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What is this guidebook about?

This guidebook has been designed to give you information 
about the twenty five trees that are selected as a part of the 
SEED-SeasonWatch biodiversity monitoring initiative. 
Before we go any further let us make sure that you know 
what all these words mean.

SEED is a Mathrubhumi initiative that tries to create 
awareness among you and your friends, the student 
community of Kerala, on environment protection to enable 
you to protect the water, air and soil of our beautiful state. 

In SeasonWatch you are expected to look closely at the 
trees in your neighborhood and collect information about 
the appearance of flowers and fruits and new leaves on many 
species of trees. Not only will you find your interest in nature 
increasing, you will also have the satisfaction of contributing 
to a scientific cause that can help save the environment. So…

Which trees are we monitoring?

The list of trees and their other common names is given below.

Name                           Scientific name Common name

Plavu

Elengi

Katampu

Njaval

Atti

Aaval

Manimaruthu

Nelli

Arayal

Maavu

Kumbil

Vatta or Uppila

Paala or ezhilampaala

Ilippa

Thekku

Mandaram

Mullumurikku

Koovalam

Kanikonna

Ungu

Ashokam

Puli

Gulmohur

Rain Tree

Mulilavu

Artocarpus heterophyllus

Mimusops elengi

Neolmarckia cadamba

Syzygium cumini

Ficus racemosa

Holoptelea integrifolia

Lagerstroemia speciosa

Phyllanthus emblica

Ficus religiosa

Magnifera indica

Gmelina arborea

Macaranga peltata

Alstonia scholaris

Madhuca longifolia

Tectona grandis

Bauhinia purpurea

Erythrina indica

Aegle marmelos

Cassia fistula

Pongamia pinnata

Saraca asoca

Tamarindus indica

Delonix regia

Samanea Saman

Bombax ceiba

Jackfruit

Maulsari

Kadamb

Jamun

Country fig

Indian elm

Pride of India

Amla

Peepal

Mango

Gamar

Chandada

Devils tree

Mahua

Teak

Purple bauhinia

Indian coral tree

Wood apple

Amaltas

Pongam tree

True Ashok

Tamarind

Gulmohur

Rain Tree

Red silk cotton tree

Of course you don’t need a fancy tree guide like this just to identify a tamarind 
tree or a jackfruit tree or a mango tree. Every child in Kerala knows what these 
look like. So you want to know why we need a guide book? OK, let’s see…
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Identifying trees by leaf type

Leaves are of two broad types. Simple and compound. And rather 
than write a big story about it let us see what they look like.

 Now you understand? Each leaf has a leaf bud called 
an ‘Axillary bud’. So the way jamun, puli and neem leaves are 
different is… 

So now that you know a little bit more about leaves let us look at the 
types of arrangements of compound leaves. Remember the names 
because we will use them inside the tree guide to identify leaves.

What this guide might be useful for?

Did you know that the tamarind is actually an African tree 
that came to India so many centuries ago that all of us 
including the tree (it behaves like a pucca Indian now) have 
forgotten about its African parentage? 

So, this guide may give you some new information like this 
and also it may help you recognize things you already knew 
without ever really thinking about it. For example how the 
leaves of a jamun tree are different from those of a puli. 
And although they look different how the puli leaves are 
similar to neem leaves… 

Are you confused now? Ok then read the next section and see 
if things become clearer.
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Was that interesting? You will find that 
knowing a little bit more about leaves and 
flowers and fruits and other parts of plants 

and trees all around you will open up the 
magical treasure house of nature for you. 
Let us take an example to show you some 

of this magic.

Do you recognize this? Yes, this is the leaf and fruit of 
the peepal that you find growing near the local temples 
all over Kerala.

But have you ever seen the flower of the Peepal tree? 
No? Then where did the fruit come from?

The truth is that what you see here is the fruit and 
the flower of the Peepal. Inside the fruit shell there 
are hundreds of tiny flowers that give rise to the seeds. 
This is a peculiarity of trees that belong to the ‘fig’ 
family. Other trees of this family that you may have 
noticed in your neighborhood are the banyan and 
the country fig tree.

So as you start exploring you will find many more facts 
like this that will make your journey of discovery of 
nature magical.

An 
interesting 
tree fact
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Did you know that the jackfruit is the largest edible fruit 
in the world? And did you know that the largest land 
mammal the elephant likes this fruit very much? 

The jackfruit tree has been known from the beginning 
of historical times. The Greek historian Theophrastus 
writing about 300 B.C. says “There is also another tree 
which is very large and has wonderfully sweet and large 
fruit: it is used for food by the sages of India...” 

This tree is believed to be a native of the Western Ghats 
and is cultivated in other parts of the country which 
means that being the inhabitants of the foothills of these 
ghats we can practically look at it as our special tree that 
we have gifted to the world. 

Scientific name: Artocarpus heterophyllus
In other languages - Hindi - Katthal, 
Tamil - Pilapalam, Kannada - Halasu, 
Telugu - Panasa, English - Jackfruit

Plavu/ Jackfruit 

15 to 25 cms 
leathery leaves, 
dark green above 
and light green 
below

Leaf 

Tiny green colored 
flowers in clusters. 
They usually appear 
between December 
and March

Flower

Gigantic green 
colored fruit that 
ripens during the 
rains in July-August

Fruit

Bark: Thick, dark and deeply cracked
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5-15 cm long , 
glossy on top, wavy 
edged  

1-2 cm wide, very 
fragrant white 
flowers with many 
narrow petals in two 
circles. The 
flowering happens 
in February-July

3 cm long orange 
red fruit, green with 
short hair when 
unripe. The fruit 
ripens from 
February-June of 
the year following 
the flowering

Leaf Flower Fruit

Bark: Brown or grayish, deeply fissured and cracked

Elengi/ Maulsari

Scientific name: Mimusops elengi
In other languages - Hindi - Maulsari/ 
Bakul, Tamil - Magizham, Kannada - Ranjal, 
English - Indian Medlar/ Spanish cherry/ 
Bulletwood

You will notice that the scientific name of this tree ‘elengi’ 
is the same word that is used in Malayalam. So did we 
borrow the name from the scientific name into the 
Malayalam language? No, the story is more interesting 
than that. The Malayalam name already existed when 
the great Swedish botanist Carl Linnaeus who created 
the modern system of naming trees selected the 
Malayalam name as the scientific name for this tree. 
Isn’t that great to know?

This tree is also called the Bulletwood tree in English 
because the wood of this tree is one of the strongest 
available and has been traditionally used for building 
houses and bridges, boats, supports in mines etc. 

The other parts of the tree also have many uses. 
The small fruits are sweet and edible, the flowers are very 
fragrant and have been traditionally used to create 
perfumes and the oil from the seeds is used as cooking 
oil and for lighting lamps. 
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Up to 30 cm long, 
smooth and shiny 
on top and soft 
below. Leaves drop 
in the hot season 
and are renewed 
soon

Deep yellow or 
orange, fragrant tiny 
flowers clustered 
together in a small 
ball. Flowers from 
May-July

Yellow fruit, small 
and round that 
ripens and falls in 
January-February

Leaf Flower Fruit

Bark: Dark brown or nearly black becoming rough 
and with vertical fissures when old

Katampu/ Kadamb

Scientific name: Neolamarckia cadamba
In other languages - Hindi - Kadamb, 
Tamil - Vellaikatampu, Kannada - Kaduavalatige, 
Telugu - Rudrakskamba, English - Common bur -
flower tree/ Wild cinchona

This tree is often mistaken for the tree that is associated 
with Brindavan and with lord Krishna. The real ‘Krishna 
Kadamb’ is a tree that is called Kaim in Hindi and which 
has flowers very like our Katampu but is a native of the 
hot dry areas near Brindavan and grows very well there. 
In fact the people of Brindavan call the Kaim tree as 
‘Kadamb’. Now the tree we are calling Katampu in 
Malayalam needs a lot of water and will die of thirst 
if we plant it near Brindavan. 

Ok, now let us talk about our Katampu.

The ball shaped, delicately scented, orange flowers are 
used by women to decorate their hair and are offered in 
prayer in Hindu temples. The fruit has a flavor that is 
relished by monkeys and bats and birds that also help to 
disperse the small seeds. The wood is very soft and is only 
good to create matchsticks and plywood.  
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Smooth, leathery, 
7-15 cm long, lower 
side lighter color 
than top. The 
leaves fall from 
January to March 
and new leaves that 
are reddish-brown 
appear in 
February-March

Tiny 12 mm wide 
white flowers in 
dense clusters 
appear March-May 

Round deep purple 
fruit 1 to 5 cm long. 
Green when unripe. 
Fruit ripens from 
June to August

Leaf Flower Fruit

Bark: Bark is pale brown-grey with dark patches, 
cracked and flaking. The upper trunk tends to have smoother bark.

Njaval/ Jamun

Scientific name: Syzygium cumini
In other languages - Hindi - Jamun, 
Tamil - Neredam, Kannada - Nerle, Jam Nerle, 
Telugu - Neereedu, English - Black plum/ Indian 
blackberry

The most important fact, that you already know, about 
this tree is that you cannot eat the fruit without others 
finding out about it. Your mouth and tongue gets stained 
blue. So be careful when you are picking fruit from trees 
belonging to people who don’t like children. But eating 
this fruit is good because it is used in medicines to cure 
diabetes, dysentery and for strengthening the teeth and 
gums. The leaves bark and seed are also used to create 
traditional medicines.
 
The reddish-brown wood is heavy and is used extensively. 
This wood is water-resistant so finds use in outdoor and 
underwater structures.
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Atti/ Country fig

Scientific name:  Ficus racemosa
In other languages - Hindi - Goolar, 
Tamil - Atti, Kannada - Rumadi, Telugu - Paidi, 
English - Country fig

In some parts of India there is a legend that under every 
Atti there runs a hidden stream. There may be some 
justification for this legend because this tree naturally 
grows near streams and ponds and is not found at all 
in the arid parts of our country.

Most parts of this tree are used in traditional healing. 
Including something that may interest you very much. 
A lotion made from the bark of this tree is said to heal 
deep wounds made by the claws of a… TIGER. Although 
let’s hope that you do not get a chance to use this piece 
of information.

The wood of this tree is very soft and is not of much 
use except that this is one of the woods prescribed 
in the Hindu scriptures for the sacrificial fire.

9-13 cm long, 
leathery, dark 
green above and 
lighter green 
below. Young 
leaves have toothed 
edges that vanish 
as they grow old. 
The leaves shed in 
January

No flowers. The 
flowers are inside 
the fruits as in all 
trees of the ‘Ficus’ 
family

2-3 cm wide round 
reddish figs grow in 
large clusters which, 
unlike most other 
figs like Peepal or 
Banyan, grow 
directly from the 
trunk. The figs are 
green when unripe. 
Often fruits appear 
in 2 crops- March-
April and in the 
rainy season 

Leaf Flower Fruit

Bark: Greyish, yellow or rusty, with milky sap
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Aaval/ Indian Elm

Scientific name:  Holoptelea integrifolia
In other languages: Hindi - Kanju, 
Tamil - Aya, Telugu - Thapasi/ Nali, 
English - Indian Elm

This is a very large tree that is found across the country 
and is very common in the other end of our country 
compared to Kerala- In Jammu. 

Another name in Hindi, ‘Chudail papdi’, suggests that 
there is some association of evil spirits with this tree. 
But being Malayalees we don’t need to be afraid.
The wood of this tree is soft and light but is strong 
enough to make cheap furniture.

8-15 cm long, shiny 
and smooth with a 
blunt tip, dark 
green on top and 
lighter green 
below. Young 
leaves have toothed 
edges. The leaves 
shed in March and 
are renewed in 
April-May

Very tiny, greenish 
brown flowers in 
dense clusters. The 
flowers appear in 
early March when 
the tree is bare of 
leaves

Thin, papery, flat, 
round fruit 2 cm 
wide with the seed 
at the center. Brown 
colored when ripe 
and green when 
unripe. Fruit turns 
from green to brown 
in April-May

Leaf Flower Fruit

Bark: Pale-brown or grayish, rough in patches

[ 19 ] [ 20 ]



Manimaruthu/ Pride of India

Scientific name:   Lagerstroemia speciosa
In other languages: Hindi - Jarul, 
Kannada - Hole dasavala, Tamil - Kadali , 
Telugu - Mulla thumma, English - Queen's Crepe 
myrtle/ Queen's flower/ Rose of India

This is a very beautiful flowering tree with pink rose-like 
wrinkled flowers in large clusters. Maharashtra has 
honoured this tree by making its flower the state flower. 

The bark and leaves of the tree have medicinal properties. 
The strong reddish-brown wood is valuable and is used 
for construction work, to make carts and wagons, boxes 
and panelling etc. and is also supposed to not spoil 
underwater. It is not often that a tree with beautiful 
flowers has valuable timber. 

Up to 26 cm long and 
similar to a mango 
but broader and 
longer. Leaves shed 
February-March 
turning red or purple 
before dropping. New 
leaves appear in 
April-May and are 
pink before turning 
green

7 cm wide, pink 
flowers in large 
clusters. The flowers 
have 6 or 7 petals 
that are wrinkled 
and have wavy 
edges. Flowers 
appear April-June

Hard, spherical 2 cm 
long fruit that turns 
from green to black 
as it ripens and 
splits open to release 
the seed. Fruits 
ripen November-
January

Leaf Flower Fruit

Bark: Pale brown, smooth or flaking thinly
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Nelli/ Amla

Scientific name: Phyllanthus emblica
In other languages: Hindi - Amla, Kannada - 
Amalaka, Tamil - Nelli, Telugu - Usiri, English - 
Indian gooseberry

The Amla grows wild in forests in most parts of India. 
The fruit contains 20 times the quantity of vitamin C 
as orange juice. In Ayurveda it is very highly respected 
as a miracle drug for many ailments. It is one of the three 
components of the ‘triphala’. Do you want to know what 
ailments Amla is supposed to cure? OK here is the list. 
Jaundice, stomach disorders, coughs, dyspepsia, 
dysentery, enlarged liver, biliousness, hemorrhoids…
The list goes on and on with more and more complicated 
names. Isn’t that a miracle fruit then?

Do you know why the sourness of the Amla turns to 
sweetness in your mouth? This is because of a chemical 
reaction that the Amla juice undergoes when it mixes 
with the saliva in your mouth. 

Only 8-12 mm 
long. This may look 
like tamarind 
leaflets but for 
amla these are very 
small individual 
simple leaves. 
These leaves shed 
in November-
December and the 
tree is leafless 
between February-
March

Small pink or 
greenish flowers in 
clusters below the 
leaves. Flowers 
appear in March-
May when they are 
visited by swarms 
of bees 

2-4 cm diameter 
spherical, smooth, 
yellow-green and 
extremely sour. 
Fruits ripen 
November-February

Leaf Flower Fruit

Bark: Thin grey, flaking off to show yellow-brown underbark
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Arayal/ Peepal

Scientific name:   Ficus religiosa
In other languages: Hindi - Peepal, 
Kannada - Arali, Tamil - Ashvatham/aracu, 
Telugu - Bodhi drumamu, English - Bodhi tree

Here is an interesting story about this tree whose leaves 
shake wildly and make a lot of noise at the slightest wind.

It is said that Gautama Buddha became enlightened 
meditating under one of these trees in Bodh Gaya in 
Bihar. Before the original tree died a small part of it was 
taken and transplanted in the capital of the Sri Lankan 
kings in 288 BC and was guarded day and night for 1300 
years before the shifting of the capital to another location 
made people forget about this tree and it got covered by 
dense jungle for many centuries. In the 20th century the 
lost city and the still living were discovered and became 
accessible to pilgrims. So this ‘Maha Bodhi tree’ is over 
2000 years old. Imagine what it must have seen and 
experienced?

The Peepal is also a highly revered tree for Hindus 
and its many parts find use in many Ayurvedic medicinal 
preparations.

14 cm long leaves, 
dark and glossy on 
top and lighter 
colored below, heart 
shaped at the base 
and with a very long 
pointed tip. In 
northern India new 
leaves appear in 
March and old 
leaves are shed in 
winter. Does it 
happen this way in 
Kerala also? Well, 
you have to check 
and see

No flowers. 
Remember this is 
also a ‘Ficus’ tree

1-1.5 cm diameter 
figs growing in pairs 
turning from green 
when unripe to red 
to deep purple to 
black as they ripen. 
Figs ripen in April 
and also in October-
November

Leaf Flower Fruit

Bark: Yellowish or grey-brown, smooth, becoming scaly with age
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Maavu/ Mango

Scientific name: Magnifera indica
In other languages: Hindi - Aam, 
Kannada - Mavu, Tamil - Maanga, 
Telugu - Mavadi, English - Mango

Mango is the best fruit in the world. We don’t know who 
said that but don’t you agree? Two immediate points 
about the Mango that stand out can be easily found out. 
First- ‘Indica’ in its scientific name refers to the fact that 
everybody in the world knows that this wonderful fruit is 
an Indian fruit. And second- Its English name ‘Mango’ 
probably comes from the MALAYALAM word maanga. 

The wild mango has a lot of fibre which makes it not 
much fun to eat, so in India the mango has been 
cultivated over centuries into the various varieties that 
we have today that are tasty and without fibre. Some 
people estimate that there are over 500 varieties of 
mangoes grown in India. How many have you tasted?

One of the largest Mango trees in India is in Chandigarh. 
If you and your friends are 5 feet tall then it will take 
30 children like you to hold hands to go around the trunk 
of this tree and when the sun is overhead it will take 
100 children to go around the shadow of its crown. 
And it is supposed to give 10000 to 25000 fruits every 
year. Does that sound unbelievable? You may want to go 
to Chandigarh when the fruits of this tree are ripening 
and count how many there are and perhaps to eat as 
many as you can

Young leaves are 
pink or purple and 
hang limply. Turn 
deep green 
gradually

Tiny, fragrant 
yellowish green 
flowers up to 6000 
in a cluster. Flowers 
come from January-
March

Green when unripe 
and various colors 
from yellow to red 
when ripe. Wait till 
April-July for the 
fruits, eat one and 
you can immediately 
identify this tree

Leaf Flower Fruit

Bark: Grey-brown and rough and with shallow cracks
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Kumbil/ Gamar

Scientific name: Gmelina arborea
In other languages: Hindi - Gamar, 
Kannada - Shivani, Tamil - Kumadi, 
Telugu - Gummadi, English - Kashmir teak

This tree is best known for its wood which is sometimes 
called ‘white teak’. One would think that a light weight 
and soft wood must be weak. Well, this is the tree that 
proves us wrong. Its wood is light weight and soft but 
strong. The creamy yellow to pale reddish-brown colored 
wood is used in furniture, door panels, drums and the 
tribal people of central India use it to carve small statues.

10-38 cm long 
heart shaped leaves 
on long stalks, dark 
green and smooth 
on top and light 
green and soft 
below. The leaves 
fall in January-
February and are 
renewed April-July 

3-4 cm long yellow 
with a bit of brown 
in small clusters at 
the ends of twigs. 
Flowering happens 
March-April

Up to 2.5 cm long 
smooth, dark green 
turning yellow as it 
ripens in April-July

Leaf Flower Fruit

Bark: Pale grey, smooth and flaking off in large pieces
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Vatta or Uppila/ Chandada

Scientific name: Macaranga peltata
In other languages: Hindi - Chandada, 
Kannada - Uplige, Tamil - Vattakkanni, 
English - Macaranga

An easy way to identify the Chandada is to notice that the 
leaf stalks are attached on the underside of the leaf and 
not to the base of the leaf as in most other trees. Also you 
may notice that when any branch is cut a red colored sap 
comes out of the cut end. 

12-21 cm long very 
broad leaves

5-6 mm long 
yellowish white 
flowers in large 
clusters appear in 
January-February

4-5 mm yellowish 
spherical fruit with 
one rounded, 
blackish seed

Leaf Flower Fruit

Bark: Brownish
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Paala or ezhilampaala/ Devils tree 

Scientific name: Alstonia scholaris
In other languages: Hindi - Saptaparni/ 
shaitan ka jhad, Tamil - Mukumpalai, 
English - Devils tree

The name ‘scholaris’ has come because in olden times 
the slates that children used were made from the soft 
wood of this tree. And the name ‘Devils tree’ in English 
and ‘shaitan ka jhad’ in Hindi have probably come 
because this tree is shunned by animals because of its 
poisonous nature.

However, ‘ditabark’ a bitter drug that comes from its 
bark is used to cure a wide range of illnesses ranging 
from fever to asthma to diarrhea to dysentery.   

Up to 24 cm long, dark 
green above and paler 
below.  4-8 leaves 
around a stem at the 
same height. New 
leaves appear and 
stand out against old 
leaves in March-April 
and again during the 
rainy season

Small, fragrant, 
greenish white in 
tight clusters at ends 
of branches in 
December-March

Up to 40 cm long 
thin beans-like fruit 
in pairs. The seeds 
have long hairs that 
help them fly with 
the wind. Appears in 
May-July

Leaf Flower Fruit

Bark: Bark greyish outside, yellow inside. Exudes a milky latex when cut

[ 33 ] [ 34 ]



Ilippa/ Mahua

Scientific name: Madhuca longifolia
In other languages: Hindi - Mahua, 
Tamil - Illupei, Telugu - Ippa, 
English - Buttertree

The name ‘Madhuca’ refers to the sweet flowers and 
is derived from the Sanskrit word ‘madhu’ for honey. 
In many parts of India this is considered to be a very 
valuable tree because it gives nutritious food for millions 
of poor people. The flowers are eaten raw and in a 
season a large tree can give 300 kg of flowers. The seeds 
give ‘mahua butter’ that is used in cooking and in 
adulterating ghee. 

13-25 cm long, oval 
with pointed tips. 
The leaves shed in 
February-April and 
the new leaves that 
appear in April-May 
are pink and delicate 
turning dark green 
and leathery as they 
become old

Creamy white 
flowers in dense 
clusters in February-
April. The petals are 
joined together to 
form a short tube. 
The flowers are 
sweet and edible and 
are shed by the tree 
just before dawn

2-5 cm long, fleshy 
orange fruit that is 
green when unripe. 
Appears between 
June-August

Leaf Flower Fruit

Bark: Pale grey, smooth and flaking off in large pieces
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Scientific name: Tectona grandis
In other languages: Hindi - Sagwan, 
Tamil - Tekkumaram, Kannada - Saguvaani, 
Telugu - Teeku, English - Teak

The tree is world famous for its beautiful, strong, durable 
wood. And again it would seem that the generic name 
‘Tectona’ and the English name ‘Teak’ probably come from 
the Malayalam name ‘Thekku’. The teak tree is also known 
as the ‘Ship tree’ in English because the floors of the 
wooden ships used to be made of teak.  

The tree is known to live long. In fact a large tree cut in the 
forests near Mysore had 680 annual rings in its trunk. 

Very large leaves, 
very rough on top 
and soft underneath. 
The tree is leafless 
through the hot 
season. New leaves 
appear in April-June 

Small with 6 white 
petals and in very 
large clusters at the 
ends of branches. 
Flowers in April-
August

Small, greenish 
colored with a 
papery cover with a 
hard seed inside. 
Appear in 
November-January

Leaf Flower Fruit

Bark: Pale brown peeling in long thin strips

Thekku/ Teak
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Mandaram/ Purple bauhinia

Scientific name: Bauhinia purpurea
In other languages: Hindi - Kaniar, 
Tamil - Nilattiruvatti, Kannada - Devakanchan, 
English - Purple bauhinia

There are many types of Bauhinias and their leaves and 
flowers look similar. It is relatively easy to tell the Purple 
bauhinia apart because the petals in its flower do not 
overlap. The pods of this tree burst open with a loud sound 
and the seeds get scattered up to 6 m away. The outer 
covers of the pods become spiral shaped after the seeds 
are thrown out. You have to be careful that this gun 
doesn’t shoot its bullets at you. 

About 15 cm long 
‘Camels hoof’ shaped, 
usually broader than 
its length. The twin 
leaflets are well 
rounded at the apex 
and are joined in the 
middle. Leaves shed 
in April and are 
quickly renewed. 
New leaves also 
appear in the 
rainy season

Pink or light violet 
colored flowers that 
appear in October-
December. The 
flower has 5 narrow 
petals. The central 
petal is lighter but 
with darker marking

Up to 28 cm long in 
a flat pod. It splits 
open with a lot of 
force when ripe in 
March-April and 
scatters its seeds up 
to 6 meters away

Leaf Flower Fruit

Bark: Ash colored, with a silvery surface which is somewhat smooth
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Mullumurikku/ Indian coral tree

Scientific name: Erythrina indica
In other languages: Hindi - Pangra, 
Tamil - Mullumurukku, Kannada - Halvana, 
English - Indian coral tree

A beautiful ornamental tree that is planted in gardens and 
parks, the flowers of this tree are bright red and striking. 
A variety of birds are visitors to the coral tree when it is in 
flower. Rosy starlings, babblers, drongo, tailor bird, bulbul 
sunbirds- all of them like to sip the sweet nectar from the 
flowers. When you look at this tree the next time perhaps 
you can notice who is visiting in your neighborhood.

A way to clearly identify this tree is that the flowers appear 
when the tree is completely bare of leaves. 

3 broad leaflets, with 
pointed tips and the 
central one on a very 
long stalk. Leaves 
shed in February 
and the tree is bare 
till after the flowers 
in April

Brilliant red, 4-5 cm 
long in dense 
clusters. 5 unequal 
petals with the 
central petal nearly 
3 cm long. 
Flowering in late 
March or early April

Up to 30 cm long, 
cylindrical, black 
when ripe. Ripens 
in May-July

Leaf Flower Fruit

Bark: Smooth, greenish-grey with vertical lines of green 
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Koovalam/ Wood apple

Scientific name: Aegle marmelos
In other languages: Hindi - Bael, 
Tamil - Vilvan, Kannada - Bilvapatra, 
Telugu - Muredu, English - Golden apple

This is a very useful tree for various reasons. The tree 
is sacred to Hindus and the leaves are used in Shiva 
temples. Various parts of the tree are used for their tonic 
and antibiotic properties to cure a large range of ailments. 
The sweet pulp of the fruit is drunk as a refreshing 
sherbet. The leaves are used as fodder and the wood 
was used to create agricultural implements. 

Compound with 
three leaflets. The 
central leaflet is 
largest with a long 
stalk and the side 
leaflets are on very 
short stalks. The 
leaves shed in March 
and the tree looks 
bare for a while 
before the new leaves 
come up in late April 
to early May

Fragrant, in clusters 
of 4 to 7. Petals 
green outside and 
creamy white inside. 
May-July 

12-14 cm diameter 
woody with a strong 
smelling pulp inside. 
Green when unripe 
turning yellow as it 
ripens. The fruit 
ripens from January 
to July before falling

Leaf Flower Fruit

Bark: Dark grey and somewhat cork-like

[ 43 ] [ 44 ]



Kanikonna/ Amaltas

Scientific name: Cassia fistula
In other languages: Hindi - Amaltas, 
Tamil - Konnei,  Kannada - Kakke, 
English - Indian laburnum 

Ok, so you already know everything about the Amaltas. 
After all the beautiful kanikonna is the state flower of 
Kerala. So what can we talk about that you may not know?

How about this? 

You know that the fruit of the Amaltas falls on the ground 
without opening? So how do the seeds get dispersed and 
how does a new tree come up? In our cities the gardeners 
take out the seeds and plant them and they take special 
care so that the seeds germinate and a new tree comes up. 
But this tree also grows wild in the forests without any 
gardeners. A scientist discovered in the early 1900’s that 
the only seeds that germinated in the forest were the ones 
that passed through the stomachs of animals like jackals 
and moneys and bears. This means that if the seed fell on 
the forest floor without an animal eating it, the seed 
wouldn’t germinate. 

Up to 45 cm long 
with 4-8 pairs of 
large leaflets. New 
leaflets are brownish 
in color and appear 
in May. The tree is 
leafless between 
March-May 

Fragrant, bright 
yellow, in drooping 
clusters up to 60 cm 
long. The petals are 
not all of the same 
size. The flowering 
happens April-July

Long cylindrical 
pipes up to 60 cm 
long. Ripe pods are 
black and fall to the 
ground without 
opening. Fruit 
ripens December-
April 

Leaf Flower Fruit

Bark: Smooth yellowish when young, becoming rough with age 
and becoming dark grey with plates that fall off 
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Ungu/ Pongam tree

Scientific name: Pongamia pinnata
In other languages: Hindi - Karanj, 
Tamil - Ponga,  Kannada - Honge, 
Telugu - Pungu, English - Indian beech 

The seeds, root, bark, leaves and flowers all have various 
uses in traditional medicine so this is a valuable tree. 
A reddish oil extracted from the seeds called karanj 
oil is used to light lamps or as a lubricant for engines.

The young leaves of the tree look very beautiful but 
the older leaves get badly disfigured by worms that 
eat these leaves.  

2-3 pairs of oval, 
pointed at the tip 
leaflets with a single 
larger leaflet at the 
end. The leaflets are 
shiny on top and dull 
below

White or pinkish in 
short drooping 
clusters. Has a big 
petal like a hood 
over 4 smaller petals 
folded together. 
Flowering happens 
April-June

Woody, flattened, 
oval pods about 5 cm 
long with a pointed 
beak at the end. The 
green pods ripen to 
yellow or greyish 
brown colors. The 
pods ripen in March 
to May of the year 
after the flowering 

Leaf Flower Fruit

Bark: Medium grey and not rough
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Scientific name: Saraca asoca
In other languages: Ashok, Ashoka, Ashokam 
in most Indian languages

This evergreen tree is rated by some people as one of 
India’s most beautiful trees. When you see the bunch of 
flowers in the dense leaves and smell the faint fragrance, 
you may also understand why.

It is said that Buddha was born under an Ashoka tree so 
this tree is sacred to the Buddhists. Hindus also have 
many sacred associations with this tree. 

3-6 pairs of narrow 
leaflets glossy above 
and dull below. The 
new leaves are 
pinkish at first and 
hang limply 
together. New leaves 
appear in April  

Orange red with a 
faint fragrance in 
small clusters 
usually directly on 
the branches. The 
stamens are very 
long and red. 
Flowering happens 
between January 
and May  

Up to 25 cm long 
curved pod, reddish 
when young and 
turning black as it 
grows old. Fruits 
ripen from August to 
September 

Leaf Flower Fruit

Bark: Dark brown or greyish brown and rough

Ashokam/ True Ashok
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Puli/ Tamarind

Scientific name: Tamarindus indica 
In other languages: Hindi - Imli, Kannada - 
Hunse, Tamil - Puli, Telugu - Chintachettu, 
English - Tamarind

This large tree with very small but dense leaves is believed 
to have come to India from East Africa many centuries 
ago. Today it is cultivated all over the warm parts of our 
country and appears like a local Indian tree. But you may 
be surprised that unlike most other local trees it is usually 
not found growing ‘wild’. You may be eating puli every day 
in your food but it is also used in many traditional 
medicines and in dyes. And as you may know the wood
is very hard so it is not often used as timber.

New leaves are light 
green colored and 
appear in mid-March. 
The leaf is 7-15 cm 
long with up to 20 
pairs of small leaflets 
each up to 25 mm 
long. They usually 
‘close’ at night. Leaves 
shed in February

15 mm wide, pale 
yellow with red 
veins and with 3 
prominent petals. 
The buds are pink in 
color. Flowering 
usually happens 
from April to June

Up to 20 cm long, 
flat and slightly 
curved. Green at 
first turning brown 
and brittle as it 
ripens. Children love 
eating this fruit that 
ripens in winter

Leaf Flower Fruit

Bark: It has a rough, dark brown or grey-brown bark that is lightly 
folded and flaking in patches
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Gulmohur

Scientific name: Delonix regia 
In other languages: Hindi - Gulmohur, 
English - Flame tree/ Royal poincinia

The Gulmohur, the tree with the beautiful red flowers we 
see so often, is grown all over India but is a native of the 
forests of Madagascar. Do you remember where that is? 
One specimen of this tree that came out of Madagascar in 
1828 was planted in Mauritius and then slowly spread to 
all the warm parts of the world. It came to Bombay just a 
few years before the great Indian rebellion of 1857.

10-20 pairs of side 
stalks with up to 30 
pairs of leaves on 
each one. Leaves 
start to yellow in 
November and the 
tree is bare of leaves 
in February-March. 
New leaves appear in 
early April 

Up to 12 cm across 
with 5 petals. 4 red and 
the largest one whitish 
with red and yellow 
marks. Flowering 
begins in late April 
and finishes by June 
but sometimes stays 
during the rainy 
season also

Flat, woody, dark 
pods up to 60 cm 
long. The fruit stays 
on the tree for many 
months, often till 
March-April

Leaf Flower Fruit

Bark: Light brown and not rough

[ 53 ] [ 54 ]



Rain Tree

Scientific name: Samanea saman 
In other languages: Hindi - Vilaiti siris, 
English - Rain tree/ Monkey pod tree

The Rain Tree is a native of Central America and the West 
Indies, but it is widely cultivated throughout the tropics. 
It was introduced into India from Jamaica.

The name rain tree may have come for either of the two 
reasons below.

1. Tiny cicadas (do you know how such small insects can
make such a loud noise?) that feed on the leaves of the
tree give out a dew-like discharge that makes the
ground under the tree wet

2. The leaves fold in rainy weather and in the evening

Well, which explanation do you prefer?

The sweet pulp contained in the pods are eagerly eaten by 
cattle and horses. The seeds are usually not digested. The 
pods when fed to cows is believed to increase the quantity 
of the milk.

4-8 pairs of side 
stalks with 3-7 pairs 
of oval leaflets on 
each one

Pinkish red flowers 
that appear like a 
bunch of round 
silken hairs

Fleshy pod which is 
much liked by the 
squirrels 

Leaf Flower Fruit

Bark: Dark brown deeply fissured
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Mulilavu/ Red silk cotton tree 

Scientific name: Bombax ceiba 
In other languages: Hindi - Semul, 
Kannada - Barooga, Tamil - Mulilavu, 
English - Red silk cotton tree

This tree has branches coming out in all directions and has 
many levels at which these branches come out like the ribs 
of many umbrellas one on top of the other.

The large flowers that fall on the forest floor are eaten with 
relish by wild animals. The bark and roots are used as a 
tonic. The soft cotton that flies out of the open pods is 
used to stuff pillows and quilts. The soft wood is not very 
strong but is used to create wooden planks, tea boxes etc. 

Lalbagh, the 240 acre botanical garden in Bangalore, 
has a massive silk cotton tree that is worth going to 
Bangalore to see. So the next time you go to Bangalore 
don’t miss this sight. 

Up to 25 cm long, 5-
7 leaflets with 
pointed tips at the 
end of a common 
leaf stalk. The tree is 
bare in February-
March and new 
leaves appear late 
March to early April

Large red or yellow 
flowers with 5 petals 
bent backwards. 
Flowering happens 
February-March

Woody capsule up to 
18 cm long that 
bursts open 
releasing silky fibres 
in May

Leaf Flower Fruit

Bark: Light brown and not rough
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