M. Islam

633.88095416
ISL-

006324
ICSSR



About 80% of the world’s population of the
developed and developing countries rely on
traditional herbal medicine, for the primary
health care because of their great efficacy
and little or no side effects. Traditional
system of medicine, popularly termed as
‘Folk medicine’ is accustomed since the days
of ancient civilizations and playing a
significant role in the health care system. In
modern days also, it is also becoming
popular, as the tribals and rural populations
of our country is highly dependent on
medicinal plant therapy for meeting their
health care needs, and which attracted the
attention of Botanists, Plant Scientists,
Researchers and other Active/Interested
workers.

The present work is an outcome of the
exploration of different cultivated, non-
cultivated, forest/village and other areas of
plains and hilly areas, for over a period of
twenty years and forms a distinct
contributions towards a herbal medicines,
based on the studies/observations made on
the utilisation of wild herbs in medical
therapy in day today life of tribal and non-
tribal peoples of the north-eastern region,
India. Angiospermic and pteridophytic plants
only have been considered in the present
study. For each species correct nomenclature,
local names, habit, chromosome number
(where possible), flowering and fruiting
season, ecological situations and medicinal
uses of the plants have been discussed
alongwith the illustrations of 32 photos for
easy understanding of the work. Thus,
present work provides excellent glimpses of
the traditional knowledge of medicine of
North-East India.

The author hopes that, the present book
will serve not only as reference material,
but also as practical guide for herbal healers,
research workers, students and all others
interested in the field of medicinal plants.
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Introduction

The use of medicinal plants to cure ailments is as old as the
history of civilization and has been in vogue from very ancient days.
Wild herbs utilized for medicinal purposes for different ailments in
day to day life either traditionally or inherently as guru-shishya
parampara or from one generation to the other, from the days of Vedas,
ultimately reaching the home of the common people. The indigenous
system of medicine, viz.-Ayurvedic, Siddha and Unani have been in
existence for several centuries. In medical Sciences, Ayurveda reached
the home of each family and hence today the villagers also have much
knowledge about the health and curing of diseases. People of rural
India, by and large, still dependent on traditional medicines for health
care and treatment of diseases. Traditional medicines have developed
through experience of many generations and have been primarily
dependent upon locally available plants, animals and other materials.
The traditional medicine on the other hand may be termed as ‘Folk
medicines’. Major percentage of our population tribals or non-tribals,
residing in hilly and plain areas, villages, forests/rural areas etc., are
accustomed with herbal medicines. Thus, our knowledge of medicinal
plants, however, has mostly been inherited traditionally and use of
plants confined not only to doctors but also to several ethnomedicinal
man as—elderly/knowledgeable persons, men or women of villages,
local tribals, farmers or a trained healer. Many interesting or secret
matters are there to learn from the village medicine men to preserve



2 Medicinal Plants of North-East India

the knowledge of those medicinal plants and their uses are becoming
important one for human existence.

Thus, the history of the use of plants in medicine can be traced
back to the ancient civilizations or Pre-Rigvedic times as has been
cited above. The earliest written records on the utilization of medicinal
plants is in the ‘Rigveda’ (4500-1600 BC), the earliest scriptures. In
‘Atharvaveda’ which was a later work, the uses of medicinal plants
described are more varied. This was followed by monumental
contributions like ‘Charak-Samhita’ (1000-800BC), ‘Chauchurat Sambhita’
(800-700BC) and ‘Botanical Observations’ Bhagbhatta’s ‘Astenga-Hridaya’
etc. and several books have been written by several workers/scholars
upto the British rule established in India.

Compilations on Indian medicinal plants started in early 19"
century. The earliest contributions are by Sir William Jones 'On Selected
Plants’ (1799) followed by John Flemming’s ‘Catalogue of Medicinal
Plants’ (1810), Ainslie’s ‘Materia Medica of Hindustan’ (1813, 1826),
Roxburgh’s ‘Flora Indica’ (1820-1832) and Royle’s ‘An essay on the
Antiguity of Hindu Medicine’ and others. O’Shaaughnessey’s ‘The
Bengal Dispensatory’ (1841) are the books dealing with the properties
and use of the medicinal plants.

Dutta’s ‘Materia Medica of the Hindus’ (1877), Dymock’s ‘Vegetable
Materia Medica of Western India’ (1883) and contributions made by
Khori (1887) and Dey (1896) are valuable works relating to medicinal
products indigenous to India. The two comprehensive works
‘Pharmacographia India’ by Dymock, Warden and Hooper (1889-1893)
and ‘Dictionary of Economic Products of India’ George Watt (1889-1896)
are the most valuable contributions of the 19" century. Simultaneously,
valuable works were published eg., ‘Indian Medicinal Plants’ (Kirtikar
and Basu, 1916), ‘Indian Materia Medica’ (Nadkarni, 1926), ‘Indigenous
Drugs of India’ (Chopra, 1993 ). ‘Bharatiya Banaushadhi’s’ (Biswas and
Ghosh) (1950-52), ‘Indian Pharmaceutical Codex’ (Mukherjee, 1953), ‘A
Review of Indian Medicinal Plants’, (Chopra and Chopra, 1955) and
‘Indigenous Drugs of India’, (Chopra et al., 1958).

More recent works like — Medicinal Plants of India (Satyavati et al.,
1976), Cultivation and Utilization of Medicinal Plants (Atal & Kapur,
1982), Medicinal Plants (Jain, 1985), Medicinal Plants of India (Jain and
Phillips, 1991); Major Medicinal Plants of India (Thakur et al., 1992),
Dictionary of Indian Medicinal Plants (Hussain et al., 1992), Medicinal
Plants, Their Bioactivity Evaluation (Anonymous, 1998) and a large
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number of research papers/works on different parts of India, especially
the North-East India added to the Wealth of literature on Indian
Medicinal Plants.

North-East India, 2 macro-geographical region of the country,
comprised of Assam, Arunachal, Nagaland, Meghalaya, Mizoram,
Manipur, Tripura and Sikkim, covering an area about 225036 sq. km.,
situated between 22°19'-29°4' North latitude and 89°42'-97° 12' East
longitude, where wide variations in climate, soil and altitude exist
with rich resources of biodiversity embracing a large number of
diverse types of medicinal plants. These plants have valuable place
in indigenous system of medicine and recently importance have been
given on the collection and evaluation of these plants and their
valuable constituents. These valuable germplasm may be lost or may
become extinct, due to deforestation, shifting cultivation, over-
exploitation, urbanisation etc. in different states. The region is inhabited
by a large number of tribals of various ethnic groups as Abor, Apatani,
Afala, Garo, Khashi, Kuki, Mikirs, Mishing, Rabha, Naga and various
others. The inhabitants are well aware of the medicinal properties of
the plants occurring on their surroundings and this knowledge was
gained by trial and error. The information was passed on from one
generation to the other, but in many cases the knowledge of medicinal
plants is still limited. In the present exploratory work an ethnomedicinal
study has been made since the last twenty years. During the study
many field tours were made in different localities of the region from
time to time, adopting all the necessary procedures to be followed.
Frequent discussions were also made with the users/practitioners of
wild herbaceous plants in different ailments. The plant species
recorded are enumerated alphabetically in botanical/scientific names,
local names, and families alongwith their habits, chromosome
numbers(where possible), phenology, habitat and the plant parts or
products used in the remedy of different ailments/diseases by the
local peoples — tribal or non-tribals of the region. Modes of preparation
of drugs, methods of administration as well as doses were noted even
with the proper knowledge of the plant which are poisonous or non
poisonous.

Wild plants/herbs recorded in the present study serving as first -
aid for tribals or rural folks, since the very old days, as these plants
are proved very cheap and quick handy remedies, and easily available
and for which causes, wild plants are still used in remote places and
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rural areas by common people (tribals/non-tribals) of different parts
of the country, especially of the Eastern Himalayan region.

The commonly occurring diseases/ailments of the region are-
Gastro-intestinal disorders, stomach troubles, urinary troubles, skin
diseases, cuts and injuries, insect and snake bites, bone fractures, eye
and ear troubles and other internal or external troubles. The herbs
commonly or widely used for curing the ailments are viz. : Achyranthes
aspera, Acorus calamus, Ageratum conyzoides, Andrographis paniculata,
Boerhavia diffusa, Centella asiatica, Centipeda minima, Commelina
benghalensis, Coptis teeta, Costus speciosus, Curcuma zedoaria, Cynodon
dactylon, Drymaria cordata, Eclipta prostrata, Eupatorium odoratum,
Houttuynia cordata, Kyllinga brevifolia, Leucas plukentii, Leonurus sibiricus,
Ocimum gratissimum, Oldenlandia corymbosa, Oxalis corniculata,
Phyllanthus urinaria, Plantago erosa, Plumbago rosea, Portulaca oleracea,
Rawolfia serpentina, Scoparia dulcis, Sida acuta, Spilanthes paniculata,
Verbena officinalis, Vetiveria zizanoides efc.

The methods of application and usage of these different
herbaceous plants in folk medicine are variable and most common
one is the oral administration followed by topical or local applications.
Smoking, bathing, snuffs, tying of body parts etc., are also applied
occasionally.

Many plants utilised for medicinal purposes employed orally as
decoction for treating sore throat, intestinal parasites, diarrhoea,
dysentery, other gastro-intestinal diseases, bronchial troubles, fevers,
jaundice, cough, cold, headache, general debility, leucorrhoea,
spermatorrhoea, menorrhagia etc. Orally prescribed medicines included,
are liquid preparations, non-formulated medicines, pills, medicines
mixed with food stuffs etc.

Medicines applied topically are for treating skin diseases (scabies,
leprosy etc.), wounds, rectal haemorrhoides, body swellings, eczema,
insect and snake bites etc., and these medicines are applied in paste
or liquid form and ointment or powder form.

Plants and plant parts carried along or tied to the body with
the aim for protection against evil forces, snake bites, to arrest bleeding
after delivery, rheumatism etc., In form of amulets and non-formulated
medicinal substances used either as waist bands or small pieces of
drugs.

Smoking is another method employed for the ailments of the
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respiratory tracts, throat infection etc, in which non-formulated and
powdered medicines are used to produce smokes.

Another interesting method is steaming or inhaling of vapours
in which packets of medicinal plants/plant parts are boiled in water
and the patient is allowed to sit under the blanket with the pot
containing the boiled plants or plant parts and inhaling vapours
cures the patient, like the modern methods in which ointments or
balms used for cold and cough.

During the utilization of the plants it has also been noticed that-
(i) some plants are often used for treating a number of different
ailments, (ii) certain parts of the plants are used for treating different
unrelated ailments, (iii) different parts of plants used in different
ailments, and (iv) different parts used in same ailments. Use of
different parts of plants for same ailments indicate the possibility of
same active principle useful for the diseases.

All the plants are found in wild condition enumerated in the
present list and most of them are handy and having the easily
available remedy material which give effective results in many of the
cases and as a result, both tribals or non-tribals, rurals of the remote/
forest areas etc. of many places are still not willing to approach
doctors. Instead they treat themselves with plant material only, as per
advise of the reliable persons, basing on traditional methods which
are manual; quantities of ingredients are not specific, measurements
are rough, not resemble those specified in present day organized
pharmaceutical practices.

The people by trial and error developed their own traditional
ways of diagnosis and treatment of diseases and fulfil their basic
requirements from the nearby habitats, forest areas or sacred groves.
As a result of long practices and experiences, it has become an
effective way of accumulation of rich knowledge of medicinal plants
amongst them. The tribals/rurals are well versed with the symptoms
of various types of diseases and with their herbal remedies because
they have carried on practices traditionally by verbal instructions.
Moreover, it has been observed that, modern medical facilities though
are available to a certain extent in approachable areas/ places, still
they prefer to use herbal drugs owing to their confidence and belief
in such treatments. The patients proceed to hospitals only when
village medicine man is of no help.

Recent introduction of allopathic medicines in the areas and shift
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in the on-firm activities from traditional to modern practices have
significant effect on herbal medicinal usage. Developing infra-structure
facilities and ever increasing population pressure have also accelerated
the use of medicinal plants and other minor resources to the urban-
industrial sectors and thus causing severe degradation to the traditional
subsistence societies and forest based resources. Majority of the
collectors were interviewed in different localities/areas and it has
been viewed that the existence of medicinal plant resources are
dwindling fast in recent years. However, local knowledge will have
to be complemented by scientific knowledge on the cultivation and
conservation of economically important medicinal plants and their
pharmaceutical uses.

The traditional knowledge system in regards to the herbal
medicine in India is fast eroding due to various reasons, as loss of
biodiversity due to deforestation, loss of natural habitat, shifting
cultivation, power and irrigation projects, unplanned management,
influence of technology based modern society and several others. Now
it is becoming an urgent need to record all the ethnobiological
information exists among the diverse ethnic communities before the
traditional cultures are completely lost and also to conserve and
revitalization of the traditional beliefs, so that age old cultures are
not lost. Ethnobiologists also have responsibilities to safeguard the
traditional knowledge for misuse or overuse by the modern societies
and they should have on behalf of the tribals, who should share the
benefits of new discoveries, such as foods or medicines from plants
(Boom, 1990; Cunninghum, 1993; Balick, 1996) and discharging their
dual role between modern and traditional associates.

Conservation of biodiversity which nourishes the tribals and
forest dwellers is also equally important, if traditional knowledge has
to be preserved just like habitat conservation for species and as a
whole if tribals are to be protected from extinction, forests are also
to be preserved accordingly. Commercial collection of traditional
medicinal plants from tribal dwelling, habitats also to be controlled.
In India about 46, 000 licensed pharmacies collect traditional medicinal
plants for preparation of herbal drugs (Alok, 1991 and Cunningham,
1993). Apart from the conservation of forests, tribals should be
encouraged to raise their own ethnobiological gardens or herb gardens
in their vicinity (Ballick, 1996). Such gardens serve the interests of
the tribals and they at the same time ensure conservation of the

apleting biodiversity in medicinal plants of India (Rao, 1996).
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However, loss of such valuable plant wealth is definitely a
serious concern and attempts should be based on priority basis to
prevent their loss to posterity and therefore, the conservation of these
plants need immediate attention through some certain measures:

(i) Preservation of Traditional Folk Beliefs of the Inhabitants

In primitive human societies, the conservation of plant resources
was an ancient tradition, which leads to the conservation of medicinal
plant wealth. They utilized the resources as much as required and
the rest preserved for the future needs, as they are selfless and not
greedy like the modern and developing societies. The inhabitants
living, specially in remote areas have certain beliefs and myths
regarding the surrounding vegetation. Many of the medicinal plant.
species are believed to be sacred and ritually important. These
religious beliefs play a significant role in proper management and
preservation of these resources. This resuilted injudicious utilization
of medicinal plant wealth in the past.

During the study, it was observed that several medicinal plants
are associated with magico-religious beliefs among the inhabitants of
the religion. The plants like Hedychium spicatum, Coix lachryma-jobi,
are not disturbed during the noon and night. It is believed that the
planting of, Eupatorium cannabinum, Acorus calamus, Alocasia indica etc.
near the house, protects the householder from the effect of evil spirits;
the growth of Curcuma caesia is associated with bringing prosperity
to the house holder. These believes may not have any relevance but
these have certainly helped in conservation of medicinal plants. There
are many sacred groves in the region and they have helped in the
conservation of many rare and endangered plant species.

Thus, the traditional conservation methods, such as taboos,
totems, sacred groves etc. prevent cutting or disturbing certain valuable
types of plants, need to be appreciated as these have resulted in
conservation of genetic resources of medicinal plants.

(if) Establishment of Medicinal Plants Garden/Sanctuaries

Many important/rare/endangered medicnal plants becoming an
urgent need for preservation/conservation for sustainable future,
which may be made through establishing small or large medicinal
plant gardens to all the possible localities of the region.

Certain plants as Aconitum ferox, Coptis teeta, Gloriosa superba,
Nardostachys Sp., Rauwolfia serpentina, Swertia chirata etc., having
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important medicinal properties may be preserved in medicinal plant
gardens/sanctuaries in their natural habitat.

(iii) Cultivation and Establishment of Medicinal Plant Farms

Basing on the increasing demand of medicinal plants,
commercially or pharmaceutically, certain plants are to be preserved
through cultivation or by establishing medicinal plant farms.
Cultivation of medicinal plants like-Achyranthes aspera, Asclepias
curassavica, Alpinia galanga, Amorphophallus campanulatus, Bacopa
monnieri, Carthamus roseus, Centella asiatica, O. corniculata, Cleome
viscosa, Centratherum anthelminticum, Coleus amboinicus, Costus speciosus,
Curcuma aromatica, C. caesia, C. zedoaria, Cyperus rotundus, Eclipta
prostrata, Euphorbia hirta, Hedychium coronarium, Kaempferia galanga,
Kalanchoe laciniata, Mimosa pudica, Ocimum basilicum, Plumbago zeylanica,
Polygonatum wverticillatum, Rauwolfia serpentina, Rumex vesicarius R.
maritimus Sida cordifolia, S. rhombifolia, Solanum nigrum S. surretense,
Taraxacum officinale, Vanda tesselata, Vernonia cineria, Valeriana hardwickii,
Zingiber zerumbet etc. are met in valleys and low hills. The plant
species like Aconiium ferox, Berberis asiatica, Coptis teeta, lllicium grifithii
Orchis latifolia, Potentilla fulgens, Swertia chirata etc. are suitable for
cultivation usually in high altitudes and species like Acorus calamus
are suitable in marshy tracts and different other shrubby, climbers or
arboreus plants are planted in medicinal plant gardens of the region.
These may be included on priority basis for plantation in social
forestry or Joint Forest Management Programme which may fulfil the
pharmaceutical or other ethnomedicinal demands to a considerable
extent which will also help directly or indirectly in conservation of
biodiversity in the region.
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