
CHAPTER 2

THE NEEM TREE AND ITS ROLE IN THE ENVIRONMENT

2.1 Historical perspective

The Neem tree in Indian culture has been ranked higher than “ Kalpavriksha’'. the 

mythological wish-fulfilling tree, because of its highly beneficial properties. The tree 

(Plate 2.1) traditionally occupies an important place in socio -  cultural -  religious 

events in many Indian communities. For example, the Hindus generally begin their new 

year (the first day of Baishakha, mid-April) by eating 5-7 Neem leaves (Plate 2.2) to 

have good health during the year. This festival is known as Rangali Bihu in the state of 

Assam and by other names in other states.

Plate 2.1: The Neem Tree
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P l a t e  2 . 2 :  T h e  N e e m  l e a v e s

T o  g e n e r a t i o n s  o f  I n d i a n s ,  t h e  N e e m  w a s  k n o w n  t o  p r o v i d e  p r o t e c t i o n  f r o m  a  l a r g e  

n u m b e r  o f  d i s e a s e s ,  a n d  t h e r e f o r e ,  p r o t e c t i n g  a n d  p l a n t i n g  t h e  N e e m  t r e e  i s  n o t  o n l y  

c o n s i d e r e d  a s  a  s a c r e d  d u t y ,  b u t  i t  i s  e n c o u r a g e d  b y  r e l i g i o u s  s a n c t i o n .  B r i h a t  S a m h i t a ,  

a n  a n c i e n t  H i n d u  t r e a t i s e ,  c o n t a i n s  a  c h a p t e r  o f  v e r s e s  o n  p l a n t  m e d i c i n e s .  I t  c o n t a i n s  

r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s  f o r  s p e c i f i c  t r e e s  t o  b e  p l a n t e d  i n  t h e  v i c i n i t y  o f  o n e ’ s  h o u s e .  T h e  

N e e m  i s  o n e  t r e e ,  w h i c h  i s  w i d e l y  r e c o m m e n d e d .  T h i s  c a n  a l s o  b e  b o r n e  o u t  b y  t h e  

w i d e l y  h e l d  H i n d u  b e l i e f  t h a t  o n e  w h o  p l a n t s  t h r e e  N e e m  t r e e s  l i v e s  a f t e r  d e a t h  i n  

S u r y a l o k  ( S u n  W o r l d )  f o r  t h r e e  Y u g a s  ( e p o c h s )  a n d  n e v e r  g o e s  t o  h e l l .

T h e  N e e m  t r e e  h a s  f o u n d  m e n t i o n  i n  e v e r y  a s p e c t  o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  I n d i a n  s c i e n c e  a n d  

c u l t u r e .  E v e n  i n  a s s o c i a t e d  I n d i a n  a s t r o l o g y ,  t h e  N e e m  f i n d s  a  p r o m i n e n t  p l a c e .  T h e  

e f f i c a c y  o f  N e e m  a s  a  m e d i c i n e  h a s  b e e n  d o c u m e n t e d  i n  s e v e r a l  d i f f e r e n t  a n c i e n t  

t r e a t i s e s  l i k e  t h e  A t h a r v a  V e d a ,  t h e  G h r h y a s u t r a ,  a n d  t h e  S u t r a g r a n t h a  a n d  i n  t h e  

P u r a n a s .  I n  S a n s k r i t ,  t h e  l a n g u a g e  o f  a n c i e n t  I n d i a n  l i t e r a t u r e ,  i t  i s  r e f e r r e d  t o  a s  N i m b a ,  

w h i c h  i s  a  d e r i v a t i v e  o f  t h e  t e r m  N i m b a t i  s w a s t y a m d a d a t i  ( t o  g i v e  g o o d  h e a l t h ) .  T h e  

N e e m  t w i g  i s  n a t u r e ' s  t o o t h b r u s h  t o  o v e r  5 0 0  m i l l i o n  p e o p l e  o f  I n d i a  a l o n e .  N e e m  i s  

u s e d  i n  A y u r v e d a ,  U n a n i  a n d  H o m o e o p a t h i c  m e d i c i n e .

H o w e v e r ,  t h e  a d v e n t  o f  t h e  P o r t u g u e s e ,  t h e  B r i t i s h  a n d  t h e  F r e n c h  c o l o n i a l i s t s  t o  t h e  

I n d i a n  s u b c o n t i n e n t  a  f e w  h u n d r e d  y e a r s  a g o ,  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  p r a c t i c e s  l i k e  u s i n g  t h e

5 8









P l a t e  2 . 3 :  A  N e e m  n u r s e r y  i n  D o m i n i c a n  R e p u b l i c

P l a t e  2 . 4 :  T h e  N e e m  a s  a n  a v e n u e  t r e e  i n  P o r t  o f  P r i n c e ,  H a i t i
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Plate 2.5: The Neem flowers
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Plate 2.6: The Neem flowers from a close distance
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Plate 2.7: The Neem fruits
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Plate 2.8: Ripe Neem fruits on a tree branch
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