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Ethnomedicinal Plants used in Skin Diseases by some Indo-M ongoloid
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Abstract : An ethnobotanical study was carried out among five Indo-Mongoloid communities
largely distributed in Upper Assam, India to document plants used in various skin diseases. A
total of 68 plant species belonging to 40 families were recorded. Majority of the plant species
described in the present paper was used in the treatment of abscesses, septic ulcers, scabies,
ringworm, allergy and pimples. Most of the herba remedies were taken externally in the form of
paste. All these plants and plant parts need to be evaluated through phyto and pharmaco-
chemical investigations to discover their potentiality as drugs. There is an urgent need to explore
and document the ethnomedicinal plants used by the tribal and other communities of Assam

before such valuable knowledge vanishes.
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I ntroduction

Skin diseases are of common
occurrence among the rural masses due to
poor hygienic conditions, poor sanitation
facility and contaminated water. Traditiona
herbal medicines used by different
communities play an important role in
dleviating such skin diseases. They are sdfe,
effective and inexpensve and in many cases,
the only method of medication. Assamisa
botanically rich state in India, which is
stuated in between 2402'-2706' N latitudes
and 8908'-960 E longitudes and covers an
area of 78, 523 sg. km (Bora and Kumar,
2003). The state is bordered by the nations
Bhutan and Bangladesh. Assam has a humid
subtropical climate with extremely heavy
ranfal. A szesble area of the Sateis covered
with dense tropical forests of bamboo, and
at large elevation evergreens. Assam

experiences heavy rainfall between March
and September with very high humidity inthe
summer months. Winter sets in from the
month of November and laststill the end of
February. The total number of districtsin
Assam is 23 and the total population as per
2001 censusis 26,638,407. The region has
an abundance of medicina plants known to
the native people (Asati and Yadav, 2004).
Assam isinhabited by a number of ethnic
tribes belonging to the Indo-Mongoloid race.
The dominant Indo-Mongoloid communities
of Assam are Bodo, Mishing, Karbi,
Dimasha, Rabha, Tiwa, Sonowa Kachari,
Ahom, Tai Turung, Tai Khamyang, Deori,
Chutia, Koch, Motok and Moran. Plants
form an integra part of their culture, which
is evident from their food habit, customs,
marriage system and household practices.
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The am of our study was to explore
and document the plants used in different skin
diseases by five Indo-Mongoloid
communities namely Mishing, Sonowal
Kachari, Motok, Ahom and Deori digtributed
largely in upper Assam. The people of these
communities, particularly the rurd folk have
long been using plants for their various
ailments. Paddy cultivation is their main
agricultura practice and thereforericeisthe
main staple food. Although they have
accepted modern health care facilities, the
rurd folk at large ill prefer to stay with their
traditiona herba medication. Although afew
study of ethnomedicind plants of Assam have
been carried out (Borthakur, 1997; Hajra
and Baishya, 1997; Pandey et al., 1996;
Saikiaet al., 2006; Singh et al., 1996) the
ethnobotany of the said communities
concerning the use in skin diseases was
poorly known.

Materials and M ethods

Regular field trips were conducted
during the period, from January 2002 - April
2004 in different places of upper Assam. The
investigation was carried out where the
population distribution of the investigated
communities was dense. During the trips,
contacts were made with the village heads,
herbd practitionersaswell asdderly menand
women of the respective communities. Prior
informed consent was obtained from the
village heads and from the participantsin the
study. Information on herba medication was
gathered through conversations, interviews
and discussion. For this, aquestionnaire was
designed for interviewing the participants of
different communities. During the fieldwork,
repeated verification of data by different
informantsand at different placeswas carried
out. Only the specific and reliable information
crosschecked with different informants and

at different places was incorporated in the
present study. Only information that was
obtained from at least two participants has
been documented here. The information
gathered was also crosschecked with
available local literature (Khanikar, 2002;
Nath, 2001). The collected plant species
were identified with the help of local floras
(Bora and Kumar, 2003; Kanjilal et al.,
1940), herbarium species of Dibrugarh
University, Dibrugarh, Gauhati University,
Guwahati and Botanical Survey of India,
Shillong. Voucher specimens were deposited
in the herbaria of the Department of
Molecular Biology and Biotechnology,
Tezpur University, Assam, India. The
recorded plant species were alphabetically
arranged followed by voucher specimen
number in Table 1 dong with their families,
local names, English names, flowering and
fruiting periods lifeformsand medicind uses.

Results

In the present investigetion, information
on 68 plant species belonging to 40 families
were collected, verified and authenticated
(Table 1). Among them, 18 were shrubs and
trees, 17 herbs, 6 climbers, 5 undershrubs
and 1 each of creeper, grass, trailer and
pam. The most cited plant family was
Fabaceae (containing 6 plant species)
followed by Caesalpiniaceae (5 species),
Zingiberaceae (4 species), Amaranthacese,
Rubiaceae, Rutaceae, Euphorbiaceae (3
species each). Leaf was the most widely
used plant part accounting for 32 plant
speciesin atotal of 68 reported plants. This
was followed by latex (8 species), fruit (7
species), root (7 species), bark (5 species),
seed and rhizome (3 species).

Discussion
Therecorded ethnomedicind plantswere
used in the treatment of various skin diseases
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such as leucoderma, carbuncles, abscesses,
scabies, ringworm, septic ulcers, sore eyes,
warts, dlergy, pimples, cracked heds, prickly
heat and leprosy. Mgority of the plant species
described in the present investigation was used
in the treatment of abscesses, septic ulcers,
scabies, ringworm, dlergy and pimples Most
of the herbd remediesweretaken externdly in
theform of paste. The plant partswere crushed
and made into paste for gpplications over the
areaof thedisease. Only infive occasonsora
adminigtration was prescribed. In some cases,
aong with the plant partsalittle amount of salt
or milk or molasses or honey wasused. This
addition might be to enhance the efficacy of
herba remedies or to make the remedy more
pd atable masking the undesirable taste when
taken oraly. Themedicind plantsare usudly
collected from wild habitat as and when there
isaneed. Many of theinformation reported in
this study concerning Amaranthus spinosus,
Areca catachu, FHemingiagrobilifera, Meyna
spinosa, Zanthoxylum oxyphyllum etc. are
found to be new in the literature of Indian
medicinal plants and deserves further study.
Saikia et al. (2006) reported 85 medicina
plants used by Assamese people againgt skin
diseases but this paper faled to include a
number of ethnomedicina plants used for the
pUrposes.

Theinformation provided in the paper
is limited and there is a scope to initiate
further ethnobotanical study among the
communitiesto gather information asfar as
possible. The medicated clamsincorporated
in the study need to be evaluated through
phyto and pharmacochemicd investigations
to discover their potentidity asdrugs. There
is an urgent need to explore and document
the ethnomedicina plants used by thetribal
and other communities of Assam before such
valuable knowledge vanishes.
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