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When the French expeditions of discovery set out for the ‘Southern Lands’ in the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the instructions for the naturalists were clear: they 
should aim to identify and classify new species of plant according to Western systems of 
taxonomy but they would need to learn about the properties and functions of such plants 
from the Indigenous peoples they encountered. There was an explicit recognition that for 
naturalists passing briefly through unfamiliar lands, it was vital to tap into local botanical 
knowledge. Théodore Leschenault, a botanist who travelled with the Baudin expedition 
around Australia in 1801-1803 and then, as a private collector, through the Indonesian 
archipelago from 1803 to 1806, readily embraced such an approach. Relying in part on his 
unpublished notebooks and journals, I trace his early, largely frustrated, attempts to establish 
connections with Aboriginal peoples in western New Holland and Van Diemen’s Land, where 
language difficulties and mistrust hampered communication. Conversely, in Timor and Java, 
where the Dutch had long had a colonial presence, and Leschenault spent time learning 
Malay, he was able to communicate more readily with local peoples and gain their help in 
investigating, for example, the celebrated ‘poison tree’ – dispelling Western myths about its 
properties and contributing to a significant advance in toxicology. While the flow of 
information was largely in one direction, I will show how an important part of Leschenault’s 
work relied on the cooperation and knowledge of local peoples and why he has been cited an 
early practitioner of ethnopharmacology. 
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