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Taxonomy and nomenclature 

Species name: Butea monosperma (Lam.) Taub. 

Family name: Fabaceae, subfamily Papilionoideae 

Synonyms: Butea braamania DC., Butea frondosa Roxb., 

Erythrina monosperma Lam., Plaso monosperma (Lam.) 

Kuntze, Rudolphia frondosa (Willd.) Poir. 

Vernacular (common name): Palash, Dhak, Flame of the 

forest. 

 

Distribution and habitat 

The tree is native to tropical and sub-tropical parts of 

the Indian Subcontinent and Southeast Asia southwards 

to western Indonesia. In India, it is found up to 1000m 

in the outer Himalayas and 1300m in the hill ranges in 

southern parts. It is a slow-growing species. The 

absolute maximum shade temperature of its habitat up 

to 49°C and the minimum to -4°C. The average rainfall 

is 500-700 mm in the drier parts and 1900-3800 in the 

moist zones. The plant can grow on a variety of soils: 

black-cotton, dry stony, saline, alkaline, swampy or 

clayey soil as well as in waterlogged conditions. The tree 

is gregarious in open grassland. Though the tree grows 

in open plains, it is capable of withstanding shade. The 

species is also highly drought-tolerant and frost-hardy. 

 

Use 

The wood is creamy-white and yellowish-orange when 

aged, moderately hard, straight-grained, and very 

coarse-structured. It is not durable and is used in 

packing cases, utensils, and making charcoal. Also used 

as raw material for the production of newsprint. The 

plant is an important host for lac-cultivation. The gum is 

also used in dyeing and tanning. The leaves are lopped 

for fodder, mainly by buffaloes, and used in making 

disposable biodegradable leaf plates and cups. The 

flowers yield a bright yellow or orange-red dye, used for 

dying fabric. Seed oil is used in the soap industry. The 

bark yields a coarse brown fiber, used for cordage. The 

bark, root, leaf, flower, and seed have medicinal 

properties. The incision in the bark gives a clear red gum 

known as Bengal kino that is used in local medicine. The 

gum is a powerful astringent, used in diarrhea and 

dysentery, phthisis and hemorrhage from the stomach 

and bladder. It is edible, rich in riboflavin. Seeds are used 

as a vermifuge for elephants and horses.  

 

Botanical description 

Butea monosperma is a medium-sized deciduous tree 

with a somewhat crooked trunk, up to 15m in height and 

1.2m dbh. Bark is 5-6 mm thick, grey to greyish-brown; 

exudation is red; branchlets densely tomentose. Leaves 

trifoliate, alternate, long- petioled; stipules small, 

lateral, cauducous; rachis stout, pubescent, pulvinate; 

lateral leaflets broadly oblong-ovate or sub-orbicular, 

base oblique, apex obtuse, terminal leaflet widely 

rhomboid, base obtuse, apex emarginate, silky 

pubescent on both sides when young, turning glabrous 

above, with distinctly reticulate veins beneath when 

mature, margin entire, coriaceous; lateral nerves 4-8 

pairs, pinnate, prominent. Flowers bisexual, orange-red 

rarely yellow, in terminal or axillary, densely fascicled, 

racemes; calyx olive green, bell-shaped, velvety outside; 

corolla much exerted; petals 5, lanceolate, clawed, 

wings falcate, adnate to keel, keel united, curved; 

stamens 9 + 1; vexillary stamens free; anthers uniform; 

ovary inferior, 1-celled, ovules 4-5; style filiform, curved 

and stigma capitate. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fruit and seed description 

Pods are single-seeded samaras, pendulous, greyish 

brown, silky-tomentose, oblong, 

base flat, wing-like and indehiscent, 

thickened at the sutures, 

reticulately veined containing one 

seed at its apex; seed is flat, 

reniform.500 to 2000 seeds weigh 

one kg. 
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Flowering and fruiting habit 

Flower buds start appearing in January-February 

coinciding with leaf fall, and flowering continues until 

the end of April when new leaves appear Generally, dry 

weather favors flowering. Trees with full bloom of 

orange-red flowers glow like a flame in the forest 

canopy. Not all trees flower each year. The single seeded 

pods appear rapidly after flowering in May-June. 

Pollination is done by birds and rodents; rose-ringed 

parakeets, purple sunbirds, white-eyes and, three-

striped squirrels are found as the most frequent flower 

visitors. Both geitonogamy and cross-pollination occur 

in the species. Pods disperse as an anemochorous 

diaspore.  

 
 

 

Seed collection 

Seeds should be collected just before natural dispersal. 

The best collection time is when the pods turn 

brownish-grey and the seed turns brown. Collection can 

be done by plucking the pods with a hooked pole. A 

tarpaulin sheet spread under the tree eases collection. 

Collection of natural fallen seeds from the ground is 

avoided due to their rapid deterioration.  

 

Processing and handling 

Seeds are extracted from pods by splitting the pods by 

pressing a knife along the sutures. Seeds are spread in 

one layer on the cement floor and dried in shade with 

proper aeration if the moisture content of the seed is 

more than 3-5%.  

 

Dormancy and pretreatment 

Seeds do not show any dormancy, so no pre-sowing 

treatment is needed. 

 

Storage and viability 

Butea monosperma seeds are orthodox type and can 

tolerate drying to 3-5% moisture content, and freezing 

temperature. Seeds can maintain their viability for more 

than two years if stored at ambient conditions (15-40)°C 

even with moisture content up to 10%. Long-term 

storage can be done by storing seeds at low 

temperatures (0°C to -20°C) and 3-6% moisture content. 

 

 

Sowing and germination 

The plant can be propagated by direct sowing or 

transplanting the seedlings grown in a nursery. 

Germination percentage is 80-100%. In direct sowing, 

seeds are sown at 2 cm depth and 25-30cm apart along 

the lines, and lightly covered with soil. In irrigated land, 

seeds should be sown in the loose soil near the base of 

the irrigation trenches 30 cm x30 cm on the side facing 

the trench. For non-irrigated land, the ground may be 

ploughed in strips about 30 cm wide before sowing. 

Regular watering and weeding are done. Germination 

occurs within three weeks after sowing. The seedlings 

are transplanted during the first rainy season after the 

stem is pruned to 5 cm and the taproot to 23 cm.  

 

Pest and diseases 

Among the different insects attacking this plant, 

Enarmonia stirpicola bores the pith of shoots and also 

feeds on buds and flowers. Aspidiotus orientalis feeds 

on sap. Sinoxylon sudanicum and Basitropsis hamata 

bore the sapwood of the deadwood. Plocaederus 

obesus bores the wood and makes it useless. Removal 

of sick and dying trees and debarking of all felled trees 

are recommended as remedial measures. Trachys 

bicolor and larva of Taragama dorsalis defoliate the 

tree. Cyclopelta siccifolia attacks the young shoots 

which show desiccation of leaves, often associated with 

leaf fall and withering away the shoots. Several 

defoliators eat the leaves. Larvae of insects from the 

family Lycaenidea feed on flowers. The bacteria 

Xanthomonus buteae causes leaf spots leading to 

premature defoliation. Pestalotia butea (fungi) also 

causes leaf spots.  
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