no
longer generates the headlines it once did. “But there is a di-
rect link between environmental degradation and political un-
certainty,” Plotkin insists, “Look at Haiti and Rwanda. They're
overpopulated, their forests are gone and they're politically un-
stable. The world is an ever-smaller place.
Environmental protection everywhere con-
cerns us, because of potential medicines in
plants and animals, climate change, the im-
pact of pollution, human misery. So I ar-
dently reject the idea that the rain forest has had its day.”

He pauses to consider his personal trajectory, recalling his
mentor Richard Evans Schultes, the renowned Harvard eth-
nobotanist. Plotkin’s epiphany took place at a Schultes slide
show of indigenous people. “It was blowguns, botanical po-
tions, healing in the spirit realm,” says Plotkin. “And 1
thought, ‘How cool is that?’ It really got the blood of a 19-
year-old racing.” He pauses, perhaps considering his recent
soth birthday, then adds, “You know; it’s racing still.” o

vovemner 2005 SMithsonian 39



