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Indigenous knowledge of medicinal
plants and wild edibles among three
tribal subcommunities of the Central
Himalayas, India

The Bhotiyas of the Central Himalayas, who practice migratory cattle-raising and
traditional agriculture, are highly dependent on the resources which they find in nature.
The present article, which is based on years of research among three subcommunities of
the Bhotiyas, documents their knowledge of medicinal plants and wild edibles, and the
specific manner in which they are used. This information is presented in three tables.
The article ends with a discussion of the need to conserve this knowledge in the light of
the rapid acculturation now taking place within the Tolchha, Marchha and Jadh

subcommunities.

areas of the Central Himalayas. They do not

themselves use this name, which can
probably be traced to their Mongolian features and
the fact that they used to trade with Tibet (also
known as ‘Bhot Desh’). The Bhotiyas who are the
subject of the present article consist of three small
subcommunities: the Tolchha, the Marchha, and the
Jadhs. These are situated in the Garhwal region, in
the districts of Chamoli, Uttarkashi and Pithoragarh
(see map, p. 12). These communities practice migra-
tory agriculture, due to the constant need to find
grazing land for their sheep. They have two
permanent dwellings: their traditional summer
abodes are situated in a rugged mountain area
(2000-3600 masl) where the climatic conditions are
severe, while in winter they move to the lower
valleys (400-1400 masl). The Jadhs inhabit the
Bhagirathi valley of Central Himalaya, some 300 km
away from the other two communities. The Tolchha
and Marchha subcommunities are semi-agrarian,
whereas the Jadh subcommunity is semi-pastoral.
All of them are totally dependent on the
surrounding forests for their daily requirements.
The Jadhs are Buddhists, while the Tolchhas and
Marchhas are Hindus; all three are scheduled tribes.

As elsewhere in the Central Himalaya
(Maikhuri et al. 1996a; Semwal & Maikhuri 1996),
traditional agriculture and animal husbandry in
these communities is closely linked with the forest
ecosystems. They grow mainly traditional cash
crops such as kidney beans, buckwheat, amaranth
and potato, alongside other cereals and coarse
grains. Their livestock consist of sheep, goats, cattle,
bullocks, horses and mules. In these communities,
sheep are like a poor man’s cash crop and goats a
subsistence crop (Maikhuri et al. 1996Db).

Like other traditional and tribal societies in
India, many Bhotiya households depend to a large
extent on wild resources of plant and animal origin
for their food security (Maikhuri & Ramakrishnan
1992; Maikhuri & Gangwar 1993). Edible wild fruits,
seeds and leaves often provide food during the lean
period, when staple food items such as rice,
buckwheat and barley are not available (Maikhuri et
al. 1996b). Wild resources also contribute to the
individual household income. In some households,

T he Bhotiyas live in the northernmost border

products not consumed domestically are sold and
the money used to buy food. In others, the money
earned from wild plant products is the major source
of cash.

In this article we examine the role of a
number of wild plant species used in large
quantities within the village ecosystem (see Table 1,
p. 8). The 37 plants most commonly collected by the
three Bhotiya subcommunities are listed in a second
table, and their use described in detail. It will be
clear that most plants are used for medicinal or
household purposes, and this aspect is elaborated in
the third table, in which 10 common ailments or
diseases are given, together with the plant remedies
used to combat them by the Tolchhas, Marchhas
and Jadhs respectively. The article ends with a
discussion of the current and future status of the
indigenous knowledge described here, given the
rapid acculturation that is taking place within the
Bhotiya subcommunities.

Sun-dried roots of kuth root
(Saussurea costus),

an important medicinal plant.
(Bhotiya tribe, Niti valley,
Chamoli, (U.P.).

Photo: Dr RK. Maikhuri

Research

While the authors have been working in the
area since 1992, the information on which the
article is based reflects the situation from 1994 to
October 1999. A questionnaire-based survey was
carried out in every household in every study
village. The questionnaire data are supported by
field observations during which some of the species
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referred to by a local name could be identified and
the scientific name provided. The observations
presented here are based upon a participatory study
carried out over a period of two years. Field visits
were undertaken together with the locals, in order
to identify plant species of medicinal or economic
value and household importance. Plant species
used for any purpose, together with the local name,
the part used and the mode of utilization were
recorded and a comprehensive list drawn up. This
was done with the help of local medical
practitioners known as vaidyas, as well as village
headmen, elders, curers, and knowledgeable
persons in the Tolchha, Marchha and Jadh
subcommunities. The quantitative information
related to wild resources is based on our own field
measurements in the villages under study.

Results and discussion

Table 1 consists of twelve (12) categories of
forest and alpine plants collected by the three
Bhotiya subcommunities and the various uses to
which they are put. These include not only
consumption (as in the case of vegetables, fruits
and spices), but also construction and handicrafts.
For each category, the number of different plants
collected by each of the three communities is
recorded, as well as the quantity collected (in kg per
capita per year), and the monetary equivalent of the
plants sold (amount of money per capita per year).
The highest amount earned per year was recorded
for the plants used as vegetables. Of the three
subcommunities, the Marchha earned the most:

IRS 3888, compared with IRS 1741 for the Tolchhas
and IRS 1152.4 for the Jadhs. Of the plants
consumed as vegetables, Megacarpaea polyandra;
vegetable fern (Diplazium esculentum); and Himalayan
peony (Paeonia emodi) are the most popular.
Common morel (edible fungus) (Morchella esculenta)
also provides a good monetary return; it is sold in
the big cities by middlemen traders who buy
directly from the villagers at very low prices. Other
important plants which are collected in large
quantities and provide some income are Hippophae
rhamnoides; Himalyan bird cherry (Prunus cornuta)
(fruits and edible oil); Prinsepia utilis (edible oil); wild
apricot (Prunus armeniaca) (edible oil); Allium humile;

keer (Allium stracheyi); caraway (Carum carvi)
(spices/condiments); Dactylothiza hatagirea; Picrorhiza
kurooa; kuth root (Saussurea costus); Himalayan
Mayapple, or Indian mandrake (Podophyllum
hexandrum); and atis root (Aconitum heterophyllum)
(medicinal and aromatic plants).

The highest number of plants collected are in
the category medicinal and aromatic plants. In a
previous study the Bhotiya of the Central Himalayas
reported that they use over 150 different medicinal
plants to treat more than 105 combinations of
diseases (Maikhuri et al. 1996). In the present study
(see Table 1), the highest score was 58, recorded by
the Tolchhas, who appeared to have the most
extensive knowledge of wild plants and their use,
followed by the Marchhas with 53 species and the
Jadhs with 29. The highest number of plants in all
categories was recorded by the Tolchhas and the
lowest by the Jadhs.

The majority of all wild plants collected are
used for medicinal purposes. Other parts of the
plants are often used in other ways: to flavour food,
as a condiment, in dyeing, or for religious purposes.
In the present investigation it was found that 37
plant species are in common use among the
Tolchhas, Marchhas and Jadhs. These are presented
in Table 2, which is alphabetically arranged
according to the scientific or Latin name of the
plant, followed by the local name and the name in
English, if there is one. The table also lists the parts
used, the purpose for which they are used, and how
they are prepared.

The plants are prepared in various ways. For
medicinal purposes, a decoction of leaves, stem,
fruits and root/tuber is often used; this is either
drunk or rubbed on the body to treat one or more
diseases or conditions. Most of the decoctions are
made by simply crushing a particular part of the
plant with a mortar and pestle, but some are made by
boiling plant parts with water; after decanting and
cooling, the liquid is drunk. As for non-medicinal
use, wild plants may be used to prepare tea:
Himalayan silver birch (Betula utilis), Bergenia ciliata,
and Himalayan yew (Taxus baccata) are all used for
the traditional tea known as namkeen, which is
popular throughout the Bhotiya tribe. Wild plants
or plant parts are also made into condiments.

Table 1. Wild plants of various categoties used for different purposes (kg/capitajyr) by three Bhotiya subcommunities in the Central Himalayas

Bhotiya tribal subcommunities

Marchhas Tolchhas Jadhs

Categories of wild plants use No. of Quantity Monetary No. of Quantity Monetary No. of Quantity Monetary

plants used collected equivalents plants used collected equivalents plants used collected equivalents

in each (kg/cap[yr)  (Rs/cap/yr) in each (kg/caplyr)  (Rs/cap[yr) in each (kg/capfyr) (Rs/cap/yr)

category category category
Vegetables 8 26.6 3888.0(89) 8 11.0 1741.0(96) 6 12.0 1152.4(66)
Fruits 5 7.4 70.8(67) 6 8.7 117.7(92) 3 3.4 24.0(25)
Edible oil seed 3 8.0 192.0(49) 3 12.0 213.0(66) 1 1.0 20.0(19)
Spices and condiments 4 3.6 388.0(92) B] 2.8 156.0(76) 2 2.2 187.0(58)
Medicinal and aromatic plants 53 32.5 519.1(99) 58 24.6 372.4(99) 29 18.2 210.4(71)
Timber for house construction 8] 194.2 434.2(99) 5 165.6 655.0(99) 1 56.2 242.2(89)
Plants used to support climbers 2 108.0 134.0(30) 4 99.2 50.0(70) 2 87.0 45.0(39)
Fencing 3 91.0 69.0(41) 5 145.0 95.0(86) 2 57.0 60.0(80)
Leaflitter for manure 2 125.0 138.0(82) 2 272.0 408.0(90) 2 9.5 53.0(65)
Plants for agricultural tools 4 6.0 2.7(56) b) 3.0 3.2(98) 1 0.6 0.7(20)
Handicrafts - - - (-) 2 31.0 38.0(29) - - - ()
Plants for miscellaneous uses 12 8.0 410.0(65) 14 12.0 437.0(90) 8 4.0 184.0(79)
Total 99 610.3 6245.2 s 787.0 4286.0 57 251.1 2220.0

Values in parentheses are the percentage of the households in each community using the produce.

Monetary equivalents were calculated according to prevailing market rates during the study period (1997). Indian Rs 43 = 1 US Dollar.
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Table 2. The 37 plants most commonly collected from the wild in the Central Himalayas, together with their uses:

Scientific name

Aconitum bulfouri Stapf
(Ranunculaceae)

Aconitum heterophyllum
Wall. ex Royle
(Ranunculaceae)

Allium stracheyi Baker
(Alliaceae)

Allium humile Kunth (Alliaceae)
Angelica glauca Edgew

(Apiaceae)

Arnebia benthamii (Wall. ex G. Don)
I.M. Johnston (Boraginaceae)
Berberis aristata DC.
(Berberidaceae)

Bergenia ciliata (Haw.) Sternb. (syn.: Bergenia
ligulata (Wall.) Engl.) (Saxifragaceae)
Betula utilis D. Don.

(Betulaceae)

Cannabis sativa L.
(Cannabaceae)

Carum carvi L.

(Apiaceae)

Cedrus deodara (Roxb. ex D. Don)
G. Don (Pinaceae)

Dactylorhiza hatagirea
(D. Don) Soo
(Orchidaceae)

Fagopyrum esculentum
Moench (Polygonaceae)

Hippophae rhamnoides
L. (Elaeagnaceae)

Indigofera heterantha Wall ex Brandis
(Fabaceae)

Juglans regia L.

(Juglandaceae)

Juniperus indica Bertol.
(Cupressaceae)

Meconopsis aculeata Royle
(Papaveraceae)

Megacarpaea polyandra
Benth. (Brassicaceae)

Morchella esculenta (L.)

Pers. ex Fries
(Morchellaceae)
Nardostachys grandiflora DC.
(Valerianaceae)

Nepeta discolor Royle ex Benth.
(Lamiaceae)

Origanum vulgare L.

(Lamiaceae)

Paeonia emodi Wall.

ex Royle

(Paeoniaceae)

Picrorhiza kurooa Royle ex Benth.
(Scrophulariaceae)

Pleurospermum angelicoides
(DC.) C.B. Clarke
(Apiaceae)

Prunus persica, (L.) Batsch
(Rosaceae)

Potentilla fulgens Wall. ex Hook
(Rosaceae)

Rosa webbiana Wall. ex Royle
(Rosaceae)

Rhododendron campanulatum D. Don
(Ericaceae)

Rheum australe D. Don
(Polygonaceae)

Saussurea costus (Falc.) Lipsch.
(Asteraceae)

Saussurea obvallata (DC.) Edgew.
(Asteraceae)

Seriphidium maritimum (L.) Polj.

(syn.: Artemisia maritima L.) (Asteraceae)
Smilacina purpurea Wall.
(Convallariaceae)

Taxus baccata L. subsp. wallichiana
(Zucc.) Pilcher (Taxaceae)

Local name
Metha

Atis

Jimbu
Sedum
Choru
Balchhari

Chotru

Shilphori

Bhojpatra

Bhang

Kalajeera

Devdar

Hathazari

Ban-oggal/
jangli oggal

Amesh

Sakina

Jangli akhhrot

Bhitaru

Kanda

Barmao

Guchhi

Mashi

Khirku

Jangli tulsi

Chandra

Katuki

Chippi

Kirol

Bajradanti
Sedum

Awom

Dholu

Kut

Brahm kamal
Dronapati

Puyanu

Thuner

English name
Monks hood

Atis root

Keer

(Not available)
Angelica

(Not available)

Barberry

(Not available)
Himalayan silver
birch, or Indian

paper birch
Marijuana

Caraway

Himalayan cedar

(Not available)

Buckwheat

(Not available)

(Not available)

Common walnut

Juniper

Queen of
Himalaya flower,
or blue poppy
(Not available)

Common morel
(edible fungus)

Indian nard, or
spike nard

Calmint

Wild marjoram

Himalayan peony

(Not available)

(Not available)

Peach

Silver weed
Himalayan musk

rose
Rhododendron

Rhubarb
Costus,

kuth rooth
(Not available)
(A type of

‘wormwood)
(Not available)

Himalayan yew

Part used
Tuber

Cure forfused as

Snake bite,
infectious wounds

Headache, fever,
stomache ache,
diarrhoea,
dyspepsia
Stomache ache

Roots, tuber

Above-ground

part and spices/
condiments

Do Do

Root Dysentry, body
pain, condiments

Root Hair tonic

Root, bark Eye diseases,
headache; dying

Leaves Traditional tea

Resin In traditional tea;

cold and cough

Leaves, seed and ~ Stomache pain,

bark burn, muscular
pain

Seed Stomache pain,
spices/condiments

Wood Skin disease of
sheep and goat;
wounds and cuts

Tuber Wounds, fever,
dysentry, bilious
fever

Leaves| Headache, fever

young shoot

Fruit Cold and cough;
anti-poisonous for
domestic animals;
influenza

Root Anthelmintic

Fruit/seed Itching, stomache
pain; toothbrush;
dying

Leaves Religious/
domestic

Root Wounds

Root, leaves Stomache
disorder, dysentry;
vegetable

Fruiting body Commercial; cold

Root Burn, joint pain,
rheumatism

Leaves Wounds, eye
diseases, asthma

Leaves Fever, cough, skin
diseases

Leaves Blood purifier,
dysentry, colic

Root Jaundice, stomach
pain, dyspepsia,
dysentry.

Root Typhoid fever,
stomache pain,
body pain,
dysentry; spice

Seed Massage;
stomache disorder

Root Teethache

Ripe fruits Eye disease

Leaves Wounds, cold and

cough

Boils, wounds;
condiment; dying

Root, shoot, above
ground part

Tuber Stomache pain,
toothache,
typhoid fever

Flower Religious

Whole plant Religious

Leaves Vegetable

Bark Traditional tea

Mode of uses

Very poisonous, used to cure snake bite. A paste is made from the tuber
and this is applied to the affected area. It is equally effective in curing
wounds in domestic animals.

Root extract is used to cure headache, decoction of tuber used to cure
fever and stomach ache, diarrhoea, and dyspepsia. It can be boiled with
water and used as a tonic.

Ground into powder with the root of Saussurea costus and fried with ghee
(purified liquid butter), the product is used to cure stomache-ache.
Used as a condiment in the pulses and vegetable known locally as faran.
Uses are similar to those of Allium stracheyi.

The decoction of root is used to cure dysentry and pain due to cold; also
used as a spice and condiment.

The fresh or dried roots are placed in water or hair oil for 2-3 days; the
oil prevents hair from falling out.

Root is boiled with water, and the decoction used to cure eye diseases; a
paste made of the fresh root is used for headache. Bark has good dyeing
properties.

Dried leaves ground into powder, which is a good substitute for tea
leaves.

Dried resin extracted from the bole is ground into powder and used as
an important constituent of the traditional namkeen tea. Also used to
cure colds and coughs.

Small pallets are prepared while crushing the young leaves by hand;
these are dipped in the water and the extract used to cure stomach
pain; it also kills stomach worms. Oil extracted from the seed used to
treat burns and muscular pain. Seeds are edible.

Seed mixed with sindi salt (senda namak) and crushed into powder is
used to cure stomach pain. Seed also used as a spice and condiment.
Oil extracted from the wood used to treat a skin disease of sheep and
goats known as makku disease; also used to cure the demodectic scabis
disease. Oil is used to treat wounds and cuts in humans. 1-2 drops of
oil are taken orally to kill stomach worms.

A paste obtained from the tuber is applied externally to cure wounds
and cuts; an extract of the tuber is considered a good tonic and is used
to cure fever. A decoction of tuber mixed with milk, sugar and spices is
given to the patient. An extract of the tuber is used to cure dysentry
and bilious fever.

A paste of the leaves is used as a ointment to cure headache; the

leaves are fried with ghee and used to treat fever. Leaves also used for
vegetables.

Juice extracted from the ripe fruits is boiled with sugar as a medicine
for cold and cough. Juice extract is also used as an antidote when
domestic animals have eaten poisonous grasses. A concentrated decoction
of the juice applied to the neck is used to cure influenza and coughs.

A decoction of the root is considered an anthelmintic by villagers.

Oil extracted from the seed kernels is used to cure external body
itching and stomach-ache. Bark is used to clean the teeth, and the outer
cover of the fruit is used for dyeing woolen cloth.

The dried leaves are used for dhoop preparation and an extract of fresh
leaves is used in the fermentation of ingredients for the wine known
locally as balma.

A paste of the root is used to cure infected wounds and cuts.

A decoction of the root helps to prevent stomach disorders. The dried
leaves fried with ghee are a good remedy for dysentery. The dried leaves
are used as a vegetable during lean periods.

Collected from the forest between April and June and sold in the
market. A decoction of dried fruiting body is helpful in the treatment
of colds and coughs.

An extract of the roots is used to treat burns; mixed with ghee, it is used
to cure joint pain and rheumatism. When dried, a paste of the root is
used as a substitute for dhoop.

A paste of the fresh leaves is a good remedy for wounds and cuts. Dried
leaves ground into powder and mixed with milk and honey are used to
cure eye diseases. The dried leaves are boiled with water and the
decoction is given to patients suffering from asthma.

An extract of fresh leaves is used to cure fever and cough and also kills
harmful intestinal worms. It is also used as an ointment in skin diseases.
The dried leaves are used as a vegetable, which helps to purify the
blood. The dried leaves are fried with ghee and use to cure dysentery
and colic.

A decoction of the root is useful in treating jaundice and stomach-ache.
A paste of the root mixed with sugar and flower of kesar is used to cure
dyspepsia and dysentery.

The root is ground into powder with the seeds of jeera and black piper
to cure typhoid fever, stomache pain and body pain, and is also given
to children suffering from dysentery due to cold. Also used as a spice.

Oil extracted from the seed kernels is used externally as a massage to
keep the body warm during the winter season. The oil is edible and is
also used to cure stomach disorders.

A paste of the root is applied around the infected tooth, to relieve
toothache.

The fruits are edible; a paste of the bark is applied as an ointment to
the eyelid to cure eye disease.

Fresh leaves are mixed with mustard oil and the paste obtained used to
treat wounds and cuts. Dried leaves ground into powder are used to
cure colds and coughs (given to the patient with boiled water).

A paste made from the root is mixed with water and used to treat boils,
wounds and cuts; the young shoots are used for pickling, and also in
the dyeing of woolen cloth when bark powder is mixed with tejab.

A decoction of the tuber is used to cure stomach-ache, toothache and
typhoid fever. Traditionally, it is believed that a snake would not enter
a houses where a part of tuber is kept inside.

Flowers are generally offered to deities by the buffer-zone villagers on
Janmashtami and Nandashtmi.

Dried leaves are ground into powder and mixed with oil of kirol for
dhoop preparation.

Collected in large quantities as vegetables and also sun-dried for future
consumption, particularly during the lean period. It helps to keep the
body warm in winter.

The bark of the tree is ground into powder, boiled with water and
mixed with salt and ghee; this is known as namkeen tea, which keeps the
body warm during the winter. It is preferred by the Bhotiya tribe.
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Table 3. Ten ailments or diseases treated by means of medicinal plants in the three Bhotiya subcommunities.

Name of the Plant species used Composition of medicine and method of use Dosages
disease prescribed
Tolchhas Pleurospermum angelicoides (DC.) C.B. Clarke 50 g root of P. angelicoides, 10 g cumin seed and 7-8 grains of black pepper 4 spoonfuls (3)
chippi milled together and boiled with 200 ml water over moderate flame 5-10 min and
allowed to cool. Used to treat fever.
o} Marchhas Dactylorhiza majalis (Rchb.) Hunt & 50 g tuber of D. majalis is boiled with 200 ml water; the decoction is then mixed 2 spoonfuls (3)
EJ Summerh. (syn. Orchis latifolia L.) with one spoonful of sugar and 10 g coriander seeds, and boiled
hathazari; (hardy orchid) 5-10 min over moderate flame together with 200 ml water. Used to treat fever.
Jadhs Origanum vulgare L. 50 ml extract of fresh leaves, mixed with 10 g honey and 2-3 g powder of the root 10 g (2)
jangli tulsi; wild marjoram of P. angelicoides. This mixture is eaten to cure fever.
Tolchhas Aconitum heterophyllum Wall. ex Royle The root paste is applied to the forehead to cure headache. 5g(2)
o atis; atis root
g Marchhas Cicerbita macrorhiza (Royle) Beauv. Juice of fresh leaves is drunk and paste of root rubbed on the forehead to cure 6-7 drops (3)
= karatu headache.
T Jadhs Tanacetum tomentosum DC. 5 g paste of the fresh root mixed with 50 ml decoction of Berberis aristata. 2g(3)
goggal; (some kind of tansy) This ointment is applied to the forehead to cure headache.
Tolchhas Nardostachys grandiflora DC. 10 g paste of root mixed with 50 g ghee (purified semi-liquid butter), which is 10 g (4)
jatamansi; Indian nard heated slightly for 5 min. The mixture is then rubbed on the joints to cure
g rheumatism.
'é Marchhas Cirsium verutum (D.Don) Spreng. 100 g root is boiled with 500ml water to prepare the decoction of 50 ml, whichis  4-5 drops (4)
g biskanara; (some kind of plume further mixed with 1-2 spoonfuls of Cedrus deodara oil and applied externally on
B thistle) joints to cure rheumatism.
= Jadhs Juniperus communis L. 50 g paste of fresh bark is mixed with 200 ml oil extracted from seed kernels of 4-5 drops (3)
thailu; common juniper Prunus persica and boiled 2-3 minutes over moderate flame. This ointment is
rubbed on the joints and considered very effective in curing rheumatism.
Tolchhas Picrorhiza kurooa Royle ex Benth. 50 g root are placed in 200 ml water for 2-3 hours, and afterwards 2 spoonfuls of 3 spoonfuls (1)
& katuki honey are added. This is used to treat stomach-ache.
§ Marchhas Megacarpaea polyandra Benth. 100 g dried leaves of M. polyandra are mixed with 10 g bark powder of Taxus 20 g (3)
‘§ barmoa baccata, and fried in 2-3 spoonfuls of ghee. Used to treat stomach-ache.
g Jadhs Cannabis sativa L. bang; marijuana Small pallets (50 g) are prepared while the young leaves are crushed by hand, 1 spoonful (2)
g dipped in the mild heated water (200 ml) for up to 20 minutes, with the addition
of 2 g sindi salt (Senda namak). The liquid is drunk to cure stomach-ache.
Tolchhas Saussurea obvallata (DC.) Edgew. brahm 100 ml. decoction of dried leaves mixed with 0.5 spoonful of salt. A few drops of 20 ml (2)
g " kamal this applied to the affected area is used to cure boils, cuts and wounds.
Y75 Marchhas Cirsium verutum (D. Don) Spreng. Juice of fresh leaves is mixed with 3-4 drops of mustard oil. This is applied 20 ml (2)
ﬁ @ biskanara; (some kind of plume externally to the affected area. Used to cure boils and wounds.
R thistle)
= Jadhs Rheum australe D. Don 50 g of paste made from fresh root mixed with 10 ml decoction of D. majalis is 2g(1)
dolu/tatri; rhubarb boiled over moderate flame up to 1-2 minutes. This is applied to the affected area.
- Tolchhas Nepata discolor Royle ex Benth. 150 ml decoction of dried leaves is mixed with 2-3 spoonfuls of honey. Used to 100 ml (5)
z khirku; calminth treat tuberculosis.
g Marchhas Cirsium verutum (D. Don) Spreng. 100 g dried root of C. vesutum is milled with 20 g root of S. costus and 20 g dried 50 ml (4)
&) biskanara; (some kind of thistle) leaves of Paeonia emodi. This mixture is placed 500 ml water for 2-3 hours and then
= eaten, as a treatmeant for tuberculosis.
= Jadhs — — —
Tolchhas Picrorhiza kurooa Royle ex Benth. 50 g dried root and 3 spoonfuls of sugar are placed in 200 ml water and left for 50 ml (4)
] katuki one night. Next day the mixture is drunk, as a treatment for jaundice.
5 Marchhas Saussurea costus (Falc.) Lipsch. 100 ml root decoction of S. costus is mixed with 2 spoonfuls of honey and 50 ml 50 ml (4)
g (syn. S. lappa) kut; kuth root, costus milk and is drunk to cure jaundice.
=, Jadhs Calanthe tricarinatha Lindl. 100 ml. decoction of dried root mixed with 1 spoon suger and 10-20 ml milk and (3)
garur panja drunk to cure jaundice.
” Tolchhas Berberis aristata DC. chotru; barberry 100 ml root decoction (juice) (root 100 g + water 250 ml) and few drops is applied  2-3 drops (3)
z to cure eye infection.
Y Marchhas Betula alnoides D. Don 100 g ash of burnt bark is mixed with 2 spoonfuls of ghee and paste is applied to 5g(3)
S katbhoj; Himalayan birch the eyelid to treat eye diseases or infections.
L%ﬂ Jadhs Ribes himalense Royle ex. Decne. 10 g dried root paste is mixed with 1 spoonful of ghee and slightly heated. This is 3g(1)
darbag; Himalayan current | gooseberry applied to the eyelid before going to bed at night, to cure eye diseases.
Tolchhas Pinus wallichiana A.B. Jackson Resin of P. wallichiana is slightly heated and used as a plaster on fractured limb. 20 ml (1)
kail; blue pine [ Himalayan pine This is immediately covered by the bark of Betula utilis, which reduces the pain
= 2 and promotes healing of sprain or fracture.
; § Marchhas Saussurea obvallata (DC.) Edgew. 200 ml decoction of root or leaves mixed with 2-3 spoonfuls of the oil of Cedrus 100 ml (1)
2z Y brahm kamal deodara. This is applied externally to cure hurt.
E & Jadhs Rhododendron campanulatum D. Don 100 g paste of fresh leaves mixed with 3 spoonfuls of mustard oil and ash of cow 50 g (1)
awon; rhododendron dung. This is slightly heated and used asto plaster on fractured part and
immediately covered with thin cloth. This is used to cure hurt and reduces pain.
Tolchhas Dactylorhiza majalis (Rchb.) Hunt & 200 ml decoction of the tuber of D. majalis flavoured with 200 ml milk and 2 100 ml (4)
Summerh. (syn. Orchis latifolia L.) spoonfuls of sugar is taken as a tonic by the women around the time of the
2 hathazari; (hardy orchid) delivery.
§ Marchhas Paeonia emodi Wall. ex Royle 200 g dried leaves are fried with 3 spoonfuls of ghee and mixed with 10 g resinon 30 g (3)
eb chandra; peony Betula utilis (known locally as bhuslisi). This is eaten by women as a tonic after the
& delivery.
Jadhs Juglans regia L. jangli akhrot; walnut Oil extracted from the seed kernels is slightly heated and then rubbed on the 20 ml (6)

swollen legs of pregnant women.

In this table, the Latin names of the plants are given first, followed by the local name, and the English name, if there is one.
Dosages are followed by the number of doses per day in parentheses.
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Figure 1. Dependency of the three sub-communities of the Bhotiyas on traditional health care system (herbal)
and allopathic treatment for different ailments and conditions
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In this context, it is interesting to note that keer
(Allium stracheyi) and Allium humile, which are both
used as a condiment with pulses, are now actually
being cultivated in 90% of the villages in the buffer
zone. In this way wild plants can become cultivars.

We asked the local medical practitioners
(vaidyas) in each community what species of
medicinal plants they used to treat ten major
ailments. Here we present the data on the species
and composition of those which are most often used
by the vaidyas, and which play an important role in
the traditional system of medicine. These are
presented in Table 3. For each disease or condition,
the most common cure is given. The names of the
plants are shown, as well as the preparation of the
medicine and the method of administration.

As for the number of plants used, it may be
noted that out of a possible 30 plants, only 22
species were mentioned. Four plants were used in
two different treatments: (hardy orchid) Dactylorhiza
majalis; (some kind of plume thistle) Cirsium verutum;
Picrorhiza kurooa; and kuth root (Saussurea obvallata).
Interestingly, no plant used by one of the sub-
communities for a particular ailment was mentioned
by the others as a treatment for the same ailment.
And yet, the methods are often the same or
comparable. For example, to cure headache, all three
communities apply a paste of root on the forehead.
However, the Tolchhas use atis root (Aconitum
heterophyllum), the Marchhas Cicerbita macrorhiza, and
the Jadhs (some kind of tansy) (Tanacetum tomentosum).
It is noteworthy that the Jadhs have no indigenous
medicinal treatment for tuberculosis, relying
exclusively on allopathic treatment. This is quite
exceptional.

Figure 1 shows that for the treatment of the
10 major ailments which were examined in detail,
the dependence of the three communities on herbal
treatment ranged from 30% to 100%.

In the case of tubercolosis, asthma and
dyspepsia, 60-80% of the population of the Tolchha
and Marchha subcommunities depend on allopathic
treatment. In the case of all other diseases, however,

approximately 60-93% of the population of these
subcommunities rely on herbal remedies, and most
people prefer to visit the local medical practitioner,
the vidhya.

Position of the vaidyas

People go to a vidhya mainly to have their
problem diagnosed, even though they know
something about medicinal plants themselves. The
effectiveness of the herb depends on a knowledge of
the exact nature of the disease. The response to a
particular dosage may differ from person to person,
while the same person may also react differently at
different times. Thus the patient himself will often
experiment with a particular remedy and work out
a suitable dose.

Local medical practioners also believe that
certain plant parts should be harvested during a
particular stage in their growth. Since few people
have detailed knowledge of the best stage or time
to collect these herbs, they are almost totally
dependent on vaidyas. The rules governing the time
of collection, the part of the plant to use, storage,
and preparation are known only to local faith
healers, and for this reason they command
considerable respect in Bhotiya society.

Of the communities, the Tolchhas are the
most dependent on herbal treatment, and they
also have a greater understanding of medicinal
plants. Not only the vaidyas, but also every elder in
the villages has a good knowledge of the medicinal
value of some plant, usually those species used
to treat common diseases like cough, cold, fever,
viral fever, headache, stomach ache, diarrhoea,
dysentery, minor wounds and cuts. While the
younger members of the community have little
knowledge of medicinal plants, they do have
faith in the efficacy of these medicines.

In general, members of these tribal groups tend
to keep the more detailed information about
medicinal plants to themselves, and vaidyas do
not even pass on their knowledge to members of
their own family.
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Sheep are like a poor man’s
cash crop to the Bhotiyas
who practice transhumance.

—
Uttar Pradesh, location within

India.

Districts of Uttar Pradesh,
indicating the districts
inhabited by the Bhotiya tribal
subcommunities.

d i

L AR v
S T b H

Districts of
Uttar Pradesh

HIMACHAL
PRADESH

HARYANA

RAJASTHAN

MADHYA PRADESH

UTTAR KASHI
CHA MOLI
PIHORA GARH
ALMORAH

22 BADAUN
23 BULAND SHAHAR
24 ALIGARH
25 MATHURA

26 ETAH
UDHAM SINGH NAGAR 27 FARRUKHA BAD

1
2

3

4

5 NAINITAL
6

7 PAURI GARWAL
8 TEHRI GARWAL
9 DEHRA DUN
10 SAHARAN PUR
11 HARIDWAR

12 BIUNOR

28 HARDOI
29 SITA PUR
30 BAHRAICH
31 GONDA
32 BARABANKI
® LUCKNOW

13 MUZAFFAR NAGAR 34 UNNAO

14 MEERUT

15 GHAZIABAD

16 MORADABAD

17 RAM PUR

18 BAREILLY

19 PILIBHIT

20 LAKHIM PUR KHIRI
21 SHANJAHAN PUR

35 KANPUR NAGAR

36 AKBARPUR
(KANPUR DEHAT)

37 ETAWAH

38 MAINPURI

39 FIROZABAD

40 AGRA

41 JALAUN

42 JHANSI

43 LATIT PUR

44 HAMIR PUR

45 MAHOBA

46 FATEH PUR

47 RAE BARELI

BIHAR

48 SULTAN PUR

49 FAIZABAD

50 AMBEDKAR NAGAR

51 SIDHARTH NAGAR

52 BASTI

53 MAHARAJ GANJ

54 DEORIA

55 PARRAUNA
(KUSHINAGAR)

56 GORAKH PUR

57 AZAM GARH

58 BALLIA

59 MAU

60 GHAZIPUR

61 VARANAS|
(BENARAS)

62 SANT RAVIDAS
NAGAR (BHADOI)

63 JAUN PUR

64 PRATAPGARH

65 BANDA

66 ALLAHABAD

67 MIRZA PUR

68 SONBHADRA

69 KAUSAMBI
(ALLAHABAD)

70 JIOTIVA PHULE
NAGAR (MORADABAD)

71 GAUTAM BUDH NAGAR
(GHAZIABAD)

72 MAHAMAYA NAGAR
(ALIGARH)

73 SHAHUJI MAHARAJ
NAGAR (BANDA)

74 CHANDAULI (VARANASI)

75 SHRAVASTI (BAHRAICH)

76 BALRAM PUR (GONDA)

77 KABIR NAGAR (BASTI)

78 BAGESHWAR (ALMORAH)

79 CHAMPAWAT
(PITHORA GARH)

80 BA GPAT (MEERUT)

81 AURAYA (ETAWAH)

82 RUDRA PRAYAG
(GARHWAL)

83 KANNAUJ
(KANPUR DEHAT)
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Members of the Bhotiya
tribe of the Central
Himalayas on their
twice-yearly migration.
Photo. Dr R K. Maikhuri

Conclusion

In the above, we have presented extensive
facts and figures on the indigenous knowledge of
medicinal plants among the Bhotiyas of the Central
Himalayas. That knowledge is closely bound up with
their way of life and their culture (or even three
different ways of life, and three slightly differing
cultures). These have faced a series of challenges in
the recent past. The rules and regulations which
have traditionally governed these tribal people are
breaking down, and the homogeneity of the
individual societies is giving way to the hetero-
geneity of settlements. The traditional beliefs and
indigenous knowledge of the people are now being
questioned by the younger generation, whose task it
is to keep that culture alive. The causes of these
problems are many, and have to do with economic,
social and political factors. The traditional role of
neighbours acting as each other’s ‘keepers’ during
misfortune or happiness is diminishing.

Another factor responsible for change is the
migration of youths from tribal areas to the plains
and semi-urban and urban centres, in order to take
up employment there. In the course of time these
youths begin to relinquish their traditions and
adopt modern culture. Yet another problem in
maintaining traditional culture and indigenous
knowledge results from the loss of the natural
forests. Forest depletion caused by various factors
has led to the loss of natural pockets of indigenous
flora and fauna. The need for documentation is
doubly acute in view of the rapid socioeconomic
and cultural changes taking place in these tribal
communities.

It is not for us researchers to interfere with
change or progress. But we do believe that it is
important to record this knowledge, not just to
store it, but to keep it alive and make it available for
future use. This implies maintaining the ecosystems
or natural habitat, as well as the sociocultural
organizations of the local people (cf. Maikhuri et al.
1996, 1998). However, this would conflict with the
autonomy of the people involved. It seems that the
only alternative is to carefully record the knowledge
and insights of the people living within these
societies.
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