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ABSTRACT 
 
 The Pankhos are a small tribal community inhabiting particularly the Rangamati district of Chittagong Hill 
Tracts in the southeast portion of Bangladesh. It was of interest to document their traditional medicinal practices 
because other tribes in the region have a long history and rich tradition of their medicinal practices. 
Accordingly, an ethnomedicinal survey was carried out among the Pankho community tribal medicinal 
practitioners in two villages of the community in Bilaichari Union of Rangamati District in Bangladesh. Two 
healers were observed to be practicing within the community. A total of 39 formulations were obtained from the 
healers in which 41 medicinal plants were used. These medicinal plants were distributed into 26 families. The 
healers mostly treated common ailments like gastrointestinal disorders, skin diseases, respiratory disorders and 
menstrual problems. However, one plant, Rauwolfia serpentina, was used for treatment of high blood pressure. 
The healers also used another plant, Azadirachta indica, for treatment of diabetes. Since diabetes and 
hypertension are among the common ailments now affecting human beings all throughout the world, it is of 
interest to conduct detailed studies on these plants towards discovery of better drugs, since these two ailments 
do not have complete cure in allopathic medicine. It is to be noted that Rauwolfia serpentina has a long history 
in Indian traditional medicine for treatment of hypertension and its efficacy has been confirmed by scientific 
studies.  
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Introduction 
 
 Bangladesh has a long history of various traditional medicinal systems (e.g. Ayurveda, Unani, folk 
medicine), which are operational and have their adherents even in the present days of allopathic medicine. 
Additionally, the country has a number of tribes, who have their own tribal medicinal practitioners and their 
own medicinal formulations. Tribal medicine and folk medicine have one thing in common; both systems rely 
on medicinal plants as the chief ingredients in the various medicinal formulations.  
 Medicinal plants have always formed the source of efficacious drugs, and many modern medicines have 
been discovered as a result of close observations of medicinal practices of indigenous communities (Balick and 
Cox, 1996; Cotton, 1996; Gilani and Rahman, 2005). It is therefore always of interest to document as 
thoroughly as possible the medicinal plants and their uses of any given country or area. Towards that objective, 
we had been conducting ethnomedicinal surveys among tribal practitioners and various folk medicinal 
practitioners of the mainstream population of Bangladesh for the last few years (Nawaz et al., 2009; 
Rahmatullah et al., 2009a-c; Chowdhury et al., 2010; Hasan et al., 2010; Hossan et al., 2010; Mollik et al., 
2010a,b; Rahmatullah et al., 2010a-g; Akber et al., 2011; Biswas et al., 2011a-c; Haque et al., 2011; Islam et 
al., 2011;  Jahan et al., 2011; Rahmatullah et al., 2011a,b; Sarker et al., 2011; Shaheen et al., 2011; Das et al., 
2012; Rahmatullah et al., 2012a-d).  
 The Pankhos are a small tribe inhabiting particularly the Bilaichari Union of Rangamati district in 
Chittagong Hill Tracts in the southeast part of Bangladesh. Their total population, according to a census 
conducted in 1991, was 3,227 persons. The Pankhos are also known as Pankhoas, Pankhawi, Panghoi, Pangkua, 
and Pankhua. They claim to have come from the Pankhoa village in Lusai Hills of India. In Pankho language, 
‘Pang’ means flowers of Bombax ceiba tree and ‘khoa’ means village. In the Mizoram state of India, which 
adjoins the Chittagong Hill Tracts region, there is a village named Pankhoa, which has an abundance of Bombax 
ceiba trees. The Pankhos and the Bawms may be the same tribe, and both may have come (according to some 
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anthropologists) from Chin Province in present day Myanmar. According to other anthropologists, the Khumi 
tribe drove away the Pankhos from the Arakan region in Myanmar to their present area of residence. 
 The Pankhos claim to have 25 different clans. Historically, all clans have been subjects of the Chakma 
King, the Chakmas being the dominant tribe in this region. Recently, the Pankhos have converted to 
Christianity. But prior to that, they used to worship various deities. Among their major festivals regarding 
worships were Suntha Mazir (done when somebody fell sick), Dai Maher (celebration of the New Year), Rua 
Kha Mini (prior to cultivation), and Var Lam Phan (end of cultivation period). Some of their food items are Lak 
Sukh (ripe and unripe hot peppers with nappi or dried fish, vegetables and salt), Aan Pom (boiled vegetables), 
Bunok (rice with meat), and Bu Tui Chom (rice taken with water).  
 The Pankhos are surrounded by several much larger tribes like the Chakmas, Murongs, Marmas, and 
Tripuras. Since these tribes have a rich tradition of medicinal practices, and since the medicinal knowledge of 
the Pankho tribe has not been documented previously, it was of interest to conduct an ethnomedicinal survey 
among this tribe. Accordingly, interviews were carried out on two healers practicing within the Pankho 
community residing in the villages of Kutubdia and Duluchori Para of Bilaichari Union in Rangamati district of 
Bangladesh.   
 
Materials and Methods 
 
 The present survey was carried out in two villages inhabited by the Pankho community, namely Kutubdia 
village and Duluchori Para, both villages being in Bilaichari Union of Rangamati district in Chittagong Hill 
Tracts region of Bangladesh. The practitioner in Kutubdia village was named Song Pru, while the practitioner at 
Duluchori Para village was known as Surya Moni. Informed consent was first obtained from the practitioners. 
They were apprised thoroughly as to the nature and purpose of our visit and consent obtained to disseminate any 
information provided both nationally and internationally. Actual interviews were conducted with the help of a 
semi-structured questionnaire and the guided field-walk method of Martin (1995) and Maundu (1995). In this 
method the practitioners took the interviewers on guided field-walks through areas in the forests from where 
they collected their medicinal plants, pointed out the plants, and described their uses. Plant specimens as pointed 
out by the practitioners were photographed and collected on the spot. The specimens were dried and brought 
back to Dhaka fo0r complete identification by Mr. Manjur-Ul-Kadir Mia, ex-Curator and Principal Scientific 
Officer of the Bangladesh National Herbarium. Interviews were conducted in the Bengali language, which was 
the language of the interviewers. The Pankho healers were quite fluent in this language of the mainstream 
population of Bangladesh. 
 
Results and Discussion 
 
 The Pankho community in the two villages numbered a little more than 500. Till 1952, they used to worship 
the Hindu deity, Shiva. From 1952 they started converting to Christianity. Prior to 1952, if anybody in the 
community fell sick, they used to worship any large tree or a hill top considering the tree or the hill top as Shiva. 
The Pankhos belong to the Mongoloid race. According to them, they arrived from China to Mizoram area in 
India. From Mizoram they migrated to Juraichari in Bangladesh and started settling there. From 30th March 
1979 they started to reside in Pankho Para in Bilaichari Union in Rangamati district. The majority of Pankhos 
still live in Pankho Para. Other Pankho communities can be found in Juraichari, Bilaichari, Kaptai Sadar and 
Barkal Upazilas. 
 The Pankho community, according to the community people interviewed was divided into 12 clans or sects. 
According to them, the clan names are Babindraakari, Ralte, Singla, laitlung, Sakhung, Chenu, Vanjang, 
Khuatring, Ripachia, Sival, Dhan, and Pipling. Every clan had two Headmen. The Headman of a Para (meaning 
one residential area) is known as Karbari. The Headman of the Mouza (total area inhabited by the clan) is called 
Headman. The Pankho life style was similar to two other tribes found in the area, namely the Bawms and the 
Lusais. 
 Previously, the Pankhos had a number of their traditional festivals. Following conversion to Christianity, 
now-a-days, they celebrate mainly Christmas and 31st December. The Pankhos even on normal occasions like to 
dress quite elaborately. The women wear a dress called ‘khami’ and also wear many gold ornaments. The main 
occupation of the Pankhos was ‘jhum’ cultivation. In this system of cultivation, a forest tract is burned down 
and cleared. Then several seeds of various plant species like cereals and vegetables are sown in the same area. 
This mode of cultivation continues for several years till the land loses its natural fertility. When it so happens, 
the land is allowed to revert back to secondary forest, and a new forest tract is cleared for cultivation.  
 The Pankhos have their own language. Their alphabet has 25 characters. Their language has much 
similarity to the English language. Currently, their education rate is less than 1%. The main recreation of the 
Pankhos is going to church on Sundays. Following church service, they engage in bamboo songs and flower 
dances, in which bamboo flutes accompany the songs and the men and women dance wearing various seasonal 
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flowers. The church plays a major role in their marriages. However, the Pankhos do not register their marriages. 
Marriages are arranged through a middle-man, who is kept as a witness to the marriage. The Pankho society is 
patriarchal. 
 
Table 1: Ethnomedicinal plants of the Pankho community healers. 

Serial 
No. 

Scientific name Family Local name Utilized part Ailments treated/Formulations 

1 Justicia adhatoda (L.) 
Nees. 

Acanthaceae Bashok Leaf Coughs. Dried and finely powdered leaves 
are taken orally. 

2 Acorus calamus L. Acoraceae Dhan 
sabarong 

Leaf Asthma. Juice obtained from macerated 
leaf is warmed with iron and then 

administered orally. 
3 Achyranthes aspera 

L. 
Amaranthaceae Oba lenga Whole plant Urinary problems like passing of blood in 

urine. The entire plant is dried and 
powdered and mixed with water. About 2 
mol of the semi-solid decoction is made 

into tablets. One tablet is taken twice 
daily. 

4 Aerva sanguinolenta 
L. 

Amaranthaceae Laal pata Leaf Insect or snake bite. Juice obtained from 
macerated leaf is applied topically to the 

bitten area. 
5 Amaranthus spinosus 

L. 
Amaranthaceae Kanta marich Root Excessive bleeding during menstruation. 

Roots are rubbed over a stone to obtain 
juice, which is then orally taken. 

6 Crinum asiaticum L. Amaryllidaceae Shada roshun Leaf, fruit Coughs, abscess on leg. Juice obtained 
from macerated leaves and fruit is taken 

orally. 
7 Holarrhena 

antidysenterica 
(Roxb. ex Fleming) 

Wall. 

Apocynaceae Kurok gach Bark Dysentery. Boiled barks are taken with 
table salt. 

8 Rauwolfia serpentina 
(L.) Benth. ex Kurz. 

Apocynaceae Shur san Leaf, root High blood pressure. Leaves and roots are 
kept inside the mouth during high blood 

pressure. 
9 Chromolaena odorata 

(L.) King and 
Robinson 

Asteraceae Khut toring Root Abscess with pain. Juice obtained from 
macerated roots is applied to affected 

areas. 
10 Vernonia cinerea L. Asteraceae Dondo kupal Root If somebody is afraid or possessed by 

genies or evil spirits. Juice obtained from 
macerated roots is taken orally. 

11 Begonia barbata Wall Begoniaceae Shilte doi Leaf Pain in the urinary tract while urinating. 
Juice obtained from macerated leaf is 

orally administered. 
12 Oroxylum indicum 

Vent. 
Bignoniaceae Khona gach Bark Jaundice. Juice obtained from crushed 

bark is mixed with sugar and orally 
administered. 

13 Combretum sp. Combretaceae Annulodi New leaf Diarrhea. Leaves are rubbed with iron 
followed by boiling in water and oral 

administration of the decoction. 
14 Merremia umbellata 

(L.) Hallier f. 
Convolvulaceae Demra gach Leaf To stop bleeding from external cuts and 

wounds. Juice obtained from macerated 
leaves is applied to cuts and wounds. 

15 Diplazium esculentum 
(Retz.) Sw. 

Dryopteridaceae Dheki shak Root Abscess. Roots are boiled in water 
followed by bathing in the still warm 

water. 
16 Gelonium multiflorum 

Juss. 
Euphorbiaceae Aam kurut Root Throat pain. Juice obtained from 

macerated roots is mixed with cold water 
and administered orally. 

17 Phyllanthus emblica 
L. 

Euphorbiaceae Aamloki Fruit Anemia. Dried fruits of Phyllanthus 
emblica, Terminalia belerica (Gaertn.) 
Roxb. (Combretaceae) and Terminalia 

chebula Retz. (Combretaceae) are soaked 
together in water and then orally taken. 

18 Ricinus communis L. Euphorbiaceae Ranga veron 
gach 

New leaf Blood dysentery. Young leaves are boiled 
in water and orally administered. 

19 Canavalia gladiata 
(Jacq.) DC. 

Fabaceae Mogno bichi Seed pulp Measles. Juice from macerated seed pulp 
is applied to measles affected areas of the 

body. 
20 Cassia alata L. Fabaceae Jowlong pata Leaf Skin disorder, eczema. Crushed leaves are 

mixed with a little kerosene and applied to 
affected areas. 

 
21 Cassia fistula L. Fabaceae Shitol sua Black seeds Constipation in children. The seeds are 
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within fruits orally taken with milk. 
22 Curculigo recurvata 

W.T. Aiton 
Hypoxidaceae Meloni gach Root Allergy. Roots are boiled in water 

followed by taking a bath in the water 
when the water is lukewarm. 

23 Hyptis suaveolens (L. 
) Poit. 

Lamiaceae Tunga dana Stem Stomach ache in children. Juice obtained 
from crushed stems is mixed with mishri 

(crystalline sugar) and orally administered 
twice daily. 

24 Ocimum basilicum L. Lamiaceae Laal tulshi, 
Jeth sabarang 

Leaf If infant does not drink milk or cries 
incessantly. Dried and powdered leaves 
are applied to the body of the suckling 

infant and nursing mother. 
Asthma. Juice obtained from macerated 

leaf is warmed with iron and orally 
administered. 

25 Ocimum tenuiflorum 
L. 

Lamiaceae Nikunta pata Leaf If infant does not drink milk or cries 
incessantly. Dried and powdered leaves 
are applied to the body of the suckling 

infant and nursing mother. 
26 Asparagus racemosus 

Willd. 
Liliaceae Choti chora Fruit Swelling or enlargement of testicles. 

Dried and powdered fruits are made into a 
paste and applied to the base of the penis 

twice daily for 1 week. 
27 Azadirachta indica 

A.Juss. 
Meliaceae Neem pata Leaf Diabetes. Juice obtained from macerated 

leaf is orally administered. 
28 Pericampylus glaucus 

(Lam.) Merill. 
Menispermaceae Patal pur Root Constipation in children. Juice obtained 

from macerated root is orally 
administered with cold water. 

29 Streblus asper Lour Moraceae Sharur gach Leaf To increase lactation in nursing mothers. 
Juice obtained from macerated leaves is 
topically applied to nipples of nursing 

mother. 
30 Nyctanthes arbor 

tristis L. 
Oleaceae Shefali phul Leaf Fever. Juice obtained from macerated 

leaves is warmed with iron and then orally 
administered. 

31 Mussaenda glabrata 
Hutch. Ex Gamble 

Rubiaceae Metoni Leaf Headache. Juice obtained from macerated 
leaves is topically applied to the scalp. 

32 Paederia foetida L. Rubiaceae Gondho 
batali 

Leaf Rheumatic fever. Juice obtained from 
macerated leaf is orally administered 

twice daily. 
33 Cardiospermum 

halicacabum L. 
Sapindaceae Keda foshka Leaf Chicken pox. Juice obtained from 

macerated leaves is heated and then orally 
administered twice daily. 

34 Scoparia dulcis L. Scrophulariaceae Bon dhonia Leaf Spermatorrhea. Juice obtained from 
macerated leaf is warmed with iron and 

then the juice is orally administered. 
35 Sterculia villosa 

Roxb. 
Sterculiaceae Sam being Bark Diarrhea. A few pieces of bark are boiled 

in 2 kg water. Two glasses of the water is 
taken daily every alternate hour. 

36 Clerodendrum 
infortunatum L. 

Verbenaceae Beth gach Leaf Stomach ache. Juice obtained from 
crushed leaves is orally administered 

twice daily. 
37 Vitex agnus L. Verbenaceae Samalu New leaf Cataract. Juice obtained from macerated 

young leaves is applied to the eyes. 
38 Vitex negundo L. Verbenaceae Shada tulshi Leaf If infant does not drink milk or cries 

incessantly. Dried and powdered leaves 
are applied to the body of the suckling 

infant and nursing mother. 
39 Alpinia sp. Zingiberaceae Khetro ranga Root Rheumatic pain. Juice obtained from 

macerated root is orally administered with 
honey. 

 
 A total of 39 formulations involving medicinal plants were obtained from the two practitioners. These 
formulations contained a total of 41 plant species distributed into 26 families. Two plant species could not be 
identified totally. The results are shown in Table 1. Overall, the diseases treated were fairly simple being 
gastrointestinal disorders, respiratory tract disorders, menstrual problems and skin diseases. Among the 
complicated diseases treated were high blood pressure and diabetes. 
 The Pankho practitioners followed very simple procedures for treatment. Treatment usually consisted of 
oral or topical administration of juice obtained from macerated whole plant or plant part. Occasionally, a plant 
part may be dried and taken orally. For instance, the dried and finely powdered leaves of Justicia adhatoda were 
taken orally to get relief from coughs. Table salt was sometimes used to make the juice of a plant or plant part 
more palatable. Boiled barks of Holarrhena antidysenterica were taken with table salt to get relief from 
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dysentery. There was only one complex formulation, namely the use of fruits of Phyllanthus emblica, 
Terminalia belerica, and Terminalia chebula for treatment of anemia. It may be noted that the above three fruits 
in combination form the noted Ayurvedic formulation known as Triphala, which is also used for treatment of 
anemia and to give strength to the body. 
 One unusual use of the Pankho practitioners was the use of iron, which was boiled with juice obtained from 
a plant part prior to administration of the juice. Juice obtained from macerated leaf of Acorus calamus leaves 
was warmed with iron and then administered orally for treatment of asthma. For treatment of diarrhea, leaves of 
a Combretum sp. were rubbed with iron followed by boiling in water and oral administration of the decoction. 
Juice obtained from macerated leaves of Ocimum basilicum was also warmed with iron and orally administered 
for treatment of asthma.  For treatment of fever, juice obtained from macerated leaves of Nyctanthes arbor 
tristis was warmed with iron and then orally administered. Juice obtained from macerated leaf of Scoparia 
dulcis was also warmed with iron and then orally administered for treatment of spermatorrhea. The use of iron is 
common in Ayurvedic medicines and the metal is used in Ayurvedic preparations for treatment of ailments like 
fever, diarrhea, anemia, coughs, and asthma, to name only a few (Panda et al., 2011). However, Ayurveda uses 
more refined preparations of iron than the rather crude system of boiling or warming plant juice with iron, as 
was observed with the Pankho practitioners. 
 An unusual treatment was oral administration of juice obtained from macerated roots of Vernonia cinerea 
for treatment of fear or possession by genies or evil spirits. Belief in genies or other evil spirits and becoming 
afraid of such spirits is not uncommon even among city dwellers and more present in rural population or people 
who live in the forests. The absence of electricity and the surrounding darkness possibly induces this fear. 
Whether the plant has any stimulatory properties to overcome this fear remains to be elucidated. 
 The leaves and roots of Rauwolfia serpentina were used for treatment of high blood pressure by the Pankho 
practitioners. The use of this plant for treatment of hypertensive patients has been scientifically recognized for a 
long time (Wilkins and Judson, 1953). The leaf juice of Azadirachta indica was used by the Pankho healers for 
treatment of diabetes. Leaf extract and seed oil of this plant has been reported to give hypoglycemic effects in 
normal and alloxan diabetic rabbits (Khosla et al., 2000). The use of some other plants of the Pankho 
practitioners has been scientifically validated. For instance, anti-tussive action has been reported for Justicia 
adhatoda, used by the Pankho practitioners for treatment of coughs (Dhuley, 1999). Acorus calamus, used by 
the Pankho healers for treatment of asthma has also been shown to have beneficial effects on this disease 
(Prasad et al., 2009).  
 As has been observed in our previous ethnomedicinal studies, the present study also demonstrates the rich 
diversity of medicinal plants in Bangladesh and the extensive knowledge on the medicinal properties of these 
plants among the mainstream folk medicine and tribal medicinal practitioners. The present study further 
suggests that not only more scientific researches should be carried out with these plant species, but also serious 
conservation efforts need to be undertaken to preserve these plant species, many of which are getting seriously 
endangered in the wild. 
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