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LECYTHIDACEAE
Trees or shrubs. Leaves alternate but commonly crowded at the tips of branches, simple;
lamina entire or toothed; stipules absent or small and caducous. Flowers bisexual,
actinomorphic or zygomorphic, commonly large and showy, solitary or in axillary or
terminal racemes or in terminal panicles. Calyx of (2) 4–6 (12) usually imbricate or valvate
sepals. Petals 4–6, imbricate or rarely absent. Stamens 10 to numerous, mostly either
symmetrically arranged in several centrifugally developing series and with the filaments
connate below and forming a staminal ring, or the stamens arranged in an asymmetrical ring
which forms on one side a ligule which may form a hood over the gynoecium; anthers
tetrasporangiate and dithecal, opening by longitudinal slits or apical pores. Gynoecium of
2–6 carpels united to form an inferior or half-inferior ovary with as many locules as carpels;
locules each with 2–many anatropous ovules; placentation axile, apical-axile, basal-axile or
strictly basal; style simple, terminal and with a capitate or lobed stigma. Fruit an operculate
capsule, a drupe or berry. Seeds often nut-like, winged or with a funicular aril, usually
lacking endosperm.
A pantropical family of perhaps 25 genera and 450 species, with most species in the New
World tropics. In Australia two genera (Barringtonia and Planchonia) and five species, these
belonging to the Old World tropical subfamily Planchonioideae.
Taxonomic references: Henderson (1982), Morton et al. (1998).

LECYTHIDACEAE

BARRINGTONIA J.R.Forst. & G.Forst.
Trees or shrubs. Leaves spirally arranged; margins entire or serrate-crenulate. Stipules very
small, caducous. Inflorescence a raceme or spike, usually pendulous, may be terminal,
axillary or cauliflorous; flowers sessile or pedicellate. Bracts and bracteoles caducous. Floral
tube sometimes 4-angled or 4-winged. Calyx of 4 or 5 persistent and imbricate lobes on the
receptacle rim, or connate and breaking at anthesis into 2–5 persistent segments, or
sometimes circumscissile and leaving a cup-shaped rim. Petals (3) 4 (5), free, convex.
Stamens many, in 3–8 whorls, the inner 1–3 whorls reduced to sterile filaments. Disc an
undulating ring at the base of style. Style filiform, equal or exceeding the stamens, folded in
bud, persistent. Ovary inferior, 2–4-locular; ovules 2–6 per locule. Fruit fleshy-fibrous,
sometimes angled or winged. Seed 1 per fruit, large.
A genus, with c. 40 species, found in East Africa, Madagascar, southern and SE Asia,
Australia and islands of the western Pacific. Four species in northern Australia.
Taxonomic references: Payens (1967), Henderson (1982).

B. acutangula (L.) Gaertn. subsp. acutangula
Shrubs or trees, mostly 3–5 m tall, but sometimes much taller. Bark fissured. Leaves
deciduous; petiole 0.3–1 cm long; lamina obovate to oblanceolate or elliptic to narrowly
elliptic, 3.5–21 cm long, 1–9.5 cm wide, serrate-crenulate, glabrous or the undersurface
hairy, green or glaucous. Racemes terminal, pendulous, c. 10–44 cm long, with c. 15–70
scented pedicellate flowers; pedicels 4–10 mm long. Bracts 1–5 mm long. Bracteoles to
c. 1 mm long. Sepals free, semicircular, 1–3 mm long, 2–3 mm wide. Petals 4 (5), obovate,
4–8 mm long, 4–5 mm wide, red or crimson. Stamens in 3 whorls; inner whorl staminodial;
outer filaments 8–20 mm long; staminodes 3–5 mm long; anthers c. 0.5 mm long. Ovary
2 (4)-celled. Fruit ellipsoidal to narrowly ellipsoidal, 1.5–4 cm long, 1.3–1.6 cm wide,
longitudinally 4-angled or -winged; pericarp fibrous. Flowering & fruiting: all months.
Freshwater Mangrove, Itchy Bush, Itchy-grub Bush. Fig. 16 (Waterhouse, DNA 39059;
Wightman 606).
A widespread taxon ranging from Afghanistan to SE Asia, Australia (WA, NT, Qld) and New
Guinea. In NT the taxon is confined to seasonally inundated areas and perennial
watercourses or catchments of the Top End. Localities include Katherine Gorge, Kathleen
Falls (Flora River), Fogg Dam and floodplains of the Daly, Mary and South Alligator rivers.
Two subspecies are recognised in B. acutangula. The subspecies spicata (Blume) Payens has
sessile flowers, and the fruit is almost globular and 4- or 8-ribbed or slightly winged. It has
not been recorded for Australia and ranges from India to New Guinea.
Flowers have a musty smell, open late in the afternoon, remain open at night and fall the
following morning. They are probably bat-pollinated (Armstrong, 1979).
The vernacular name ‘Freshwater Mangrove’ is unfortunate as the species is not a true
mangrove (inhabitants of intertidal zones). The names ‘Itchy Bush’ and ‘Itchy-grub Bush’
are a reflection of the fact that trees are commonly infested by caterpillars of the moth family
Lymantriidae which shed irritant hairs.
Wightman et al. (1991) recorded use, by the Alawa people of Minyerri, of crushed leaves and
bark as a fish poison. Wightman et al. (1992b) recorded the same use by the Mangarrayi
people of the Elsey River area and further recorded that sap from this tree can cause
blindness. Marrfurra et al. (1995) noted that the Ngan’gikurunggurr and Ngan’giwumerri
people of the Daly River area use timber from the tree for making woomeras and spears.
Long-neck turtles (Chelodina rugosa) are known to hibernate and lay eggs under this tree.
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