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Abstract: Prenanthes aitchisoniana (Asteraceae) is recorded 
for the first time in India from the Western Himalayan 
state of Himachal Pradesh. So far it is known from a single 
locality in Afghanistan and three in Pakistan. A brief 
taxonomic description, images and location map of this 
uncommon taxon are provided here.
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Prenanthes L. (Asteraceae) belongs to the tribe Cichorieae, 
and was first established by Linnaeus (1753) who described 
eight species within it. The number of species within the 
genus has been a subject of controversy to date. Divergent 
views on the issue have been put forth by various authors 
from time to time. Bremer (1994) and Mabberley (2008) 
have inscribed about thirty species distributed in Central 
and South Europe, Asia, Africa and North America by 
accepting the wider circumscription. In India the genus 
is represented by six species (Hooker 1881; Rao et al. 
1988; Mamgain & Rao 1995) which are mainly found in 
the Eastern Himalayan region, with only two species: P. 
brunoniana Wall. and P. violaefolia Decne. occurring in the 
Western Himalaya including Himachal Pradesh. A recent 
collection of P. aitchisoniana (Beauverd) Bano & Qaiser 
from this region raises the number of species from India to 
seven and that from the state to three.

The genus Prenanthes L. differs from its closely allied 
genus Lactuca L. in having nodding capitula and beakless 
cypsela that are narrow towards the base and have a 
truncate or rounded apex.

Floristic botanical explorations were undertaken by 
the author throughout Himachal Pradesh in the Western 
Himalayan region of India, as a part of a survey of the fam-
ily Asteraceae in the state. Plant specimens belonging to 
the family were collected from diverse ecological habitats. 
Following the herbarium methodology, voucher specimens 
were deposited in the herbarium of the Panjab University 
Chandigarh (PAN). Identification of specimens was based 
on literature surveys and intensive herbarium consults 

through personal visits to national institutions and virtual 
collections. Electronic resources including Angiosperm 
Phylogeny Website (APweb), Plant List, the IUCN Red 
List and others were used as sources of current informa-
tion on the taxa. During the course of identifications an 
individual specimen of Prenanthes which was quite differ-
ent from the other species of the genus reported earlier 
from India caught attention. After thorough examination 
it was identified and confirmed by the specialist of the 
family as Prenanthes aitchisoniana. Important characters, 
photographs (Figure 1) and a location map (Figure 2) of 
the taxon are provided, as well as a key to all the species of 
Prenanthes occurring in India. 

Prenanthes aitchisoniana (Beauverd) Bano & Qaiser 
(Beauverd 1910: 137; Bano & Qaiser 2009: 2089)

Cicerbita aitchisoniana Beauverd (Beauverd 1910: 137) — Rechinger 
1977: 184, fig. 123. 

An erect perennial herb up to 75 cm tall; stem glabrous; 
leaves alternate, both basal and cauline; basal leaves larger, 
petiole unwinged, blade pinnatisect with variable number 
of segments, base hastate-cordate, serrulate to sinuate den-
tate, acute to acuminate, pubescent; cauline ones smaller, 
very short petioled, sometimes pinnatisect; inflorescences 
homogamous, drooping, few to several in sub-racemes, 
pedunculate, peduncles thin; involucral bracts 2-seriate, 
narrow cylindric; outer ones shorter, ovate-lanceolate, 
apex subacute; inner ones longer, linear-oblong to sub-
spathulate, apex obtuse; flowers 3 per capitulum, all ligulate, 
blue-purplish; cypsela black, apex rounded to truncate, beak-
less; pappus white, fragile; outer ones very short, inner ones 
longer. Figure 1.

Habitat: Grows between 1200–2200 m on the forest floor 
of Cedrus deodara (Roxb. ex D. Don) G. Don.

Occurrence: Rare.

Collection examined: Kinnaur, 31.5581° N, 077.9467° E, 
Nichar forest area, elevation ca. 2,200 m, 9 September 
2007; G. Sud 19823 (PAN).
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Figure 1. Morphology of Prenanthes aitchisoniana. A. Habit. B. Leaf. C. Magnified head.
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Figure 2. Map indicating Nichar: the locality of species collection. A smaller map on the left shows the location of Himachal Pradesh in India.

Additional collection examined: Eastern Afghanistan, 
Kurrum Valley, December 1879, Aitchison 997-1 (G, TYPE).

Key to the species of Prenanthes occurring in India

1a. Rambling herbs  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . P. scandens
1b.  Erect herbs . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2

2a. Outer pappus absent . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . P. khasiana
2b.  Outer pappus present . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3

3a. Short herbs; stems usually less than 1 m tall . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4
3b. Tall herbs; stems usually more than 1 m tall  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 5

4a. Petiole winged; cypsela pale brown . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . P. violaefolia
4b. Petiole unwinged; cypsela black . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .P. aitchisoniana

5a. Leaves polymorphous along the stem  . . . . . . . . . . . P. brunoniana
5b. Leaves not polymorphous along the stem . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 6

6a. Leaves hastate, cordate; pappus pale white . . . . . . . . . . .P. hookeri
6b. Leaves deltoid; pappus milky white . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  P. sikkimensis

Prenanthes aitchisoniana is a poorly represented taxon with 
a few sporadic collections from Afghanistan and Pakistan. 
The type later established as Cicerbita aitchisoniana Beauverd 
in 1910 was first collected by Aitchison in 1879 from the 
Kurrum valley in Eastern Afghanistan. Later, Roohi 
Bano & Qaiser (2009) proposed a new combination P. 
aitchisoniana after studying earlier collections of the taxon 
from three localities in Pakistan. The species was so far 
unknown from India. Its present collection from the forest 
area in Nichar division of Kinnaur district in Himachal 
Pradesh affirms its presence in India besides representing 
an extension of ca.  476 km east from the nearest known 
site of collection in Pakistan. 

The conservation status of P. aitchisoniana according to 
the IUCN (2015) criteria is unknown as the species has 
not been included in the list of species assessed. Although 
this study has not assessed the species’ IUCN conservation 
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status, our results indicate that in India it can be considered 
a rare species, as a single specimen of the taxon has been 
collected so far. Furthermore, it also strengthens the need 
of collecting efforts to contribute to a better understanding 
of such a poorly known taxon.

In addition, P. aitchisoniana has unresolved taxonomic 
issues with several other Prenanthes species which need to 
be properly circumscribed and placed, as it is considered 
to be a synonym of Kovalevskiella aitchisoniana (Beauverd) 
Kamelin (1993). Studies at the molecular level might help 
in resolving the controversy pertaining to its placement in 
respect to the proper circumscription of related genera.
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