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Areca catechu 

[Synonyms : Areca cathecu, Areca faufel, Areca hortensis] 

BETEL NUT is a palm. Native to maritime Malaysia it has very sweetly scented flowers. 

It is also known as Adakka (Malayalam), Arec (French), Areca (Italian, Spanish), Areca catecú 

(Portuguese), Arecanoot (Dutch), Areca nut, Areca nut palm, Areca palm, Arecapalm 

(Dutch), Areka obecná (Czech), Areka katekhu (Russian), Arekanuss (German), Areka 

Palme (German), Arekapalmu (Finnish), Areka yashi (Japanese), Arekovaia pal‘ma 

(Russian), Arequeira (Portuguese), Aréquier (French), Arequiera (Portuguese), Arygni 

(Armenian), Avellana d’India (Italian), Bakkumaroma (Tamil), Betel‘naia pal‘ma 

(Russian), Betelnoot (Dutch), Betelnootpalm (Dutch), Betelnöt (Swedish), Betelnüsse 

(German), Betelnusspalme (German), Betelnut palm, Betel palm, Betelpalm (Dutch, 

Swedish), Betelpalme (German), Betelpalmu (Finnish), Bing lang (Chinese), Bing lang zi 

(Chinese), Binrou (Japanese), Binrouju (Japanese), Búnga (Filipino/Tagalog), Catechu, 

Cau (Vietnamese), Fûfal (Arabic), Fufal ag (Turkish), Fulfil (Arabic), Girda choba 

(Persian), Hai-chang-tan (Chinese), Hopari (Indian), Indian nut, Jambé (Javanese, 

Sundanese), Kamugu (Tamil), Kathakambu (Tamil), Kavugu (Malay), Kawthal (Arabic), 

Khet (Thai), Kunthi (Indian), Kunthi pin kun (Burmese), Luukmaak (Thai), Luuktaan 

(Thai), Ma (Thai), Maak khiaw (Thai), Maaklang (Thai), Maaksuan (Thai), Mak (Thai), 

Mak mia (Thai), Noce del betel (Italian), Noce di arec (Italian), Noce di betel (Italian), 

Noisette d’Inde (French), Noix-d'arec (Creole, French), Noix de bétel (French), Noz de 

areca (Portuguese), Noz de bétel (Portuguese), Nuez de areca (Portuguese), Nuez de betel 

(Portuguese), Paakku maram (Tamil), Palma arec (Italian), Palma catecu (Spanish), 

Pal’ma katekhu (Russian), Palme (German), Pan of India, Papal (Persian), Phla (Thai), 

Phonmaak (Thai), Pi nae (Malay, Thai), Pinang (Malay), Pinangnoot (Dutch), Pinang 

sirih (Malay), Ping-lang (Chinese), Pokok pinang (Malay), Poogiphalam (Sanskrit), 

Pucuk (Indonesian, Malay), Puwak (Singhalese), Sa la (Khmer, Thai), Siat (Thai), 

Sopaadii (Gujarati), Sopari (Gujarati), Supaadii (Hindi, Urdu), Supaarii (Hindi, 

Nepalese), Supari (Bengali, Hindi, Marathi), Tânbûl (Arabic), Topaarii (Gujarati), and 

Vakka (Telugu); and in flower language (as for all palms), is said to be a symbol of 

victory. 

Warning –  the orange or scarlet fruit (nuts) are poisonous in large doses for human beings. In 

excess it dulls the appetite and can cause diarrhoea, vomiting, heart and respiratory 

variations, convulsions, coma and possibly death. [In the West it is only used now in 

veterinary medicine to treat worms.] It is only available through a registered pharmacist 

in Britain. 

Catechu is a local Asian name used for several plants. 

The common name Betel is understood to be a Portuguese distortion of a Malayalam word for 

‘leaf’. 

Specimens of the palm and nut were gathered as long ago as 140 BC by Chinese conquerors of 

the Malaysian islands. The nuts became known as ‘pin-lang’ (from the Malaysian word 

‘pinang’) and Asians today still chew small pieces of nut to sweeten the breath, improve 

digestion and strengthen the gums. 

The ‘betel’ mixture chewed widely in the East since at least 200 BC (particularly by Malays) is 
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made from the charcoal from the betel nut (or gratings from the nut). It is referred to in 

the Sanskrit work (known as the Susruta Samhita) of about 600 from the Benares area of 

India. In the 1970s it was thought that as many as 300 million people in the Old World 

followed this practice – one that has inserted itself into a traditional role of courtesy in 

greetings and festivities (in the same way that until recently cigarettes have been offered 

in the West). The betel nut charcoal is mixed with a little lime (made by burning 

seashells) with leaves of the betel shrub (Piper betel) and sometimes with the addition of 

an aromatic spice such as cardamom (Elettaria cardamomum) or turmeric (Curcuma 

longa). The mixture stains the lips and teeth red (and eventually black – a mark of 

distinction that has led to increased social status in some island cultures). It has an 

acquired, hot, acrid taste and is usually discarded (not swallowed) once the flavour 

dissipates. There is increasing incidence of oral cancer associated with betel chewing to 

such an extent that the centuries old practice is beginning to be discouraged. 

In the Philippines the fragrant flowers have been added to salads. There and in Java (now an 

Indonesian island) and Malaysia the bitter-tasting terminal bud or ‘cabbage’ of the betel 

nut palm is also eaten either uncooked in salads or pickled. 

In veterinary medicine it has been used for worming animals (tapeworm). 

The charcoal from the nut is still employed in the East as a dentifrice, and the ground seeds are 

said to have been included in some European tooth powders. 

The leaves are used locally for thatching. They have also been woven into bags and matting. 

The lower part of the leaf surrounding the stem ie. the sheath, has not only been used 

locally as writing material and wrapping, but has also provided material for making hats. 

(The fruit husk is used commercially in the manufacture of brown wrapping paper – and 

hardboard.) 

Locally the split trunks have provided a flooring material – one which would be durable for 

several years. 

Some records mention that Malaysian fishing boats were launched in a ceremony during which 

the vessel was garlanded with a string of betel nuts. The scented flowers have played a 

role in various Indonesian and Malaysian rituals including weddings. 

Unripe nuts were used in Malaysia to blacken the edge of the blade of their traditional kris. The 

nuts have also been used in Java (now an Indonesian island) both for tanning and for 

dyeing cotton. Today the fruit and the hard wood are used on a commercial scale for 

tanning. 

Malaysian children played with the hard nuts, spinning them like tops. 

In Borneo (an island that now includes Brunei, and parts of Malaysia and Indonesia) the 

flowers have been employed as charms for healing purposes. While in Malaysia one 

doubtful practice that was once held to be able to rid children of worms required the 

young patient’s eyes to be circled with a paint of the root pulp. Then in the Kelantan 

district of Malaysia the local wizard used a bunch of sprouting stems as a divining rod to 

find lost or stolen objects. In some east Asian regions the copious smoke from the 

burning husks was believed to repel evil spirits. 

The palms have been grown as vine supports not least for black pepper (Piper nigrum). 

Medicinally, betel nut has been a part of the treatment of urinary tract disorders, and has also 

been employed for the expulsion of tapeworms (particularly in India) and as a remedy for 

snake bites and octopus bites. Scrapings from the nut have been applied externally to 

ulcers. In years gone by the powdered seeds have been used as an ingredient in some 

European remedies for worms. In Malaysia a decoction of the seeds has been prescribed 

for diarrhoea, the roots have been used to treat dysentery and some venereal diseases, and 

it has been applied externally for some eye disorders. 

 


