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ABSTRACT

In this article, the authers review current research on the use of natural products
from endophytes: organisms living in symbiotic or only slightly pathogenic relationships
with plants. The stated intent of the review is “to provide insights into the presence of
endophytes in nature, the products that they make, and how some of these organisms are
beginning to show some potential for human use.”(491). First, the authors discuss the
need for new drugs in the fight against new and developing diseases, such as AIDS,
SARS, malaria, and infections resulting from a compromised immune system. Then they
cover the traditional use of plants and plant products for treatment of disease. Native
populations of Australia and China are examples; they have been using traditional
medicine made from plants for thousands of years. The authors suggest that some of the
effects of these medicines are not results of the plant itself, but instead result from the
metabolites of the endophytic organisms in the plant. The article expounds on the nature
of endophytes in general, and their secondary metabolites. Then it makes the point that
for every plant in the world there could be many different endophytic organisms,
producing untold numbers of products, some of which could be useful to human bodies
or human agriculture. This makes bioprospecting in this group of microbes a potentially
productive process. The rationale for plant selection is explained by the authors in the
following steps:

1) Look in unique settings for plants with unusual strategies for surviving.

2) Look for plants with a history of use in ethnic medicine.

3) Look for plants that are endemic on very old landmasses.

4) Look for plants living in areas of great biodiversity. (494)
The authors then review the techniques for isolation of endophytic metabolites, and give
examples of current antibiotics, antiviral compounds, anticancer agents, antioxidants,
insecticides, antidiabetic agents, and immunosuppressive agents produced or researched
using endophytes.

ANALYSIS
At the age of fifteen, I first experienced distressing facial ‘blemishes’. My
maternal grandmother made me wash my face with geranium water. She told me that her
own grandmother and mother had taught her to make the geranium water for cleansing
her face many years before. This concoction is a traditional Native American remedy for
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My great-great grandmother was a Chicasaw Indian, from the area now known as
Mississippi, and she did not know why the water worked, she just knew that it did.
Evidently it is a powerful astringent. Geranium water is only one of the many things I had
to endure from my grandmother’s medicine cabinet. The reason I enjoyed reading this
article is that it explains some of the reasons that the many strange remedies I was
subjected to as a child may have worked. Instead of the actual geranium flower, it could
have been an endophyte producing the astringent properties in the liquid my grandmother
made.

It is amazing that some traditional medicines have existed for so long, and only
now we are aware of the explanations for their effectiveness. The ancient societies that
first used these medicines had no idea about microbes, or the products they released. It
was discovered by simple trial and error which plants healed certain ailments, then the
knowledge was passed down through many generations. The authors of this article point
out that these plants may not have been the real source of the healing properties of
traditional medicines. Microbes living within the plants in question may actually be the
cause of the healing effects on human beings.

This idea is exciting because scientists could revisit ancient plant remedies and try
to isolate the microbes that produce helpful compounds. Since many microbes can be
cultured and grown in the laboratory, effective medicines might be manufactured in less
expensive, more efficient ways. For instance, Chinese medicine has a variety of cures for
common ailments; perhaps these could be processed into prescription drugs in the future.
Maybe the next big beauty secret will be geranium water; my grandmother would be so
proud.




