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India, a country of varied physiographical con-

figurations and meteorological conditions, is be-

stowed by nature with richest and diversified flora. 

It has also been inhabited by millions of tribal people

since the time immemorial. The diverse vegetation

and multiethnic societies make India one of the pros-

perous countries of the world in term of culture and

bioresources, having all sorts of human needs includ-

ing food, fiber, fuel, gum, resin and medicine.  The

knowledge of medicinal plants is perhaps as old as

the human race itself and this resource related to well

being of human health has got accumulated through

ages by incidents, trials and errors.

It is perceived that the primitive men, during the

course of their quest for food and other requirements,

must have come across plants having pain relieving

and healing property against several illnesses. The

observation of beneficial effects of these plants in-

duced an encouragement for genesis of basic thoughts

in human mind. An analysis of such observations pro-

voked them to search and identify more plants of

medicinal value for combating one or other diseases.

As a consequence of this, a large number of medici-

nal herbs have been discovered by them. These plants

got wider use and success in experiments on human

and led to our recognized medicines.  Many of them

in regulated doses constitute potent and effective rem-

edies for amelioration from deadly diseases.  These

insights of incipient civilizations, developed over cen-

turies of their observations and experimentations,

have descended down to modern civilization through

the indigenous and ethnic societies. Significantly, sev-

eral among these medicinal plants have found wide

acceptance and application in the organized system

of medicines (Chinese, Ayurveda, Siddha and Unani-

Tibb, Tibetan, etc.) as well as modern medicines.

In India relevant information on medicinal plants

can be chiefly traced in Vedic literature viz., Charaka

Samhita and Saushruta Samhita. In addition, such

account is also mentioned in Vasthu gunadiepica – a

local treatise of Materia Medica. The herbal medi-

cines were very popular and widely used among the

people of ancient India. There were many special-

ized medicine-men, ‘Vaidyas’, ‘Hakims’ and ‘Bhagats’

in each village and area who had good knowledge of

medicinal plants and their uses in specific diseases

along with their procedures  of preparation. Apart

from the specialized traditional healers, there were

also several elder folk men and women in our rural

society having ample knowledge of correct recogni-

tion of frequently available medicinal herbs and their

uses in different diseases. Under the able guidance

and care of these knowledgeable experts, the tradi-

tional medicine flourished in India for quite a long

period, but during recent years, it has been observed

that under the impact of quick action and miracu-

lous effects of chemically synthesized modern medi-

cines, the faith in the traditional herbal medicine has

overshadowed.  People are forgetting the traditional

uses of their ambient biological wealth. The conse-

quent divorcement of people from dependence upon

the vegetational wealth for their primary health-care,

resulting in disintegration of knowledge of the plants

and their properties.

Recently, the great threat of synthetic medicines

on human health by producing variety of harmful

side effects has developed a sense of fear in the mind

of people towards the use of modern medicines.  This
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has compelled them for looking back again to nature

and conventional green medicines. Nevertheless,

unfortunately, owing to the non-availability of ad-

equate number of competent human resource with

good knowledge of bioresources, a great difficulty has

been observed in recognition of appropriate medici-

nal herbs. The dearth of enough information of sys-

tematic identification and scientific cataloguing of

phyto-medicinal species, described in the literature

of ancient system of medicine is another factor, li-

able for posing great hindrance in proper recognition

of appropriate medicinal samples of plants. Though

our ancient literatures provide a good account on

description of plants along with different formulations

of drugs, symptoms and diagnosis of diseases, meth-

odology followed in preparation of medicines and

mode of application, however, the system of classifi-

cation, adopted in these literatures creates some con-

fusion in nomenclature of medicinal plants. Some-

times, the description of a plant, given in these an-

cient medical literatures shows affinity with altogether

unrelated two or three plant species belonging to dif-

ferent families. For example, the description of plant

cited for the Vedic drink, ‘Soma’ in Rig Veda has been

subject of controversy for more than two thousand

years and shows similarity with more than hundred

plants species [Sarcostemma, Periploca and Ephe-

dra, and Amanita muscaria (mushroom)]. Similarly,

the description of ‘Brahmi’ also shows affinity with

Centella asiatica (Linn.) Urban, and Bacopa monnieri

(Linn.) Penn. This has led a great difficulty in identi-

fication of appropriate samples of medicinal plants,

prescribed for treatment of specific disease. To over-

come this problem, the modern system of classifica-

tion should be followed in order to bring the related

plants together and to make the literature more fea-

sible. However, the evidences of systematic herbal

knowledge have been found in Sushrut Samhita,

which is the oldest medicinal book. The influx of in-

stant caring modern medicines has diminished the

popularity of conventional medicines and conse-

quently this has led a serious decline in human ex-

pertise, capable of recognizing the various valuable

medicinal plants. Due to the scarcity of good herbal-

ists or ‘Vaidyas’ or ‘Hakims’ or ‘Bhagats’ and non-

availability of quality herbal medicines, people are

bound to use chemically synthesized drugs. Hence,

a concerted effect has to be made by government

and society to preserve these conventional expertises

from getting lost forever.

In fact, what is essential for the revival of inter-

est and faith of society in the traditional herbal medi-

cines is to increase the number of trained persons in

the society so that the number of people, capable of

dealing with the plant identification be adequate in

near future. This objective can be easily achieved by

initiating the educational programme for awareness

about medicinal plants and their conservational as-

pect. Establishment of herbal garden from primary

school level to college, university, institution and re-

search organization including public and private sec-

tors will provide great help in this direction. Publica-

tions of low cost small booklets on locally available

medicinal plants also play a pivotal role in dissemi-

nation of knowledge on conventional herbal medi-

cines among people of all age groups.

Keeping in view the above idea in the mind, a

small herbal garden has been developed in the cam-

pus of Birbal Sahni Institute of Palaeobotany, Luc-

know with an objective to provide relevant informa-

tion about authentically identified medicinal plants

and to create awareness among the students of vari-

ous schools, colleges, universities and scientists of the

country and abroad, who regularly visit  the Insti-

tute for academic  purposes. In order to enlighten

the people about precise identity of some important

medicinal plants of Institute’s premise and their uses,

a book entitled Medicinal Plants of BSIP

Garden is being published. The book comprises the

comprehensive relevant information and colour pho-

tographs of about 61 common medicinal plants,

planted in Institute’s garden. The description of each

plant species incorporates the correct botanical name,

its family, vernacular name in English and different

Indian languages followed by an account on, flower-

ing and fruiting times, distribution and medicinal uses

along with symptoms and cause of diseases. A glos-

sary of technical medical terms for diseases, used in

this book has also been provided to make the text

easily understandable to the common people.
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ENUMERATION

Abroma augusta Linn. (STERCULIACEAE)

Vernacular names

English–Cotton Abroma, Perennial Indian hemp,

Devil’s cotton

Hindi–Ulatkambal, Kumal, Olak

Description–A large shrub or small tree with downy

branches. Leaves 8-15 cm long with 3-7 basal nerves,

repand–denticulate, angled in young plants,

glabrescent above, tomentose beneath. Flowers

axillary, pendulous, deciduous, copper coloured.

Capsule 3-5 cm in diam., with 5 prominent angles,

truncate at the apex, septicidally 5-valved; valves

villous at the edges. Seeds many, blackish, globose.

Flowers are dark brown, pendulous.

Flowers & Fruits–August-November.

Distribution–Widely distributed throughout the hotter

parts of India, often cultivated, ascending to 1500 m

on the Eastern Himalaya.; also found in Java, the

Philippines and China.

Parts used–Leaves, stem, barks, seeds, roots.

Herbal action–Rheumatism, gonorrhoea, uterine

tonic, mennorrhagea, diabetes, sinusitis,

emmenagogue, dysmenorrhoea,

Uses–Poultice of boiled leaves is used to treat

rheumatic swelling and pain. The extract of leaves is

used to cure diabetes and inflammation of sinus,

especially a paranasal sinus(Sinusitis). Various agents,

including viruses, bacteria or allergy, may cause it.

An infusion of fresh tender branches in cold water is

used to treat a contagious, catarrhal inflammation of

the genital mucous membrane of male and female,

caused by the gonococcus, Neisseria gonorrhoeae

(Gonorrhoea). The extract of fresh leaves, root and

bark of stem is used as uterine tonic and as an agent

to hastening uterine evacuation by causing

contraction of the uterine muscles (Emmenagogue).



D.C. Saini

4

The fresh extract of root bark is used to get relief from

pain of a severe shooting or stabbing character along

nerve and in treatment of unusually painful and

difficult and irregular menstruation. The pain usually

begins just before or at menarche, which is spasmodic

and located in the lower abdomen, but it may be

also radiate to the back and thighs (Dysmenorrhoea).

Paste of root is applied on wounds for early cure and

to kill maggots.

Aqueous extract of seeds is taken to cure swelling of

ovary. The fatty oil extracted from the seeds is rich in

Linoleic acid that lowers the cholesterol level in blood.

Chemical compounds–Linolic acid.

Mode of propagation–Easily grown by seeds in moist

places during rainy season. Seeds germinate in 21 to

30 days at 24ºC.

Acorus calamus Linn. (ARACEAE)

Vernacular names

English–Sweet flag

Sanskrit–Vacha

Hindi–Bach, Safed Bach, Ghorabach, Shadgranth

Marathi–Vekhand

Gujarati–Vekhand

Telugu–Vasa

Tamil–Vasambu

Kannada–Baje, Gida

Malayalam–Vasambu

Description–A marshy, perennial herb, with aromatic,

creeping hizomes. Leaves distichous, 1–2m long,

enciform, linear with strong midrib and parallel

nerves. Spathe 5–10cm long. Flowers small, yellow–

green, hermaphrodite, densely arranged in cylindric,

sessile, slightly curved spadix. Berries green, angular,

1–3 seeded. Seeds oblong.

Flowers & Fruits–April–August.

Distribution–Native to eastern North America and

temperate Asia. Commonly found throughout

temperate and warm regions in India, Pakistan and

Sri Lanka ascending to 2,200 m in Sikkim Himalaya.

Parts used–Rhizomes, roots.

Herbal action–Spermatorrhoea, blood pressure,

stimulant, stomach disorder, cold, cough, asthma,

hysteria, typhoid, insecticide, sore throat, epilepsy,

tumor, dysmenorrhoea, lithontriptic, analgesic,

sedative, antidote, antispasmodic, emetic, diuretic,

stomachic, nervine tonic, antibacterial property,

appetizer, anthelmintic, abortifacient, ecbolic.

Uses–The rhizomes are used as an analgesic for the

relief of headache or toothache, for oral hygiene, to

cleanse and disinfect the teeth. It fights against the

effect of exhaustion or fatigue and used to treat

involuntary muscular contraction that may be part

of a disorder such as spastic paralysis, convulsions

or they may be specific such as cramp, colic, etc.; it

also helps to cure hangover.The rhizome is the source

of an essential oil known as Calamus oil, containing

asarone and its isomers. The essential oil free alcoholic

extract of rhizome possesses sedative, tranquillizing

and analgesic properties and has antibiotic activity

but is also potentially toxic and carcinogenic. The

pills prepared from the paste of rhizome and root of

‘pan’ (Piper betel Linn.) and ‘kamal’ (Nelumbo

nucifera Gaertn.) in the ratio of 2:1.5:1 is taken orally

ones a day for ten days starting from first day of
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menses to get relief from painful and difficult
menstruation. Fresh and dried rhizome is taken orally
with milk and sugar to treat spermatorrhoea and
blood pressure. The aromatic rhizomes are wonderful
tonic having of stimulating power and used to
normalize the appetite and to get relief from
flatulence, indigestion, chronic dysentery, diarrhoea,
stomachache.The small doses of it used to reduce
acidity whilst larger doses increase stomach secretions
and it is therefore, recommended in the treatment of
anorexia nervosa and also used as stimulant to central
nervous system; it is very useful remedy for cold,
cough, asthma, bronchial catarrh, hysteria, typhoid,
intermittent fever, malarial fever and haemorrhage
following abortion. It is also used to remove the stone
present in the urinary bladder (Lithontriptic). Small
pieces of rhizome are sucked as lozenges to treat the
sore throat and to get melodious voice. A pessary
prepared by mixture of rhizome, saffron and milk is
worn in the vagina to prevent uterine displacement
and to induce abortion or for quick delivery. A
decoction of rhizome is used to treat epilepsy,
glandular and abdominal tumors and also used as
hip bath for hastening delivery and used as hair wash
to kill the lice. The pulverized rhizome is dusted over
foul and indolent ulcers for relief. The powdered
rhizome is taken with water to expel intestinal worm.
The poultice of the rhizome or a liniment made by
rubbing the rhizome with milk is also used as an
antidote in case of croton poisoning and snake bite.
The rhizome boiled in the seed–oil of ‘malkangani’
(Celastrus paniculatus Willd.) is used as liniment to
cure rheumatism. The extract of roots is given orally
to infants and children for proper development of
brain and to improve mental faculty.

Chemical compounds–Flavone, Asarone, Calamione,
Acorin, Beta–asarone.

Mode of propagation–The plant grows very well in
sandy, clay loam and highly alluvial soil. The water
requirement of the plant is very high. The new
rhizomes arising from old plant are planted at 30–40
cm spacing in marshy and waterlogged areas, and
along the river–banks during month of February to
March.

Adansonia digitata  Linn. (BOMBA CACEAE)

Venacular names
English–Baobab, Monkey bread tree, African calabas,

Cream–of–tartar tree
Hindi–Gorakh–imli, Lichora
Marathi–Gorakh chinch
Gujarati–Gorakh cinch
Tamil–Anaipuli
Kannada–Magmavu

Description–A soft wooded tree with thick trunk and
very widely spreading branches and sparse foliage.
Leaves digitately compound with 3–7 glossy leaflets
each about 12 cm long. Flowers 12–18 cm in diam.,
white or cream coloured, attractive sweet scented on
long stalk, large and pendulous. The flowers open
only at night and are pollinated by bats feeding on
the nectar. Petals curl backward. Numerous staminal
tubes ending in a purplish spherical mass. Fruits
velvety, 15–20 x 8–10 cm, elliptic, narrowed towards
the ends. Seeds about 30 in number, 10–12 mm long,
small, laterally flattened, reniform or kidney
shape,dark brown or black, embedded in a
mucilaginous pulp with pleasant, mildly acid flavor.


