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ABSTRACT: Throughouf man’z ciailizafion, planfs and people have been linked
fogether. Plant has been a pivolal element in hiz daily needs and lives. Man relies on
plants for much more fhan food and shelter in facf, the reliance and usage of planiz
fo certain extend goes beyond the aimple willtanan purposes. Studies on indigenous
societies ahow a clearer relationship befwesen planfs and people. In these zociefies,
plants are fundamenfal pare of their medicinal and rifual pracfices bezides the daily
dietary and whilitarian purposes. Thiz paper will study the relationzhip of people and
plants aof Tazik Bera; known a5 Omang Semelal. More than 137 species have been
idenfified and cafegonized sccordingly. Discussion on thiz relafionaship in contexf of
eustzinable development will be deliberated.

Introduction

Since the beginning of time, plants play a fundamental role in most human activities. it
has been said that with plants, man steps out from the cave dwellings and explore the
world beyond. It was from plants that man created tools for hunting, sither individual
ar in-group, and then later on develops tools for agrarian purposes. In the making of
a simple hutf, almost every part of plants is important to man. Man used the trunk,
branches, woven leaves and bark fo construct a shelter.

In scme communities, lore and myth have been bome associated with plants thus
giving significant or intrinsic values fo the society. Undoubtedly, plants have playad
important roles in almost every aspect of the human life. In retrospect, the relationship
of plants and the indigenous people have long been direct and clearer due o closeness
and their dependance fo nature for subsistence.

This paper will explore the unigue relationship of indigenous people and plants of
Tasek Bera. The relaticnship extends fo five main categores of their lives, that is,
dietary, rituals, medicinal, cosmetics and utilities purposes.
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Tasik Bera: Abode of the Semelai

Task Bera, home of Orang Semelai. is the largest fresh water wetland in Peninsular
Malaysia, coverng approximately 7,000 heclares. It is located in the southern central
part of Peninsular Malaysia; in the State of Pahang.The lake is an elongated swamp,
which is a tibutary of Pahamg River. It widens and cverflows during the rainy season
but appears fo be made of swamp sedges during dry season (Hoe, 20017) The main
habitats of Tasik Bera comprises of the lakes and ponds, river and sireams, swamps
(reed-s=dge swamp and forest swarnp) and lowland forest.

The lake is a sanciuary for 328 species of flora, 200 bird species, 50 mammals and more
than 895 species of fishes (Sapura, 2005). The forest meanwhile supports numerous
wildlife such as tigers, tapirs, elephants, clouded leapard, wild boars and flying lemurs
{Sim, 2002). The lake and ifs immediate areas have been the home to the Semelai
since 00 years ago. The rich bio-diversity around the lake has sustained the Semelai
for generafions.

Tasik Bera is more than a home to the Semelai but has been part of the myth and
tradifions being fold from one generation to another. The story on the formation of
Tasek Bera as has been fold by the elders revolved arcund the challenged made
by a spirifual old man fo the sarly setlers who have taken the 'fat” from a Keming
(Cipterocarpus kerni) tree for their own feast without his permission. The spirtual old
man had stuck his walking sfick to the ground and challenged the villagers to remaove
it. Mo ome could remove it except for the old man. The old man then walked away and
water bagan to coze out of the hale. Mo one could stop the water and resulting in the
whaole area fo be as it is foday- a lake.

Interestingly, Tasik Bera is also of historical significance. | is believed to be located
riear the ancient trans-peninsular routes between Siraits of Malacea and South China
Sea. Remains of Ming ceramics and pots were found within the area (peers commi. En
Ruzairy Arbi, Jabatan Muziuem S&ntiquiti). Today. Tasik Bera is Malaysia's first wetland
of international importance, being the first Ramsar Site in the country.
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The Semelai of Tasik Bera

Apcording fo ethnological study, the Orang Asli Semelai has been classified as Proto-
Malay, fogether with Temuan and Jakun and is known as shifling cultivator. Their
lamguage is similar fo the Mon Khmer languages. The Semelai and Malay people
bear much culiural and physical likeness but their historical relationship has yet o
be defined. The resemblance to the Malays has led to a speculation that the Semelai
obtained their name from the nickname "Same Malay” given by the Colonial British.

Generally, they are distributed in the middle par of Pahang such as Tasik Bera, Sungai
Bera, Sungai Teriang, Paya Besar and Paya Badak while in Megeri Sembilan, near
Sungai Serting, Sungai Lui and Ul Muar {(Jabatan Hal Ehwal Orang Asli, 2002). The
Sermelai found at Tasik Bera were believed to live thare for over 800 years. Many of
them have been resettled in permanent villagers arownd Pos Iskandar since the 1848-
G0°s "Emergency’ and today. many depend on rubber smallholdings for income.

I amother belief, accarding fo the local elders, the Semelai are descendants of the
seventh child of Bafin Paduka Alam, who is believed fo be god-like being. This son
of the Batin Paduka Alam was the grandfather of the man responsible in causing the
anger of a mysterous old man who resulted in the flooding of the Bera River info the
current lake formation.

Relationship of the Semelai and Plants

The study on the relationship between man and plants is known as ethno botany. |t
has besn recognized that this relationship between man and planis is much clearer
especially in the indigenous societies. In these societies, plants are fundamental
parts of their medicinal and rtual practices besides the daily dietary and ufilitarian
pPUTrpOses.

Im the local context, the indigenous people of Peninsular Malaysia were known as
forest gatherer of forest products such as resin, sandalwood and rattan. The products
were collected and traded in ancient port of Kedah and later on Melaka (Dunn, 1875).
The historical records proved that the fraditional systems of botanical knowledge and
usage of planis hawve been passed through generations within the local indigenous
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societies ie. ethno botany. In fact, they utilize the plants not necassarily for basic living,
but alse for economical reason.

A study on the relafionship of the Semelai and plants has shown some inferesting
linkages with the lozal myth and fraditions of the communities of Tasik Bera. Mohala
{2002}, has described some of the local myths related fo certain plants such Kerming
(Chipterocarpus kerril) trees, Mahang (Macamanga tniloba) and Terap (Arfocarpus
elazticus). Another study by Gianno (1287) highlighted om wses of several plants
such as smbury (Dilends spp), midur (Gonicthalamus macrophpla), iy (Tnomma
malaccensiz and kmyan (Siyrax benzain). Obviously, these associalions with plants
show the sirong affization between the Semelai and plants not only to provide
sustenance to their survival but also in creating their culiural identity.

Im Tasik Bera, the special and direct inter-relationship between man and plants is
clearly established in most of the daily activities of the Semelai. For example, the much
sought after resin from Kensng (Dipterocarpus kerri) are still collected and scid o
middle mamn who regulady come and bought the product. In selecting the suitahle frees
for harvesting the resin, the people of Tasik Bera believe that tree with branch leans
heavily fowards sunrise will produce maore resin than other (pers comm. Batin Pelah
Langkong). This fraditional knowledge attained by the local communities perhaps
illustrates the wunique relationship of the Semelai with the said plant.

Flants of the Semelai

A recent preliminary study in 2005, conducted by a feam of researchers led by
Universiti Teknologl Malaysia, found that there are more than 137 planis within the
Semelal communities at Tasik Bera that are closely related fo the community. These
plants technically referred to as ethno-botany of the Semelai can further be categorized
accordingly fo the role and purpose of the plants to the community. The followings
are brief description about the function and intrinsic values of ethno botany of the
Semelai;
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] Plants that Feads (Dietary)

A commonly assaciated relationship between people and plants is that plants provide
the source of food to man. Traditionally, the Semelai gathers and obtained their food
fram the forest. Later, some form shiffing agriculiure or swiddening becomes part of
the Semelai communify's tradifions fo produce plants as part of their dietary. Findings
fram preliminary study conducted confirm 52 plants being used as part of the distary
af the Semelai.

The main staple foods of the Semelai are sither paddy (Ovyza safiva) or tapioca. In
absence of the rice, tapiocs or wubi (Manihal esculents) are being prepared as one
of the ingredients in their dish or as confectionery. The main staple food are being
consumed with other dishes and favourite condiments such as Kerdaz [Pifhecallabium
microcarpum), Jenng (Pitheceliobium jirnga, Pelal (Parkis specicsa)l and also
Cemperai {Champereis grififhiil

A dominant plant used in most of the fish dishes of the Semelai is the Serengom/
Pepijat (Eleffariopsiz curlizi). it is a ginger species commonly used as an ingredient fo
remove the unpleasant fishy smell and tasts. The Semelai are also good at "make-do’
with cther plants as ingredients in cooking when situafion does not allow. For example,
the foliage of Bawang Hutan tree or Bawang Beri is used in place of garlic or onion
during hunting trips in the forest.

Sugarcanes and Tampoi fruits (Baccawrea maingay) are commonly used to produce
the traditicnal alcohol or Tuak. The Semelai consumes thess drinks especially during
thie fruiting season.

] Plants that Serves for Material Cultures (Utilities)

The findings fram the recent preliminary study shown that 28 plants have been identified
for the purpose o construct shelters, boats, handicrafts, musical instruments and for

ather utilitarian purposes.

The fraditional Semelai's houses were generally made of materials found from the
nearby forest and lakes. Structurally, the houses are made of any of the forest species
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such as Tembuszsu (Fragrae fragrans), BifangonPenaga (Calophplium inophylium),
Merawan{Hopes sppl, Meranli Kepong (Shorea spp) and Cedong. For floorings,
Bamboo is being wsed while traditionally the walls are made of barks of the Merant
tree. The foliage of Palas (Licuala speciosa) or Serdang palm (Livisionia chinensiz )
are commonly used for roofing.

The life on the Tasek Bera requires the construction the usage of traditional boats
called perahu jalur. The perahu jalur is & unique feature of the indigenous people of
the lake. Again forest frees such as Reszak (Vafica app), Tembusw Darat | Fragras
giganfica) and Medang (| Ginnamomum spp) from the swrrounding mearty are being
used for this purposs.

Like most other native communities in Peninsular Malaysia, the Semelai are also active
in the making handicrafts such the pandan mat and ofher fishing and hunting tocls.
The screw pines (Pandanus zpp), aftan (Calamus 2op) and bamboos are commanly
used for this purpose. Other significance handicrafts of the Semelai includes miniature
‘perahu jalur’ as amaments for decoration and the traditional musical instruments. The
timnber from Mangka tree (Arocarpus heferophydla) is commonly used for the miniature
perahu jalurwhile Medang wood and bamboos are used for the musical instruments.

. Plants that Heals (Medicinal)

This category of ethno botany plants associated with the Semelai are the most sought
after by the ‘outside world ' especially with the rise in awareness on their economic
value. The findings of the preliminary study showed that these plants made up the
second largest group in numbers. & fofal of 34 plant species has been recorded as
plants that heal according o the Semelai community.

The most common medicinal plants are the Tongkaf AV (Eurypcoma longifalia), Payung
All (Diazpyrosbuxifolia app), Pokok Midor (Goniothalamus of G. fap), Ssfowl (Thatfea
cf T. formenfosa), Rolan balu (Calamus insigniz), Janggut Tok Adam (Themeda
arguensz) and Kacip Fatimah {Labisia pumila).

Other plants commanly used in traditional freatments include the common Swaes or
FPalong {Crinum aziaficum) and the Pinang (Areca caltechu). The Suasa is used to heal
broken bones while the drinks from Pinang nuts are used to reduce labowr pains.
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] Plants that Provides Spiritual Power (Rituals)

The Semelaiis rich with fraditions and rituals. The rituals ceramonies within the Semelai
are associated the 'life cycle "of man, from birth, childhood, adulthood, marriage and fill
death. In maost of these rtuals, plants are being wsed as part of the ceremaonies.

The most cormmon planis used in the cleansing or purification ritwals of Tepung Tawar
by the Semelai is the Mers (Gandarusa spp).The Meris is also used fraditionally with
chicken blood for the purpose cleansing and 'buka tanah’ rituals.

Other plant products wsed in rituals conducted by the Tok Batin (Village Head),
Poyang/Bomoh (Medicine man'Shaman) and Tok Mudin { Circumiciser) incledes Kijai
{Santiria griffithii) and Kemenyan { Styrax benzion).

. Plants that Beautifies (Dyes & Cosmetics)

The used planis as part of the fradifional dyes and cosmetics are very limited. The
Sermelal wormnen folks of foday are more influenced by the use of modern cosmetics
and dyes. The Keembang or Inai ayer (Impafiens balsaming) leaves are siill being
used by some women folks for colouring their fingemails. Similarhy, Akar Sezinfok is
still used for the purpose to shampoo their hairs by some of the women folks.

However, some of the most precious raw cosmetics are collected by the Semelai from
the mearby jungle, namely the Minyak Keruing (Dipterocarpus keril) and Kayu Gaharu
{Aquilaria hirta).Both these plant products are still being exploited by the Semelai for
economic refurns.

Tradificnally, the bark of the Pokok Terap (Artocarpus elasticus) are made info bark

clothes especially in the form of trousers.

Conclusion

The preliminary study on ethno botany of the Semelai carried out at Tasek Bera has
shown that relationship between people and plants are much clearer in indigenous
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people. This is probably because of the direct link between production and consuwmption
compared to other industrialized society. 1 was also realized the Semelai culiure
retains much knowledge concermning plants compared fo the industrialized people. In
this case, these knowledge forms part of the necessity in life for the purpose of survival
and development of cultural values of the Semelai society. The recognifion that the
indigenous people are steward of some the most sensitive ecosystems on the planst
is also a reason for the inferest of ethno-botany within Semelai people is still in tact.
Obwvicusly this fradiional knowledge should be recognized and conserved to assist in
making wise decision perfaining to comservation of natural resources.

Tradificnal ways of using plants by indigenous people are slowly losing ifs placs in
the rapid modern global economy and local culture. Locally, the interest has been
quite limited to those within the academic crcles. However, recent trends have shown
a growing interest into ethnobotany, as allemative to better, healthy living seems o
attract several local and international health/pharmaceutical compandes to venture into
this area. With the recent emphasis on bictechnology by the government, the study of
ethnobotany should be wary much relevant indeed.

Imwiew ofthe invaluable fraditional ecologicalfindigenous kmowledge thatis imeplaceahble,
certain development programs should be reviewed. By understanding these traditions
an plant usage before it is too late, may help to ameliorate negative consequences of
that change.
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