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VERBENACEAE
Herbs, shrubs, vines or trees; branchlets commonly 4-angled. Leaves usually opposite and
decussate, sometimes whorled or alternate, commonly simple but sometimes pinnately or
palmately compound; stipules absent. Flowers bisexual or rarely unisexual, usually arranged
in axillary or terminal racemes, cymes or spikes. Calyx united to form a toothed or lobed
tube. Corolla of (4) 5 (8) imbricate lobes, commonly with a slender tube and spreading lobes,
commonly zygomorphic. Stamens (2) 4; filaments arising from the corolla tube and
alternating with the lobes; staminodes sometimes present; anthers tetrasporangiate, opening
by longitudinal slits. Gynoecium commonly of 2 (but may be 4 or 5) carpels united to form,
initially, a 2-locular, superior ovary, but subsequent division into 4 uniovulate chambers may
occur; style terminal or gynobasic; stigma at least sometimes bilobed. Fruit of 1-seeded
separating nutlets, a drupe with 2 or 4 stones or a 2- or 4-valved capsule. Seeds with a
straight oily embryo; endosperm usually absent but may be well-developed.
A family of perhaps about 100 genera and 2,600 species but segregate families such as
Avicenniaceae are often recognised. Occurs in temperate regions but the greatest diversity is
in the tropics. Includes the teak tree, Tectona grandis, and if broadly circumscribed, the
mangrove genus Avicennia.
Shrub or vine; inflorescence cymose; corolla tube more than 1.5 cm long ................................. Clerodendrum
Herb with mostly prostrate branches; inflorescence a dense spike; corolla less than 5 mm long ............... Phyla

VERBENACEAE

CLERODENDRUM L.
Shrubs or small trees, sometimes woody climbers, rarely herbaceous. Stem and branches
somewhat terete or tetragonal. Leaves simple, decussate-opposite, sessile or petiolate, entire
or with dentate margins. Inflorescences cymose, pedunculate and commonly forming
terminal or axillary corymbose or thyrsoid panicles. Flowers usually large, zygomorphic,
bisexual; bracts small. Calyx persistent, 5-lobed or sometimes almost truncate, usually
enlarging in fruit. Corolla tubular, 5-lobed; tube slender, straight or curved, commonly much
longer than the calyx; lobes about equal and spreading. Stamens 4, in 2 pairs of unequal
length, usually manifestly exserted; anthers lacking appendages. Ovary 4-locular; ovule 1 per
locule. Style filiform, with 2 short stigmatic lobes. Fruit drupaceous, succulent or dry,
splitting into 2 two-seeded or 4 one-seeded pyrenes at maturity.
A genus of about 400 species, mainly in tropical and subtropical regions of the world. Ten
species have been recognised in Australia, with six in NT.
Taxonomic reference: Munir (1989).

C. inerme (L.) Gaertn.
Shrubs or vines, to several metres tall. Leaves with the lamina elliptic to narrowly elliptic or
ovate to lanceolate, 2.5–11 cm long, 1.5–5.5 cm wide, entire, thick, punctate, glabrous at
maturity; petiole 7–20 mm long, puberulous. Inflorescences axillary, pubescent,
3–7-flowered; peduncles 1–5 cm long; flowers sweetly scented. Calyx bell-shaped, 4–7 mm
long, shortly 5-toothed, externally with nectariferous glands. Corolla white, sometimes
tinged purple; tube 1.7–3.1 cm long, externally with some glands, internally villous; lobes
4–7 mm long. Stamens much exserted; filaments pink, red or purplish. Ovary somewhat
4-lobed, glandular. Style exserted, filiform, pink, red or purplish. Drupe blackish at maturity,
1–1.7 cm long, much exceeding calyx. Flowering & fruiting: all months. Fig. 29 (Leach
3989; Dunlop 7577).
A widespread species extending from India to SE Asia, Australia (NT, Qld, NSW) and much
of Oceania. Widespread in the Top End and Gulf regions. Essentially a coastal species
commonly found on the inland margins of mangrove communities and may form dense
thickets in coastal forest. Occasionally on floodplains on black soil. Localities in NT include
the mouth of the Daly River, Cotton Island, Elcho Island, Goulburn Island, Groote Eylandt,
Morgan Island and floodplains of the Adelaide and West Alligator rivers.
The Rirratjingu people from Yirrkala, Arnhem Land use the stems as fire sticks (Yunupingu
et al., 1995). One piece of stem is used as a base plate. It has a small hole in to which
another stem is inserted. The latter stem is vigorously rubbed between the palms, friction
between the sticks eventually causing combustion.

PHYLA Lour.
Perennial herbs, sometimes woody at the base. Stem and branches prostrate or ascending,
often rooting at the nodes, covered with appressed medifixed hairs. Leaves simple, opposite
and decussate, subsessile to distinctly but shortly petiolate; margins entire to serrate-dentate.
Inflorescences spicate, pedunculate and axillary, usually at first capitate but elongating and
becoming cylindrical, many-flowered. Flowers sessile, zygomorphic, bisexual, each in the
axil of a closely imbricate bract. Calyx persistent, 2-lobed. Corolla tubular, cylindrical,
weakly 2-lipped; upper lip entire to 2-lobed; lower lip 3-lobed. Stamens 4, in 2 pairs of
unequal length, included or slightly exserted; anthers lacking appendages. Ovary 2-locular;
ovule 1 per locule. Style short; stigma oblique or recurved, thick. Fruit dry, included in the
mature calyx, splitting into 2 nutlets at maturity.
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Phyla

VERBENACEAE

A genus of about 11 species, mainly in tropical and subtropical America, but with one or two
species in Africa and Asia. Recently two species, P. canescens and P. nodiflora, have been
recognised as occurring in Australia: only the latter is recorded for NT.
Taxonomic reference: Munir (1993).

P. nodiflora (L.) Greene
Perennial herbs usually covered with appressed, medifixed hairs. Stem and branches mostly
prostrate, c. 30–100 cm long, and commonly rooting at the nodes. Leaves more or less sessile
or on short petioles; lamina mainly obovate to oblanceolate, 1–6 cm long, 0.3–1.7 cm wide;
lower margins entire; upper margins coarsely toothed; entire leaf moderately hairy.
Inflorescences solitary in leaf axils, held erect and much exceeding the leaves; spikes
globular and c. 0.5 cm diam. when first flowers open but becoming cylindrical and to c. 3 cm
long. Bracts broadly ovate, 2.5–3 mm long, 2–3.5 mm wide, sessile, green or purplish, hairy
outside, glabrous inside, with membranous margins. Calyx hyaline-membranous, slightly
shorter than the corolla-tube, deeply 2-cleft. Corolla white or purple, 3–4.5 mm long,
2-lipped, 4- or 5-lobed; lower lip about half the length of the tube and about twice the length
of the upper lip. Stamens included in corolla throat. Ovary globose, glabrous. Style short with
capitate or subpeltate stigma, 0.3–0.5 mm long. Fruit ellipsoidal globose, glabrous, 1–2 mm
long, 1–1.5 mm wide, splitting into 2 mericarps. Flowering & fruiting: all months in suitable
habitats. Fig. 29 (Madsen 5).
In Australia P. nodiflora occurs in WA, NT, Qld, NSW and ACT (Jervis Bay). It is
sometimes considered (e.g. Munir, 1993) to be naturalised but is probably native. The
species is widely distributed in subtropical and tropical regions of the world, including
Indonesia, Papua New Guinea, Thailand and Vietnam (Moldenke & Moldenke, 1983; Munir,
1993), and occupies a wide range of moist habitats including beaches and floodplains. Thus
it seems probable that it naturally spread to this country, particularly in view of the fact that
it was first collected in NT from the then remote Victoria River region by Mueller in 1855 or
1856 (Ewart & Davies, 1917).
Phyla nodiflora is common in the Top End. Mainland localities include the Alligator rivers
region, Arafura floodplain, Fogg Dam and Tortilla Flats. It has been collected on many
nearby islands, e.g. Elcho Is., Goulburn Is., Maria Is. and Vanderlin Is.
Apparently not used by Aboriginals in Australia, but Moldenke & Moldenke (1983) recorded
that the herb is held to have many medicinal values in Sri Lanka. For example, used as a
poultice, it serves as a maturant for boils. In Vietnam it is used for treating respiratory
ailments.
The apparent lack of use of this plant by Aboriginal people may support the notion that
P. nodiflora is introduced. However, not all plants are necessarily exploited, and lack of use
may also be an indication that the species is a recent natural arrival, establishing itself on
these shores soon after the formation of the floodplains.
Phyla nodiflora is a highly polymorphic species throughout its range and several
infraspecific taxa have been distinguished. Following Munir (1993) all Australian
populations are referable to P. nodiflora var. nodiflora. There are forms that make excellent
ground-covers and in some areas, e.g. Alice Springs, the species is used as a lawn.
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