
H •• 
e gave qu1mne 
to the world 

umme brings relief to 
millions of malaria suf
ferers around the world, 
yet there are aspects of 
the story of quinine that 
have not hitherto been 

told. One well-known tale relates 
how the Countess of Chinchon, wife 
of the Spanish Viceroy to Peru was 
stricken with fever in 1638 and close 
to death . She was administered a 
powder made from a miraculous 
tree bark, and recovered . She then 
made it her business to collect the 
miracle cure in quantities and distri
bute it freely to poor people in Lima 
suffering from the ague (malaria), 
and later to peasants in Spain when 
she returned there. 

Unfortunately - as Dr Gabriele 
Gramiccia recounts in a newly 
published book - the whole tale is a 
manufactured myth and was 
exploded 40 years ago. The 
Countess never suffered from 
malaria in Lima, never distributed 
the bark in Peru, and died of some 
quite different malady before she 
could return to Spain. But the 
legend was as deep-rooted as the 
miraculous tree, and when the great 
Swedish botanist Carolus Linnaeus 
needed a name for it, in 1742, he 
gave it the generic name Cinchona in 
honour of the Countess - whose 
name he _misspelt. (The word qui
nine, on the other hand , resulted 
from another confusion: the local 
name for the rather similar Peruvian 
balsam tree was quinaquina). 

Gramiccia 's story is in many ways 
even more romantic. His book "The 
Life of Charles Ledger" Uust 
published by Macmillan Press, price 
£30) is a meticulously researched 
account of a 19th century English 
trader who travelled widely in South 
America and Australia, and whose 

An early illustration of the cinchona 
plant - source of the mysterious bark 
powder that for centuries was known as 
a miracle cure for malaria. 
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visiOn and determination brought 
the miracle of quinine within reach 
of everyone. 

One of his companions in the 
Andes, Santiago Savage, recorded 
Ledger 's adventures in vivid 
drawings and water-colours, repro
duced as illustrations in the book . 

Born in 1818, Ledger set out for 
Peru at the age of 18 to earn his 
fortune with a British trading firm. 
He learnt to speak Spanish and the 
local Indian dialects, and won the 
confidence of a Bolivian Indian, 
Manuel Incra Mamani , who had the 
knack of identifying 29 different 
sorts of cinchona trees. Together 
they explored the unmapped terri
tories east of the Andes looking for 

trees that would yield the highest 
quantities of quinine. 

Ledger hoped to recover his costs 
by selling the seeds so that cinchona 
plantations could be established and 
managed on British soil. The 
national authorities of the day 
objected quite reasonably to a 
foreigner's efforts to remove the 
seeds, and Manuel paid for his 
loyalty to Ledger with his life; he 
di~d after being severely beaten in 
pnson. 

But the British authorities were 
not very interested in Ledger's 
seeds. Instead it was the Dutch who 
profited from his enterprise. Those 
seeds formed the basis of the highly 
lucrative Dutch cinchona plan-
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tations in Java - now Indonesia -
and in other tropical countries. The 
Dutch government was no more 
generous than the English, however. 
Ledger's reward for contributing to 
their trading fortunes was a cash 
payment of less than £100, followed 
much later by a pension of £100 a 
year for life - awarded when he was 
aged 78. 

Neverthless, the seeds that he had 
smuggled out of Bolivia revived a 
flagging world interest in quinine 
because the trees that grew from 
them were much richer providers of 
the anti-malarial drug than any 
other species. In 1881, this variety of 
tree received the name Cinchona 
ledgeriana. Years later, during 
World War 11, descendants of 
Ledger's seeds were flown out of the 
Philippines (as that country fell to 
the advancing Japanese) in one of 
three U.S. Air Force Flying For
tresses. Two of the bombers were 
shot down but the third, with the 
seeds, reached safety. So Cinchona 
ledgeriana returned to Latin Amer
ica and resulted in large plantations 
growing up to ensure that the Allied 
powers were not deprived of the 
vital anti-malarial drug. 

Dr Gramiccia, a leading malario
logist who worked for WHO for 28 
years before retiring in 1976 and 
becoming director of the Australian 
Army Malaria Research Institute, 
has subtitled his book "Alpacas and 
quinine." Charles Ledger coupled 
his efforts with cinchona seeds with 
a no more rewarding attempt to 
import alpacas - the particularly 
woolly type ofllama - into Austra
lia. He drove a flock of the animals 
in great secrecy and with much 
hardship over the snow-covered 
passes of the Andes to the Chilean 
coast, outwitting the local authori
ties who had every reason to prevent 
valuable breeding stock leaving their 
country. But the government of 
New South Wales in turn went back 
on their verbal promises of a reward 
for the animals; their interest was 
only in sheep. 

Ledger retired to Australia with 
what little money stuck to his 
unbusinesslike fingers, and died a 
pauper in 1905, aged 87. His grave 
in the Rockwood Methodist 
Cemetery in Sydney bore only the 
names of his second wife's brother 
and sister. After the remarkable 
story that his researches threw up, 
Gramiccia had a new tombstone 
erected, with the help of a donation 
from the Dutch quinine manufac
turer ACF Chemiefarma. Beneath 
the name of Charles Ledger, the 
stone is engraved with the words: 
"He gave quinine to the world." • 
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Above: Charles ledger's tribulations while herding kicking, spitting llamas 
ol/el" the Andes were faithfully recorded on the spot by a Bolivian artist, 
Santiago Savage, now in the Mitche/1 library Archives, Sydney. 
Below: The new gravestone in a Sydney cemetery pays belated tribute to a 
little-known "healer of mankind." 
Photo WHO/G. Gramiccia 
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