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Introduction

Bamboos are diverse and conspicuous group of plants with aesthetic and economic value belong
to sub family Bambusoideae of Poaceae. This plant group are directly related to the life, tradition
and culture of the mankind from the time immemorial. The utilization aspects of bamboos in major
as well as small scale industries, house construction (various parts including leaves), food (shoots
and seeds), fodder (leaves and shoots), handicrafts (culms and rhizomes) etc. are well discussed and
studied by several workers. Besides the multifarious potential applications they are also take part in
traditional healing practices of the different systems of medicines such as Ayurveda, Folkmedicine
and Ethnomedicine in India. The medicinal uses of bamboos are little known and poorly studied.

Kerala, the land of diversity in natural resources, culture, tradition and Indigenous Knowledge
practices is well known for its own traditional healing practices and endowed with thousands of
medicinal plants in her lap.  Anthropologists have identified 43 tribal groups and several indigenous
communities in Kerala. Regarding the bamboos there are 22 species native bamboos and 15 species
of cultivated bamboos representing 10 genera. The recent investigation on the bamboos in traditional
medicine of Kerala by the authors could document some interesting medicinal uses nine species of
Bamboos such as Arundinaria floribunda, Arundinaria walkeriana, Arundinaria wightiana, Bambusa
bambos, Dendrocalamus strictus, Ochlandra scriptoria, Ochalndra travancorica Oxytenanthera
bourdillonii and Oxytenanthera monadelpha.

Materials and Methods

Field surveys were conducted throughout the
state of Kerala for documenting the medicinal use
bamboos from the tribal and local healers.
Information was gathered either by interviewing
the informants or from the direct observation from
the field itself on the uses of plants. Each of the
information of a particular plant used among the
tribal group was tested directly or indirectly. The
reliability of the information of the plants used
was assessed after repeated verification.  The data
pertaining to the medicinal uses of bamboos were
also gathered from the published literature. All
the voucher specimens collected during the field
surveys are deposited in the Kerala Forest
Research Institute (KFRI) herbarium.

Results

The results are given below as an
enumeration of nine species of  bamboos under
five genera in the alphabetical order of botanical
name followed by, synonyms, vernacular name,
brief description, distribution, part used, used for
and  mode of application

1. Arundinaria floribunda Thwaites

Synonyms: Indocalmus floribundus ; Sinarundi
naria floribunda

Vernacular names: Chinnilli, Cholai moongal

A gregarious shrubby bamboo with sympodial
rhizomes, loosely arranged culms. Culms 1.5-
2.5m tall and 1-1.3 cm in diameter.

Distribution: Southern Western Ghats (Anaimudi)
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and Srilanka at an altitude of 1600-2000 m.

Part used: Tender shoots, leaves and peeling of
the culm.

Used for: Itches and wound healing

Mode of application:  The tender shoots crushed
and the juice mixed with lime (Calcium
Hydroxide) and Turmeric (Curcuma longa) for
healing wounds due to itches by the Muthuvans
of Idukki district.

2.  Arundinaria walkeriana Munro

Synonyms: Indocalmus walkerianus ; Sinarun
dinaria walkeriana

Vernacular names: Chinnilli, Cholai moongal

A gregarious shrubby bamboo with sympodial
rhizomes, loosely arranged culms. Culms 1.5-3m
tall and 1-1.3 cm in diameter.

Distribution: Southern Western Ghats (Anaimudi,
Eravikulam and Agasthya mala ) and Srilanka at
an altitude of 1500-2200 m.

Part used:  Peelings of the culm.

Used for: Wound healing

Mode of application: The tender leaves and
peelings from the culms for wound healing by
the Muthuvan tribal group of Idukki district.

3. Arundinaria wightiana Nees

Synonyms: Indocalmus wightianus ; Sinarun
dinaria wightiana

Vernacular names: Choleetai

A gregarious shrubby bamboo with sympodial
rhizomes and loosely packed culms. Culms 1.5-
4m tall and 0.8-1.7 cm in diameter.

Distribution: Southern Western Ghats (Nilgiri
Bioshere Reserve) and Sri Lanka at an altitude of
1500-2200 m.

Part used: Young shoots, rhizomes and culm,
peeling of the culm and leaves

Used for: Body pain and wound healing

Mode of application: The young shoots, culms
and rhizomes cut into pieces and boiled along with
leaves of Cycas circinalis and took bath in the
same for recovering body pain by the Kurumbars
of Attappady, Palakkad district.  Tender leaves
and peelings from the culms for wound healing

by the Kurumbars of Nilgiris.

4. Bambusa bambos (L.) Voss

Synonyms: Bambusa arundinacea

Vernacular Name:  Mula, Mungil

A densely tufted bamboo with sympodial rhizomes
and thorny branches. Culm 10-30 m tall and 15-18
cm in diameter.

Distribution: This species widely occurring
through out Kerala either in natural forests or in
homesteads and commonly distributed in mist
deciduous forest up to an altitude of 1000 m.

Part used: Root, leaves, peeling from culm
surface, bamboo manna (the siliceous secretion
of stem pith), sprouts, grains. new shoot,
culms(Charcoal), culm peelings, Powdery wax on
the culm surface, bamboo manna, leaves Used
for:  Wounds, Stomach problem

Mode of application:

a. The culm peelings are ground into a paste
and mixed with coconut oil or honey and applied
over the fresh or old wounds by the different tribal
groups of Kerala.

b.  The bamboo manna with the grains of
Thinyari (Panicum milaceum) is given for
expelling undigested matter in the intestine by
Mudugars of Attappady.

c. The dried powder of tender leaves and buds
of thorny bamboo (Bambusa bambos) are directly
applied over the wounds by the folk communities
and tribals of Kerala.

d. The charcoal obtained from the burned culms
ground with salt and used as a traditional tooth
powder and suggested for healthy gums and tooth.

e. The powdery wax obtained from the tender
culms mix with oil and applied over the wounds
by the different tribal groups of Kerala.

f. The stone like siliceous matter obtained from
the bamboo culms boiled in water and suggested
for urinary troubles.

g. The leaves of this species are fed to cattle by
the tribals and locals for immediate release of
placenta after delivery.

h. The peelings of the culms along with
cobweb, sooth obtained from the roof and Neem
oil are ground in to a paste and applied over the
wounds of the cattle.
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i. The new shoots crushed and the juice is
applied over the body of the cattle for reducing
the attack of flea and tick.

j. The culms cut at one end in a specific manner
is used as an aid for giving  medicine (which is
known as ‘ Kumbams’ in some places of Kerala,)
for livestock and as water bottles.

k. The culm peelings Bambusa bambos are
ground into a paste and mixed with coconut oil
or honey and applied over the fresh or old wounds.
(Irula, Mudugar , Kurumbar)

l.  The tender shoots of Bambusa bambos are
made in to a paste and taken orally, pregnancy up
to five month is said to result in abortion among
Urali and , Muthuvan tribal group of Kerala.

m. Boiled preparation of bark and leaves (when)
drink to purify blood held back from wounds in
the body and also helps women in labour for the
excretion of the bloody matter which is retained
after child birth. The bamboo manna, which grows
in old stem, is good in stragarey painful discharge
of urine and those urinate purulent matter
(Manilal, 2003a)

5. Dendrocalamus strictus (Roxb.) Nees

Synonyms: Bambusa stricta

Vernacular names: Kurathimula, Kurvan mula,
Kooran kolli, Mirugle

A densely tufted deciduous bamboo producing
dense clumps of closely packed culms. Culms 8-
15 m tall and 3-12 cm in diameter.

Distribution: It is distributed thought in India,
Nepal, Bangladesh, Myanmar and Thailand in
moderately dry regions to an altitude of about
1100m.

Part used: Peeling of the culm and leaves

Used for:  Wound healing, release of placenta

Mode of application:

a. The peelings from culm surface is mixed with
lime and salt and applied over the wounds by
Irulars of Attappady, Kerala.

b. The tender leaves ground in to a paste and
smeared over the wounds. The leaves given to
livestock after delivery to release placenta easily
by the locals and tribal people of Kerala.

6. Ochlandra scriptoria (Dennst.) C.E.C. Fisch.

Synonyms: Bambusa scriptoria Dennst.

Vernacular names: Paloda, Choleata, Amei,

Caespitose, gregarious, shrubby bamboo with
sympodial, rhizhome. Culms 5-6 m tall, tip arched
or drooping

Distribution: This species is endemic to South
India, found growing in Kerala and Southern
Karnataka. It is distributed from sea level to an
altitude of 600 m. It is common along the river
and stream sides.

Part used: Leaves, peelings of the culm, Culm

Used for:  Wound healing, surgical knife, body
pain.

Mode of application:

a. The leaves are boiled in water and the
decoction is given, it excites obstructed.

b.  If the mouth is washed with the same
decoction, it heals eroded gums and removes
odontalgia (Manilal, 2003 b).

c. The peelings of the culm mixed with lime
and smeared over the wounds by the various
tribals of Kerala. The fresh mature culms sliced
and used as surgical knife especially by the tribal
midwifes for cutting the umbilical cod.

d. The culms along with rhizome of Ochlandra
scriptoria, the riparian bamboo cut in to pieces
and boiled the water with little salt and take bath
in the same for relieving body pain by Kadar tribe
of Kerala.

7. Ochlandra travancorica (Bedd.) Benth.

Synonyms: Beesha travancorica Bedd.

Vernacular names: Oda, Eeta,

Caespitose, gregarious, shrubby bamboo with
sympodial, rhizhome. Culms 7-10 m tall, tip
arched or drooping

Distribution: This is the most common reed
bamboo and has a wider distribution in southern
Western Ghats. It is found growing in Kerala,
South Karnataka and Tamil Nadu from sea level
to an elevation of 2000 m.

Part used: peelings of the culm and mature culms

Used for:  Wound healing, surgical knife.

Mode of application:
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a. The peelings of the culm mixed with lime
and smeared over the wounds by the various
tribals of Kerala.

b. The fresh mature culms sliced and used as
surgical knife especially by the tribal midwifes
for cutting the umbilical cod.

c. The leaves of Ochlandra travacorica boiled
in water and take bath in the same for body pain
by Paniyar, Mudugars and Kurubar of Kerala.

8. Oxytenanthera monadelpha (Thwaites)
Alston

Synonym: Pseudoxytenanthera monadelpha
(Thwaites) Soderstr. & R.P. Ellis

Vernacular names: Valliyoda, Vallimula

Caespitose, gregarious, shrubby bamboo with
sympodial, rhizhome. Culms  7-10 m tall, tip
arched or drooping and occasionally climb to the
neighbouring trees.

Distribution: This species is distributed in
southern Peninsular India and Sri Lanka. It is a
component of moist deciduous and semi-
evergreen forests and found growing from 600-
2000 m altitude.

Part used: Peelings of the culm and mature culms

Used for:  Wound healing

Mode of application: The peelings of the culm
mixed with lime and smeared over the wounds
by the various tribals of Kerala.

9.Oxytenanthera bourdillonii Gamble

Vernacular names: Arayamboo, Vellimula

Caespitose, gregarious, shrubby bamboo with
sympodial, rhizhome. Culms  7-10 m tall, tip
arched or drooping and occasionally climb to the
neighbouring trees.

Distribution: Oxytenanthera bourdillonii has a
restricted distribution in Southern Western Ghats.
It is endemic to Kerala part of Western Ghats. It
grows only on steep precipitous places from an
elevation of 800-1300 m.

Part used: Peelings of the culm and waxy coatings
of the culm

Used for:  Wound healing

Mode of application: The peelings of the culm
mixed with lime and smeared over the wounds
by the various tribal groups of Kerala.

Discussion
The medicinal uses and properties of

bamoose are little known and poorly documented.
The most potential medicinal bamboo which
mentioned in various Ayurvedic texts like
Abhidana manjari, Kaiyadevanighantu,
Rajanighantu, Bhavaprakasam, Danwanta
rinighantu, Sodhalanighantu, and Nighantu
Ratnakaram is common thorny bamboo Bambusa
bambos (Warrier et al. 1996). The medicinal uses
of other species are restricted among the tribals,
local and folk communities. Van Rheede’s Hortus
Malabaricus, the first comprehensive printed
book in the natural plant resources of Indian
subcontinent written in European Language also
mentioned the medicinal use of Bambusa bambos,
Ochlandra scriptoria in detail. The young shoots
of the majority of the bamboo species are
considered as poisonous in raw form and rich in
cyanogen compounds. The poisonous properties
of the bamboos were utilised for killing domestic
animals, which infected by Rabies virus in Kerala.
This old age practice still exists in few places.
The same principle is also used for fishing i.e.
the young shoots of the thorny bamboo (Bambusa
bambos) is crushed and dissolved in small ponds
and blocked water sources as a fish-stupefying
agent by various tribals of Kerala. The medicinal
uses of Arundinaria floribunda, Arundinaria
walkeriana, Arundinaria wightiana, Ochalndra
travancorica, Ochlandra scriptoria,
Oxytenanthera bourdillonii and Oxytenanthera
monadelpha are hitherto unrecorded and reported
here for the first time. Majority of the information
presented here are as result of detailed
ethnobotanical studies among the tribal groups
for the last nine years by the authors.

Conclusion
Bamboos are well known for its potential

uses for fulfilling multifarious requirements.
However their curative properties are little known
and practiced by few indigenous communities.
The present study attempts to document such
valuable information on bambos in a
comprehensive manner. The study also culminates
the documentation of the several hitherto
unknown uses. Modernization, especially
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industrialization and urbanization has resulted in
the dwindling of this rich heritage of knowledge,
from among the tribal people of the traditional
communities. Therefore, there is an urgent need
for documentation of such fast disappearing
knowledge, to study and authenticate, validate the
various use value of biological resources for
future generation and to acquire intellectual
property rights for the claim. Detailed studies are
also required on pharmacological and other
phytochemical aspects for the analysis of the
active principles contained in these plants and
their application in modern system of medicine.
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