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PREFACE 
 

The material in this book should not be regarded as one person’s work, but 
rather as knowledge by and of the people of East Africa. The author is 
therefore, simply a conveyor of the vital information from the past to the 
present and future generations. It is my modest contribution to science for the 
development of East Africa through my forty years (1968-2008) of teaching 
and research in Botany at the University of Nairobi. 

 

The book is arranged in a fairly simple method for convenience of all 
readers. Botanical (scientific) names are grouped into their respective 
families, e.g. all legumes are arranged alphabetically under their bean or pea 
family called Leguminosae. The families are also arranged alphabetically. 

 

The non-flowering plants (fungi, lichens and ferns) are discussed first, 
followed by the Gymnosperms and finally the most common group called 
the Angiosperms (the flowering seed plants). In the Angiosperms, the 
Dicotyledon families are arranged first followed by the Monocotyledon 
families. 

 

Each plant name (botanical name) is given its vernacular name(s) equivalent. 
The only vernacular name(s) included are those from the areas where the 
medicinal information was obtained. In a few cases, the medicinal value of 
the plant was provided but no local name was known. 

 

Tribes living along the common borders have occasionally borrowed herbal 
knowledge from their neighbours such as Malawi, Zambia, Burundi or 
Rwanda. Political boundaries are artificial and have not been recognized by 
local communities, especially the pastoral tribes even within East Africa 
itself. In cases where herbal remedies of a plant have been provided by two 
or more tribes the descriptions given are composite, reflecting all the views 
from the different ethnic groups. 

 

The third edition of the book, 2009 is being published 32 years (by 
University of Nairobi Press) after its first publication in 1976 (by East 
African Literature Bureau).  The new edition has about 35% additional 
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herbal species, expanded herbal information of the old species and additional 
vernacular names.  Botanical names and families have all been updated to the 
latest revised flora parts of the region.  This new edition has a second 
introduction into the area of traditional medicine as practised by both 
indigenous and naturalised people of East Africa.  The new edition has 2 
maps and 207 plant images in colour, a new element not covered in the 
original publication.  The revision of the book from the original 384-page 
edition to the present edition of over 500 pages was through a generous 
research grant from the Inter-University Council for East Africa in Kampala, 
Uganda. 
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