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The International Congress of Ethnobotany (ICEB) is a series of meetings coordinated by

aninternational scientific committee in conjunction with different local organising

committees.
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As an independent and international congress, it is able to attract very diverse participation,
which is much needed for field in which biodiversity and cultural diversity are central themes.
At the meeting in Turkey, ethnobotany, ethnobiology, and the associated disciplines of
anthropology, botany, archaeology and pharmacology were all well represented, with at least
300 presenters, organisers and other participants attending. The congress attracted
participants from Europe, the Levant, North Africa, southern Asia, and the Americas.
Participation from Africa, southeastern and eastern Asia, and the Pacific was minimal. The
congress was hosted by Yeditepe University through the great efforts of Dr Fusun Ertug and
a team of student helpers (Department of Anthropology, Yeditepe University).

The panel in which | presented a paper was entitled: "Continuity and change in food and
medicine: archaeobotany and the written record". Of particular interest for the Sato Project at
RIHN were the following papers: Elena Korolyuk, Natalya Polosmak and Igor Artemov
(Central Siberian Botanical Garden of Siberian Branch of Russian Academy of Science,
Novosibirsk) - "Plant remains from burial grounds (South Altai, 5th-2nd centuries B.C.", and
L.-D. Tracey Lu (Anthropology Department, The Chinese University of Hong Kong, N.T.
Hong Kong) - "The exploitation of tuber plants in South China".

The first of these two papers was an account of rich botanical remains preserved in
permafrost along with burials of what were probably visitors to the South Altai region. In the
second paper, ancient starch, apparently from taro, was reported on stone tools from an
early to mid-Holocene cave site in southern China - along with an absence of any cereal
plant remains.

In my own paper, entitled "Culinary records of taro in Egypt and the eastern Mediterranean" |
reviewed written records for taro in the region, and suggested that there may be links
between the representation of a plant in writings (over long periods of time), its popularity or
social status, and the likelihood of its discovery in archaeological contexts.

In a different session, on gender Issues in ethnobotanical research, Erika Friedl (Department
of Anthropology, Western Michigan University, USA) gave a paper on "Old plants and the
new women in the Zagros". This paper was based on nearly 40 years of observation of

gathering activities in the Zagros high mountains (western Iran), and described changes in

the social dynamics of acorn gathering, processing, and consumption. | was surprised to

learn that until as recently as 70 years ago, acorns remained a staple food source in Zagros
village cultures, and that they are still commonly used.

The congress was a great occasion to meet graduate students and researchers with
common interests. Dr Amr Al-Azm (Center for Archaeological Research and Scientific
Laboratories, Damascus, Syria) expressed interest in exploring the history of taro in Syria,

and Dr Efraim Lev (Department of Eretz Israel Studies, University of Haifa, Israel) kindly




offered to provide information on Hebrew texts that mention taro. Mr Abdol-Baset Ghorbani
(Traditional Medicine & Materia Medica Research Center, Tehran, Iran) also offered to
investigate taro mentioned in Persian texts.

Outside the congress, | made a quick survey of two large markets in Istanbul - a large Friday
vegetable market, and a large spice market where herbal medicines are also sold. | could not
see any taro, but learned that it is sold as a food in Istanbul, during autumn and early winter,
after being transported from areas along the southern Mediterranean coast of Turkey. This is
an area | would like to explore in the future. Although taro is known as a part of the Arabic
materia medica, it was not known (or was only poorly remembered) among herbal medicine
sellers in the present spice market.
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