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INTRODUCTION 

Spices were major articles of trade between India and the Middle 
East in the ancient and medieval periods. These found their way to 
western Europe through the Arab traders. The western powers were 
vying with one another to establish a trade route to India which culmi­
nated in Vasco da Gama's landing in the Malabar coast in the 1498 A.D. 
The Malabar coast was the centre of the spices trade, as many of the 
precious spices came from the forest areas of this region. Black pepper, 
cardamom, cinnamon, ginger and turmeric were regularly exported fro111 
this region from ancient times, a tradition which the region still 
maintains. 

CENTRES OF DIVERSITY IN SPICES 

About 50 spices are now grown in India, several of these from 
ancient times. Black pepper, card"amom, ginger and turmeric are the 
major spices, now grown commercially. Both black pepper and cardamom 
have their centres of diversity in the evergreen forests of Western Ghats. 
Wild related taxa of the major spices reported from the Indian sub-conti­
nent and from the Western Ghat forest areas are given in Table I. 

The species of Piper are distributed mainly in the tropical and 
sub-tropical regions of the world, main centres being Central and South 
America and Southern Asia (Trelease and Yuneker, 1950). Two inde­
pendent centres of distribution are recognised in the Indian sUb-continent 
viz., Trans-Gangetic region and South Deccan. Even though 108 species 
of Piper have been recorded from the Indian sub-continent, only two 
species viz., P. nigrum and P. longum are known to be widely cultivated. 

Cardamom (Elettaria cardamomum) occurs in the. evergreen forests 
ot Western Ghats, India and also in Sri Lanka. The genus Elettaria has 
sewn species in the Indo-Malaysian region (Willis, 1966J.. Under culti­
vation, three distinct varieties are recognised; those having prostrate 
panicles (Malabar), erect panicles (Mysore) and the semi-erect panicles 














