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The Horticulture Issue
Stumperies: 
Drama in the Woods
Ethnobotany and Tropical 
Medicinals
Sustainable Vineyards
Preserving Biodiversity 
in Herbaria 
Authors of the GCA
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The Plant Hunter:  
A Scientist’s Quest  
for Nature’s Next Medicines
by Cassandra Quave
Published by Viking Books, October 
2021. 384 pages

While the readership for a book titled 
The Plant Hunter might appear to be 
just gardeners and ethnobotanists, one 
could argue this book is essential reading 
for parents and would-be parents. A few 
Bulletin readers may not be familiar with 
Cassandra Quave’s name, but a great many 
have seen one of her appearances at GCA 
events as 2007 recipient of the Anne S. 
Chatham Fellowship in Medicinal Botany. 
Those who have know that the peripatetic 
scientist and searcher for medicinal plants, 
from the Amazonian basin to the Sharri 
peaks in Albania, pursues her elusive plants 
on just one natural leg, plus a prosthesis.

In The Plant Hunter Quave takes the 
reader from her birth, with a debilitating leg 
defect (possibly caused by Agent Orange), 
to the present, when she lives the life of a 
superhero in a lab coat. Along that route 
she has sustained an amputation, multiple 
lengthy and painful surgeries throughout 
her childhood, and incredible roadblocks 
to what can only be seen as a wildly over-
achieving life. Within this story the reader 
learns how Quave received unstinting 
support and encouragement from her 
parents. Any parent inclined to coddle 
his or her child will be brought up short 
at this remarkable story of what a person 
can accomplish while living with what 
most people would consider a life-limiting 
handicap.

But this is not an inspirational 
memoir—at least not intentionally. Instead 
it is an account of a quest so rich in detail 
that even a casual reader will reach the last 
page with a fuller understanding of the 
scientific method and the state of medical 
research today, as well as enlightenment over 
this country’s challenges in developing and 
marketing new pharmaceuticals. 

At no time is the reader talked down 
to—quite the contrary, the science in this 
book is rigorous, and the descriptions of 
indigenous medicine are often hair curling. 
Quave, having suffered from post-surgical 
staphylococcus infections throughout her 
childhood, is driven in her quest for new 
plant-based antibiotics to fill the dangerous 
gap created by antibiotic-resistant bacteria.
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“ Nature’s destruction comes at a cost. If 
there’s anything to be learned from this 
pandemic or from the story of my life, it 
is that planetary health and human health 
are inextricably linked.”

From her middle-school years 
volunteering in hospital emergency rooms, 
to her teenage years trekking through the 
Amazon, to her coming-of-age in graduate 
school, learning the ins and outs of grant 
writing and navigating the politics of “old-
school” department heads, Quave presents 
such a riveting portrait of her life in science 
that one wonders why everyone doesn’t 
major in ethnobotany. She finishes just as 
COVID-19 is beginning to make its mark 
on the world as we knew it—especially on 
a scientist who travels the world seeking 
“new” old plants and the indigenes who still 
remember how to find and use those plants.

While clearly driven by a determination 
powered by native optimism, Quave 
concludes with a sobering paragraph about 
the state of our planet as we enter the 
third decade of the twenty-first century: 
“Nature’s destruction comes at a cost. If 
there’s anything to be learned from this 
pandemic or from the story of my life, it is 

that planetary health and human health are 
inextricably linked.”

This reader doesn’t usually resort to 
pleading, but this is an important book. 
Buy it for yourself, buy it for a student who 
needs to be inspired. Most importantly, 
buy it for someone who can influence 
universities to teach botany! 

—Jane Harris, Middletown GC, Zone II
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