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References: Shreve & Wiggins (1964), Kelley (2003).

This is an ornamental species much cultivated for the solitary, attractive flowers, 
which can be pink, red, purple or white (Fig. 325). It shows great variation in 
vegetative characters, especially in size. 

Calandrinia ciliata was introduced to southern Africa as an ornamental plant and 
it has become naturalised in the Western Cape, South Africa (Germishuizen 
et al., 2006). In its native habitat it prefers open grassy areas and meadows at 
lower elevations, often occurring in cultivated fields or orchards (Thomas, 1991; 
Vizgirdas & Rey-Vizgirdas, 2009).

Native Americans prized the seed of this plant which they dried over coals, ground 
and pressed into cakes for eating. They also ate the roots and young stems and 
leaves (Vizgirdas & Rey-Vizgirdas, 2009). While the leaves and young shoots can 
be eaten, it should be done in moderation because of their high oxalic acid content 
(Cribb & Cribb, 1981). No use has been reported from southern Africa.

Fig. 325. Calandrinia ciliata (Ruiz 
& Pav.) DC. A. Habit; B. Flower. 

(Pictures by Lynn Watson)
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PHYTOLACCACEAE R.Br.

(Pokeweed family; Bobbejaandruif-familie)

by 

E. Figueiredo

Herbs, shrubs, lianas, rarely trees, annual or perennial, mostly glabrous. Leaves 
alternate, simple, entire, often undulate, usually petiolate; stipules absent or very 
small. Inflorescence an axillary, terminal or leaf-opposed raceme, spike, panicle or 
dichasium. Flowers small, usually bisexual, when unisexual then plants dioecious, 
sometimes dimorphic, actinomorphic, rarely zygomorphic. Sepals 4–5(–8), free or 
united at base, imbricate, usually persistent, often unequal, greenish to whitish. 
Petals absent. Stamens 4–many, inserted on a hypogynous fleshy disk, free, in 
1–2 whorls; filaments usually persistent, free or united at base; anther 2-loculed, 
dorsifixed, dehiscent longitudinally. Ovary superior, globose, consisting of 1–18 
carpels, free or more or less united; styles as many as the carpels, usually free; 
stigma linear or capitate; ovule solitary in each carpel, campylotropous. Fruit mostly 
a lobed berry or drupe, carpels often separating, rarely a capsule, depressed-
globose, fleshy. Seed lenticular or subreniform, sometimes arillate, testa thick or 
thin, perisperm abundant to absent.

References: Polhill (1971), Stannard (1988), Eggli (2002c), Mabberley (2008).

The Phytolaccaceae consists of 18 genera and c. 70 species that occur 
widespread in tropical and temperate regions, especially in the neotropics (Eggli, 
2002c). The delimitation of the family is a matter of debate with different concepts 
being presently followed (Nienaber & Thieret, 2004). The family includes a few 
widespread species that are planted as ornamentals (such as Phytolacca dioica 
L.) or for their medicinal use (such as P. americana L.). Some species are dye-
producing, others are used as pot-herbs (Mabberley, 2008). The genera Hilleria 
Vell., Phytolacca L. and Rivina L. have been recorded in southern Africa; of these 
only Rivina does not have indigenous representatives (Germishuizen et al., 2006). 
The genus Lophiocarpus Turcz., also recorded in southern Africa (Germishuizen 
et al., 2006), is often placed in its own family, Lophiocarpaceae.

Only one species from the genus Phytolacca is considered succulent (Eggli, 
2002c).

Phytolacca L.

Herbs, shrubs or rarely trees (sometimes with fat-trunk), erect, rarely scandent; 
stems and branches terete, sulcate or angular, glabrous or pubescent when young. 
Leaves alternate, petiolate, rarely sessile; blade ovate, elliptic, or lanceolate, apex 
acute or obtuse. Inflorescence mostly a spike or raceme, terminal or leaf-opposed. 
Flowers pedicellate or sessile, uni- or bisexual. Sepals 5–8, oblong to ovate, 
subequal, apex obtuse, free, persistent, spreading or reflexed. Stamens 5–30, 
inserted at the base of the sepals, included or exserted, sometimes in 1–2 whorls; 
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filaments sometimes united at base. Ovary subglobose, with 5–16 carpels, distinct 
or united proximally; styles as many as carpels, free or united at base; stigma 1 per 
carpel. Fruit a fleshy berry, oblate, with the stigma persistent at apex, or a group 
of achenes. Seeds 6–16 per berry or 1 per achene, reniform, compressed, black. 

References: Polhill (1971), Stannard (1988), Eggli (2002c), Dequan & Larsen 
(2003), Nienaber & Thieret (2004).

Phytolacca is a genus with c. 25 species (Mabberley, 2008) mostly native to South 
America, with several species naturalised elsewhere. Some species are cultivated 
for the attractiveness of their red to black berries in elongated racemes, while 
others are used as vegetables or medicinally. Some species are poisonous. Five 
species have been recorded in southern Africa with three of them being introduced 
(Germishuizen et al., 2006). 

Phytolacca dioica L. 
In: Species Plantarum (ed. 2) 1: 632 (1762).

Common names: belhambra, ombu, pokeberry tree (English); belambra(-boom), 
belombra(-), belhambra(-), belhamel(-), bobbejaandruifboom (Afrikaans); belle 
ombre (French); bella sombra (Spanish); ombú, umbú (Spanish, South America); 
bella umbra, mzimuka, mzimuka-omhlophe (unrecorded language).

Fast growing, soft-wooded, deciduous, unisexual trees up to 25 m high, with 
a massive trunk, erect, stout, swollen at the base, up to 4 m in diameter and 
spreading above ground, bark grey to pale-brown, and rounded crown. Leaves 
alternate, spirally arranged, simple, crowded in terminal whorls; petiole up to 7 
cm long, pinkish; blade ovate, up to c. 15 × 6 cm, acute, bright green, margin 
appearing white, glabrous. Inflorescence a raceme up to 15 cm long, semi-erect 
to drooping. Flowers small, with sepals 2–3 mm long, white to creamy-yellow, 
male and female flowers occurring in separate trees. Male flowers: stamens 
20–30; aborted carpels 2–4. Female flowers: carpels 10–12; staminodes 10. 
Fruit consisting of fused berries, up to 1 cm in diameter, yellowish-white to green, 
turning black. Seed small, shiny, grey-black. Distribution: B, N, S, SA. (Fig. 326)

Fig. 326. Distribution map of 
Phytolacca dioica L.




