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Ethnomedicinal plants used for the treatment of diabetes and jaundice by Palliyar
tribals in Sirumalai hills, Western Ghats, Tamil Nadu, India
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The study has been carried out in Sirumalai hills of Western Ghats, Dindigul district, Tamil Nadu. Palliyar, the
predominant tribal community has their settlements in different areas in the Sirumalai hills. 30 medicinal plants belonging to
18 families are identified which have been employed by the tribal community for the treatment of diabetes and jaundice. The
plants have been tabulated with botanical, family and vernacular names, mode of use and dosage, etc.
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Introduction

Diabetes mellitus remains a global major health
problem in the World over with the tropics inclusive.
In the past decade, the United States have recorded a
33% rise in the cases of diabetes'. Diabetes is a
complex and multifarious group of disorders
characterized by hyperglycaemia that has reached
epidemic proportions in the present century. Several
drugs such as biguanides and sulfonylureas are
presently available to reduce hyperglycaemia in
diabetes mellitus. These drugs have side effects and
thus searching for a new class of compounds is
essential to overcome these problems’. Management
of diabetes without any side effects is still a challenge
to the medical community. There is continuous search
for alternative drugs. Therefore, it is prudent to look
for options in herbal medicine for diabetes as well’.
Jaundice is not a disease but rather a sign that can
occur in many different diseases. Jaundice is the
yellowish staining of the skin and sclera (the whites of
the eyes) that is caused by high levels in blood of the
chemical bilirubin. The colour of the skin and sclera
vary depending on the level is mildly elevated, they
are yellowish. When the bilirubin level is high they
tend to be brown®. The manifestation of liver diseases
such as hepatitis-B including jaundice, characterized
by Hippocrates was found to be infectious as early as

*Correspondent author: E-mail: vrmohan_2005 @yahoo.com

the eighth century. Thus, viral hepatitis was known to
mankind as Kavil (Jaundice) for more than 1,200
years. Yellowing of eyes and vomiting yellowish fluid
are the initial external symptoms of hepatitis™®.

The Palliyars are the predominant hill tribe of
Sirumalai hills, Dindigul district, Western Ghats,
Tamil Nadu. They are familiar with several herbs and
well-versed in using herbs to cure various ailments.
Their reliance on the herbs for medicinal value has
prompted the present study. Some information on
ethnomedicinal plants used by different tribals of
Western Ghats for treating various ailments is
available”'’. In the present study an attempt is made
to bring into light the traditional medicinal practices
adopted by this section of tribal community to ensure
diabetes and jaundice.

Materials and Methods

The study area Sirumalai hills is located in
Dindigul district of Tamil Nadu between 10°.07°-
10°.18"N latitude and 77°.55°-78°.12" E longitude.
With the primary objective of interacting with the
Falliyar tribes settlements like Ooradi, Madagamalai,
Ponnuruvi, Kannadiparai and Talaikadu of Sirumalai
hills were surveyed and information was gathered by
interviewing elderly and experienced individuals
practicing indigenous medicine for diabetes and
jaundice. Information was considered only after
confirmation through two or more informants. Based
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on the information provided, plant specimens were
collected, air-dried and mounted on herbarium sheets
and identified by using various floras. Voucher
specimens are maintained at Ethnopharmacology
Unit, Research Department of Botany, V.O.
Chidambaram College, Tuticorin, Tamil Nadu, India.

Results and Discussion

The botanical name, family, vernacular name,
part(s) used, mode of use, dose and duration are given
in Table 1. The present study has documented
30 species of angiospermic plants, belonging to 30

genera under 18 families, used by Palliyar tribe of the
state for treatment of diabetes and jaundice (Plate 1).
Of the 30 species, 19 species belonging to 13 families
are used by the Palliyars to treat against diabetes. The
remaining 12 species belonging to 7 families are used
to treat against jaundice. Medicines are prepared in
the form of juice/extract followed by infusion,
powder, decoction, paste and as such. Among
different plants used by Palliyar, the leaves are more
commonly used. During the survey it was observed
that some plants are used alone while some in
combination with other plant parts.

Table 1 — List of ethnomedicinal plants used by Palliyars to treat diabetes and jaundice

S. No. Botanical name/Voucher specimen Vernacular Family Mode of use
No. name
A. Diabetes
1 Azadirachta indica A. Juss/NOCB  Vempu Meliaceae 30 ml of juice prepared from the tender leaves with an
5442 unripe fruit of Terminalia chebula Retz. (Kadukkai) is
taken along with a teaspoon of castor oil (oil obtained
from the seeds of Ricinus communis Linn.) twice a day
for a period of one week as an anthelmintic (de-wormer).
It is also mixed with honey, cow’s milk, butter and ghee
and taken twice a day for a period of forty five days to
treat diabetes.
2 Casearia tomentosa Roxb./VOCB  Kadaka kinchil ~ Flacourtiaceae 30 ml of the boiled water extract of the root bark is taken
5478 to treat diabetes.

3 Cassia fistula Linn./VOCB 5469 Semaiagathi Caesalpiniaceae 20 ml of the boiled water extract of the flowers is taken
twice a day regularly by diabetic patients to reduce the
blood glucose level.

4 Catharanthus roseus (Linn.) G.  Palaisethai Apocynaceae 20 ml of the boiled water extract of flowers is taken

Don/ VOCB 5472 thrice a day for a period of one month to treat diabetes.
5 Coccinia grandis (Linn.)  Kovai Cucurbitaceae Two fresh fruits are taken regularly to prevent diabetes.
Voigt/VOCB 5487
6 Dichrostachys cinerea (L.) Wight Vedathalan Mimosaceae 30 ml of the juice prepared from 15 g of the fresh leaves
& Am./VOCB 5511 along with the fresh leaves of Limonia acidissima Linn.
(Vila) and  Cocculus  hirsutus  (Linn.)  Diels
(Sirukattunkodi) and the stem bark of Senna auriculata
Linn. (Avarai) is taken with buttermilk once a day.
7 Ficus benghalensis Linn/VOCB  Alamaram Moraceae 100 g of the dried stem bark and root bark are
5527 continuously boiled in 250 ml of water with 50 g of the
dried stem bark of Ficus hispida Linn. f. (Peiathi). The
decoction obtained is taken once a day for a period of six
weeks to treat diabetes.

8 Garuga pinnata Roxb./VOCB 5534  Karuvembu Burseraceae A handful of fresh stem bark is boiled in 100 ml of water
with few dried leaves of Gymnema sylvestre (Retz.) R.Br.
ex Schultes (Sirukurinjan). The decoction obtained is
taken twice a day for a period of seven weeks to treat
diabetes. Consumption of acidic food items, meat and
sugar is avoided during the treatment period.

9 Gymnema sylvestre (Retz.) R.Br ex  Sirukurinjan Asclepiadaceae One teaspoon of the powder made from the dried leaves

Schultes/ VOCB 5541 and the flowers of Cocos nucifera Linn. (Coconut) is
taken with hot water once a day for a period of one
month to treat diabetes.
10 Hemidesmus indicus (Linn.)  Nannari Asclepiadaceae The root infusion is taken twice a day for a period of six
R. Br./VOCB 5544 weeks to treat diabetes.

11 Hybanthus enneaspermus (Linn.) F.  Orilai thamarai ~ Violaceae 20 ml of the whole plant juice is taken with cow’s milk
V. Muell./VOCB 5548 for a period of four to five months to treat diabetes.

12 Mallotus  philippensis (Lam.)  Kabila Euphorbiaceae Few fruits are boiled in 200 ml of cow’s milk with few

Muell.-Arg./VOCB 5567

seeds of Syzygium cuminii (Linn.) Skeels (Naval). The
decoction obtained is taken twice a day for a period of
one month to treat diabetes.

Contd—
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Table 1 — List of ethnomedicinal plants used by Palliyars to treat diabetes and jaundice—Contd

Botanical name/Voucher specimen
No.

Momordica charantia Linn./VOCB
5579

Pongamia pinnata (Linn.)
Pierre/VOCB 5609

Premna latifolia Roxb./VOCB 5613

Pterocarpus marsupium
Roxb./VOCB 5616
Senna auriculata (Linn.)
Roxb./VOCB 5625
Syzygium cuminii (Linn.)
Skeels/VOCB 5636
Wattakaka volubilis (Linn.f.)

Stapf./VOCB 5653

B. Jaundice

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

Aegle marmelos (Linn.) Correa ex
Roxb./VOCB 5413

Boerhavia  diffusa  Linn./VOCB
5451
Cajanus cajan (Linn.)

Millsp./VOCB 5460

Cassia fistula Linn./VOCB 5469

Eclipta prostrata (Linn.) Linn./
VOCB 5517

Euphorbia  nivulia  Buch.-
Ham./VOCB 5525
Glycosmis pentaphylla (Retz.)

DC./VOCB 5537

Indigofera tinctoria Linn./VOCB
5551

Phyllanthus amarus Schum. &
Thonn./VOCB 5600
Phyllanthus emblica Linn.=

Emblica officinalis Gaertn./VOCB
5601

Polycarpaea  corymbosa (Linn.)
Lam./VOCB 5608

Ricinus communis Linn./VOCB
5620

Vernacular
name

Pakarkai

Pungam
Pachu mallai
Vengai
Avarai

Naval

Kurinjan

Villvam

Mookaratti

Thuvarai

Semaiagathi

Karisalangkann
i

Kalli

Kulaparai

Kattavuri neeli

Keela nelli

Nelli

Palli poondu

Amanakku

Family

Cucurbitaceae

Fabaceae
Verbenaceae
Fabaceae
Caesalpiniaceae

Myrtaceae

Asclepiadaceae

Rutaceae

Nyctaginaceae

Fabaceae

Caesalpiniaceae

Asteraceae

Euphorbiaceae

Rutaceae

Fabaceae

Euphorbiaceae

Euphorbiaceae

Caryophyllaceae

Euphorbiaceae

Mode of use

30 ml of the juice prepared from few fresh fruits and few
fresh leaves with pieces of the stem bark of Syzygium
cuminii is taken once a day to treat diabetes.

The flowers are fried in ghee and taken with honey thrice
a day to treat diabetes.

30 ml of the leaf juice is taken with a glass of cow’s milk
twice a day to treat diabetes.

20 ml of the hot water extract of the stem bark/wood is
taken twice a day to treat diabetes.

30 ml of the boiled water extract of the roots is taken
twice a day for a period of one month to treat diabetes.

1. 30 ml of the hot water extract of the seeds is taken
twice a day for a period of one month to treat diabetes.

2. An ounce (c. 28 g) of the hot water extract of the stem
bark is taken twice a day for a period of forty five days to
treat diabetes.

One teaspoon of the leaf powder is taken regularly with
water to treat diabetes.

A blend of juice prepared from 5 g of the fresh leaves
along with 5 g of the fresh leaves of Eclipta prostrata
(Linn.) Linn. (Karisalankanni) is taken with honey twice
a day for a period of 2 weeks to treat jaundice.

One teaspoon of the leaf paste is taken twice a day for
period of one week to treat jaundice.

30 ml of the salted boiled water extract of the fresh
leaves is taken in empty stomach for a period of 2 weeks
to treat jaundice.

One teaspoon of leaf and flower powder is taken with a
glass of cow’s milk once a day for a period of 2 weeks to
treat jaundice.

The leaves boiled in hot water combined with extracts of
Leucas aspera (Willd.) Link (Thumbai) and Phyllanthus
amarus Schum. & Thonn. (Keela nelli) is taken with
buttermilk twice a day for a period of one week to treat
jaundice.

20 ml of the salted leaf extract is taken for a period
of one week to treat jaundice

One teaspoon of the leaf powder is taken with
honey twice a day for a period of 2 weeks to treat
jaundice.

The leaf infusion in goat’s milk is taken in the early
morning hours for a period of 2 weeks to treat jaundice.
30 ml of the extract obtained by squeezing some tender
leaves together with few tender leaves of Eclipta
prostrata and Leucas aspera (Thumbai) is taken with
cow’s milk twice a day for a period of 2 weeks to treat
jaundice.

The decoction obtained by continuously boiling some
shade dried fruits, few shade dried leaves of
Alternanthera  sessilis (Linn.) R. Br. ex DC.
(Ponnankanni keerai), few fresh roots of Glycyrrhiza
glabra Linn (Adhimathuram), few cardamom [seeds of
Elettaria cardamomum (Linn.) Maton], few seed kernels
of Myristica fragrans Houtt. (Jathikkai) and one or two
pericarp of Terminalia bellirica (Gaertn.) Roxb (Thandri)
in 200 ml of diluted cow’s milk is taken twice a day for a
period of 2-3 weeks to treat jaundice.

One teaspoon of the leaf paste is taken once a day for a
period of 2 weeks to treat jaundice.

One teaspoon of the blend made by grinding some shade
dried leaves and few shade dried leaves of Phyllanthus
amarus (Keelanelli) is taken with ghee thrice a day for
one week to treat jaundice.
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Plate 1 — Some important ethnomedicinal plants of Sirumalai hills used by Palliyar tribes

The medicinal plants used by the Palliyars need to
be systematically screened by phytochemists and
pharmacologists for the potent active principles.
Scientific validation of these remedies may help in
discovering new drugs from these medicinal plants for
diabetes and jaundice.

Conclusion
In the present study 30 angiosperm species
belonging to 18 families collected from Sirumalai

hills, Dindigul district, Tamil Nadu have been
reported for treating diabetes and jaundice. This study
reveals that medicinal plants still play a vital role in
the primary healthcare of this tribal community.
Traditional medicines also have the potential to form
the basis of pharmaceutical drugs for the treatment of
a range of diseases. Thus, the loss of these potentially
valuable genetic resources ultimately affects the
whole society. There is an urgent need to document
the knowledge or otherwise it is lost forever.
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