














According to Flora of Hong Kong (volume 2, 2008) 
published by the Agriculture, Fisheries and Conservation 

Department, the family Hydrangeaceae includes some 
220 species of 17 genera distributed in America, 
Pacific Islands, Asia and Europe; some 100 species 
of 10 genera have been found in China, including the 
following 3 genera in which 4 species can be found 
in Hong Kong: Pileostegia (2 species), Dichroa (1 
species) and Hydrangea (1 species).  Among them, 
hydrangea (also known as hortensia) (Hydrangea 
macrophylla) and anti-febrile dichroa (also known as 
Chinese quinine) (Dichroa febrifuga) are the most 
common ones in Hong Kong. Hydrangea, the theme 

flower of the Hong Kong Flower Show 2023, is a 
shrub native to Japan and a popular ornamental for 

courtyards and parterres in Hong Kong. Anti-febrile 
dichroa is a local shrub that can be easily found in the 

countryside. The two may look similar at first glance, but 
a closer look shows that they can be clearly differentiated 

by their morphological features of various parts including 
leaf margin, inflorescence, flower and fruit. 

Hydrangea is an ornamental plant grown 
worldwide. Graceful in shape, diverse and 
gorgeous in colour, a bouquet of hydrangea 
is made up of tens or even up to a hundred 
of tiny florets in light blue-purple, white or 
pink borne in huge clusters at the top of the 
branch, resembling a coloured silk-ball 
which alludes to festive happiness in 
Chinese culture. While appreciating the 
beauty of hydrangea, we might as well 
honour two famous European physicians 
and botanists who established its 
scientific identity. This may deepen our 
understanding of hydrangea from the 
aspects of science and humanity.

The Latin scientific name of a plant reflects its 
scientific identity. The first person who offered 
a scientific name to hydrangea was C. P. 
Thunberg (1743-1828), a Swedish physician 
and botanist. Thunberg obtained his philosophy 
and medicine degrees at Uppsala University 
in 1767.  In 1771, he joined the Dutch East 
India Company and sailed as the ship’s 
physician to South Africa, Indonesia and 
Japan, and collected specimens of over 3 000 
plants. He also collected plant specimens 
during his trip back to Sweden via Sri Lanka in 
1776. Thunberg was appointed botanical 
demonstrator in 1777 and professor of 
medicine and botany in 1783 at Uppsala 
University. During his 45-year university 
professorship, Thunberg published a series of 

such classic plant taxonomy monographs as 
Flora Japonica that remain important 
references in botanical science to date.  As a 
pioneer researcher of plants of plants of 
Japan, Thunberg named and published 
hydrangea native to Japan as Viburnum 
macrophyllum (meaning large-leaf viburnum) 
in 1784. However, this Latin scientific name 
was not an accurate reflection of the plant’s 
taxonomic position. That was when the 
second person, N. C. Seringe (1776-1858), 
a French physician and botanist, came to 
the stage. Seringe was drafted into French 
army as a physician during the French 
Revolutionary Wars (1792-1802) before he 
finished his study in medicine. After the war, 
he retired to Berne of Swiss and focused on 
botany. Seringe was appointed director and 
professor of the botanic garden at Lyon of 
France in 1830 and took the office there for 
around 28 years. Based on Thunberg’s 
work, Seringe revised the scientific name of 
hydrangea from Viburnum macrophyllum to 
Hydrangea macrophylla in 1830, thus 
establishing hydrangea’s scientific identity, 
which has remained ever since.

In Hong Kong, hydrangea is good for 
planting in courtyards, parterres and pots. It 

has an optimum growing temperature 
range of 16oC to 26oC.  Its flower colour is 
affected by sunlight and soil pH.  
Insufficient sunlight leads to pale flower 
colour; blooms are blue in acidic soil, and 
violet or red in alkaline soil.  A large part 
of the fun of hydrangea culture comes 
from modulating the flower colour by 
adjusting soil pH. It should be noted, 
though, that the plant contains bioactive 
and toxic constituents such as cyanogenic 
glycosides from top to bottom. Allergic 
contact dermatitis may occur after 
occupational exposure (such as trimming) 
to its sap. In addition, accidental ingestion 
of its leaves as vegetable may cause 
acute food poisoning.

As folk medicinals, the root, leaf and flower 

of hydrangea arrest malaria, clear heat, resolve 
toxins, and kill parasites. In traditional Chinese 
medicine (TCM), they are indicated for malaria, 
heart-heat palpitation, sore throat, scabies and 
tinea. Hydrangea shares certain functions with 
anti-febrile dichroa, the details of which will be 
discussed below.

Anti-febrile dichroa has a long relationship with 
Hong Kong. In the early days of the port, a 
number of overseas scholars started to collect 
plant specimens and conducted botanical 
research on the local flora of Hong Kong.  J. G. 
Champion (1815-1854) was one of the key 
figures. Both a British military officer and a keen 
naturalist, Champion collected plant specimens in 
Hong Kong from 1847 to 1850. When he returned 
to Britain in 1851, he carried nearly 600 plant 
species of Hong Kong with him. Among these 

specimens was anti-febrile dichroa, which 
he collected at Mount Victoria and Mount 
Parker in 1848. Champion and other 
British botanists such as W. J. Hooker 
(1785-1865) studied the specimens and 
published anti-febrile dichroa as Adamia 
chinensis in 1849. Later on, G. Bentham 
(1800-1884), a British botanist, re-classified 
anti-febrile dichroa as Dichroa febrifuga 
and publicised the revised classification in 
Hong Kong’s first plant catalogue, Flora 
Hongkongensis: A Description of the 
Flowering Plants and Ferns of the Island of 
Hong Kong, published in 1861 in London.  
Since then, anti-febrile dichroa has been a 
staple in local plant catalogues, from Flora 
of Kwangtung and Hongkong (China) 
published in 1912 in London by S. T. Dunn 
(1868-1938) and W. J. Tutcher (1867-1920) 
of the then Botanical and Forestry 
Department in Hong Kong, to Flora of 
Hong Kong (volume 2, 2008) published by 
the Agriculture, Fisheries and Conservation 
Department. 

Anti-febrile dichroa is officially recognised as a legal medicinal 
plant in China.  Its dried root has been used medicinally since the 
Han Dynasty (206 BCE-220) and recorded in mainstream 
materia medica literature ever since. As recorded in every 
edition of Chinese Pharmacopoeia (1963-2020) and Schedule 2 
of the Chinese Medicine Ordinance (1999) of Hong Kong, 
anti-febrile dichroa root arrests malaria, induces vomiting, and 
expels phlegm. In TCM clinical practice, it is indicated for phlegm 
retention, glomus congestion in the chest, and malaria.  From 
1900s, scientists all over the world have been studying 
anti-febrile dichroa as an ingredient of anti-malarial drug and 
have had some fruitful results. Pharmacological studies 
indicated that anti-febrile dichroa has anti-malarial, emetic, 
anti-inflammatory, and anti-tumour effects, with its alkaloids 
playing a major role in its anti-malarial and emetic functions.  
While the alkaloids have a pronounced effect in killing malaria 
parasites, they would, however, cause adverse side effects such 
as nausea and vomiting in human, which eventually brought a 
halt to the study on developing anti-febrile dichroa into an anti- 
malarial drug. Though anti-febrile dichroa could not make its way 
forward from a medicinal plant to a drug, relevant research 
efforts had enriched scientists with new knowledge and 
experience, and laid the groundwork for further interdisciplinary 
and systematic research on deriving new drugs from plants. The 
discovery of artemisinin (by Chinese scientists such as Y. Y. Tu), 
a new class of anti-malarial agent that is safe and effective, from 
Artemisia annua of Asteraceae, a plant also distributed in Hong 
Kong, owes very much to the global experience of anti-malarial 
research on anti-febrile dichroa.

 

繡球：灌木；葉邊緣基部以外具粗鋸齒；傘房狀聚傘花序
頂生；花淡藍色、白色或粉紅色，絕大多數為不育花；蒴
果（較少見到）。              

Hydrangea macrophylla (Thunberg) Seringe: shrub; leaf 
margin (except at the base) coarsely serrate; 
inflorescence terminal, corymbose; flowers light blue, 
white or pink, mostly sterile; capsules (seldom seen). 



According to Flora of Hong Kong (volume 2, 2008) 
published by the Agriculture, Fisheries and Conservation 

Department, the family Hydrangeaceae includes some 
220 species of 17 genera distributed in America, 
Pacific Islands, Asia and Europe; some 100 species 
of 10 genera have been found in China, including the 
following 3 genera in which 4 species can be found 
in Hong Kong: Pileostegia (2 species), Dichroa (1 
species) and Hydrangea (1 species).  Among them, 
hydrangea (also known as hortensia) (Hydrangea 
macrophylla) and anti-febrile dichroa (also known as 
Chinese quinine) (Dichroa febrifuga) are the most 
common ones in Hong Kong. Hydrangea, the theme 

flower of the Hong Kong Flower Show 2023, is a 
shrub native to Japan and a popular ornamental for 

courtyards and parterres in Hong Kong. Anti-febrile 
dichroa is a local shrub that can be easily found in the 

countryside. The two may look similar at first glance, but 
a closer look shows that they can be clearly differentiated 

by their morphological features of various parts including 
leaf margin, inflorescence, flower and fruit. 

Hydrangea is an ornamental plant grown 
worldwide. Graceful in shape, diverse and 
gorgeous in colour, a bouquet of hydrangea 
is made up of tens or even up to a hundred 
of tiny florets in light blue-purple, white or 
pink borne in huge clusters at the top of the 
branch, resembling a coloured silk-ball 
which alludes to festive happiness in 
Chinese culture. While appreciating the 
beauty of hydrangea, we might as well 
honour two famous European physicians 
and botanists who established its 
scientific identity. This may deepen our 
understanding of hydrangea from the 
aspects of science and humanity.

The Latin scientific name of a plant reflects its 
scientific identity. The first person who offered 
a scientific name to hydrangea was C. P. 
Thunberg (1743-1828), a Swedish physician 
and botanist. Thunberg obtained his philosophy 
and medicine degrees at Uppsala University 
in 1767.  In 1771, he joined the Dutch East 
India Company and sailed as the ship’s 
physician to South Africa, Indonesia and 
Japan, and collected specimens of over 3 000 
plants. He also collected plant specimens 
during his trip back to Sweden via Sri Lanka in 
1776. Thunberg was appointed botanical 
demonstrator in 1777 and professor of 
medicine and botany in 1783 at Uppsala 
University. During his 45-year university 
professorship, Thunberg published a series of 

such classic plant taxonomy monographs as 
Flora Japonica that remain important 
references in botanical science to date.  As a 
pioneer researcher of plants of plants of 
Japan, Thunberg named and published 
hydrangea native to Japan as Viburnum 
macrophyllum (meaning large-leaf viburnum) 
in 1784. However, this Latin scientific name 
was not an accurate reflection of the plant’s 
taxonomic position. That was when the 
second person, N. C. Seringe (1776-1858), 
a French physician and botanist, came to 
the stage. Seringe was drafted into French 
army as a physician during the French 
Revolutionary Wars (1792-1802) before he 
finished his study in medicine. After the war, 
he retired to Berne of Swiss and focused on 
botany. Seringe was appointed director and 
professor of the botanic garden at Lyon of 
France in 1830 and took the office there for 
around 28 years. Based on Thunberg’s 
work, Seringe revised the scientific name of 
hydrangea from Viburnum macrophyllum to 
Hydrangea macrophylla in 1830, thus 
establishing hydrangea’s scientific identity, 
which has remained ever since.

In Hong Kong, hydrangea is good for 
planting in courtyards, parterres and pots. It 

has an optimum growing temperature 
range of 16oC to 26oC.  Its flower colour is 
affected by sunlight and soil pH.  
Insufficient sunlight leads to pale flower 
colour; blooms are blue in acidic soil, and 
violet or red in alkaline soil.  A large part 
of the fun of hydrangea culture comes 
from modulating the flower colour by 
adjusting soil pH. It should be noted, 
though, that the plant contains bioactive 
and toxic constituents such as cyanogenic 
glycosides from top to bottom. Allergic 
contact dermatitis may occur after 
occupational exposure (such as trimming) 
to its sap. In addition, accidental ingestion 
of its leaves as vegetable may cause 
acute food poisoning.

As folk medicinals, the root, leaf and flower 

of hydrangea arrest malaria, clear heat, resolve 
toxins, and kill parasites. In traditional Chinese 
medicine (TCM), they are indicated for malaria, 
heart-heat palpitation, sore throat, scabies and 
tinea. Hydrangea shares certain functions with 
anti-febrile dichroa, the details of which will be 
discussed below.

Anti-febrile dichroa has a long relationship with 
Hong Kong. In the early days of the port, a 
number of overseas scholars started to collect 
plant specimens and conducted botanical 
research on the local flora of Hong Kong.  J. G. 
Champion (1815-1854) was one of the key 
figures. Both a British military officer and a keen 
naturalist, Champion collected plant specimens in 
Hong Kong from 1847 to 1850. When he returned 
to Britain in 1851, he carried nearly 600 plant 
species of Hong Kong with him. Among these 

specimens was anti-febrile dichroa, which 
he collected at Mount Victoria and Mount 
Parker in 1848. Champion and other 
British botanists such as W. J. Hooker 
(1785-1865) studied the specimens and 
published anti-febrile dichroa as Adamia 
chinensis in 1849. Later on, G. Bentham 
(1800-1884), a British botanist, re-classified 
anti-febrile dichroa as Dichroa febrifuga 
and publicised the revised classification in 
Hong Kong’s first plant catalogue, Flora 
Hongkongensis: A Description of the 
Flowering Plants and Ferns of the Island of 
Hong Kong, published in 1861 in London.  
Since then, anti-febrile dichroa has been a 
staple in local plant catalogues, from Flora 
of Kwangtung and Hongkong (China) 
published in 1912 in London by S. T. Dunn 
(1868-1938) and W. J. Tutcher (1867-1920) 
of the then Botanical and Forestry 
Department in Hong Kong, to Flora of 
Hong Kong (volume 2, 2008) published by 
the Agriculture, Fisheries and Conservation 
Department. 

Anti-febrile dichroa is officially recognised as a legal medicinal 
plant in China.  Its dried root has been used medicinally since the 
Han Dynasty (206 BCE-220) and recorded in mainstream 
materia medica literature ever since. As recorded in every 
edition of Chinese Pharmacopoeia (1963-2020) and Schedule 2 
of the Chinese Medicine Ordinance (1999) of Hong Kong, 
anti-febrile dichroa root arrests malaria, induces vomiting, and 
expels phlegm. In TCM clinical practice, it is indicated for phlegm 
retention, glomus congestion in the chest, and malaria.  From 
1900s, scientists all over the world have been studying 
anti-febrile dichroa as an ingredient of anti-malarial drug and 
have had some fruitful results. Pharmacological studies 
indicated that anti-febrile dichroa has anti-malarial, emetic, 
anti-inflammatory, and anti-tumour effects, with its alkaloids 
playing a major role in its anti-malarial and emetic functions.  
While the alkaloids have a pronounced effect in killing malaria 
parasites, they would, however, cause adverse side effects such 
as nausea and vomiting in human, which eventually brought a 
halt to the study on developing anti-febrile dichroa into an anti- 
malarial drug. Though anti-febrile dichroa could not make its way 
forward from a medicinal plant to a drug, relevant research 
efforts had enriched scientists with new knowledge and 
experience, and laid the groundwork for further interdisciplinary 
and systematic research on deriving new drugs from plants. The 
discovery of artemisinin (by Chinese scientists such as Y. Y. Tu), 
a new class of anti-malarial agent that is safe and effective, from 
Artemisia annua of Asteraceae, a plant also distributed in Hong 
Kong, owes very much to the global experience of anti-malarial 
research on anti-febrile dichroa.

 



According to Flora of Hong Kong (volume 2, 2008) 
published by the Agriculture, Fisheries and Conservation 

Department, the family Hydrangeaceae includes some 
220 species of 17 genera distributed in America, 
Pacific Islands, Asia and Europe; some 100 species 
of 10 genera have been found in China, including the 
following 3 genera in which 4 species can be found 
in Hong Kong: Pileostegia (2 species), Dichroa (1 
species) and Hydrangea (1 species).  Among them, 
hydrangea (also known as hortensia) (Hydrangea 
macrophylla) and anti-febrile dichroa (also known as 
Chinese quinine) (Dichroa febrifuga) are the most 
common ones in Hong Kong. Hydrangea, the theme 

flower of the Hong Kong Flower Show 2023, is a 
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courtyards and parterres in Hong Kong. Anti-febrile 
dichroa is a local shrub that can be easily found in the 

countryside. The two may look similar at first glance, but 
a closer look shows that they can be clearly differentiated 

by their morphological features of various parts including 
leaf margin, inflorescence, flower and fruit. 

Hydrangea is an ornamental plant grown 
worldwide. Graceful in shape, diverse and 
gorgeous in colour, a bouquet of hydrangea 
is made up of tens or even up to a hundred 
of tiny florets in light blue-purple, white or 
pink borne in huge clusters at the top of the 
branch, resembling a coloured silk-ball 
which alludes to festive happiness in 
Chinese culture. While appreciating the 
beauty of hydrangea, we might as well 
honour two famous European physicians 
and botanists who established its 
scientific identity. This may deepen our 
understanding of hydrangea from the 
aspects of science and humanity.

The Latin scientific name of a plant reflects its 
scientific identity. The first person who offered 
a scientific name to hydrangea was C. P. 
Thunberg (1743-1828), a Swedish physician 
and botanist. Thunberg obtained his philosophy 
and medicine degrees at Uppsala University 
in 1767.  In 1771, he joined the Dutch East 
India Company and sailed as the ship’s 
physician to South Africa, Indonesia and 
Japan, and collected specimens of over 3 000 
plants. He also collected plant specimens 
during his trip back to Sweden via Sri Lanka in 
1776. Thunberg was appointed botanical 
demonstrator in 1777 and professor of 
medicine and botany in 1783 at Uppsala 
University. During his 45-year university 
professorship, Thunberg published a series of 

such classic plant taxonomy monographs as 
Flora Japonica that remain important 
references in botanical science to date.  As a 
pioneer researcher of plants of plants of 
Japan, Thunberg named and published 
hydrangea native to Japan as Viburnum 
macrophyllum (meaning large-leaf viburnum) 
in 1784. However, this Latin scientific name 
was not an accurate reflection of the plant’s 
taxonomic position. That was when the 
second person, N. C. Seringe (1776-1858), 
a French physician and botanist, came to 
the stage. Seringe was drafted into French 
army as a physician during the French 
Revolutionary Wars (1792-1802) before he 
finished his study in medicine. After the war, 
he retired to Berne of Swiss and focused on 
botany. Seringe was appointed director and 
professor of the botanic garden at Lyon of 
France in 1830 and took the office there for 
around 28 years. Based on Thunberg’s 
work, Seringe revised the scientific name of 
hydrangea from Viburnum macrophyllum to 
Hydrangea macrophylla in 1830, thus 
establishing hydrangea’s scientific identity, 
which has remained ever since.

In Hong Kong, hydrangea is good for 
planting in courtyards, parterres and pots. It 

has an optimum growing temperature 
range of 16oC to 26oC.  Its flower colour is 
affected by sunlight and soil pH.  
Insufficient sunlight leads to pale flower 
colour; blooms are blue in acidic soil, and 
violet or red in alkaline soil.  A large part 
of the fun of hydrangea culture comes 
from modulating the flower colour by 
adjusting soil pH. It should be noted, 
though, that the plant contains bioactive 
and toxic constituents such as cyanogenic 
glycosides from top to bottom. Allergic 
contact dermatitis may occur after 
occupational exposure (such as trimming) 
to its sap. In addition, accidental ingestion 
of its leaves as vegetable may cause 
acute food poisoning.

As folk medicinals, the root, leaf and flower 

of hydrangea arrest malaria, clear heat, resolve 
toxins, and kill parasites. In traditional Chinese 
medicine (TCM), they are indicated for malaria, 
heart-heat palpitation, sore throat, scabies and 
tinea. Hydrangea shares certain functions with 
anti-febrile dichroa, the details of which will be 
discussed below.

Anti-febrile dichroa has a long relationship with 
Hong Kong. In the early days of the port, a 
number of overseas scholars started to collect 
plant specimens and conducted botanical 
research on the local flora of Hong Kong.  J. G. 
Champion (1815-1854) was one of the key 
figures. Both a British military officer and a keen 
naturalist, Champion collected plant specimens in 
Hong Kong from 1847 to 1850. When he returned 
to Britain in 1851, he carried nearly 600 plant 
species of Hong Kong with him. Among these 

specimens was anti-febrile dichroa, which 
he collected at Mount Victoria and Mount 
Parker in 1848. Champion and other 
British botanists such as W. J. Hooker 
(1785-1865) studied the specimens and 
published anti-febrile dichroa as Adamia 
chinensis in 1849. Later on, G. Bentham 
(1800-1884), a British botanist, re-classified 
anti-febrile dichroa as Dichroa febrifuga 
and publicised the revised classification in 
Hong Kong’s first plant catalogue, Flora 
Hongkongensis: A Description of the 
Flowering Plants and Ferns of the Island of 
Hong Kong, published in 1861 in London.  
Since then, anti-febrile dichroa has been a 
staple in local plant catalogues, from Flora 
of Kwangtung and Hongkong (China) 
published in 1912 in London by S. T. Dunn 
(1868-1938) and W. J. Tutcher (1867-1920) 
of the then Botanical and Forestry 
Department in Hong Kong, to Flora of 
Hong Kong (volume 2, 2008) published by 
the Agriculture, Fisheries and Conservation 
Department. 

Anti-febrile dichroa is officially recognised as a legal medicinal 
plant in China.  Its dried root has been used medicinally since the 
Han Dynasty (206 BCE-220) and recorded in mainstream 
materia medica literature ever since. As recorded in every 
edition of Chinese Pharmacopoeia (1963-2020) and Schedule 2 
of the Chinese Medicine Ordinance (1999) of Hong Kong, 
anti-febrile dichroa root arrests malaria, induces vomiting, and 
expels phlegm. In TCM clinical practice, it is indicated for phlegm 
retention, glomus congestion in the chest, and malaria.  From 
1900s, scientists all over the world have been studying 
anti-febrile dichroa as an ingredient of anti-malarial drug and 
have had some fruitful results. Pharmacological studies 
indicated that anti-febrile dichroa has anti-malarial, emetic, 
anti-inflammatory, and anti-tumour effects, with its alkaloids 
playing a major role in its anti-malarial and emetic functions.  
While the alkaloids have a pronounced effect in killing malaria 
parasites, they would, however, cause adverse side effects such 
as nausea and vomiting in human, which eventually brought a 
halt to the study on developing anti-febrile dichroa into an anti- 
malarial drug. Though anti-febrile dichroa could not make its way 
forward from a medicinal plant to a drug, relevant research 
efforts had enriched scientists with new knowledge and 
experience, and laid the groundwork for further interdisciplinary 
and systematic research on deriving new drugs from plants. The 
discovery of artemisinin (by Chinese scientists such as Y. Y. Tu), 
a new class of anti-malarial agent that is safe and effective, from 
Artemisia annua of Asteraceae, a plant also distributed in Hong 
Kong, owes very much to the global experience of anti-malarial 
research on anti-febrile dichroa.

 

Dichroa febrifuga Loureiro: shrub; leaf margin serrulate; inflorescence terminal, corymbose 
panicles; flowers pale-bluish; berries. 



According to Flora of Hong Kong (volume 2, 2008) 
published by the Agriculture, Fisheries and Conservation 

Department, the family Hydrangeaceae includes some 
220 species of 17 genera distributed in America, 
Pacific Islands, Asia and Europe; some 100 species 
of 10 genera have been found in China, including the 
following 3 genera in which 4 species can be found 
in Hong Kong: Pileostegia (2 species), Dichroa (1 
species) and Hydrangea (1 species).  Among them, 
hydrangea (also known as hortensia) (Hydrangea 
macrophylla) and anti-febrile dichroa (also known as 
Chinese quinine) (Dichroa febrifuga) are the most 
common ones in Hong Kong. Hydrangea, the theme 

flower of the Hong Kong Flower Show 2023, is a 
shrub native to Japan and a popular ornamental for 

courtyards and parterres in Hong Kong. Anti-febrile 
dichroa is a local shrub that can be easily found in the 

countryside. The two may look similar at first glance, but 
a closer look shows that they can be clearly differentiated 

by their morphological features of various parts including 
leaf margin, inflorescence, flower and fruit. 

Hydrangea is an ornamental plant grown 
worldwide. Graceful in shape, diverse and 
gorgeous in colour, a bouquet of hydrangea 
is made up of tens or even up to a hundred 
of tiny florets in light blue-purple, white or 
pink borne in huge clusters at the top of the 
branch, resembling a coloured silk-ball 
which alludes to festive happiness in 
Chinese culture. While appreciating the 
beauty of hydrangea, we might as well 
honour two famous European physicians 
and botanists who established its 
scientific identity. This may deepen our 
understanding of hydrangea from the 
aspects of science and humanity.

The Latin scientific name of a plant reflects its 
scientific identity. The first person who offered 
a scientific name to hydrangea was C. P. 
Thunberg (1743-1828), a Swedish physician 
and botanist. Thunberg obtained his philosophy 
and medicine degrees at Uppsala University 
in 1767.  In 1771, he joined the Dutch East 
India Company and sailed as the ship’s 
physician to South Africa, Indonesia and 
Japan, and collected specimens of over 3 000 
plants. He also collected plant specimens 
during his trip back to Sweden via Sri Lanka in 
1776. Thunberg was appointed botanical 
demonstrator in 1777 and professor of 
medicine and botany in 1783 at Uppsala 
University. During his 45-year university 
professorship, Thunberg published a series of 

such classic plant taxonomy monographs as 
Flora Japonica that remain important 
references in botanical science to date.  As a 
pioneer researcher of plants of plants of 
Japan, Thunberg named and published 
hydrangea native to Japan as Viburnum 
macrophyllum (meaning large-leaf viburnum) 
in 1784. However, this Latin scientific name 
was not an accurate reflection of the plant’s 
taxonomic position. That was when the 
second person, N. C. Seringe (1776-1858), 
a French physician and botanist, came to 
the stage. Seringe was drafted into French 
army as a physician during the French 
Revolutionary Wars (1792-1802) before he 
finished his study in medicine. After the war, 
he retired to Berne of Swiss and focused on 
botany. Seringe was appointed director and 
professor of the botanic garden at Lyon of 
France in 1830 and took the office there for 
around 28 years. Based on Thunberg’s 
work, Seringe revised the scientific name of 
hydrangea from Viburnum macrophyllum to 
Hydrangea macrophylla in 1830, thus 
establishing hydrangea’s scientific identity, 
which has remained ever since.

In Hong Kong, hydrangea is good for 
planting in courtyards, parterres and pots. It 

has an optimum growing temperature 
range of 16oC to 26oC.  Its flower colour is 
affected by sunlight and soil pH.  
Insufficient sunlight leads to pale flower 
colour; blooms are blue in acidic soil, and 
violet or red in alkaline soil.  A large part 
of the fun of hydrangea culture comes 
from modulating the flower colour by 
adjusting soil pH. It should be noted, 
though, that the plant contains bioactive 
and toxic constituents such as cyanogenic 
glycosides from top to bottom. Allergic 
contact dermatitis may occur after 
occupational exposure (such as trimming) 
to its sap. In addition, accidental ingestion 
of its leaves as vegetable may cause 
acute food poisoning.

As folk medicinals, the root, leaf and flower 

of hydrangea arrest malaria, clear heat, resolve 
toxins, and kill parasites. In traditional Chinese 
medicine (TCM), they are indicated for malaria, 
heart-heat palpitation, sore throat, scabies and 
tinea. Hydrangea shares certain functions with 
anti-febrile dichroa, the details of which will be 
discussed below.

Anti-febrile dichroa has a long relationship with 
Hong Kong. In the early days of the port, a 
number of overseas scholars started to collect 
plant specimens and conducted botanical 
research on the local flora of Hong Kong.  J. G. 
Champion (1815-1854) was one of the key 
figures. Both a British military officer and a keen 
naturalist, Champion collected plant specimens in 
Hong Kong from 1847 to 1850. When he returned 
to Britain in 1851, he carried nearly 600 plant 
species of Hong Kong with him. Among these 

specimens was anti-febrile dichroa, which 
he collected at Mount Victoria and Mount 
Parker in 1848. Champion and other 
British botanists such as W. J. Hooker 
(1785-1865) studied the specimens and 
published anti-febrile dichroa as Adamia 
chinensis in 1849. Later on, G. Bentham 
(1800-1884), a British botanist, re-classified 
anti-febrile dichroa as Dichroa febrifuga 
and publicised the revised classification in 
Hong Kong’s first plant catalogue, Flora 
Hongkongensis: A Description of the 
Flowering Plants and Ferns of the Island of 
Hong Kong, published in 1861 in London.  
Since then, anti-febrile dichroa has been a 
staple in local plant catalogues, from Flora 
of Kwangtung and Hongkong (China) 
published in 1912 in London by S. T. Dunn 
(1868-1938) and W. J. Tutcher (1867-1920) 
of the then Botanical and Forestry 
Department in Hong Kong, to Flora of 
Hong Kong (volume 2, 2008) published by 
the Agriculture, Fisheries and Conservation 
Department. 

Anti-febrile dichroa is officially recognised as a legal medicinal 
plant in China.  Its dried root has been used medicinally since the 
Han Dynasty (206 BCE-220) and recorded in mainstream 
materia medica literature ever since. As recorded in every 
edition of Chinese Pharmacopoeia (1963-2020) and Schedule 2 
of the Chinese Medicine Ordinance (1999) of Hong Kong, 
anti-febrile dichroa root arrests malaria, induces vomiting, and 
expels phlegm. In TCM clinical practice, it is indicated for phlegm 
retention, glomus congestion in the chest, and malaria.  From 
1900s, scientists all over the world have been studying 
anti-febrile dichroa as an ingredient of anti-malarial drug and 
have had some fruitful results. Pharmacological studies 
indicated that anti-febrile dichroa has anti-malarial, emetic, 
anti-inflammatory, and anti-tumour effects, with its alkaloids 
playing a major role in its anti-malarial and emetic functions.  
While the alkaloids have a pronounced effect in killing malaria 
parasites, they would, however, cause adverse side effects such 
as nausea and vomiting in human, which eventually brought a 
halt to the study on developing anti-febrile dichroa into an anti- 
malarial drug. Though anti-febrile dichroa could not make its way 
forward from a medicinal plant to a drug, relevant research 
efforts had enriched scientists with new knowledge and 
experience, and laid the groundwork for further interdisciplinary 
and systematic research on deriving new drugs from plants. The 
discovery of artemisinin (by Chinese scientists such as Y. Y. Tu), 
a new class of anti-malarial agent that is safe and effective, from 
Artemisia annua of Asteraceae, a plant also distributed in Hong 
Kong, owes very much to the global experience of anti-malarial 
research on anti-febrile dichroa.

 

Note: In 2015, Dichroa febrifuga Loureiro is revised as 
Hydrangea febrifuga (Lour.) Y. De Smet & Granados in 
Taxon, an academic journal published by the International 
Association of Plant Taxonomy. The relevant taxonomic 
treatment has not been adopted in this article. 

常山：灌木；邊緣具細鋸齒。傘房狀圓錐花序頂生；花淡藍色；
漿果。
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