Fish Tail Palm: Caryota urens L.; Family- Arecaceae

Fish-tail palm is botanically known as the Caryota urens L. belonging to the family Palmae
or Arecaceae. It grows naturally in open cleaned areas of the rain forest of India, Srilanka and
Myanmar. The epithet urens in Latin means ‘stinging’ a reference to the irritating juice in the
fruits. In English it is also known by the names as Jaggery Palm and Toddy Palm.
Economically, the sap of this plant is used to produce jiggery, a type of the sugar and toddy, a
fermented alcoholic beverage which have same cultural and economic importance, also
known as wine palm. Besides, it has some mythological and cultural significance in different
regions of Asia. The myth surrounding this plant revolves around the belief that its seeds
only germinate when dispersed by birds or small mammals through their droppings. This
belief from the fact that the seeds are difficult to germinate and take long time. The word
Caryota in Greek means ‘nut’ and urens means ‘tailed’ structure of the leaves. In Odisha
state, the toddy prepared from the extracted sap of this plant plays a central role in shamanic
rituals and ancestral worship. It is considered as a sacred tree by Shamans and is used in
various ceremonies. In Indonesia it is known as “the hand of the gods” having the drooping
leaves symbolizes as “hand from heaven”. It has some decorative uses and in Tamil Nadu it
is decorative ‘Pandels’ as used in Ayurveda. The pith of the stems yields a starch called
‘sago’. It is a source of food, medicine and a cultural element in various societies. A closely
related another plant species Caryota mitis has some mythological facts, also commonly
known as fish tail palm. In Cambodia, healers burn felted hairs from the leaf axils to treat ill
limbs. The generic name Caryota comes from Greck means ‘nut’ and the specific name
‘mitis’means ‘unarmed’ or ‘mild’ as it is not dangerous as like other palms with arms or
thorns. The common English name Fishtail palm comes from the shape of the leaflets which
resembles with the tails of gold fish. Caryota urens has some medicinal uses to treat seminal
weakness, urinary disorder and hemicranias (severe headache). The flowers are used to treat

gastric ulcers, migraine headaches, rheumatic swelling, etc.
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