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Health-promoting plant of the month   
By Andrew Pengelly PhD. 

Melia azederach L. var. Australasica  Fam. Meliaceae  
Common names: White cedar, Chinaberry, Persian lilac. 
 

Description 
Medium sized deciduous tree with furrowed grey bark. Leaves are compound 
and bipinnate, glabrous and bright green. Lilac, sweetly scented flowers are ar-
ranged in axillary panicles, followed by drupes which turn from green to orange, 
and are persistent through winter when the tree is otherwise dormant. 
 

Distribution 
M. azedarach is native to southern Asia, including southern China and India, 
while the variety “Australasica” is found from Arhnem Land in the north of Aus-
tralia through to coastal and sub-coastal regions of southern New South Wales. 
It has been introduced to North and South America, Africa and elsewhere, and it 
readily naturalises. It  is widely cultivated as a shade tree, and survives very dry 
conditions. 
 

Part used 
Stem and root bark, leaves, flowers, fruit, oil from seeds 
 

Constituents 

The main active constituents are terpenes (tetranortriterpenes to be precise) 
known as secoliminoids - salannal, meliacarpinin E, salannin, azedarachin, nim-
bolinin B, nimbolidin B (root bark), meldenin and meliatoxins in fruits, trichilin-
type limonoids, sendanin-type liminoids - sendanal, amoorastatin 

Triterpenoids and steroids (in fruits and root) – cyclolanastane derivatives in-
cluding methylene cycloartanone  

Anthraquinones (stem bark) – dihydroxy methylanthraquinone glycosides  

Alkaloid - margosine, Protease – melain from fruit, Glycopeptide - meliacine  

 Traditional uses 

There is scare evidence of indigenous use of this species in Australia, most infor-
mation available derives from a long history of use in Asia, particularly India and 
Pakinstan.  Here is used to treat fevers, diarrhoea,  malaria, rheumatic pain, in-
testinal parasites, head lice, scabies, bacterial skin conditions and much more 
(Sharma & Paul, 2013; Abid Askari, 2010). It also has a long tradition of insecti-
cidal uses, many of which resemble uses for the more well-known and closely 
related neem tree (Azadiractha indica). 

Actions 

Antipyretic, anthelmintic, bitter tonic, antidiarrhoel, emmenagogue, deobstru-
ent, astringent, antiparasitic, antiviral, anadoyne, emetic 

Antimicrobial activity 

The traditional use of M. azedarach for treatment of bacterial and fungal disease 
in humans has been substantiated by in vitro studies using extracts prepared 
from both leaves (Sen & Batra, 2012) and seeds ( Khan et al., 2011). In a human 

Therapeutic uses (Indications)  

Based on traditional uses and research 
findings. 

Fevers, viral infections 

Intestinal worms, tropical parasites 

Protozoas— Trichmonas vaginalis 

Head lice, scabies, ringworm 

Externally for wounds, boils, , pustular 
eruptions, cellulitis 

Fungal diseases, incl. Candida albicans 

Diarrhoea, dysentery 

Stomach irritation, vomiting 

Renal calculi  (kidney/bladder stones) 

Cystitis  

nervous headaches, dyspepsia 

Rheumatic pain, glandular swellings 

Inflamed eyes, catacacts 

Haemorrhoids  

 

 

Preparations  

Dried bark decoction, 15-20 ml every 2 
hrs as anthelmintic.  

Root bark, powdered, 0.5g TDS  

Tincture leaf 1:5, 0.5-1mL TDS 

Paste of the flowers for skin and head 

Leaf fomentations  

 

Image from Wikipedia commons 
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(Melia azedarach cont.) 

cream based on methanol extract  of flowers was found to be effective against 
bacterial skin diseases in children, including pyrogenic infections and cellulitis 
(Saleem et al., 2008).  

Antiviral effects against foot and mouth disease, polio, Herpes simplex and Vesicu-
lar stomatitis have also been demonstrated in vitro (Adnan &  Rubae, 2009). 

Toxicology  

The ripe fruits are toxic, and potentially-though rarely-fatal. In some regions fruit 
are regularly eaten by children, without apparent side-effects, possibly due to 
variation in chemotype. Death - where it has occurred - was preceded by nausea, 
vomiting, diarrhoea, severe thirst, cold sweats, sleepiness and convulsions. Alco-
holic and aqueous extracts of flowers and berries were non-toxic in rats and mice 
to a dose of 1500mg/kg.  
Some toxic symptoms were observed within this dosage range, including mild CNS 
sedation Toxic principles in fruit have been identified as meliatoxins. Toxicity of 
the leaf and bark are much lower than for the fruit. (Abid Askari, 2010; Wink & 
van Wyk, 2008).  

Use as a pesticide 
 

Leaf and fruit extracts are larvicidal  and anti-oviposition against Aedes aegypti, 
the mosquito responsible for transmission of yellow, dengue, and Zika  fevers. 
Seed extracts are larvicidal and against  Anopheles stephensi, the primary insect 
vector for malaria in India. 
 
In addition, extracts from different sections of M. azedarach have been found to 
inhibit growth of numerous agricultural pests including the African cotton 
leafworm, silverleaf whitefly, the maize stalk borer moth, the spotted bollworm, 
as well as the Australian cattle tick and Pediculus humanus capitis, the cause of 
headlice in humans (Adnan &  Rubae, 2009). 
 

Conclusion 
 Despite the long history of use in Asian folk medicine and the numerous scientific 
findings, toxicological concerns dictate that it is unlikely that M. azedarach will be 
find its’ way to becoming a regular medicinal agent any time soon. The real pro-
spect is for topical uses, where it has great potential for treating some pretty 
tricky conditions as described above. Leaf extracts can also be used safely at low 
doses, they are quite bitter and there would be little risk of overdosing. 
 
There are good prospects for agriculture and veterinary uses, though given the 
difficulties that neem products have with Australian regulatory bodies, we may 
not see any registered products in the marketplace, at least in the short term. 
However there is nothing to prevent farmers and graziers from making their own    
pesticides, and there is no doubt that great demand exists for natural control of 
farm pests. Given the plant is so widely distributed and easy to grow, there is cer-
tainly no shortage or sustainability concerns. 
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Editorial note. 

As I write it is another 40C day, I’ve lost 
count of how many we’ve had this sum-
mer, and it looks like there are more to 
come.  Summer on the land is really 
about survival, and unfortunately I have 
lost some trees planted last year, and 
struggle to keep water up to the rest, 
many of which are now covered with 
shade cloth. 

This looks like being a big year for the 
Indigenous Plants for Health Associa-
tion. We are about to start on the Per-
soonia study (more to come on that) 
and I’ve been invited to speak on behalf 
of the Association at an upcoming Land-
care forum. You will be advised as to 
the date and location once the planning 
is completed. In addition, we will hold a 
field day in conjunction with the inaugu-
ral AGM, later in the year.  

I would really appreciate any contribu-

tions from members, so that our news-

letter is more representative of the 

whole group, providing a healthy range 

of viewpoints and covering diverse geo-

graphic locations. 

White cedar, a street tree in Hamilton NSW 

Photo courtesy of Mark Abell , 

Gumleaves  October  2018 edition. 
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Scotch broom — invasive weed and medicinal plant 

I was watching a video by the renowned US herbalist David Winston called 
“The worst weeds make the best medicine” and a few Australian examples 
of this concept came to mind, one of the best being the Scotch broom 
(Cytisus scoparius, family Fabaceae), a truly invasive week in the western 
portion of Barrington Tops, just north of the Hunter Valley.   

While it is a reasonably attractive plant with its’ buttercup yellow pea flow-
ers and bright green pods, this species looms as a major threat to the stabil-
ity of the fragile Polblue peat swamp and surrounding sub-alpine forests. 

Herbalists should be aware of this species, since it contains the alkaloid spar-
teine, whose actions include anti-arrhythmic (similar to quinidine, a plant-
based drug used to treat arrhythmia) and oxytocic (strengthens uterine con-
tractions), rendering it as a potential abortifacient. Apart from sparteine, 
Scotch broom also contains cardioactive amines such as tyramine, as well as 
flavonoids, which act as vasodilators thereby relaxing the tone of the blood 
vessels.  As a medicinal herb Scotch brooms is classified as a cardio-sedative,  
mild cardiotonic and diuretic having been used for cardiac arrhythmias, mild 
heart failure with oedema (fluid retention) and low blood pressure 
(Skenderi, 2003)..  Due to             toxicological concerns, use of the plant as 
herbal medicine has been restricted, and we are unlikely to witness any har-
vesting for medicinal use of a large scale, any time soon. 

Efforts to control the spread of this weed have met will little success. There 
is plenty of evidence of herbicide applications in the past, and while glypho-
sate (“roundup”) does kill the plant, it can’t control the germination of seed-
lings from the rich seed bank in the soil. On a recent visit to Polblue, I wit-
nessed plenty of dead plants, but these were easily outnumbered by the 
living ones, including hundreds of small seedlings that are virtually surround-
ing the peat bog—it seems only a matter of time. 

It isn’t as though the invasive broom is the only threat to the region, there is 
plenty of evidence of disturbances from wild pigs and horses, and there are 
some areas nearby that are quarantined due to an outbreak of the plant-
deadly water mould  Phytophthora cinnamomi. The area is also home to 
several rare and endangered plants species, including some potential health 
promoting plants. These include two species of pepperbush (P. purpua-
rescens and P. glaucifolia), the silver tea tree (Leptospermum argenteum) 
and two species of eyebright (Euphrasia  cilioata and E. arguta).  

Reference:  Skenderi, G. (2003). Herbal Vade Mecum. Herbacy Press, New Jersey 

Cytisus scoparius – Scotch broom                               

Poisoned and healthy Scotch broom, plus 
pig disturbance  

N

NH

sparteine—a quinolizidine alkaloid 

Scotch broom seen smothering the pepperbush (Tasmannia glaucifolia) 

Clear pools in the Polblue sphagnum bog  

See https://www.robcaz.net/polblue.htm  
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Herbalists Without Borders. 

By Monica Francia 

Herbalists Without Borders (HWB) is a Global non-profit network focussed 

around health justice and humanitarian aid. The objective of the organisation is 

to provide holistic health care to communities in need such as those affected by 

natural disaster, violent conflicts, poverty, trauma and other barriers to health 

and wellness.  

It is our belief that holistic health care is a human right and should be available 

to everyone. That’s why we have come together to start a Herbalists Without 

Borders chapter here in Hobart. Our aim is to bring herbal medicine back to the 

grass roots level. Herbal Medicine was always the peoples medicine and we wish 

to cultivate and maintain that connection between all people and our medicinal 

plant allies. 

Our first pay-by-donation community event is planned for January. It will encom-

pass a medicinal plant walk, a herbal tea blending session and medicinal plant 

propagation workshop. The workshop will provide information about the actions 

of medicinal herbs and herbal safety and aims to deepen community connection 

with medicinal plants. 

It is our hope that through founding the Hobart Herbalists Without Borders 

chapter, and through hosting events such as these that we will be able to rekin-

dle the relationship between people in our community and the plants that are in 

abundance around us. We hope to give our community more autonomy over 

their own bodies and health and enable all people to access and use natural 

medicines. 

We believe this will lead to a healthier and happier community, as well as a 

healthier planet. We advocate for sustainable harvesting of medicinal plants 

from the wild and want to encourage people to also grow their own. In this way, 

we hope to demonstrate that herbal medicine is a much more sustainable and 

regenerative form of medicine for people everywhere.  

We have more community events planned for the near future, with longer term 

goals of creating a community clinic and people’s apothecary and creating me-

dicinal herb plots in community gardens. We have already received amazing sup-

port and encouragement from our community and this motivates us to continue 

working towards these goals.  

You can support us by following our Facebook Page @Hobart Herbalists Without 
Borders or donating to Herbalists Without Borders International. We can also be 
contacted via email at hobart.hwb@gmail.com 

Saving the Alpine Flora 
Australian Plant Society  Wed. 20th Feb. 7.45pm. 

Linda Groom, organizer of the recent ‘Save Kosci’ protest walk, will outline the plant 
species threatened by wild horses in Kosciuszko National Park, and report on the 
walk aimed to help save them in her illustrated presentation. 

 

Monica Francia is a Naturopath, Nu-

tritionist and Herbalist based in Ho-

bart at Goulds Natural Medicine Clin-

ic. Goulds Natural Medicine grows 

and produces many of its own herbs, 

teas and tinctures and this is what 

drew Monica to move to Hobart and 

work for this 'farm to apothecary', 

sustainability conscious, ethics-based 

business. Monica specialises in wom-

en's health and hormonal issues. She 

is a passionate advocate for men-

strual awareness and strives to break 

down menstrual taboo as a menstru-

al and women's health educator. She 

also has a passion for community 

engagement and improving social 

access to natural medicines for all 

peoples. She is currently the chapter 

co-coordinator for Hobart Herbalists 

Without Borders, runs low cost com-

munity workshops and groups 

around home herbalism and is a 

proud member of Radical Herbalists 

Australia. In her spare time, she loves 

to experiment and cook with beauti-

ful whole food ingredients grown 

locally by small scale farmers and 

producers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Editor’s note. 

Monica is the newest member of the 

IPHA Committee. We look forward to 

working with her to raise the associa-

tion’s profile in Tasmania, a state 

blessed with a good share of health-

promoting plants, and an keen 

awareness of these plants among the 

general population. 

Note: The Australian Plant Society 
Hunter Valley branch meets at the 
Polish Hall, Cnr. Grant & Old Rose 
Sts. Maitland NSW 

mailto:hobart.hwb@gmail.com
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The pepperberry (Tasmannia lanceolata, Winteraceae family) prefers the cool, 
moist eucalypt and temperate rainforests of Tasmania, Victoria and New South 
Wales (Harden, 1990). With adequate shade and moisture, this shrub can be culti-
vated in most of Eastern Australia. 

According to Trish Hodge, a Palawa woman and managing director of Nita Educa-
tion in Tasmania, indigenous people would crush the fresh berries and apply this to 
toothaches or sore gums (Verass, 2018).  

In various studies, berries, leaves and seeds of pepperberry have demonstrated 
antioxidant, antimicrobial, anti-inflammatory, antiviral, cytoprotective, gastropro-
tective and antifungal activity in water, alcohol and hexane extracts (Winnett, 2014, 
Alderees, 2018, Verass, 2014, Sakulnarmrat, 2013, Matsuda, 2002). Both methanol 
and aqueous extracts were effective against Klebsiella pneumoniae, a bacteria con-
sidered a trigger for inflammatory autoimmune diseases (Winnett et al, 2017). After 
testing extracts from 40 plants, Cock, et al (2013) found that pepperberry was one 
of 14 native species*that inhibited P. mirabilis, a bacteria thought to act as a trigger 
for rheumatoid arthritis - also considered an autoimmune disease. Guo, Sakulnarm-
rat & Konczak (2014) found that pepperberry actively inhibited COX-1 and also 
showed some inhibition of iNOS activity. Cyclooxygenases (COX-I, COX-2) and iNOS 
(nitrous oxide synthase) are enzymes associated with inflammation, pain and fever. 
In an earlier paper, Sakulnarmrat and Konczak (2012) found pepperberry to be 
effective against metabolic syndrome via inhibition of α-glucosidase, pancreatic 
lipase and angiotensin I-converting enzyme  
 
Popular as a native spice, the hot spiciness of pepperberry derives from a sesquiter-
pene dialdehyde, polygodial (Asakawa et al, 2012). One author noted that the heat 
was reduced in cooking and that the best heat came from freshly ground pepper-
berries (Verass, 2014).  In a study of the nutritional value of native plants, both the 
leaf and berries of pepperberry contained Vitamin D2 (0.67 and 0.05 μg/100 g DW, 
respectively) (Hughes, et al, 2018). 

The combination of antimicrobial, antifungal and antioxidant actions has sparked 
interest in the use of pepperberry as a food preservative (Winnett, et al, 2014; 
Verass, 2014; Menary, 1999; Alderees, et al, 2018). One study found that it in-
creased the colour stability of Davidson's plum extract (Jensen, et al., 2011). 

*The fourteen species (in alphabetical order): Aleurites moluccanus, Datura leichardtii, Eucalyptus ma-

jor, Leptospermum bracteata, Leptospermum juniperium, Macadamia integrifolia (nut), Melaleuca al-
ternifolia, Melaleuca quinquenervia, Petalostigma pubescens, P. triloculorae, P. angustifolium, Scaveola 
spinescens, Syzgium australe and Tasmannia lanceolata (Cock, et al, 2013) 
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 Mountain Pepper or Tasmanian Pepperberry       

  By Kathleen Bennett  
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Tasmannia lanceolata   

 Lake St. Claire Tasmania. 

Tasmannia glauca, Barrington Tops NSW 

Other species. 

Tasmannia stipitata 

- Dorrigo pepper, northern pepperbush 

T.asmannia purpurascens 

- broad-leaved pepperbush 

T. insipida—brush pepperbush 

T. glaucifolia—fragrant pepperbush 

Tasmannia insipidus  Werrikembe NP, NSW 

https://www.sbs.com.au/food/article/2018/07/11/native-berry-has-four-times-antioxidants-blueberries
https://www.sbs.com.au/food/article/2018/07/11/native-berry-has-four-times-antioxidants-blueberries
https://www.sbs.com.au/food/article/2018/07/11/native-berry-has-four-times-antioxidants-blueberries
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Book mini-reviews 
 
Cherikoff. V. 2017 Wild Foods. Looking back 60,000 years for clues to our future 

survival. New Holland Pubs 

For those of use who have been inspired by Bruce Pascoe’s “Dark Emu”, this new 

title from the recognized modern “pioneer” of bush foods follows a similar philoso-

phy of paradigm shift, from non-Indigenous to Indigenous perspectives of land and 

the provision of food. The fact that “Aboriginal society is the longest living culture 

on the planet” led Cherikoff to conclude “Aboriginal perspectives may offer a large 

part of the solution to world challenges and we need to reframe our understand-

ing of our place on this planet”.  

But this is a book about food, a critique of modern agriculture and a plea to for 

closer relationships with our food supply. Philosophy is balanced with science, and 

the book is worth owning just for the excellent tables of nutrients and phytochemi-

cals for a range of indigenous plant foods, in a chapter by guest contributor Isabela 

Konczac, a CSIRO scientist who has performed the analytical studies and published 

results in peer-review journals, and now in this text. In case you were wondering, 

many of the Australian fruits and leaves are extremely rich in nutrients and antioxi-

dants, by comparison with standard reference species such as blueberries. 

This book has an attractive appearance and plenty of colourful photos, and is full 

of useful information on nutrition, flavours, insights into Aboriginal resource man-

agement, and how we can incorporate Indigenous foods and philosophy into con-

temporary Australia.  

 

Alice, L. & O’Quinn, T. 2017. Australian Bush Superfoods. Plant-based recipes at 

home. Hardie Grant Travel, Vic. 

I have always been wary of the “superfoods” tag, but I still found in hard to ignore 

this most attractive book. Unlike some books on bush food recipes, this one 

doesn’t just focus on the dozen or so most well-known species, but includes infor-

mation and recipes on 40 species including many lesser-known ones. Some of the 

more eye-catching recipes include anise myrtle yoyo biscuits, bunya nut borscht, 

Illawarra plum fruit and nut chocolate and wattleseed tiramisu. You get the picture 

– native plant ingredients made very palatable by blending them into some very 

tasty westernised cuisine. 

 

Martin, S. 2014. Bush Tukka Guide. Identify plants and animals, and learn how to 

cook with them. Explore Australia Publishing. Vic. 

This book is equally eyecatching, but with a different focus than the superfoods 

book. The author draws on her Aboriginal heritage, for example the introduction 

includes “Teachings from my ancestors” and “Indigenous background knowledge”. 

Plant foods covered include both traditional uses and other uses – the latter focus-

ing more on western cuisine. As the title indicates, this book is also about animals, 

and vegetarians may want to skip this section – not for the fainthearted! Finally 

there is a recipe section at the back. Chilli and bush tomato mud crabs sounds right 

up my line, but I’m going to give the stir-fried grasshoppers a miss. Another prod-

uct of Hardie Grant Publishing Explore Australia series, check out their website for 

other titles of interest, for those of us who love living outdoors. 
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IPH Committee Members 
Acting President and Treasurer:  

 Julie Brown 

Vice President: Denis Stewart 

Research Director, Newsletter editor: 
Andrew Pengelly 

Secretary: Kathleen Bennett  

Regulatory Affairs: Rob Santich 
General member: Monica Frankia 
 
We currently have some vacancies on 
our committee, if you are interested in 
taking a more active role we would wel-
come your participation. Please contact 
the Secretary on 0431320933 or 
0468535234 

 

Indigenous Plants for Health 
(IPH) is an incorporated as-
sociation formed with the ob-
jectives of raising awareness, 
sourcing grants and sponsor-
ship for sustainable produc-
tion of indigenous plant-
based products. 

Book mini-reviews (cont.) 
 
Williams, C. 2011. Medicinal Plants in Australia. Vol. 1 Bush Pharmacy. Ros-

enberg, NSW. 

This is the first of a 4-part series, possibly the most comprehensive academic 

work ever created on this topic. I will briefly review each part over the next 

few newsletter editions.  

Part 1 of the series has been out of print for some time which is something of 

a mystery, however it can be purchased as an ebook, available from 

ebooks.com for $35, which is where I obtained my copy. However, I found 

out that my ecopy stopped working after a few months, a mystery that I 

haven’t yet resolved. Buyer beware! 

That aside, the book acts as a nice intro to the series, with a collection of in-

formation that includes both traditional Aboriginal and Colonial plant uses. 

To quote from the publisher’s review : “In many instances, the value of the 

medicinal discoveries of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries has been 

enhanced by contemporary research, summarised in each chapter, which 

lends increasing support to their traditional uses.”  

This volume contains chapters of Eucalypts, sandalwood (native and exotic), 

beverages, fragrant and aromatic plants, sassafras and sarsaparilla – two 

American plants used to make root beer and other beverages, which have 

some Australian equivalents - and my favourite chapter which is on medicinal 

honey. This chapter would almost be worth the coast of the book alone – a 

history of the use of honey plus an extensive review of the established and 

potential medicinal honey species native to Australia.  

For an Australian herbalist or plant researcher this is an essential series. 

https://indigenousplantsforhealth.com/ 

WWW — sites of interest 
Community gardens 
Remote indigenous gardens 
http://www.remoteindigenousgardens.net/ 
 
Community garden directory 
http://directory.communitygarden.org.au/ 
 

Indigenous weather knowledge: 
http://www.bom.gov.au/iwk/index.shtml      
 

Plant groups 
Australian Plant Society 
https://www.austplants.com.au/ 
 
Australian Flora Foundation 
http://aff.org.au/ 
 
Essential oil Producers of Australia 
https://eopaa.com.au/  

http://www.remoteindigenousgardens.net/
http://directory.communitygarden.org.au/

