Nature Diary 

Medicinal Plants

Parijatha flower (Nyctanthes arbor-tristis) 

This is the sweet-smelling night-flowering jasmine (pavazhamalli in Tamil). It is the state flower of West Bengal (called Shiuli in Bengali and Shefali in Assamese). 

It has a distinctive orange-red stalk. In fact, the flower is very small and pretty, 5 to 8 pure white petals with an orange-red centre.

The tree is small or just a shrub. It flowers at dusk and the flowers are nearly wilted by morning. Because of this it is also called the “tree of sorrow”; in fact, the scientific name (Arbor Tristis) means “Sad Tree”. It is known in India for a long time and appears in several stories in Hindu mythology. 

Apart from its fragrance and its use in worship, it also has use in medicine and industry. The flower is a source of yellow coloured dye for clothing. The seeds and leaves, apart from the flowers, are also used in medicine. The leaves are prominently used in Ayurveda medicine for sciatica, arthritis and fevers; also as a laxative. Even the bark of the tree and the oil from the flower is used as medicine. There is a lot of research going on in India to determine the effect of the leaves (in a decoction with water or alcohol) on the liver and its efficacy in preventing liver damage. 

Glory lily (Gloriosa)

The plant is known as glory lily or flame lily in English, kazhappai kizhangu or kandhal malar in Tamil, Kalihari in Hindi and Manthori khizangu in Malayalam. It is the state flower of Tamil Nadu,

grown over thousands of acres in mostly South Tamil Nadu, around Dindigul. It is also the national flower of Zimbabwe.

It grows well in red and loamy soils. The plant is a climber variety, with tall vines reaching a height of 3.5- 6 mts. The flowers are large, dark red in colour, showy and single. 

All parts of the plant contain colchicine and related alkaloids that were traditionally used to treat rheumatic pain. They are therefore dangerously toxic if ingested, and contact with the stems and

leaves can cause skin irritation. Various preparations of the plant are used in traditional medicines for a variety of complaints in both Africa and India. The roots and seeds are especially rich in colchicine. So the seeds are carefully harvested and sold for their medicinal value.

