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Abstract

An ethnobotanical study carried out among the ethnic group, namely, Todas in Nilgiri District revealed therapeutic
applications of 30 plant species representing 24 families. The documented ethnomedicinal plants are used for a wide
range of common ailments such as skin and stomach disorders, ulcer, common fever, rheumatism and bronchitis, and
also in cosmetics. Majority of the preparations are taken orally in the form of juice extracted from the freshly collected
plant parts. Leaves are the major plant parts used for the preparation of tribal medicine. Most of the plant parts are
harvested from the wild. Details of botanical identity, family, local name, parts of the plant used, and mode of preparation

and administration of the drug are described.
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INTRODUCTION

Ethnobotany deals with the relationship between
human societies and plants. It has been recognized as
a multidisciplinary science comprising many
interesting and useful aspects of plants. India is a vast
country with greatest emporia of plant wealth and is
extremely rich in medicinal plants comprising about
8000 species (Ved et al., 2001) about 70% of India’s
medicinal plants are found in the tropical areas mostly
in various forest types spread across the Western and
Eastern Ghats (Devi et al., 2005). Since ancient times in
India, medicinal plants were used in Indian system of
medicine namely Ayurveda and Siddha. Even today,
tribes and certain local communities in India practice
herbal medicine to cure a variety of diseases and
disorders. There are few surveys that reveal the practice
of herbal medicine by tribes and indigenous
communities (Bhandary et al., 1996; Harsha et al., 2003;
Parinitha et al., 2004; Suresh and Jabaraj, 2009,
Penchala et al., 2009). It is apparent from these survey
that tribes and various communities residing in remote
places follow different practices (Suresh and Jabaraj,
2009). In the present report, the information gathered
from Todas on the plants used for treating various
diseases and cosmetics in Nilgiri District of Tamilnadu,
India is provided.

STUDY AREA

The Nilgiri District which spreads about 2543 sq.
kilometers is located on the Western Ghats in
Tamilnadu with undulating hills and elevation at an
altitude of + 2400 MSL. bounded by Kerala state on the
west and Karnataka state on the east (Anonymous,
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1980). Doddabetta the second highest peak in the
Southern India with an altitude of 2623 is the crest of
the plateau. The meeting place of Eastern and Western
Ghats at Nilgiri hills on the western region is mostly
surrounded by reserve forests. The district consists of
different climatic zones and variable topography. The
annual rainfall is ranging from 150 to 280 cm and
temperature ranges from a minimum of 0°C to a
maximum of 30°C (Udayan et al., 2007). This makes
Nilgiris a perfect place for many anthropologically
significant ethnic groups such as Todas, Kotas, Irulas,
Kurumbas, Paniyans and Kattunayakkas, (Anonymous,
1987) who spread over the length and breadth of this
District. These ethnic groups inhabit the Western Ghats
form 700 BC and the Nilgiri Hills from 1200 BC
(Hockings, 1975).

ANTHROPOLOGY

The tribes constitute 4.32% of the tribal population now
settled in the Nilgiri District (Suresh and Norman, 2009).
It is interesting to note that out of 36 scheduled tribes in
Tamilnadu, only 6 were classified as “Primitive tribal
groups” by the Government of India. All such 6
scheduled tribes viz., Todas, Kotas, Irulas, Krumbas,
Paniyas and Kattunayakkas live here, even now (Udayan
et al., 2007).

Among these tribes, the primitive tribal group is “Todas”
who enjoy their habitation in the limited circle of
Udhagamandalam and its surrounding (Prabhakar and
Gadgil, 1994). They have extraordinary skills in the
identification of plant species, medicinal plants and
their utilization (Rajan et al., 2002). However, their
population in these areas is very less and is getting
endangered.
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MATERIALS AND METHODS

Frequent field surveys were made in the Nilgiri hills
during 2007- 2008 covering different seasons in the year.
The ethno- botanical data (local names, mode of
preparation, medicinal uses) were collected through
interview and discussion with the Toda tribes in the
study area. In addition to the vernacular names,
questions were also asked about the plants prescribed,
part of the plants used, medicinal use, detailed
information about mode of preparation (i.e. decoction,
paste, powder and juice), form of usage (either fresh or
dried and mixtures of other plants used as ingredients).
The medicinal plants were photographed and sample
specimens were collected for the preparation of
herbarium. The collected plant specimens were
identified using the “Flora of the Presidency of Madras”
(Gamble, 1953) and the “Flora of Tamilnadu Carnatic”
(Matthew, 1983). The voucher specimens were
deposited in Kongunadu Arts and Science College,
Coimbatore, Tamilnadu., India.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

In the present ethnobotanical survey 30 species of
medicinal plants representing 24 families were
recorded (Table 1). The family Asteraceae constituted
the highest number of species. The Todas use these plants
to cure diseases like skin and stomach disorders, ulcer,
common fever, rheumatism, bronchitis, etc,. and in
cosmetics. Leaves are the most widely used plant part.
Apart from that tuber, rhizome, tender shoot, stem,
petiole, etc., are also used occasionally. Medicines are
administered in the form of powder, decoction, paste
and juice. A majority of remedies are prepared in the
form of juice from freshly collected plant parts of single
species or mixing with other species according to the
needs by crushing and squeezing. For few remedies,
medicines are prepared after drying. Mostly the
medicines are taken orally, followed by external
application. It was also observed that some plants were
used in more than one form of preparation.

The Todas even now use some of the plants, plant
products, animal products, minerals, etc. for domestic
purpose utilizing their traditional knowledge, which
had been developed by their forefathers through trial
and error methods and passed on to them orally from
one generation to another. Unfortunately, due to lack of
written documents, most of the traditional knowledge
on medicinal plants and their uses survived only by
words of mouth from generation are being slowly lost.
Moreover, the herbal healers had the strong tendency
to keep their knowledge secret without any
documentation. Hence, all such traditional and cultural
knowledge need to be appreciated and should be
integrated with modern scientific techniques.
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