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Abstract

The paper highlighted the distribution of three species of Spilanthes Jacquin in Assam. Although, S.
paniculata Wallich ex DC. and S. calva DC. were recorded earlier and found in the literature but, there
is no record found in the literature on the species S. oleracea (Linnaeus) C.B. Clarke ex Hooker f. in
Assam. The paper also highlighted the uses of all the three species of Spilanthes by different communities
in Assam. All the three species are mainly used against toothache and as vegetable.
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INTRODUCTION

‘Spilanthes’, a Greek word, meaning spot-flower that is in reference to the markings on the disk
in some of its species. Spilanthes Jacquin is generally a weedy genus of 30 – 40 species in the
New and Old World Tropics and is spread throughout Mexico, Central America, Cuba, Curacao,
India and Tanzania.The genus has been traditionally divided into two sections, Spilanthes and
Acmella. Morphological and chromosomal studies suggested that these sections merit recognition
at the generic level. From this view point Acmella contains approximately 30 species (Jansen
1981). Spilanthes was described in 1760 by Jacquin (Jansen 1981) to include S. insipida Jacquin,
and the lectotype species, S. urens Jacquin. In 1807 Richard (Jansen 1981) described Acmella as
a distinct but closely related genus of five species those differed from a species of Spilanthes in
possessing ray florets and in the absence of pappus. Cassini in 1822 discussed the relationships
between these two genera (Jansen 1981)  and suggested that Acmella might be treated better as
a section within Spilanthes. He found that the pappus difference between these two genera did
not hold, but he regarded the presence or absence of ray florets as valid. Spilanthes is commonly
called the toothache plant due to its leaves and capitula have the property to relieve the toothache
when chewed. It also stimulates the salivary glands to produce more saliva, and may function as
a simple tonic for healthy gums and oral flora.

Spilanthes Jacquin (Asteraceae) is a genus of annual, slender herbs with opposite leaves;
lamina broadly ovate to deltate, dentate, acute to shortly acuminate, base truncate to shortly
alternate. Capitula solitary on long peduncles, radiate, heterogamous; ray florets yellow or white;
disk florets yellow; receptacle convex, elongate to conical; achenes flattened, biconvex or trigonous.

Assam is the second largest state in Northeast India next to Arunachal Pradesh, with a
geographical area of 78,438 sq km. The state lies between 24°44´ N to 27°45´N latitude and
89°41´ and 96°02´ E longitudes (Guha 2002) and is bounded by Bhutan and Arunachal Pradesh on
the north, Arunachal Pradesh, Nagaland and Manipur on east; Mizoram and Meghalaya on the
south and Bangladesh and Paschimbanga on the west. It is characterized by diverse features
such as floodplains, marshes and beels, scattered hillocks, folded hill ranges and old plateaus.
Because, of its physiography, edaphic conditions and a conducive climate as well as a number of
protected areas, Assam boasts of profuse diversity of floristic elements. Altogether 4273 species
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of vascular plants have been recorded in Assam which constitutes 25.12 % of total floristic
wealth of India (Anonymous 2011).

Several workers in India published their works on different species of Spilanthes. It is not
known exactly how many species of Spilanthes is available in India. In some literature availability
of 2 species is mentioned (Santapau & Henry 1973); some literature cited the presence of three
species in India (Pandey et al 2007). In some literature three species, Spilanthes radicans
Jacquin, Spilanthes uliginosa Swartz, and Spilanthes ciliata Humboldt, Bonpland & Kunth and
Spilanthes oleracea Linnaeus is excluded, as it was not seen by them (Sivarajan & Mathew1984).
In some literature, occurrence of five species viz., S. acmella (Linnaeus) Murray, S. acmella
Linnaeus var. oleracea (Linnaeus) C.B. Clarke ex Hooker f.,  S. calva DC., S. paniculata
Wallich ex DC. and S. mauritiana Linnaeus in India is mentioned. Of these S. calva, S. paniculata
and S. mauritiana are found wildly growing, whereas S. acmella and S. oleracea are rare
(Pandey & Agrawal 2009). Species of Spilanthes are used as vegetable, medicine and as
insecticide (Das et al 2008). The ethanol extract of the whole plant of Spilanthes ciliata was
screened for its hepatoprotective effects in Wistar rats (Suja et al 2003). There is no literature is
available on Spilanthes of Assam and any attempt has not been taken to explore the genus in
Assam. Therefore, present study aims at focusing on distribution ranges and uses of different
species of Spilanthes in Assam.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

To explore the species of Spilanthes in Assam, extensive field surveys, collection and
documentation were done for more than three years (2008 – 2011) with an objective to document
the distributional ranges of different species of the genus in Assam and their uses. Collected
specimens were processed as per Jain & Rao (1977) and identified with the help of Flora of
Assam (Kanjilal et al 1938), Plants of Mizoram (Sawmliana 2003), Name Changes in flowering
plants of India and adjacent region (Bennet 1986). The specimens were deposited in the
Herbarium of TERI, Northeastern Regional Centre, Guwahati for future reference.

RESULTS

The occurrences of three species of Spilanthes were recorded from different parts of Assam
and are enumerated below:

Spilanthes clava DC. in Wight, Contr. B. Ind. 19 (1834); Prodr. 5: 625 (1836). S. acmella
auct. non (Linnaeus) Murray: Henry, Trans. Asiat. Soc. Jap. 24: suppl.: 54.1896, ‘acinella L.’,
Hayata, J.Coll. Sci. Imp. Univ. Tokyo 18:20.1904. S. pseudo-acmella (Linnaeus) Murray, Syst.
Veg. 610.13: 1774. [Fig. 1]

Local names: Piraja (Assamese); Choveio (Gmar and Mao)

Annual herb up to 90 cm tall;  stems usually decumbent to ascending, green to red, glabrous;
lamina 3.0 – 4.5 x 1.5 – 2.2 cm, dentate, shortly acuminate to acute, base truncate to short
attenuate, glabrous on both sides; peduncles 5.0 – 11.5 cm long, sparsely to very sparsely pilose;
capitula discoid, solitary, terminal, cylindrical, 11 – 24 mm long, 11 – 17 mm in diameter; involucral
bracts 15 – 18, triseriate, entire to sinuate, 5 – 6 in outer series, narrowly ovate to lanceolate or
sometimes ovate, acute; receptacles 5.3 – 19.5 mm high, 3.5 – 0.8 mm in diameter, occasionally
2 per capitulum; disc florets 151 – 160 per head, bisexual, yellow, corolla 5-lobed, 2.7 – 3.3 mm
long, tube 0.5-0.7 mm long, throat 2.2 – 2.6 mm long; achenes black.

Flowering time: November – February

Fruiting time: December – March
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Exsiccatae: Hajo, Kamrup, A. Kar et al 018, dated 02.11.2010

Distribution in Assam: Occurring in moist and weedy habitats, crop fields, waste land, ditches
and drainage banks. Recorded from all the districts of Assam including two hill districts viz.,
Karbi Anglong and Dima Hasao.

Uses: Flower heads are chewed to relieve against tongue wart and swelling of gum; stem decoction
are used against ring worm and itching sensation by Assamese communities; extract of fresh
leaves are used against nose blockade by Tiwa tribe. Decoctions of leaves are used against
dysentery by Garo people; extract of whole plants is used to stupefy fishes by Karbis.

Spilanthes paniculata Wallich ex DC., Prodr. 5: 625. 1836; Koster & Philipson, Blumea 6: 350. 1950;
Hara, J. Jap. Bot. 26: 236. 1951; Kitamura, Acta Phytotax. Geobot. 24: 11. 1969; Chen, Fl. Reip. Pop. Sin.
75: 359, pl. 61, f.1-2. 1979. S. acmella auct. non (Linnaeus) Murray: Henry, Trans. Asiat. Soc. Jap. 24:
suppl.: 54. 1896, ‘acinella L.’, Hayata, J.Coll. Sci. Imp. Univ. Tokyo 18: 20. 1904. [Fig. 2 & 3]

Local names: Huhanibon/ Huhuni sag (Assamese); Bapchuki (Karbi); Marchang (Mishing)

Trailing, annual herb to 50 cm high, basal nodes rooting; stem maroon or green; young leaves copper
coloured; leaves opposite; lamina 1.8-3 cm long, lanceolate, elliptic to narrowly ovate, cordate,
serrate, obtuse or acute; petiole 1 – 2 cm long; heads conical; pedicel 2 – 8 cm long, axillary or
terminal; involucral bracts 9 – 12, biseriate; rays 4 – 6; discs 162 – 170; achene black, compressed.

PLATE I: Fig. 1. Habit of Spilanthes calva; Fig. 2. Habit of Spilanthes paniculata; Fig. 3. Copper
colour young leaves of S. paniculata; Fig. 4. Branches with flower head of Spilanthes oleracea
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Spilanthes oleracea Linnaeus, Syst. Nat.2:534.1767; Huang, Fl. Taiwan. 6:141, ‘S. oleracea
Clarke’. S. acmella var. oleracea  (Linnaeus) C.B. Clarke ex Hooker f., Fl. Brit. India 3:307.1881.
[Fig. 4]

Local name: An-sa-pui/ An-ka-sa-kir (Dimasa / Mizo)

An annual herbs; leaves opposite; lamina 2.5 – 3.0 cm x 1.8 – 2.5 cm, ovate to deltoid, serrulate,
leaf bases broad obtuse, truncate to slightly cordate; capitula pendulous, involucral bracts 15 – 18,
triseriate; ray florets 4 – 6, yellow; disc florets 110 – 120, yellow; achenes flat.

Flowering time: November – January

Fruiting time: January – February

Exsiccatae: Haflong, Dima Hasao, A. Kar et al 045, dated 15.12.2010

Distribution in Assam: Occurring in moist shady places and hilly slopes, occasionally cultivated
in the kitchen garden for vegetable. Recorded only from upper hills area of Dima Hasao district

Uses: The leaves and stem are eaten cooked as a vegetable. Flower heads are used in headache,
throat and gum infection and against gum swelling. Decoction of shoot is used against liver
disorder and pain in the gall bladder by Dimasa, Gmar and Zeme Nagas.

Flowering time: November – February

Fruiting time: December – March

Exsiccatae: Dhalpur, Lakhimpur, A. Kar et al 027, dated 13.11.2010

Distribution in Assam: Occurring in moist and shady places, occasionally cultivated in the
kitchen garden for vegetable and medicinal purposes. Recorded mainly from districts of Upper
Assam  namely Lakhimpur, Dhemaji, Dibrugarh, Tinsukia, Sivsagar, Jorhat, Golaghat, and Hill
districts viz., Karbi Anglong, Dima Hasao (formerly NC Hills district) and isolated pockets of
Cachar, Kokrajhar and Udalguri districts.

Uses: Shoots are used as vegetable. The flower heads are chewed to relieve toothache. Soup of
the plant are taken to relieve from body-ache and also given women after child birth especially by
Mishing community. The plant is also used for feeding pigs (Nepalese). Decoction of leaves and
flowers are used against tonsillitis and pharyngitis by Assamese communities and leaf paste is
used in minor wounds by Karbis.

Key to the Species

An artificial key for the identification of the three species of Spilanthes recorded from Assam is
presented below:

DISCUSSION
From the survey result it may be concluded that out of the recorded three species of Spilanthes,
S. clava is found throughout the Assam, S. paniculata found mainly in Dhemaji, Lakhimpur,
Dibrugarh, Tinsukia and Jorhat and S. oleracea is found only in Dima Hasao district. There is no

1. Involucral bracts triseriate, 15 – 18   …………..          …………….          ……..       2

1. Involucral bracts biseriate; stem maroon or green; young leaves copper coloured; lamina lanceolate,
elliptic to narrowly ovate, cordate, serrate, obtuse or acute; capitula conical; involucral bracts 9-
12; disc florets 162 – 170   …………….           …..………    …………         ...........    S. paniculata

2. Leaves dentate, base truncate to short attenuate; peduncles sparsely to very sparsely pilose; capitula
terminal, erect, cylindrical, involucral bracts entire to sinuate; disc florets 110 – 120  …   S. clava

2. Leaves ovate to deltoid, leaf bases broad obtuse, truncate to slightly cordate, capitula terminal,
pendulous, cylindrical; disc florets 150 - 160    ...........................           .................    S. oleracea
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report of the presence of S.oleracea in Assam. All the three species are used as vegetable and
against teeth ache and gum infection by different traditional communities in Assam. Besides, the
medicinal and vegetable use,  S. paniculata is also used to stupefy fish and S. clava is used as
feed for pigs. Although lot of works were carried out on chemical analysis and screening on S.
paniculata and S. clava but no such work were carried out on S. oleracea in detail. So, there is
scope to do further study on S. oleracea for value addion.
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