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T h e C e y l o n g i p s y i n d u l g e s m a i n l y in s n a k e - c h a r m i n g 
fo r h is l i v e l i h o o d . A n d , in h i s c l o t h - b a g w h i c h c o n t a i n s h i s 
b a s k e t w i t h t h e c o b r a w i t h i n , a n d h i s f l u t e , h e c a r r i e s , 
s e p a r a t e l y , a n u m b e r of c h a r m s f o r s n a k e - b i t e a n d o t h e r 
il ls. 

I c a n n o t v o u c h f o r t h e e f f i c a c y of h is a n t i d o t e s , t h o u g h 
h e h a s n o d o u b t in h i s o w n m i n d t h a t t h e t r e a t m e n t b e o f f e r s 
is b o u n d to b e s u c c e s s f u l . 

H e r e a r e s o m e p i c t u r e s of t h e r e m e d i e s w h i c h v a r i o u s 
g i p s i e s , l iv ing t h e i r n o m a d i c l i fe in t h e s y l v a n g l a d e s of 
r e m o t e v i l l a g e s in B a t t i c a l o a S o u t h , h a d b e e n g i v i n g m e -
f o r a s m a l l c o n s i d e r a t i o n - a t d i f f e r e n t t i m e s d u r i n g i n t e r v i e w s . 
I b o u g h t t h e m t o b e p u t in t o m y c u r i o - c o l l e c t i o n b o x , b u t t h e 
g i p s y u r g e d m e t o t ry t h e m s o m e t i m e o n s o m e a f f e c t e d 
p a t i e n t t o b e c o n v i n c e d of t h e i r g e n u i n e n e s s . W h e n I 
l o o k e d v e r y s c e p t i c a l , h e l a u g h e d in s y m p a t h y , a n d a s s u r e d 
m e r e p e a t e d l y t h a t t h e y w o u l d g i v e e f f e c t i v e r e s u l t s . In t h e 
c a p t i o n s to t h e p i c t u r e s , I a m g i v i n g t h e f a c t s a s t h e g i p s i e s 
g a v e t h e m to m e . 

1. N a g t h a l y V e r ( r o o t of M a r t y n i a d i a n d r a ) is u s e d a s 
a n a n t i d o t e fo r t h e v e n o m of s n a k e s , i n c l u d i n g t h a t of 
t h e s m a l l b u t d e a d l y C e y l o n K r a i t . It is a p p l i e d w i t h 
g i n g e l l y oil a l l o v e r t h e w o u n d , a n d t h e j u i c e a f t e r 

b e i n g r u b b e d in b e t e l - l e a f , is g i v e n i n t e r n a l l y t o t h e 
v i c t i m . It is a l s o r u b b e d in l i m e j u i c e , a n d a p p l i e d a s 
a " k a l i k k a m " a r o u n d t h e e y e s . It is t h e roo t w h i c h t h e 
s n a k e - c h a r m i n g g i p s y h o l d s in f r o n t of h i s c o b r a to 
m a k e it c o v e r , w h e n t h e a n g r y r e p t i l e , w i t h h o o d 
e x p a n d e d , r a i s e s i tself t o s t r i k e . " W e a r it, o r r u b it o n 
y o u r c l o t h i n g a n d n o s n a k e wi l l s t r i k e y o u , " W e a r it, 
o r r o b it o n y o u r c l o t h i n g a n d s o s n a k e s t r i k e y o u , " h e 
s a i d . H e h a s a l s o a n o t h e r u s e f o r t h i s root . W h e n 
r u b b e d in c a s t o r oi l a n d a p p l i e d to t h e h e a d a n d 
s t o m a c h - p a r t s of a n e x p e c t a n t m o t h e r , it r e d u c e s 
l a b o u r p a i n s a n d f a c i l i t a t e s a n d e x p e d i t e s c h i l d ­
b i r t h . 

2 . N a g a t h a l y Seeds. If a h o l e is b o r e d t h r o u g h t h e 
s e e d a n d t i e d w i t h a p i e c e of t h r e a d ( a f t e r b e i n g 
m o u n t e d , if d e s i r e d , in s i l v e r o r o t h e r m e t a l a s a n 
o r n a m e n t a l a m u l e t ) a r o u n d t h e w a i s t a s a n " a r a -
k o o d u " , o r w o r n r o u n d t h e n e c k o r a r m , it p r e v e n t s 
t h e b i t e s of s n a k e s a n d t h e s t i n g s of s c o r p i o n s . T h e 
s h a r p , h o o k e d p a r t s of t h e s e e d m a y b e c u t off , h e 
s a i d , to a v o i d i n j u r y t o t h e w e a r e r ' s s k i n . W h e n w o r n 
b y c h i l d r e n , s n a k e s wi l l n o t c o m e a n y w h e r e n e a r 
t h e m . T h i s s e e d is a l s o u s e d f o r c a t t l e b i t t e n b y 
s n a k e s , t h e r u b b i n g b e i n g d o n e a f t e r m i x i n g it w i t h 
m i l k o r w a t e r . 
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t h r e a d e d r o u n d t h e w a i s t o r w r i s t . If a s n a k e h a s 
b e e n a c c i d e n t a l l y t r o d d e n u p o n , it wi l l t h e n n e v e r 
d a r e to s t r i k e . If p r e f e r r e d , a h o l e m a y b e b o r e d in t h e 
roo t , a n d , a f t e r b e i n g m o u n t e d w i t h s i l ve r , it c a n b e 
w o r n a s a p r o t e c t i v e n e c k o r n a m e n t . R u b b e d w i t h 
c a s t o r o i l , th is roo t is a l s o u s e d s u c c e s s f u l l y in t h e 
t r e a t m e n t of r a t - b i t e . T h e roo t is n o t f o u n d in C e y l o n , 
b u t o b t a i n e d f r o m I n d i a w h e r e t h e p l a n t g r o w s . T h e 
p r e s e n c e of t h i s r o o t in t h e h o u s e wi l l p r e v e n t s n a k e s 
e n t e r i n g it. A n o t h e r u s e of t h i s roo t is t o c o m b a t 
d i f f i cu l t ies in p r e g n a n c y . A f t e r r u b b i n g it in c a s t o r o i l -
w h e n it f o r m s s o m e t h i n g l i ke s a n d a l w o o d p a s t e -it is 
a p p l i e d r o u n d t h e s t o m a c h a n d t h e t o p of t h e h e a d of 
t h e e x p e c t a n t m o t h e r , t o w h o m d e l i v e r y t h e n b e c o m e s 
e a s y a n d s a f e . 

V e l l a - E r i k a l a i ( a s p e c i e s of C a l o t r o p i s ) . T h e r oo t of 
t h i s p l a n t is w o r n r o u n d t h e n e c k o r w a i s t , w i t h t h e 
h e l p of t h r e a d of t h r e e c o l o u r s - b l a c k , w h i t e a n d r e d . 
" W h e n s o u s e d , n o s n a k e wi l l h a r m a n y o n e " , h e 
a s s u r e d m e . 

K u l l a - N a r i - K o m p u ( h o r n of a n a n i m a l - t h e s k i n a n d 
h a i r s in t h e p i c t u r e h i d e t h e h o r n , t h o u g h a s m a l l 
p r o t u b e r a n c e c a n b e s e e n ) . It w a s e x p l a i n e d to m e 
t h a t th is w a s a h o r n f o u n d o n t h e h e a d of a n a n i m a l 
li k e a f o x o r j a c k a l n o t f o u n d in C e y l o n . B u t " S a n y a s i s " 
( r e c l u s e s or a s c e t i c s ) f r o m I n d i a t a k e it a n d p a s s it o n 
t h e g i p s i e s . W h e n w o r n r o u n d t h e w a i s t in t h e f o r m 
of a t a l i s m a n , o r c a r r i e d a s a c h a r m in o n e ' s p o c k e t , 
it b r i n g s t h e w e a r e r s u c c e s s in l i t i g a t i o n , a n d in 
v a r i o u s o t h e r u n d e r t a k i n g s a n d a d v e n t u r e s , f o r 

3 . V i s h a - K a l l u ( S n a k e - S t o n e s ) . T h e s e b l a c k , p o l i s h e d , 
s e e d - l i k e s t o n e s a r e t i g h t l y a p p l i e d t o t h e p u n c t u r e 
o n t h e s k i n c a u s e d b y s n a k e - b i t e , o r t h e s t i n g s of 
s c o r p i o n s , c e n t i p e d e s a n d i n s e c t s l i ke b e e s a n d 
w a s p s . T h e g i p s y p o i n t e d o u t t h a t n o l e s s t h a n 1 8 
s n a k e ' s t e e t h a n d v e n o m m i x e d , a m o n g o t h e r 
i n g r e d i e n t s , w i t h t h e l e a v e s of t h e " S i r i a - N a n g a " 
p l a n t , a n d t h e r o o t s , f l o w e r s a n d l e a v e s of t h e " V e l l a -
N a g a t h a l y " p l a n t , w e n t t o m a k e u p t h e s n a k e - s t o n e . 
T h e s n a k e - s t o n e s u c k e d o u t t h e v e n o m l ike a 
l e e c h " , h e r e m a r k e d , " a n d it d r o p p e d b y i tself in 
a b o u t t w o h o u r s " . H e a l s o p o i n t e d o u t t h a t t h e 
m o n g o o s e a t e t h e r o o t s of t h e s e p l a n t s a f t e r f i g h t i n g 
w i t h a c o b r a . A f t e r u s e , t h e s t o n e s h o u l d b e w a s h e d 
in c o w ' s o r c o c o n u t m i l k to d r a w o u t t h e v e n o m f r o m 
it, a n d p r e s e r v e d f o r f u t u r e u s e f o r a l l s n a k e s . It wi l l 
b e f o u n d t h a t , w h e n t h e s t o n e h a d b e e n d r o p p e d a n d 
w a s h e d in t h e m i l k a f t e r u s e , t h e m i l k t u r n e d y e l l o w i s h 
- d u e t o t h e v e n o m . T h e s t o n e is a l s o r u b b e d in l i m e -
j u i c e o r b e t e l - j u i c e , a n d g i v e n i n t e r n a l l y to t h e p a t i e n t , 
a p a r t f r o m t h e j u i c e b e i n g a p p l i e d a r o u n d t h e e y e s a s 
a " K a l i k k a m " to p r e v e n t t h e m d r o o p i n g o r b e c o m i n g 
d r o w s y a f t e r t h e s n a k e - b i t e . 

4 . S i r i y a n a n g a - V e r ( r o o t of a p l a n t ) . T h i s is w o r n 
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example, travel. Italsoensures recovery from serious 
illness, victory over enemies, freedom from devils, 
besides helping one to pass examinations or earn 
promotion, or to make money in trade. The gipsy told 
me that the horn is "alive" - the hair around it will grow 
and has to be cropped (I have not found it to be so). 
He warned me that it should not be worn when one 
attends a funeral, for its efficacy is then lost. Nor 
should it be mixed in water when bathing. He asked 
me to regard this a s a treasure and keep it in a 
separate place. In fact, I noticed that he took this 
horn out from the purse tucked in his waist, and not 
from the cloth-bag where he had his other charms 
and remedies. 

7. Tail of Puluganavy (wild cat or leopard). It is the tail-
tip of an animal found in India, and not in Ceylon. It 
is worn round the neck to avoid bad or fearful 
dreams, and also to prevent devils from coming near 
to frighten you, or interfering with people's affairs to 
their detriment. Children, especially, who are timid 
and impressionable, are protected from evil spirits 
when this tail is worn. Such is the power of this tail 
that even "sooniam" will have no effect. It is better to 
wear it as a pendant (after covering it with silver at 
either end for adornment) round the neck, with a ring 
and hook in the middle of it to hang round the neck. 

8. Pachchayilai-Moolee Kulisai (a pill from a plant of 
this name. 
This pill is rubbed with raw ginger and certain other 
wild-plant ingredients (like 'ponnanchar, valasanthri', 
"touch-me-not", 'pay-peeka', 'pay-pudalai', 'pay-
choorai', root of 'atty', etc.) and the bile of the wild 
boar, and given internally to the snake-bitten patient. 
The mongoose too eats the leaves of this plant after 
its encounter with a venomous snake like the cobra. 
Rubbed with betel-juice, it is also applied round the 
eye for snake-bite. Further rubbed in lime-juice, the 
pill is used for injuries caused by the stings of 
scorpions and centipedes and by the irritations 
caused by creatures like tarantulas and bv stinging 
of biting insects. 

9. Ingee (Ginger) pills. These pills are made from 
ingredients composed of the roots, leaves and juices 
of certain wild plants and the "pittu" (bile) of the wild 
boar-all dried and mixed before use. Rubbed in 
ginger, these pills are given internally to a snake-
victim and they are also applied (after rubbing them 
in betel -juice or mother's milk) round the patient's 
eyes as a "Kalikkam", soon after the snake-stone 
had done its work. Boiled in "verkompu" (dried ginger) 
water, they are also administered to prople affected 
with worms, stomach -pains and other disorders. 

10.Pulee-Pal (Leopard's Tooth): When mounted with 
silver or gold to add to the adornment, and worn 
round the wrist or waist, this tooth averts the malign 

influence of the "Evil Eye". If preferred, it can be 
suspended with a chain to be worn as an attractive 
neck-ornament. 

11 .Bear's Claw. This, too mounted in silver or gold for 
ornamentation, can be worn round the neck or upper 
arm- or any other 'suitable part of the body' - to 
prevent the malevolent effect of the "Evil Eye". No 
wicked demons will frighten children when it is used 
and there is no fear of "poothams" (wicked goblins) 
interfering with them, when they peep, for instance, 
into deep wells or dark caves. 

12. Vertebral bone of small python, it is threaded and 
worn round the waist of children to keep away evil 
spirits from them. It is tied also round the waist of 
grown-ups to give them waist-strength, and to 
prevent waist-pain and crookedness of the body. 
The wearer is also freed from such ailments as 
flatulence caused by piles or other means, and it also 
heals pain in the limbs, sores, boils and skin-eruptions. 

13. Root of Sinna-Siriyananga plant. It is rubbed in 
human milk and taken internally for snake-bite. It is 
also useful in injuries caused by stinging insects, 
centipedes, scorpions and tarantulas. It is applied to 
the wound after being rubbed in salt. Sometimes, it 
is blown in through the nose. If mixed with water and 
administered to an expectant mother, it eases her 
and hastens delivery. 

U.Fruit of Valampuri (Indian Screw Tree-Helesteres 
isora). This fruit, spirally twisted, when dry, like a 
screw-like mass (as seen in picture) is worn round 
the upper arm with silver or other metal on both sides 
as ornament, especially by children. Apart the 
attractiveness it gives, it is an antidote against the 
"Evil Eye" and for the avoidance of devils. It also 
gives the wearer bright eyes and a generally radiant 
facial expression. It is also used for colic and twisting 
of the bowels. When rubbed in caster oil and served 
to children, it cures stomach-ache. 

15.Vayvalla-Kody. When this twisted creeper is worn 
round the arm, there will be no danger of a bite by a 
snake lurking in the grass or inside an ant-hill. Found 
sometimes among elephant-droppings in the jungle, 
this creeper is also used around one's waist or arms 
to avert the power of devils. Equipped with this 
talisman, one can easily secure an iguana (land-
monitor lizard, called in Sinhalese Talagoya' and in 
Tamil 'Udumboo') from inside an ant-hill without the 
danger of any snake harming him from within. "And 
even if the snake happened to bite", one of the 
gipsies gold me, "there would be no chance of the 
venom circulating through the body, and proving 
fatal. Further,when this is worn, no snakes, poisonous 
or otherwise, would come into the house". 
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