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Abstract

Home-gardens are considered a sustainable production system in the tropics which also contribute
to biodiversity conservation. This paper deals with indigenous knowledge and practices in
conservation of the plants used by the Meiteis of Barak valley, Assam (India). Plants such as
Eupatorium cannabinum, Meyna laxiflora, Parkia timoriana, Toona ciliata were conserved due
to their specific uses. Bamboos also formed an important component of Meitei home-gardens
due to their multipurpose uses. The Meitei’s valuable traditional ecological knowledge systems
are based on strong socio-cultural and traditional beliefs, confounded by the economic status of
the people.
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INTRODUCTION

The Meitei (also Meetei, Meithei, Manipuri) people are the majority ethnic group of Manipur,
a northeastern state of India. They primarily settle in the central plain region of Manipur. A
significant population of the Meitei also is settled in domestic neighboring states such as
Assam and Tripura. From 1819 to 1826, for period of seven years, Manipur remained under
the Burmese occupation. This period is known as ‘Chahi Taret Khuntakpa’ (seven years
devastation) in Manipuri History. During this period, a large number of Manipuri left their
country and took shelters in Cachar, Sylhet, and Jaintia Hills (Hodson 1989).

A home-garden is a small scale supplementary food production system by and for
households member that mimics the natural multilayered forest ecosystem, it usually utilize
marginal land and labour and never provide the main source of income or food to the household
(Hoogerbrugge & Fresco 1993). The Meitei’s home-gardens traditionally represent complex
systems with cultivated tree species. One of the striking features of home-garden of Meitei
community is the conservation of Heirloom plants from generation to generation. Agriculture
being the main profession in the rural areas of the Barak valley of Assam (India), the Meitei
people also depends on it. The economy of this community is mostly self-sustaining and that
mostly depends on traditional cultivation practices. Therefore, the socioeconomic development
as well as the standard of living of the Meitei here greatly depends on the development of the
agricultural sector. The Meitei maintain agrobiodiversity in their home-gardens locally called
‘Ingkhol’ (Devi & Das 2010). Such systems are essentially man made and reflect the wisdom
of traditional culture and ecological knowledge that have evolved by them over the years.
Such valuable traditional ecological knowledge systems are based on strong sociocultural
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and traditional beliefs confounded by the economic status of the people. Various traditional
approaches to conservation of nature required a belief system, which includes a number of
prescription and proscriptions for restrained resource use (Gadgil & Berkes 1991). It can be
said that people of Meitei community have their traditional system of conserving biodiversity
through their ancestors in the form of folklores (Singh & Singh 1996). The present study was
done with the objective of understanding the role of the traditional communities in the
management and conservation of plant biodiversity in their home-gardens.

Study site

The study was conducted in a village, Bantarapur (24º38'35" N and 92º54'65" E ), in Palonghat
Block of the Cachar district of southern Assam (India) and situated about 40 km from the
Assam University Campus. The village is situated on the bank of Sonai River and is inhabited
by the people of Meitei community. The general occupation of the people of this village is
farming.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Fifty households of Meitei communities in the selected village were surveyed for their
traditional uses of plants and beliefs of botanical folklore which are still in practice by Meitei
people. Prior Information Consent was taken verbally from the owner of the each household
surveyed. The information was collected from the elders of the household using a structured
questionnaire. The village-elders also provided constructive assistance in locating the plants.
The voucher specimens of plants were collected and processed into mounted herbarium
specimens (Jain & Rao 1977) and identified with the help of available floras (Kanjilal et al.
1934-40; Nayar et al. 2003). Specimens were matched at ASSAM herbarium for the
confirmation of their identity. The voucher specimens were submitted in department of Ecology
& Environmental Sciences, Assam University, Silchar, Assam for future references.

RESULTS AND DISCUSION

A total of 132 species (71trees, 15 shrubs, 40 herbs and 6 climbers representing 34 families
were found in the home-gardens of the study village (Bantarapur). The greatest numbers of
species were found from  Leguminosae with sixteen species followed by nine species in
Lamiaceae, eight species in Rutaceae, six species in  Malvaceae and Araceae,  five species
in Meliaceae and Moraceae, four species in Anacardiaceae, Araceae,  Cucurbitaceae,
Myrtaceae and Rubiaceae, three species in  Apocynaceae , Lythraceae ,Oleaceae, Solan-
aceae and the remaining families have only 1 or 2 species (Table 1). Of the total 132 species
encountered in the study area 108 species were cultivated (59 trees, 13 shrubs, 30 herbs and
6 climbers) and 24 species were growing wild (12 trees, 2 shrubs and 10 herbs) (Figure
1).The 24 wild species recorded represent 18 families, of which the Lamiaceae, Leguminosae,
Malvaceae, Meliaceae, Moraceae, Rubiaceae are having 2 species each and the remaining
families have only one species.

Trees like Neolamarckia cadamba, Dysoxylum gotadhora, Ficus hispida,
Lagerstroemia speciosa, Meyna laxiflora, Toona ciliata, Palaquium polyanthum were
found under domestication in the villages. Some herbs (e.g. Cynodon dactylon, Eclipta
prostrata, Leucas aspera) and shrubs (e.g. Lantana camara, Melastoma malabathricum,
Streblus asper) were also domesticated.

Fifteen use categories of plant species have been recorded in the study area (Figure
2) of which vegetables formed the dominant group followed by fruits, timber, medicine,
ornamental, religious and fuel-wood plants. The other categories, though important as a
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Table 1. List of plant species with details on their habit, use and category of the Meitei
home-gardens in Bantarapur, Assam

Species [Family]; Local name; Voucher specimen Habit Plant part 
used 

Uses Category 

Abelmoschus esculentus (L.) Moench [Malvaceae]; Bhelendri Shrub Fruit Vegetable Cultivated 

Acacia auriculiformis  Benth. [Leguminosae]; NLD-AKD -01 Tree Stem, branch Fuel-wood Cultivated 

Aegle marmelos (L.) Corrêa [Rutaceae]; Heirikhagok;  Tree Fruit, leaf Religious, 
medicinal 

Cultivated 

Ageratum conyzoides (L.) L. [Asteraceae]; Khongjainapi; NLD-
AKD-02 

Herb Leaf Hair care Wild 

Albizia lebbek (L.) Benth. [Leguminosae]; NLD-AKD -03 Tree Stem, branch Fuel Cultivated 

Allium ramosum L. [Amaryllidaceae]; Yennam Nakkupi; NLD-
AKD-04 

Herb Leaf Heirloom, 
medicine 

Cultivated 

Alocasia cucullata (Lour.) G.Don [Araceae]; Marukabi; NLD-
AKD-05 

Herb Corm Vegetable Cultivated 

Alocasia macrorrhizos (L.) G.Don [Araceae]; Hongngoo; NLD-
AKD-06 

Herb Corm Religious Cultivated 

Aloe vera (L.) Burm.f. [Xanthorrhoeaceae]; Ghritakumari; 
NLD-AKD-07 

Herb Leaf Medicine Cultivated 

Alstonia scholaris (L.) R.Br. [Apocynaceae]; NLD-AKD-08 Tree Stem,branch Fuel Wild 

Alternanthera philoxeroides (Mart.) Griseb. [Amaranthaceae]; 
Phakchet; NLD-AKD-09 

Herb Whole plant Fodder Wild 

Amaranthus spinosus L. [Amaranthaceae]; Chengkruk; NLD-
AKD-10 

Herb Leaf, stem Vegetable Cultivated 

Ananas comosus (L.) Merr. [Bromeliaceae]; Kihom Herb Fruit Fruit Cultivated 

Andrographis paniculata (Burm.f.) Nees [Acanthaceae]; 
Vubati; NLD-AKD-11 

Herb Leaf Medicine Cultivated 

Annona squamosa L. [Annonaceae]; Aataphal Tree Fruit  Fruit Cultivated 

Aphanamixis polystachya (Wall.) R.Parker . [Meliaceae]; 
Heirangoi; NLD-AKD-13 

Tree  Religious , 
heirloom, 
timber 

Cultivated 

Areca catechu L. [Arecaceae]; Kwa Tree Fruit Religious, 
masticatory 

Cultivated 

Artocarpus chama Buch.-Hum. [Moraceae]; Cham; NLD-AKD-
14 

Tree Stem Timber Cultivated 

Artocarpus heterophyllus Lam. [Moraceae]; Theibong Tree Fruit, stem Fruit, timber Cultivated 

Artocarpus lacucha Buch.-Hum. [Moraceae]; NLD-AKD-15 Tree Stem Timber Cultivated 

Averrhoa carambola L. [Oxalidaceae]; Heinoujom Tree Fruit Fruit Cultivated 

Azadirachta indica A. Juss. [Meliaceae]; Neem; NLD-AKD-16 Tree Leaf, fruit Medicine, 
food stuff  

Cultivated 

Baccaurea ramiflora Lour. [Phyllanthaceae]; Motok;  Tree Fruit Fruit Cultivated 

Bambusa spp [Gramineae] Tree Stem, young 
shoot 

Multi uses Cultivated 

Bombax ceiba L. [Malvaceae]; Tera Tree Fruit Fiber Wild 

Borassus flabellifer L. [Arecaceae]; NLD-AKD-17 Shrub Leaf Fan Cultivated 

Bougainvillea spectabilis Willd. [Nyctaginaceae]; Cherei; 
NLD-AKD-18 

Shrub Flower 
 

Ornamental Cultivated 

Brassica oleracea L. [Brassicaceae]; Kobi Herb Leaf Vegetable Cultivated 

Brassica rapa L. [Brassicaceae]; Hanggam  Herb Leaf Vegetable Cultivated 

Caesalpinia pulcherrima (L.) Sw. [Leguminosae]; Krishna 
chura; NLD-AKD-19 

Tree Flower Ornamental Cultivated 

Cajanus cajan (L.) Millsp. [Leguminosae]; Mairongbi Shrub Fruit, seed Vegetable Cultivated 

Capsicum annum L. [ Solanaceae]; Morok Herb Fruit Spice Cultivated 
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Species [Family]; Local name; Voucher specimen Habit 
Plant part 

used 
Uses Category 

Capsicum annum L. [ Solanaceae]; Morok Herb Fruit Spice Cultivated 

Carica papaya L. [Caricaceae]; Awathabi Tree Fruit Fruit, 
vegetable 

Cultivated 

Caryota urens L. [Arecaceae]; NLD-AKD-20 Tree Stem Timber Cultivated 

Cascabela thevetia (L.) Lippold [Apocynaceae]; U-tonglei; 
NLD-AKD-82 

Shrub Flower Ornamental Cultivated 

Centella asiatica (L.) Urb. [Apiaceae]; Peruk; NLD-AKD-21 Herb Leaf Medicine Wild 

Cinnamomum tamala (Buch.-Ham.) T.Nees & Eberm. 
[Lauraceae]; Tejpata; NLD-AKD-22 

Tree Leaf Spice Cultivated 

Citrus aurantiifolia (Christm.)Swingle [Rutaceae]; Nimbu Tree Fruit Fruit Cultivated 

Citrus aurantium L. [Rutaceae]; Champra; NLD-AKD -23 Tree Fruit Fruit Cultivated 

Citrus limon (L.) Osbeck [Rutaceae]; Heizang; NLD-AKD-25 Tree Fruit Religious Cultivated 

Citrus maxima (Burm.) Merr. [Rutaceae]; Nobap Tree Fruit Fruit Cultivated 

Citrus medica L. [Rutaceae]; Heiribob; NLD-AKD-24 Tree Fruit Fruit Cultivated 

Citrus reticulata Blanco [Rutaceae]; Komla Tree Fruit Fruit Cultivated 

Clerodendrum indicum (L.) Kuntze [Lamiaceae];Kuthap; NLD-
AKD-26 

Herb Leaf Medicine Wild 

Cocos nucifera L. [Arecaceae]; Yubi Tree Fruit, leaf Multiple uses Cultivated 

Colocasia antiquorum Schott [Araceae]; Yendem; NLD-AKD-27 Herb Corm Vegetable Cultivated 

Colocasia esculenta (L.)Schott [Araceae]; Pankhok; NLD-AKD-
28 

Herb Corm Vegetable Cultivated 

Corchorus capsularis L. [Malvaceae]; Ananba; NLD-AKD-29 Herb Leaf Vegetable Cultivated 

Cordia grandis Roxb. [Boraginaceae]; NLD-AKD-30 Tree Stem Timber Cultivated 

Crateva religiosa G.Forst. [Capparaceae]; Leiyombalei; NLD-
AKD-31 

Tree Stem, branch Fuel Cultivated 

Cucumis sativus L. [Cucurbitaceae]; Thabi Herb/ 
climber 

Fruit Vegetable Cultivated 

Cucurbita maxima Duch. [Cucurbitaceae]; Mairel Herb/ 
climber 

Fruit, young 
leaf 

Vegetable Cultivated 

Cynodon dactylon (L.) Pers. [Poaceae]; Tingthou; NLD-AKD-32 Herb Shoot Religious Wild 

Delonix regia (Hook.) Raf. [Leguminosae]; NLD-AKD-33 Tree Flower Ornamental Cultivated 

Dillenia indica L. [Dilleniaceae]; Heigri; NLD-AKD-34 Tree Fruit Fruit Cultivated 

Duabanga grandiflora (DC.) Walp. [Lythraceae]; Heigri; NLD-
AKD-35 

Tree Stem Timber Cultivated 

Dysoxylum gotadhora (Buch.-Ham.) Mabb. [Meliaceae]; NLD-
AKD-36 

Tree Stem Timber Wild 

Eclipta prostrata (L.) L. [Compositae]; Uchishumbal; NLD-
AKD-37 

Herb Leaf Medicine Wild 

Elaeocarpus floribundus Blume [Elaeocarpaceae]; Chorphon; 
NLD-AKD-38 

Tree Fruit Fruit Cultivated 

Eryngium foetidum L. [Apiaceae]; Awa phadigom; NLD-AKD-
40 

Herb Leaf Spice Cultivated 

Erythrina stricta Roxb. [Leguminosae]; Kege;  NLD-AKD-41 Tree Stem,branch Fuel-wood Wild 

Eucalyptus globulus Labill. [Myrtaceae];  Nasik Tree Stem,branch Fuel-wood Cultivated 

Eupatorium cannabinum L. [Compositae]; Langthrei;  NLD-
AKD-42 

Herb Leaf Religious, 
heirloom 

Cultivated 

Ficus hispida L.f. [Moraceae]; Ashiheibong;  NLD-AKD-43 Tree Fruit, leaf Multiple uses Wild 

Flacourtia jangomas (Lour) Raeusch. [Salicaceae]; Heitroi; 
NLD-AKD-44 

Tree Fruit Fruit Cultivated 

Gardenia jasminoides J.Ellis. [Rubiaceae]; Kaboklei; NLD-
AKD-45 

Shrub Flower Ornamental Cultivated 
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Species [Family]; Local name; Voucher specimen Habit 
Plant part 

used 
Uses Category 

Glinus oppositifolius (L.) Aug.DC. [Molluginaceae]; 
Lembumpukha; NLD-AKD-46 

Herb Shoot Medicine Cultivated 

Gmelina arborea Roxb. [Lamiaceae];Wang Tree Stem Timber Cultivated 

Gossypium herbaceum L. [Malvaceae]; Lasing; NLD-AKD-47 Shrub Fruit Fiber Cultivated 

Hibiscus rosa-sinensis L. [Malvaceae]; Juba kusum Shrub Flower Ornamental Cultivated 

Houttuynia cordata Thunb. [Saururaceae]; Toningkok; NLD-
AKD-48 

Herb Leaf Spice Cultivated 

Ipomoea aquatica Forssk. [Convolvulaceae]; Kolamni; NLD-
AKD-49 

Herb Young shoot Vegetable Cultivated 

Ixora coccinea L. [Rubiaceae]; Sambal lei; NLD-AKD-50 Shrub Flower Ornamental Cultivated 

Jasminum multiflorum (Burm. f.) Andrews; [Oleaceae]; 
Kundo; NLD-AKD-51 

Herb Flower Religious, 
heirloom 

Cultivated 

Lablab purpureus (L.) Sweet [Leguminosae]; Hawaiuri; NLD-
AKD-52 

Herb/ 
climber 

Fruit Vegetable Cultivated 

Lagenaria siceraria (Molina) Standl. [Cucurbitaceae]; 
Khongdrum 

Herb/ 
climber 

Fruit Vegetable Cultivated 

Lagerstroemia speciosa (L.) Pers. [Lythraceae]; Jarol; NLD-
AKD-53 

Tree Stem Timber Wild 

Lannea coromandelica (Houtt.) Merr. [Anacardiaceae]; Agman; 
NLD-AKD-54 

Tree Stem Timber Cultivated 

Lantana camara L. [Verbenaceae]; Sambal lei Shrub Whole plant Fencing Wild 

Leucas aspera (Willd.) Link [Lamiaceae]; Mayanglambum; 
NLD-AKD-55 

Herb Leaf Medicine Wild 

Ligustrum robustum (Roxb.)Blume [Oleaceae]; NLD-AKD-56 Tree Stem, branch Fuel-wood Cultivated 

Litchi chinensis Sonn. [Sapindaceae]; Litchu Tree Fruit Fruit Cultivated 

Litsea monopetala (Roxb.) Pers. [Lauraceae]; Tumitla; NLD-
AKD-57 

Tree Stem Timber Cultivated 

Lycopersicon esculentum Mill. [Solanaceae]; Khamenasinbi Herb Fruit  Vegetable Cultivated 

Magnolia champaca (L.) Baill. ex Pierre [Magnoliaceae]; 
Leihao; NLD-AKD-61 

Tree Flower, stem Timber, 
religious 

Cultivated 

Mallotus nepalensis Mull.Arg. [Euphorbiaceae]; NLD-AKD-58 Tree Stem Timber Cultivated 

Mangifera indica L. [Anacardiaceae]; Heinou Tree Fruit, stem, 
leaf 

Fruit, timber, 
religious 

Cultivated 

Melastoma malabathricum L. [Melastomataceae] Shrub Whole plant Fencing Wild 

Melia azedarach L. [Meliaceae]; Seizrak Tree Leaf, fruit Medicine Cultivated 

Mentha arvensis L. [Lamiaceae]; Nungshihidak; NLD-AKD-59 Herb Young shoot Medicine Cultivated 

Meyna laxiflora Robyns [Rubiaceae]; Heibi; NLD-AKD-60 Tree Fruit, leaf Multiple uses Wild 

Mimosa pudica L. [Leguminosae]; Kangphalekaithabi; NLD-
AKD-62 

Herb Leaf Medicine Wild 

Momordica cochinchinensis (Lour.) Spreng. [Cucurbitaceae]; 
Karol 

Herb/ 
climber 

Fruit Vegetable Cultivated 

Moringa oleifera L. [Moringaceae]; Sajana Tree Fruit, leaf Vegetable Cultivated 

Murraya koenigii (L.) Spreng. . [Rutaceae]; Currypatta Tree Leaf Spice Cultivated 

Musa paradisiaca L. [Musaceae]; Laphu Tree Fruit, leaf, 
stem 

Multi uses Cultivated 

Neolamarckia cadamba (Roxb.) Bosser. [Rubiaceae]; 
Kadamba; NLD-AKD-12 

Tree Stem Timber Wild 

Neptunia oleracea Lour. [Leguminosae]; Eshingekaithabi; 
NLD-AKD-63 

Herb Young shoot Vegetable Cultivated 

Nyctanthes arbor-tristis L. [Oleaceae]; Singarei; NLD-AKD-64 Shrub Flower Ornamental Cultivated 

Ocimum gratissimum L. [Lamiaceae]; Tulsiamubi; NLD-AKD-
65 

Herb Leaf Religious Cultivated 

 

N. Linthoingambi Devi & Ashesh Kumar Das  281



Species [Family]; Local name; Voucher specimen Habit 
Plant part 

used 
Uses Category 

Ocimum tenuiflorum L. [Lamiaceae]; Tulsi; NLD-AKD-66 Herb Leaf Religious, 
medicinal 

Cultivated 

Oxalis corniculata L. [Oxalidaceae]; Yensil; NLD-AKD-67 Herb Leaf Vegetable Wild 

Palaquium polyanthum  (Wall. ex G.Don) Baill. [Sapotaceae]; 
Yensil; NLD-AKD-68 

Tree Stem Timber Wild 

Parkia timoriana (DC.) Merr. [Leguminosae]; Yongchak; NLD-
AKD-69 

Tree Fruit, 
Inflorescence 

Heirloom, 
medicine, 
vegetable 

Cultivated 

Persicaria hydropiper (L.)Delarbre [Polygonaceae]; 
Chawaisabi; NLD-AKD-74 

Herb Leaf Fish 
poisoning 

Wild 

Phaseolus lunatus L. [Leguminosae]; Kalandri; NLD-AKD-70 Herb Fruit Vegetable Cultivated 

Phaseolus vulgaris L. [Leguminosae]; Koli hawai; NLD-AKD-
86 

Herb Fruit,seed Vegetable Cultivated 

Phlogacanthus thyrsiflorus Nees [Acanthaceae]; 
Nongmangkha; NLD-AKD-71 

Shrub Leaf Medicine Cultivated 

Phyllanthus emblica L. [Phyllanthaceae]; Heikru; NLD-AKD-39 Tree Fruit Fruit, 
medicine 

Cultivated 

Pogostemon purpurascens Dalzell [Lamiaceae]; Sangbrei; 
NLD-AKD-72 

Herb Leaf Haircare Cultivated 

Polyalthia longifolia (Sonn.) Thwaites [Annonaceae] Tree Whole plant Ornamental Cultivated 

Polygonum posumbu Buch.Ham. ex D.Don [Polygonaceae]; 
Phakpai; NLD-AKD-73 

Herb Leaf Spice Cultivated 

Premna bengalensis C.B. Clarke [Lamiaceae]; Pongtha; NLD-
AKD-75 

Tree Stem Timber Cultivated 

Psidium guajava L. [Myrtaceae]; Pungdon Tree Fruit, leaf Fruit, 
medicine 

Cultivated 

Pterospermum acerifolium (L.) Willd. [Malvaceae]; Kuakla; 
NLD-AKD-76 

Tree Stem Timber wild 

Punica granatum L. [Lythraceae]; Kaphoi Small 
Tree 

Fruit Fruit Cultivated 

Rosa alba L. [Rosaceae]; Gulab Shrub Flower Ornamental Cultivated 

Sesbania grandiflora (L.) Pers.  [Leguminosae]; Bokphool; 
NLD-AKD-77 

Tree Flower Vegetable Cultivated 

Solanum melongena L.  [Solanaceae]; Khamen Herb Fruit Vegetable Cultivated 

Spondias dulcis Parkinson [Anacardiaceae]; Heiningbilaiti; 
NLD-AKD-79 

Tree Fruit Fruit Cultivated 

Spondias pinnata (L.f.) Kurz [Anacardiaceae]; Heining; NLD-
AKD-78 

Tree Fruit Fruit Cultivated 

Streblus asper Lour. [Moraceae]; Seora; NLD-AKD-80 Tree Whole plant Fencing Wild 

Syzygium cumini (L.) Skeels [Myrtaceae]; Jam Tree Fruit Fruit Cultivated 

Syzygium jambos (L.) Alston [Myrtaceae]; Gulabjaam Tree Fruit Fruit Cultivated 

Tabernaemontana divaricata (L.) R.Br. ex Roem. & Schult. 
[Apocynaceae]; NLD-AKD-81 

Shrub Flower Ornamental Cultivated 

Tamarindus indica L. [Leguminosae]; Manggae Tree Fruit, stem Fruit,Timber Cultivated 

Tectona grandis L.f. [Lamiaceae]; Chingsu Tree Stem Timber Cultivated 

Toona ciliata M. Roem. [Meliaceae]; Tairel; NLD-AKD-83 Tree Leaf Religious  Wild 

Vatica lanceifolia (Roxb.) Blume [Dipterocarpaceae]; 
Mikkruplei; NLD-AKD-84 

Tree Flower Ornamental Cultivated 

Vicia faba L. [Leguminosae]; Hawaimubi; NLD-AKD-85 Herb Fruit, seed Vegetable Cultivated 

Vigna unguiculata (L.) Walp. [Leguminosae]; Hawaiashangbi; 
NLD-AKD-87 

Herb/ 
climber 

Fruit, seed Vegetable Cultivated 

Ziziphus jujuba Mill.  [Rhamnaceae]; Boroi; NLD-AKD-88 Tree Fruit Fruit Cultivated 
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whole, each comprise only a few species including heirloom plants, multipurpose, hair care,
fencing, fiber and spices. In the village a total of six ‘living heirloom’ plant species were
encountered viz. Allium ramosum, Eupatorium cannabinum, Jasminum multiflorum,
Parkia timoriana, Pogostemon purpurascens and Toona ciliata (Figure 3). These heirloom
plants were conserved for their close integration with cultural and traditional beliefs of Meitei
community. Many of the traditional plants grown in the Meitei home-garden have a role in
the conservation and maintenance of living heirloom and such practice needs to be strengthened
(Devi & Das 2010).

Figure 1. Plant species distribution of Meitei home-gardens into different habit and category

Figure 2. Plant species distribution of Meitei home-gardens into various use categories

Areca catechu, a multipurpose tree is the most dominant component of the home-
gardens of the study area. Intensification of Areca catechu in home-garden was also reported
in other home-gardens of Barak valley (Devi & Das 2010). Apart from betel-nut, Citrus
spp, Cocos nucifera, Mangifera indica, Toona ciliata and Ziziphus jujuba, which are
usually planted surrounding the homestead, and fruits of all these trees are viewed as sacred
and culturally important by the Meitei people of Barak valley. In the study area, more than
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half of the tree species produce edible fruits and planted purposively by them as sources of
seasonal fruits.

The dominance of vegetables in the home-garden is related more towards the
subsistence characteristics although few households were found to exchange and share
home-garden vegetables such as the beans of Parkia timoriana and other legumes. The
land owners maintain seed and other planting materials of most of these species grown in
their garden. Banana is cultivated for commercial benefit in separate zones. In addition to
food/fruit sources, some species are of multiple uses and play important role during different
festivals and in rituals.  Examples of such plants include Aegle marmelos, Cocos nucifera,
Mangifera indica etc. It is relevant to mention here that many of the timber and fruit trees
grown in home-gardens were also used as fuel-wood. Many of these species were also
reported to have medicinal properties. Plants are also used as live fencing by the villagers.
Growing plants of religious importance in Meitei home-gardens is quite uniform and species

 
A B

C D

Figure 3. Some important plants: A. Toona ciliata; B. Parkia timoriana; C.  Allium
ramosum; D. Eupatorium cannabinum
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like Aegle marmelos, Ocimum tenuiflorum and some ornamentals those are required for
worshiping their deities. Similar data has also been reported for the home-gardens in
Bangladesh (Rahman 2013).

Wild trees like Dysoxylum gotadhora and Palaquium polyanthum are conserved
for their timber value. Dysoxylum gotadhora has been recently found to be a rich source of
‘Rohitukine’ which has potential use as an anti-cancer compound (Yang et al. 2004; Patel et
al. 2010). It is relevant in this context to emphasize that knowledge on potential uses and
commercial values of home-garden plants need to spread among their owners
(Chandrashekara & Baiju 2010). Villagers also greatly value certain wild tree and manage
those for their utility in the home-garden. A total of 12 plant species with medicinal properties
including herbs, shrubs and trees raised by them were documented from the study area.
Traditionally, villagers use these medicinal plants to treat common diseases.

During the present study four to eleven micro-zones per home-garden were recognized
of which residential zones, courtyard, Ocimum tenuiflorum and boundary zone were the
most frequent. Such zones fulfill a number of needs of families ranging from, timber, fruit,
fuel-wood, etc. (Devi & Das 2013). Such micro-zonation in home-gardens helps in the
conservation of plants by reducing competition among the plant species and facilitates the
proper management of home-garden resources. For example, Banana plants are generally
planted in the periphery of ponds as it requires more water and trees on the boundaries.

Traditional beliefs and use based conservation of plant species are customary
characteristics of Meitei home-gardens. Azadirachta indica is planted in the south-eastern
side of the house with the belief that air from the south is purified by its foliage. Banana is a
multipurpose plant as its lamina and sheathing-bases are inseparable items for their varieties
of worship and ceremonial functions. Whatever may be the purpose, cutting down of banana
plant on Saturdays and Sundays is prohibited as they believe that the clump will die through
such act. Banana plants are not consumed during the period of worship of Goddess Durga,
as it is believed that its different parts represent the different organs of the Goddess. Thus,
recognition of intrinsic values in all the aforementioned plants takes the Meitei conservational
ethics onto a higher tier from mere anthropocentric and need-based ones (Singh et al. 2003).
The home-garden of Meitei community in the Barak valley is unique as the boundaries were
marked with rows of trees and again fenced by the bamboos (Figure 4). Five species of
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Figure 4. Management zones in Meitei
homegardens of Bantarapur village. 1.
Residential zone; 2. Courtyard; 3.
Ocimum tenuiflorum (Tulsi bong); 4.
Cattle shed; 5. Allium ramosum (Spice
zone); 6. Out-house; 7. Worshiping zone;
8. Pond; 9. Bamboo groves; 10. Fruiting
area; 11. Boundary zone
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bamboo (wa) were recorded viz. Bambusa balcooa, B. cacharensis, B. nutans, B. vulgaris
and B. tulda. Bamboos are grown in the backside of the home-garden away from other tree
species with the belief that it will impede the growth of other plants. On Thursdays, Saturdays
and Sundays cutting down of bamboos has been prohibited because people believe that the
stand would not be able to grow properly and will die and may enhance flowering. Bamboos
have multiple roles in the village economy. It is used for making a vast array of household
items (e.g. Yungkham – the weaving equipment) and agricultural implements. It is important
to mention that clumps of B. nutans, cultivation by the rural people of Bantarapur village has
resulted in protection of egret (Bubul cusibis) as this forms an important habitat for different
birds which needs to be strengthened. Allium ramosum has a special place in spice zone
located at the front part of garden. Alocasia macrorrhizos are planted in the four corners of
the garden with the belief that it will protect them from the evil spirits. It is also used in the
preparation of utong-nga (a traditional item for consumption). Sun dried small fishes are
smashed with the petiole of Alocasia macrorrhizos and can be stored within the culm of B.
cacharensis for about three months for consumption.

Tamarindus indica is planted either in the periphery of homesteads or in fallow lands
of the backyard with a belief that evil spirits take shelter on its crown. The processed areca-
nut (Komkwa or Kwatingba) has been used in combination with betel-leaf and tobacco leaf
and chewed and is also offered to guests. This processed nut and betel leaf were also
offered during their religious ceremonies.

Eupatorium cannabinum is conserved for religious and medicinal uses. Presence of
Parkia timoriana (yongchak), a tree legume, is a characteristic feature of Meitei home-
gardens of Barak valley.

Toona ciliata is conserved for its religious importance.  Leaves of this plant is one of
the components (in combination with Cynodon dactylon, Ocimum tenuiflorum) used for
sanctifying on ritualistic purpose by the Meitei’s. Jasminum multiflorum is conserved by
them for its traditional importance as its flower is a must in the marriage ceremony.
Phlogacanthus thyrsifolius is not harvested or consumed on Sundays with the belief that it
is the plants birthday and all positive effects of its use will go in vain if they do so. Indirectly,
this belief is managing it’s over exploitation . In case of Ziziphus jujuba, the villagers are
not harvesting the fruit before the Sarwasati puja. The trunk and stem of Aphanamixis
polystachya is used for making a traditional implement for crushing and grinding agri-materials
during Durga puja and that is the reason behind its conservation. Mangifera indica was
encountered in almost all the home-gardens of the village. It is mainly grown for its religious
importance. The thorny twig of Meyna laxiflora is hanged at the main entrance door of the
house following the traditional belief that it prevents the entry of evil spirits into the house.
The leaves are also used as an ingredient to prepare ‘Singju’ – an edible mixture and Chinghi
– a hair-care product. The sun-dried ripe fruits are edible. Elders applied the juice of its ripe
fruit, along with water, on the body during dry seasons as a moisturizer. The fruit of Ficus
hispida is edible; however, the mode of consumption is peculiar as half of the fruit has to be
taken and the other half is to be thrown away. There is a saying that if anyone eats the whole
fruit at a time then the life of that person will be in trouble. This traditional belief helps in the
dispersal of its seeds and its regeneration. The leaves of this plant are also used as packing
material of soybean seeds for better fermentation in making a traditional and popular food
stuff called ‘hawai jar’.

Home gardens are usually cultivated with a mixture of annual and perennial plants
those can be harvested on daily or seasonal basis. The biodiversity of an area is related to a
variety of a factor such as topography, climate, soil and natural/ anthropogenic disturbances
and also with the local requirements. The traditional lifestyle and culture of the Meitei’s
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contain a large number of beliefs, customs, and practices. These include protection of certain
plants, on consumption, cutting and harvesting.

All the plant species encountered in the Meitei home-gardens are in one or other way
integrated to the culture and tradition of Meitei community and so preserved from generation
to generation.

Plants are worshipped or given very high magico-religious values by the Meitei’s even
outside the sacred groves. The plants reveal very interesting cultural intermingling, as some
plants like mango, wood apple,  ‘durva’ grass, and sacred basil (Ocimum tenuiflorum) are
either worshipped or used in religious rituals by the Hindus all over the Indian subcontinent.
It is, therefore, obvious that these plants were included by the Meitei’s under the Hindu
Vaishnavite influence. In contrast, trees like Toona ciliata is a typical Meitei inclusion, and
is not considered a sacred or protected by any other community. The throwing off of half
eaten fruits of Ficus hispida is an example of traditional way of plant conservation. Restriction
to the cutting down or harvesting of some plants on certain days is indirectly helping in the
conservation of biodiversity.

Historically, traditional home-gardens have served as major centers for the domestication
of wild plants (Devi & Das 2010), a function which persists even today. In the Meitei
community plants like Aphanamixis polystachya, Ficus hispida, Meyna laxiflora and
Toona ciliata are domesticated to support their traditional beliefs and uses. Home-gardens
in West and Central Africa have played a very important role in the domestication of
Dacryodes edulis, a traditional fruit tree with many usages (Anegbeh et al. 2005). Some
traditional home-gardens play vital roles through the supply of important materials and as
sites for different cultural festivals or religious activities. Some plants found in home-gardens
have no other value apart from the cultural one (Huai et al. 1998). In some cases, every
component of the home-garden has special cultural meanings and values (Trinh et al. 2003).
For example, in Vietnam, Musa spp, Citrus microcarpa, Citrus spp., Capsicum sp. and
Pyrus pyrifolia (all common in home-gardens) serve as symbols of the five elements of
Vietnamese Buddhism, and are used in shrines during the Vietnamese New Year festivals
(Trinh et al. 2003). Hmong people who have migrated to USA still cultivate certain plants in
their gardens because of their cultural importance in their homelands (Corlett et al. 2003).

Many ‘heirloom’ varieties are still maintained by gardeners, due to rural-urban migration,
and constantly shrinking rural populations, there is a real danger of extinction of many traditional
varieties. Home-gardens can be encouraged and should play a major role in the conservation
and maintenance of living ‘heirlooms’. This practice of growing traditional plants in the
Ingkhol by Meitei’s is an important component of a ‘living heirloom’ and needs strengthening
(Maheshwari 1997)

The conservation of plants in home-gardens not only preserve vital resources for
humankind but also plays significant role in household’s cash income generation as well as
meet the requirement of economic and nutritional benefits for the rural poor. Such economic
contribution of these species also has a significant role in species conservation and poverty
reduction in the study area.
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