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Preface 

This book is aimed mainly at horticulturists and mango growers, and will provide 
information on existing mango species and their value in the common mango 
{Mangifera indica) industry. Information is provided on mango {Mangifera) species 
growing in very dry areas, like savannahs; on species growing on permanently or 
temporarily inundated lands; on species growing at altitudes over 1000 m in the 
tropics, and on species growing at higher latitudes, outside the tropics; on those that 
grow under monsoon climate conditions (the common mango) and on those growing 
under ever wet conditions and still producing a good crop; there are also so-called 
wild species that compete in flavour with the common mango and will be a source 
for new products and will have possibilities for hybridizing and grafting. It is possible 
that, among all these species, there is one immune to the scourge of mango growers: 
anthracnose. 

To bring all this knowledge together, we produced a complete overview of all 
species of the genus Mangifera, their description, distribution, occurrence, phenology, 
etc. and the nomenclature, which makes this book an asset for the scientific botanist, 
ecologist, student and teachers. 

For half a century, working as a botanist in S.E. Asia, stationed in Bogor (formerly 
Buitenzorg) in W.Java in the Forest Research Institute and the Herbarium Bogoriense 
and for some time at BIOTROP (S.E. Asian Ministers of Education Organization), my 
attention during my numerous field trips (nowadays called expeditions) was inevitably 
attracted by the rare and huge mango trees in the Malay Peninsula, Sumatra, Java, 
Borneo, Thailand and Ceylon. 

Why is there so little known of fruit in tropical Asia? My answer to this question, 
after having produced an overview of the durians {Durio) and the dukus {Lansium), 
the kedondongs (Spondias) and now the mangoes {Mangifera), is as follows. 
Relatively unknown, but often of excellent quality, fruit appears seasonally in small 
remote markets. The fruit is usually not exported from its direct place of origin. The 
local population enjoys it, but is not interested in its origin, a phenomenon also 
found in the better educated western man (scientific interest is not a common feature 
in man). Foreigners are inclined not to touch or to try fruit that they do not know 
and as they have a different taste from the local people, they tend to dislike the 
smell of the fruit, which is however, held in high esteem by local people. 

The above results in the most controversial printed information; once upon a time 
the common mango was described as inedible and having a horrible taste. An 
Agricultural Handbook of the USDA (Martin et al., 1987) is very unreliable for 
mangoes: on pp. 178-179, more than 10 errors are presented and a species is 
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mentioned that does not even exist. Many popular books have recently appeared 
with coloured reproductions of local fruit, but these represent only a small part of 
the fruit available. 

Our inadequate knowledge of mangoes is also due to another fact. The different 
species occur as single individuals (not populations), widely scattered over extensive 
areas. Sometimes one huge tree is found in an area of 1-100 km2. They often flower 
rather irregularly and after prolonged periods, and the fruit has seldom the 
opportunity to come to full maturity, as it is consumed immature or half mature by 
monkeys, squirrels, civet cats, hornbills, etc. as well as by man. 

The average botanist, coming upon an enormous mango tree with a very long, 
straight, branchless bole, may require binoculars to observe any flowers or fruit and, 
if these are present, will not be in a position to collect them. 

This is the main reason why mango species are so badly represented in herbaria 
allowing for the fact, that, although widely scattered, they are not uncommon. 
Mukherjee's assumption that some species are rare, derived from counting herbarium 
specimens alone, is thus an error. 

In 1981, BIOTROP decided to set up a project creating an encyclopaedia of the 
useful plants of S.E. Asia, and I was put in charge. One of the stipulations of the 
project was that groups of plants (c.q. fruit trees), for which little or no reliable 
information was available in the literature, should be investigated by intensive field 
exploration. Although this would considerably delay progress of the project, it was 
deemed essential if we were to provide reliable facts and not simply reiterate 
unreliable and usually faulty information. The project remained dormant, as little 
financial help was available, except from the MAB (Man and Biosphere) programme 
of UNESCO, Jakarta and for this especially created Foundation for Useful Plants of 
Indonesia, Jakarta (Secretary-Treasurer Mr F.R. van Blommestein). 

A few years later IBPGR (International Board for Plant Genetic Resources) and 
WWF (World Wide Fund For Nature) set up a project to conserve useful plants in 
situ, i.e. to protea them in National Parks and the like. The first task was to find the 
species, make an inventory, study their ecology, distribution, and how to propagate 
them, etc. 

Funds were obtained from IBPGR, the World Wide Fund For Nature, the local 
Malaysian WWF, and also from other sources to start exploration in Borneo, Sumatra 
and the Malay Peninsula, and for extensive herbarium work to study all collections 
in Kew, Paris, Leiden, Kyoto, Tokyo, Singapore and Bangkok (funds made available 
from the French and Dutch Governments and the Ford Foundation, Jakarta). 

We were fortunate to have the help of Mr J.M. Bompard, a young botanist from 
the Laboratory of Botany, University of Montpellier, France, who after a short 
indoctrination, started field work on his own, starting with my trodden paths in E. 
Kalimantan. Mr Bompard was an excellent field explorer, quickly picking up the 
roots of local languages and thus easily communicating with and befriending local 
people. He was also a good photographer (most of the coloured photographs 
illustrating this book are his). 

Our method of field work was based, as I had discovered long ago, on the fact 
that the primitive shifting cultivator (swidden cultivation) never destroyed trees which 
had any use to him. These trees were left standing when the primary forest was cut 
down and burnt, and seasonally visited in the upcoming secondary vegetation, when 
the land could no longer be used for agriculture. These trees remained the property 
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of the original cultivator. He collected the fruit and brought it home to his house 
on the river bank, where, after consumption, the seeds were thrown away. They 
germinated and thus a population of a species was created. In some Dayak tribes in 
Borneo, for example on the road from Lundu to the sea coast in Sarawak, gardens 
with enormous trees of different species are laid out around the houses. 

We visited local markets, even very small ones far from the cities, and collected 
the available fruit, trying to find out where it had come from. If we were lucky, we 
found an old man (the younger generation knew nothing) who could provide us 
with the proper name of the species, its use, cultivation, etc. In this way we were 
able to find almost all the species in Borneo. 

Not all the problems have been solved, of course, but we hope we have built a 
foundation for future investigations. These should mainly be based on field work, in 
order to prevent oversights like those of Ding Hou (cf. Chapter 4). Several species, 
notably from Indo-China, remain badly known. There must be unknown species, for 
instance in Sulawesi (Celebes), an island poorly explored, and the Moluccas. Of the 
species mentioned by Rumphius in 1741, half are still unknown. 

Seeds and plants should be collected and widely distributed to interested mango 
growers all over the world and the species re-introduced in proteaed areas, although 
the latter may not be safe in Asia. 

In the good old times, collectors were convinced that the number of species was 
limited and that a poor sterile twig was sufficient to characterize a species. These 
poor specimens, on which older species descriptions are based, are a headache for 
a taxonomist and interpretations can perhaps only be reliable, when one goes back 
to the type locality, where the first specimen was collected. Much sleuthing must be 
based on ethnobotany, which requires a sound knowledge of the local language(s) 
and a knowledge of the plants themselves. Uncritical lists of vernacular names, as 
produced in Flora Malesiana do more harm than good as they create confusion. 

Although drawings are usually better than photographs, we ultimately preferred to 
illustrate this book with photographs, as salient characters were very difficult to show 
in line drawings. 

Some of the enumerated references of the species are not repeated in the general 
reference list. 
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