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Notes on Medicinal and Other Uses bf
Plants in Egypt!

DALE J.

The Bedouins of the deserts, the dwellers
of the oases, and the Fellahin along the Nile
are most knowledgeable on the subjects of
native remedies and other uses of plants.
They talk as freelv about methods of reliev-
ing a <tomach ache as about warding off the
Hevil eye.”

During the past three yvears I have
traveled over most of Egvpt collecting ani-

wals and plants, In my travels T hired
Bedouin  guides and contacted villagers,
tarmers, herders and camel drivers. From

these people and trom personal observations
I obtained the original notes in this paper.

Tregenza's (14, 15) books contain consid-
erable botanical lore from the Red Sea Hills,
which T have included herein. The papers of
Drar (5) and Boulos (3) should be con-
sulted for further information on the plants
of the Gebel Elba and Nubian regions. re-
spectively.

[ am indebted to Mr. Ibrahim Heliny
Mohamed, Technician, United States Naval
Medical Research Unit No. 3, Cairo, for
recording and translating conversations. Dr.
M. Kassas, Professor of Botany, University
of Khartoum, encouraged my interest in the
subject matter, criticized the manuseript,
and contributed to the text. Dr. Vivi Téck-
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holm, Professor of Systematic Botany, Cairo
University, identified the plant specimens
and edited the following list. Duplicate col-
lections are in the herbaria of (Cairo Univer-
sitv and the Field Musewn of Natural His-
tory, Chicago, Tllinois. ‘

The species are listed by families ac-
cording to the arrangement of Tickholm et
al. (13). Vernacular names are partly from
their list.

COMPOSITAE

Pulicaria undulata  (1.) Kostel: Shaay
gebeli or wild tea. The dried elaves make a
pleasant tea to which I was introduced by an
Abadi? Bedouin in the Eastern Desert. Too
strong a brew, however, is comparable to
warnm turpentine. Cairo residents have told
me that this plant is sometimes sold in the
Cairo drug and spice market.

Avrtemisia judaica L.: Sheeh or wormwood

(Fig. 1) This, and probably a similar spe-
cles, (d._kerba-alba Assoy) are harvested by

the Bedouins and m the Cairo market.
Tea made from the dried leaves, an Abadi
told me, is drunk to relieve gastro-intestinal

cramps. Sheeh leaves are placed beside the
nostrils when one has a cold, to relieve

congestion, according to this Bedouin of the
Eastern Desert. He said also that the incense
from the leaves is believed to be a strong
deterrent to the *evil eve.” Each night for
seven nights after a child is born, the leaves
are burned and the baby is made to inhale
the incense so that it will remain in good
health.

Farmers in the Nile Valley fumigate their
poultry with the smoke of burning sheeh
(Kassas, personal communication). They
also hang pieces of sheeh in their homes and
pigeon houses to keep snakes away, I was
told by a Fellah from a village near Cairo.

3 The Ababde are a Bedouin tribe
Eastern Desert; singular, Abadi.

in the
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Tncidentally, T once collected a viper under a
sheeh bush.

Kassim (8) wrote that in the area of Sidi
Barrani on the coastal desert, sheeh is “he-
lieved to prevent skin diseases if camels eat
it.” He said that “a considerahle trade is
done in sheeh, which i1s generally used in
Favpt as a specific against tapeworms.”

Lannaea capitata (Spreng.) Dandy [ = L.
alomerate (Cass.y Hook. t.): ET hwwwain.
The leaves of this dandelion-like plant are
the salad ot the desert. T have eaten them and
observed  that they are relished by the
Jedouins and eaten by their livestock.

CUCURBITACEAE

Colocynthis vudguris Sehrad. [= Citrallus
HIM s Handul or ground
gourd (Fig. 2). [ learned from several sour-
ces that for rhewmatizin the Bedouins tie a
slice of fresh, green gourd onto the heel
before retiving. The people of Bahariva
Oasts recommend a slice of boiled gourd.
In either case a bitter taste in the mouth the
following morning is supposed to indicate a
cure,

The gourds are eaten by dowmestic animals
when green. according to an Abadi Bedouin
of the Kastern Desert. Mason (11) learned.
during his travels in the Libyan Desert that
they were eaten (when green) by gazelles,
Barbary sheep and donkeys, probably, he
postulated, for the water they contained. He
tasted a juicy piece of green gourd and had
diarrhea for three dayvs. Fortunatelv,
experintental tasting produced nothing
than a bitter tongue.

Hy
Hiore

I have observed that descrt radents thrive
on the dry seeds and pulp. Tregenza's (14}
cuides told him that gazelles broke the dry
wourds with their horns to get at the seeds.
These people claimed that thev theuselves
ate the seeds for food. A man from Kharea,
my wuide to Gebel Oweinat, said that the
Tibbu people who canie there harvested the
seeds of handal for food. The seeds were
eaten  after prolonged soaking in  water.
Watt and Breyer-Brandwijk (16) mentioned
that the seeds were edible after heing hoiled
or roasted. Adbre, the staple dish of the
Tibbu people, according to Hassanein Bey
(6), is made from handal. The seeds are
hoiled thoroughly to get rid of the bitterness
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and then erushed with dates or locusts in a
wooden mortar. Hassanein Bey recorded a
conversation with a Bedouin who, had onee
survived for twelve days on handal seeds
which, the man said, had upset his digestion.
The cathartie effect of the untreated seeds is
known to all Bedouins. Drar {5) stated that
they were poisonous.

In Bahariya Oasis T learned that a purga-
tive for intestinal parasites is milk that has
stood overnight in a hollowed, dry ground
gourd. Natives of Aswan told we that since
the time of the Pharaohs dried gourds with a
small opening in them have been placed
amony clothes to keep away insects. Another
use  of the handal which Tregenza (14)
mentioned is tor tinder. His guides pulver-
ized charred gourds by beating them in a
wetted cloth. Dried bits of the impregnated
cloth were used for producing fire with flint
and steel.

A tar which is extracted tfrom the handal
<eeds 1s used for treating mange of camels
(5) and also for completing the tanning of
<kins to be used for water containers (Kas-
sas, personal communieation). I have often
seen piles of charred seeds and the remnants
of the gourds in wadis ot the Eastern Desert.
Nearby there is usually a small oven made of
stones and elay where the tar was extracted,
A more refined method of extraction was
explained to me by an Abadi. Dry seeds are
packed into a clay pot with a long neck of
the type used for drinking water. The mouth
is plugged with a wad ot palm tiber and the
pot is then inverted over a small bowl and
supported by sticks or stones, 2\ five is built
around the upturned hase of the pot. The
application of intense heat causes the tar to
exude trom the seeds.

We of the western world refer to some-
thing as being “bitter as gall,” whereas the
Arabs use the phrase, *bitter as handal.”

PLANTAGINACEAE
Pluntago cilinta Dest]: Foula Lhety. The
dried flowers of this plant are used for
curdling milk in making cheese. T was told
by an Abadi in the Red Sea Hills.
SOLANACEAE

Hyoscyamus muticus L.: Sakaraan. The
name of this plant is a derivation of the
word sakran meaning “to be drunk.” Smok-
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LABIATAE

(Decne.)  Asch, &
Schweint.: Ga'de or jwadeh. Tregenza (14)
wrote that this plant is used in the same way
as Coloeynthis vulgaris for making tinder.
When he developed a eold, hizs guide made
him inhale the vapor from an infusion of
pieces of ga'de and leaves of the caper,
spinoxsay and  afterwards, bathe
himself with the tea, He admitted that be felt
hetter at'ter this treatment.

Tencerivm  pilosiom

(g puris

ASCLEPIADACEAR

(\'m’mm,\'lwmum u)'/\/\wl ‘}I)el.) Havne: Hour-
gal (Fig. 31, T was told by an Abadi that the
tea made from the dried leaves was used by
i people of the Bastern Desert as a vemedy
for gastro-intestinal eramps. Drar (5) stated
that the leaves possessed purgative proper-
ties and were formerly nsed for adulterating
connnerclal senna.

e

@'«;Ii'n/;i,\' I;rm'r?l,h\it.) Ait. £ Oshaar,
N’zlti\mr Nile Valley maintain
that when a person has a tooth i need of
vemoval, o drop of the latex of this tree ix
placed ou the tooth. Next morning, aches,
pains, and the tooth, they say, will have
disappeared. A man from Kharga
verbally confirned this belief.

Be that as it may, Boulos (3) wrote that
the Nubians use the latex to loosen teeth
which arve diffieult to pull and for loosening
thorns and spines from under the skin.
Necklaces nade sections of voung
<hoots of oxbaur, he wrote, are supposed to
enre a throat disease of ehildren.

My Kharga guide =aid that if any of the
sap contacted the eyes it would cause blind-
ness. T was told, on good authority, that
during World War 1I some Egyptian wen
damaged their eves with the sap in order to
avoid conseription. King (9) mentioned this
use of the sap also and that a violent
inflanunation was set up “for a few days
resulting in more or less total loss of sight.”
Watt and Brever-Brandwijk (16) said that
the sap was extrentely toxic and used in
Afriea for poisoning arrows.

Another use of oshaar which King (9)
thought peculiar to Kharga and Dakhla was
the placing of branches of sshawr along with
barley and onions over doorways “in order
to keep off scorpions, reptiles and venomous

Oasis

from
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insects and to prevent the family from heing
lazy."” ‘

T was told that natives of Kharga and
Dakhla Oases smoke the dried leaves of

oxhaar for relief from asthma.

Pergulariq tomentose L. (=Daemia cor-
<l et .

duta R, Br. ex Schult.): Ghalge (F1g. B

“The root of this shrub was reecommended by

one Bedouin from the Fastern Desert for the
treatment of piles. A fresh piece, he told me,
<hould be inserted into the anus and twisted
until painful bleeding oceurred.
GENTILANACEAR

Centanrinm (Sw.)  Druce
[(=FEruthraca {(Vill.) Pers.]
and O, spicatum (L) Fritsch. [=E. spicata
(LY Pers.: Kourteba, agiliye. qotayba,
lantarion (Fig. 5). Two or three caps of tea
per day from the dried foliage was recom-
mended by people in Bahariya Oasis as a
control for what appears to he sugar diabe-
tes. .\ medical doctor is supposed to have
heen cured of that disease with this treat-
ment while he was living in the Oasis. Af
present, the Facunlty of Pharmaey, Universi-
ty of Alexandria. is investigating the drug
properties of these plants (personal commu-
nication),

pulchellum
P osissing

1 Jearned from a Bedouin living in Cairo
that his people have great faith in this tea
for relieving gastro-intestinal pain, for stop-
ping the shivering that aceompanies malari-
Al fever, and as a diuretie. He said it was
olven  to women to stop fever
hefore parturition, and wixed with a lax-
ative it is administeerd after a woman has

pregnant

oiveu hirth.

TMBELLIFERAE

Pimpinella  schiweinfurthii Asch.: Yan-
soon. My Kharga guide told me that the
people of the Oazis use the zeeds of yan-
<oon. which swmell like anise, to make a tea
tfor gastro-intestinal eramps.

MALVACEAE

Malva parviflore Lo Khobhaaza or khob-
hayza. According to King (9), in Dakhla
Oasis the leaves of this annual are sometimes
pounded and made into a poultice for
treating scorpion stings.
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Fig. 6.

SALVADORACEAE

Salradora persica Li.: Araak (Fig. 6). In
Egypt, this shrubis known from a few
wadis in the Gebel Elba area, the Red Sea
Mountains and in sand dunes near Dazhla
Oasis. Small twigs become frayed when bro-
ken and are used as tooth brushes, meswak
(13, 14). I have seen meswak which were
purchased in the Cairo market. The Bedouin
members of my field crew collected bundles
of voung araak bhranches whenever the op-
portunity arose (Fig. 6) from which they
made scores of meswal to be taken home to
families and friends.

ANACARDIACEAE

Rhus orycantha Schoush. ex Cav. (=R.
oxycanthoides Dum.-Cours.): FEreen. The
wood of this shrub when beaten into a pulp
and soaked in hot water is used by the
Bedouins of the Eastern Desert to cure skins
to be used for carrying water (15). Tregen-
za's cuides told him that ereen was better for
curing skins than were the extracts from
acaela or  the (Pistacia
Stocks).

bhotm Khinjile
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Salvadora persica. Wadi Gemal, Eastern Desert.

ZYGOPHYLLACEAE

Balanites aegyptiace (L.) Del.: Higlecy.
shaashoat (Fig. 7). I have eaten the date-
sized fruits of this tree, which are mostly
seed, and they have a horehound-like flavor.
I was told by an Abadi that they are eaten
by Bedouin children, donkeys, and camels.

Nitrarie retusa (Forsk.)
tridentata Dest.) : Ghardaq. In the Faiyum

Asch. (=

P e D e )
area of the Western Desert, tea made from

the dried leaves of this shrub is considered
to be effective in controlling sugar diabetes.
I was told this by a eamel man who once
guided me into Wadi Muwellih where, he
said, his people went to collect the leaves and
fruits in May. A sweet concentrate made
from the red drupes produces a pleasant
drink when diluted with cool water. T was
served this by the monks who live in Wadi
Muwellih. People whom I questioned in the
Eastern Desert did not know of these prod-
ucts, even at Ghardaga (Hurghada) which
was named after this plant.

LEGUMINOSAE

italica  (Mill.) Lam. ex Steud.

h

Cussia
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(=0. oborvate Collad.) : Sanna (mekki), sa-
maleika or senna (Fig. 8). Dried senna
leaves are used by the Bedouins to make a
purgative tea, according to one man from
the Eastern Desert.

Acacia wilotica (L.) Willd. ex Del.: Sant
and sont. In Kharga and Dakhla Oases I
was told that tea made from the dried flow-
ers is used for gall bladder trouble and that
the powdered fruits are placed on embers to
produce an incense which relieves nasal ¢on-
gestion.

Boulos (3) and Drar (5) have discussed
the uses of various acacias particularly for
tanning.

MORINGACEAE

Moringa peregrina (Forsk.) Fiori (=M.
aptera Gaertn., M. arubica (Lam.) Pers.]:
Yasaar, mai, hab el-yasaar (seed), habb
el-baan (seed), behen-nut (seed) (Fig. 9).
Although this tree has dozens of uses (10,
16) few are known to the Bedouins of the
Eastern Desert. I was told that every August
the Bedouins move into the rugged, roeky
valleys and canyons where the yasaar thrives
and harvest the seeds. A portion of the erop
is sold to loeal buyers and eventually reaches
the Cairo market. The light, non-drying oil
of ben which is extracted from the seeds
commereially is used for lubricating
watches, and as a base for cosmetics and
perfume. Oil which is extracted by the
Bedouins is used for cooking and, because it
does not become rancid, is a valuable com-
modity in the meagre life of the desert
people.

One of our guides, an Abadi, described
their method of extracting the oil. The seeds
are boiled in water and the oil is skimmed
from the surface. The fire for this process
must be made from yasaar wood only. The
person doing the extracting must be alone
and is not to be seen by another person;
otherwise very little or no oil will be ob-
tained. This man said that two or three
yasaar seeds were eaten when a cathartic
was needed, Perhaps the Bedouins’ digestive
systems are more sensitive to the “Behen-
nuts” than those of the Egyptian women of
(‘airo who eat them to hecome fat (10). I
have eaten yasaar seeds and found the flavor
to he very pungent and like sweetened bitter
almond.
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Fig. 9.—Moringa peregring. Wadi Qattar,

Fastern Desert. Note man in photo.

My Abadi friend told me that the angular,
three-sided seeds are sometimes strung for
prayer beads. He also said that a string of
one hundred yasaar seeds placed around the
neck of a woman in labor is believed to
lessen the difficulties of childbirth.

CAPPARIDACEAE

Capparis carWene. (=0
galeata Fres.): Lassaf, kabar ete. (Fig. 10).
“The contents of the fruit which is usually
eaten by the Bedouins is supposed to be a
good remedy against fever.” (5).

C. spinose L.: Kabar, abaar, lassaf or
caper—Tregenza (14) mentions using kabar
as an inhalant, in combination with Teucrium
pilosum, for the treatment of a cold. I have
eaten the flower buds of this plant and they
have a delicious, spicy flavor. I observed that
plants which were accessible to ibex (Capra
ibex) were often stripped of buds and young
leaves. This species is the source of commer-
cial capers (7).

Cleome droserifolia (Forsk.) Del.: Mash-
ta, mishtar (Fig. 11). The uses of this plant
were told me by an Abadi who said the
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Fig. 12.—dAizoon canariense. Wadi Aqwamtra, Gebel Elba (Sudan Gov. Admin. area).

Bedouins use the dried leaves for scorpion
stings and snake bites. For seorpion sting
the dried leaves are bound onto the wound
until sweating occurs. If sweating does not
oceur, the treatment is repeated. For viper
bite the dried leaves are boiled and made
into a poultice. A “decoction of this plant is
said to be used by the Bedouins as a remedy
for skin eruptions” (5).

AIZOACEAE
Aizoon canariense L.: Hadag, hudak,
samh (Fig. 12). The seeds of this woody
annual are ground and cooked into gruel by
the Bedouins of the Eastern Desert, T was
told by a man who saw me collecting a
specimen.

PALMAE

Phoeniv dactylifera L.: Nakhl or date
palm. The uses of the palm are many and
widely known (12). The natives of the oases
in the Western Desert cut out the terminal
bud of male palms, make a cup-like depres-

sion there and remove the sap as it colleets.

The fermented palm juice called lubki, or
lughbi 1 consider to be a delicious and
refreshing drink. Browne (4), in his re-
marks on the Siwans said, “They drink in
oreat quantities the liquor extracted from
the date tree, which they term date-tree-
water, though it have often, in the state they
drink it, the power of inebriating.” Further
details can be found in Belgrave’s (2) book
on Siwa. According to Hill (7) palm wine
was known to Herodotus in 420 B. C.

Palm spines are used by Bedouins in the
Western and BEastern Deserts for making
part of a gazelle trap. This is a wheel-like
affair about eight or ten inches in diameter
with the bases of the spines bound with
leather or fiber around the circumference
and the tips almost touching at the hub-less
center. These are placed over holes dug in
trails or at feeding stations. Nooses are
placed over these devices. When the foot of
the unfortunate animal passes through the
noose and the spiny ring, the latter prevents
the noose from slipping off. A wooden drag
tied to the noose restriets the animal's move-
ments (9).
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Fig. 13.—Hyphaene thebaica. Bir el Shab,
Western Desert.

Hyphaene thebaica (L.) Mart. (Cucifera
thebaica Del.) : Doamy or dom-palm, ginger
bread tree (Fig. 13). In the streets of
Kharga in early May, I saw people gnawing
on the glossy brown, globular fruits of this
palm. Although the fruits are fibrous and
tough to chew, the flavor is pleasant, similar,
I thought, to that of carob pods. Beadnell
(1) compared the flavor to ginger hread,
henece the common name in English.

I was told that a drink made from the
pulverized fruits is used in Kharga for
gastro-intestinal  disturbances and for
strengthening the heart. Beadnell wrote: “In
some parts of the Sahara the spongy inter-
nal portions of the nut forms an important
article of food, and when mixed with an
infusion of dates constitutes a cooling drink
much valued for uses in cases of febrile
disturbances.”

The drug properties of dom are being
investigated by the Faculty of Pharmaey,
University of Alexandria (personal commu-
nication). Various drug and practical uses
of dom were listed by Téckholm and Drar
(12).

ECONOMIC BOTANY

GRAMINEAE
W (Hochst.) Stapf.

[=Andropogon proxrimus Hochst. ex A,
Rich.] : Half barr (Fig. 14). The basal tufts
of this grass are pleasantly aromatie and
make, in my estimation, a delicious tea. The
tea is used by Bedouin and townspeople to
relieve gastro-intestinal disturbances and
many Egyptians are familiar with it. Drar
(5) mentioned its being “recommended as a
good remedy for cold.”

Parts of the camel road from Gebel Elba
and northern Sudan to Aswan and Darawi,
which I have frequented, were littered with
bits of this herb that had fallen from camel
packs.

Panicum turgidum TForsk.: Thommaam,

shoosh (Fig. 15). In the Gebel Elba area,
where there are no palms, I observed that
the Bisharin people use this coarse grass for
making gazelle and ibex traps. The basal
internodes are split into several pieces which
are pointed on one end and then bound in

= = o e o et
Fig. 14—Cymbopogon proximus., Gebel Nasl,
Wadi Yoider, Gebel Elba (Sudan Gov. Admin.
area).
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Fig. 15.-—Panicum turgichom. Western Desert,
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