AUSTRALIAN BIOLOGICAL RESOURCES STUDY

FLOODPLAIN FLORA
A flora of the coastal floodplains
of the Northern Territory, Australia

I. D. Cowie, P. S. Short & M. Osterkamp Madsen
Parks & Wildlife Commission of the Northern Territory

FLORA OF AUSTRALIA SUPPLEMENTARY SERIES NUMBER 10
Extract: Fabaceae

FABACEAE
Trees, shrubs, herbs or vines; stems rarely expanded and leaf-like (cladodes) with reduced
leaves. Stipules usually present; stipels present or absent. Leaves mostly alternate, compound
or less often, simple; often with a distinct pulvinus. Inflorescences various; flowers
zygomorphic, bisexual. Calyx tubular, 5-, rarely 4-lobed or 2-lipped, with lobes equal or not,
imbricate or valvate. Petals 5, imbricate, free at the base; keel petals often partly connate;
adaxial petal (standard or vexillum) outermost and usually the largest; lateral petals (wings)
enclosing the 2 innermost (keel) petals which enclose the androecium and gynoecium.
Stamens 10, rarely fewer, free or more often united into a sheath for part of their length, with
the upper (adaxial or vexillary) stamen often free or nearly so (= 9 + 1 in descriptions);
filaments often alternating long and short; anthers tetrasporangiate and dithecal, uniform or
alternately basifixed and dorsifixed, mostly opening by longitudinal slits. Gynoecium
1-carpellate with terminal style and stigma; ovules 1–many on marginal placentas. Fruit a
legume, dry, usually dehiscent along both sutures, less often indehiscent; sometimes breaking
transversely into (usually indehiscent) 1-seeded segments (e.g. Aeschynomene). Seeds
usually without endosperm; embryo with large cotyledons.

FABACEAE
A cosmopolitan family of c. 440 genera and over 11,000 species. In Australia about 136
genera and 1,100 species with 64 genera in NT. Some taxonomists treat this family, along
with Caesalpiniaceae and Mimosaceae, as subfamilies of Leguminosae s. lat.
Taxonomic & general references: Verdcourt (1979), Crisp & Doyle (1995).
1

Leaflets even in number ...................................................................................................................... 2

1:

Leaflets odd in number ....................................................................................................................... 3
2

Pods cylindrical, not jointed (1).......................................................................................... Sesbania

2:

Pods compressed, transversely jointed and separating into 1-seeded segments.............Aeschynomene

3

Leaflets 3 (1:)..................................................................................................................................... 4

3:

Leaflets 5 or more, rarely some leaves 3-foliolate .............................................................................. 10
4

Stipels clearly and consistently present at base of each leaflet, rarely gland-like; frequently twining
or climbing plants (3) ..................................................................................................................... 5

4:

Stipels absent or inconsistently present; shrubs or herbs (except Derris and Dalbergia) ................... 7

5

Style bearded, or hairy more than halfway (4)...................................................................................... 6

5:

Style glabrous, or hairy less than halfway........................................................................... Desmodium
6

Thickened part of style bent through 90° just above the base, then curved and slightly narrowed
towards the apex, resembling a squarish hook (5)........................................................ Macroptilium

6:
7

Style not as above, variously and smoothly curved ...................................................................Vigna
Margin of leaflets toothed or crenulate, or if entire then plants dotted with immersed black or shining
punctate glands (4:) ....................................................................................................................Cullen
Margin of leaflets entire...................................................................................................................... 8

7:
8

Pod breaking into 1-seeded segments (7:) ...................................................................... Desmodium

8:

Pod not breaking into 1-seeded segments ........................................................................................ 9

9

Trees (8:) ............................................................................................................................. Dalbergia

9:

Vines ......................................................................................................................................... Derris
10

Leaves digitate (no rachis between leaflets) (3:)............................................................... Crotalaria

10:

Leaves pinnate (rachis between leaflets) ....................................................................................... 11

11

Pods breaking into segments; annual shrubs (10:) ...........................................................Aeschynomene

11:

Pods not breaking into segments; climbers ........................................................................................ 12

12

Leaflets alternate; pods thin, neither winged nor keeled (11:) ............................................ Dalbergia

12:

Leaflets opposite; pods either thin and winged or keeled ......................................................... Derris

AESCHYNOMENE L.
Shrubs or herbs, annual, erect, with gland-based hairs. Stipules usually persistent,
stramineous, peltate, prominently nerved. Leaves paripinnate; stipels absent. Leaflets
asymmetric at base, discolorous. Inflorescences axillary or terminal, short, few-flowered,
racemose, with flowers solitary in the bract axils and subtended by bracteoles. Calyx with
2 almost free lips, the upper 2-lobed, the lower 3-lobed. Corolla glabrous (except A. aspera);
wings usually lamellate. Stamens in 2 groups of 5; filaments alternately long and short;
anthers uniform, dorsifixed, versatile. Ovary stipitate. Style glabrous; stigma terminal,
minute or obscure. Pod stipitate, usually segmented, linear, straight, flattened; venation
reticulate (except A. aspera); upper margin straight; lower margin lobed; segments
indehiscent, raised over seeds. Seeds longitudinal in pod, asymmetric, reniform, usually
flattened, lacking caruncle.
A genus of c. 150 species, mostly in Central and South America and Africa. Six species in
Australia, with four in NT.
Taxonomic reference: Reynolds (1990).
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Aeschynomene

Standard 9 mm or less long; pods less than 6 mm wide...................................................................... A. indica
Standard 10 mm or more long; pods more than 6 mm wide ............................................................... A. aspera

A. aspera L.
Shrubs to 2 m tall; when growing in water lower stems inflated, spongy and with
adventitious roots. Stems glabrous to hispid; hairs dense on upper parts and inflorescence
axis, calyx and corolla. Stipules 5–18 mm long, almost glabrous; base truncate. Leaves
sensitive to touch; rachis 3.5–21.5 cm long; leaflets in 20–54 pairs, narrowly oblong or
obovate-oblong, 4–14 mm long, 1.5–3.5 mm wide, L:W 2.6–5, with 1 main nerve, with apex
obtuse or truncate. Inflorescences 15–70 mm long; bracts green, ovate, 4 mm long, cordate.
Pedicels 5–11 mm long; bracteoles similar to bracts, 2–3 mm long. Calyx 5–8.5 mm long.
Corolla yellow to dark yellow; standard shortly clawed, orbicular, 10–20 mm long; keel
petals joined along the laciniate lower margins. Ovary hairy; ovules 4 or 5. Pod on a stipe to
20 mm long, olivaceous to brown, 30–60 mm long, 7–10 mm wide, sparsely hairy; segments
3–5, corky, with muricate margins, smooth or rugose in the centre. Seeds dark brown, shiny,
7–8 mm long, 4–5 mm wide; hilum c. 2 mm long. Flowering & fruiting: Feb.–May. Figs 3,
18 (Dunlop 5917).
In Australia from Cape York and northern NT; outside Australia as far north as India.
Relatively uncommon in NT, occurring from Finniss River to Arafura Swamp and Nathan
River. Grows on clay soils on floodplains, often in standing water up to 1 m deep. Localities
include Beatrice Lagoon, Fogg Dam and Yellow Waters.

A. indica L.
Shrubs to 1.5 m tall. All parts except leaf surfaces and flowers sparsely to densely hairy,
often viscid. Stipules more or less deciduous, 7–19 mm long, shortly extended below the
point of attachment; base truncate; margins sparsely serrulate. Leaf rachis 5–14.5 cm long;
leaflets in 19–40 pairs, oblong, 2.5–9 mm long, 1–2.6 mm wide, L:W 2–4.8, punctulate
above and below, with 1 main nerve; margins entire or sparsely serrulate; teeth tipped with
hairs; apex obtuse or emarginate. Inflorescences to 4 cm long; bracts green, ovate-elliptic,
c. 4 mm long, cordate. Pedicels 4–5 mm long; bracteoles similar to bracts, 2–3 mm long.
Calyx 4.5–8 mm long. Corolla yellow, orange-red in centre; standard obovate, 5–12 mm
long. Ovary hairy; ovules 8–10. Pod on a stipe 5–12 mm long, pale brown, 10–45 mm long,
3.5–5 mm wide, with margins thickened, sparsely hairy; segments (1) 5–8 (9), more or less
verrucose over seeds. Seeds dark brown to black, c. 4 mm long, 3 mm wide; hilum c. 1 mm
long. Flowering & fruiting: Feb.–June. Fig. 18 (Latz 14352).
Pantropical and widespread in tropical and arid parts of Australia (WA, NT, SA, Qld, NSW).
Possibly native to South America. Common in the Top End. Grows on clay soils along water
courses, on floodplains and around billabongs, often on drying mud or in shallow standing
water.

CROTALARIA L.
Erect annual or perennial shrubs or herbs. Tomentum of simple hairs. Stipules present.
Leaves simple or 1–5-foliolate; stipels absent. Inflorescences usually terminal and racemose;
bracts usually persistent; bracteoles usually persistent, often filiform and minute. Calyx
sometimes 2-lipped, with the 2 upper lobes sometimes almost entirely united. Flowers
yellow, rarely blue; standard usually auriculate, glabrous or hairy on veins towards the apex
or on the claw; wings lamellate; keel often slightly twisted; free margins often fringed with
crisped hairs. Stamens 10, united in a sheath open along the upper side; anthers dimorphic,
alternately long and basifixed, and short and versatile. Ovules 2–numerous. Style upper half
with a fringe of hairs on the inner side; stigma terminal. Pod usually more or less oblong,
inflated, dehiscent. Seeds 1–numerous, smooth, shiny, asymmetric, triangular or cordiform to
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reniform, flattened; hilum small; usually lacking caruncle; funicle filiform, persisting on the
valves.
A genus of c. 550 species widespread in the tropics and subtropics, but most numerous in
Africa. Forty-three species occur in Australia of which 15 are introduced. Twenty-one
species occur in NT. Eight species are known to be of varying toxicity to livestock.
Taxonomic references: Everist (1979), Polhill (1982).

C. quinquefolia L.
Annual herbs, erect, to 1 m tall, with striate stems. Vegetative parts (except upper leaf
surface) with appressed, white, short hairs. Stipules persistent, narrowly lanceolate, 3–5 mm
long. Leaves digitately 5-foliolate; rachis 15–65 mm long; leaflets discolorous, unequal,
linear or very narrowly elliptic, 25–95 mm long, 3–8 mm wide, L:W 6–16; upper surface
vesicular glandular; base attenuate; apex rounded to acute or emarginate. Inflorescences to
28 cm long; bracts narrowly lanceolate, 5–8 mm long. Pedicels 6–14 mm long; bracteoles on
lower part of pedicel. Calyx 9–10 mm long, glabrous; lobes triangular, as long as tube.
Corolla yellow, with red-brown veins; standard 14–19 mm long, glabrous; margins of keel
fringed with crisped white hairs in lower half; apex twisted. Pod stramineous to grey,
reflexed, obovoid-oblong, 5–6.5 cm long, c. 2 cm wide, glabrous. Seeds 34–48, red-brown,
cordiform, c. 4.5 mm long, 3.5 mm wide. Flowering: Feb.–Mar. Fruiting: Mar. Rattlepods.
Fig. 18.
Old World tropics from India to Australia (NT, Qld). Uncommon in NT, occurring from the
Finniss River to the South Alligator River. Usually grows in grassland or sedgeland on clay
soil.

CULLEN Medik.
Evergreen perennial shrubs or annual herbs. Stipules persistent. Stipels absent.
Inflorescences usually racemose, axillary or terminal; bracts commonly persistent; bracteoles
absent. Calyx 5-lobed. Corolla mauve or white/yellow, glabrous; standard obovate; auricles
absent; wings and keel clawed. Stamens 9 + 1; anthers uniform, fixed near base, versatile.
Ovary shortly stipitate; ovule 1; style slightly reflexed; stigma capitate. Pod more or less
ellipsoidal, flat, indehiscent; epicarp moderately to densely glandular, pericarp adhering
closely to seed. Seed lacking caruncle; hilum eccentric.
A genus of 32 species occurring in the Old World from Africa to Asia and Australasia. In
Australia 26 species, 24 endemic.
Taxonomic reference: Grimes (1997).

C. cinereum (Lindl.) J.W.Grimes
Psoralea cinerea Lindl.

Annual herbs, aromatic, usually erect, mainly to 60 cm tall, rarely taller. Vegetative and
floral parts (including pods but excepting corolla) sparsely to densely covered with appressed
white or grey simple hairs and reddish to black punctate glands. Stipules decurrent with
rachis at base, ovate, 3–6 mm long, 1–3-nerved, attenuate. Leaves pinnately 3-foliolate,
rachis to basal leaflets 1.3–6 cm long, 2–8 cm long overall; leaflets lanceolate, ovate or
broadly ovate, 8–52 (74) mm long, 6–30 (46) mm wide, L:W 1.1–2.3; base cuneate; margins
irregularly dentate; apex obtuse to acute. Inflorescences racemose, rarely paniculate, to
28 cm long; flowers 2–3 per node; nodes well-spaced in upper 1/ 2– 2/ 3; bracts ovate, c. 2 mm
long, acuminate. Pedicels 1–1.5 mm long. Calyx 2.5–4 mm long; lobes subequal, 0.5–1 times
as long as tube; tube 1.5–2 mm long. Standard not clawed, reflexed, c. 4 mm long; wings
obliquely lamellate, prominently lobed at base; keel straight; lower margins adhering toward
apex. Upper stamen free or adhering to one side of sheath in lower 1/ 4. Ovary sessile or
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Cullen

shortly stipitate, glandular. Pod white to dark brown, ellipsoidal to reniform, flattened,
3–4 mm long, 1.8–2.5 mm wide, viscid or warty, often densely white-hirsute. Seed brown or
olivaceous. Flowering & fruiting: most months. Fig. 18 (Latz 476).
Found in all mainland Australian States, usually in semiarid regions on heavy clay soils.
Rare in the Top End, where it is known only from the Daly River floodplain.
Grimes (1997) stated that this species is an autogamous perennial that sometimes blooms in
the first year. On the floodplains and in arid areas it seems to behave as an annual.

DALBERGIA L.f.
Vines or trees, evergreen, with smooth bark. Stipules caducous, minute. Leaves pinnate, with
a terminal leaflet; leaflets alternate, discolorous; stipels absent. Inflorescences axillary,
racemose or paniculate, short; bracts and bracteoles small, usually caducous. Calyx 5-lobed,
2-lipped; upper 2 lobes connate; lobes 1/ 2 as long as tube. Corolla glabrous; petals longclawed; wings free; keel petals adhering just below tip. Stamens 9 or 10, united; anthers
uniform. Ovary stipitate; ovules 1 or 2. Style glabrous, incurved. Pod 1- or 2-seeded,
stipitate, thin, flattened, indehiscent, reticulately veined.
A genus of c. 100 species found throughout the tropics. One native and one introduced
species in NT.

D. candenatensis (Dennst.) Prain
Perennial vines; bark smooth, purple, shiny. All parts except calyx with appressed ferruginous
gland-based minute hairs, glabrescent. Branchlets modified to form climbing coils. Leaves
often on short lateral shoots; rachis to basal leaflets 16–24 mm long, 20–75 mm long overall;
pulvini 2–3 mm long; leaflets 5–8, obovate or elliptic, 15–52 mm long, 11–34 mm wide,
L:W 1.4–2.4; undersurface of young leaves minutely papillose-glaucous; base rounded; apex
obtuse or emarginate. Inflorescences racemose or paniculate, to 30 mm long; bracts persistent,
ovate, c. 1 mm long. Pedicels c. 2 mm long; bracteoles suborbicular, 1.5–2 mm long. Calyx
c. 3 mm long; lobes obtuse. Corolla white; standard 4–4.5 mm long. Pod on a stipe 2.4–4 mm
long, brown, falcate, 20–35 mm long, 13–15 mm wide, glabrous; base attenuate. Seeds not
seen. Flowering: Feb. (1 record). Fruiting: Nov. (1 record). Fig. 18 (Wightman 2701).
Ranges from India to China and N Australia (NT, Qld). Widespread but relatively uncommon
from Bathurst Island to Nhulunbuy. Grows in strand vegetation and at the rear edge of
mangroves, sometimes abutting swamps and floodplains but usually in areas with significant
freshwater input for much of the year.

DERRIS Lour.
Vines, less often trees or shrubs, evergreen. Stipules minute. Leaves imparipinnate; leaflets
opposite; stipels present or absent. Inflorescences terminal or axillary, subracemose panicles,
well-developed or contracted with flowers crowded on the short ultimate branches or
clustered at the nodes; bracts and bracteoles small. Calyx cupular, 5-lobed, upper 2 lobes
largely connate; lobes short to inconspicuous. Corolla much larger than calyx; petals clawed;
standard glabrous or pubescent; wings adhering to keel petals; keel petals cohering just
below tip. Stamens united into a tube open at base either side of upper filament; anthers
uniform. Ovary often subsessile; ovules few. Style glabrous or hairy in lower part, incurved.
Pod 1–few-seeded, thin, flattened, indehiscent. Seed more or less reniform; hilum small; rim
aril small.
About 50 species in tropical and subtropical regions; the majority of species in Asia. The
four Australian species mostly occur in Qld, with one species extending to NT.
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D. trifoliata Lour.
D. uliginosa (DC.) Benth.

Vines, the old stems brown with pale circular corky lenticels, often rooting adventitiously.
All parts (except ovary) glabrous or nearly so. Stipules persistent, broadly triangular, minute.
Leaves imparipinnate, (1) 3- or 5-foliolate; stipels persistent, decurrent with ribs on rachis,
minute; rachis to basal leaflets 2.5–7.5 cm long, 5–12.5 cm long overall; leaflets lanceolate
or ovate, 5.5–15 cm long, 2.5–6.4 cm wide, L:W 2–2.7; base shortly cordate; apex
acuminate. Inflorescence terminal or axillary, often on old wood, a raceme-like panicle, with
flowers on short lateral branches off the main axis, to 24 cm long; bracts persistent, minute.
Pedicels 2–4 mm long; bracteoles persistent, minute, just below calyx. Calyx cupular,
c. 3.5 mm long; shallowly 5-lobed. Corolla white or pink; petals clawed; standard about as
broad as long, 7–10 mm long, emarginate; keel petals shortly fused towards apex. Stamens
9 + 1; upper stamen slightly adhering to sheath just above base; anthers uniform, dorsifixed
and versatile. Ovary sessile, thinly hairy with long simple hairs; ovules 4–7. Style glabrous,
curved; stigma small, terminal. Pod olivaceous, indehiscent, flat, oblong or orbicular,
26–55 mm long, 18–35 mm wide; venation reticulate. Seeds 1 or 2, brown, broadly reniform,
Fig. 18 (Dunlop 6949;
15–20 mm long. Flowering: Aug.–Nov. Fruiting: Nov.–Dec.
Wightman 2352).
Africa through Asia to N Australia (NT, Qld). Widespread but relatively uncommon in the
Top End from the Adelaide and South Alligator rivers to Nhulunbuy and Groote Eylandt.
Grows towards the landward margins of mangrove communities in areas with a high
freshwater input.
This and other Derris species have been used as fish poisons and contain rotenone, the active
constituent in the insecticide Derris dust (Burkill, 1966; Wightman, 1989).

DESMODIUM Desv.
Annual or perennial shrubs or herbs. Stipules usually persistent, striate, attenuate.
Indumentum variously of minute, short- or long-hooked, simple or glandular-septate hairs.
Leaves 1-foliolate, pinnately 3-foliolate or apparently digitately 3-foliolate, discolorous;
stipels persistent, usually minute; basal leaflets usually subequal to terminal. Inflorescences
terminal or axillary, usually racemose, rarely paniculate or fasciculate; bracts caducous or
persistent, striate, attenuate, similar to stipules; bracteoles present or absent. Calyx lobes 5,
or 4 with the upper lobe shallowly or deeply bifid. Corolla yellow, pink-purple or white,
glabrous; standard rarely with calli; wings usually without lamellae, more or less adhering to
keel; keel usually incurved; lower margins of keel petals variously adhering towards apex,
obtuse. Stamens 9 + 1; upper stamen sometimes variously adhering to the sheath to form a
partial tube; filaments alternately long and short; anthers uniform, fixed near base, versatile.
Ovary sessile, usually hairy; ovules 1–8. Style inflexed or incurved, glabrous or rarely hairy
in lower half; stigma terminal, capitate. Pod articulated, straight or curved, oblong, usually
flattened; venation usually prominently reticulate; segments usually indehiscent, less
commonly dehiscent along the lower suture. Seeds longitudinal in pod; hilum mostly central
and usually with a minute brown annulus, lacking caruncle.
A genus of c. 300 species found in tropical and subtropical regions. About 28 species in
Australia and 19 in NT.

D. muelleri Benth.
Annual herbs, erect or spreading, to 40 cm tall. Indumentum variable: stems with sparse,
patent to appressed, long white strigose hairs, short hooked hairs and occasional gland-based
secretory hairs; leaves with appressed long white strigose hairs, glabrous above. Stipules
brown, 3–5 mm long, attenuate. Leaves pinnately 3-foliolate and 1-foliolate; rachis to basal
leaflets 3–17 mm long, 3–30 mm long overall; leaflets lanceolate, narrowly elliptic, narrowly
lanceolate or narrowly oblong-elliptic, 11–58 mm long, 3–13 mm wide, L:W 2.7–7.5; base
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rounded; apex acute to emarginate. Inflorescences sparse, to 20 cm long; rachis with sparse,
patent to appressed, long white strigose hairs, short and minute hooked hairs, and occasional
gland-based secretory hairs; flowers solitary at bracts; bracts caducous, c. 3 mm long.
Pedicels 3–15 mm long, with gland-based secretory hairs and short hooked hairs; bracteoles
absent. Calyx 2–3 mm long, with minute hooked and long white simple hairs, sometimes
with gland-based secretory hairs; lobes 5, 0.5–3 times as long as tube; upper lobes shortly
connate. Corolla pink-mauve; standard 3.5–4 mm long; wings and keel shortly clawed; style
reflexed. Pod yellow-brown, straight to falcate, 9–27 mm long, 3–4 mm wide, more or less
densely covered with hooked hairs, those of the faces long and tubercle-based, septate
glandular hairs sometimes present; upper margin entire; lower margin shallowly lobed;
segments 2–6, 4–5.5 mm long, dehiscing along the lower margin; venation transverse. Seeds
mottled black and olivaceous, or brown or olivaceous, reniform, 2.5–3 mm long, 1.5–2.2 mm
wide; hilum eccentric; annulus obscure. Flowering: Feb.–July. Fruiting: Mar.–July. Fig. 18
(Walter A6686).
Widespread in tropical Australia (WA, NT, Qld), invariably on cracking clay soils.
Relatively common in the Barkly region but uncommon on Top End floodplains where it is
known from the Adelaide, South Alligator and Walker rivers.
A form (here illustrated) has leaflets which are broadly elliptic to oblong-elliptic, are
9–37 mm long and 6–22 mm wide and have a L:W ratio of 1.1–1.8.

MACROPTILIUM (Benth.) Urb.
Annual or perennial vines or herbs. Hairs where present appressed, simple with slightly
swollen bases; pods also with short conical tuberculate glandular hairs. Stipules persistent,
striate. Leaves digitately 3-foliolate; stipels persistent. Inflorescences axillary, racemose;
flowers paired, arising from swollen glandular nodes. Bracts and bracteoles caducous, striate.
Calyx lobes 5, more or less equal, to c. 1/ 3 of total length. Corolla glabrous except for inner
margin of keel petals; standard pink or pinkish, reflexed, broadly clawed, with obscure
auricles; calli absent; apex emarginate; wings greatly exceeding other petals, long-clawed;
keel petals long-clawed, with outer margin adnate above the claws, twisted, incurved.
Stamens 9 + 1; upper stamen dilated and geniculate at base; anthers uniform, basifixed.
Ovary sessile, sericeous, multiovulate; style thickened in upper part, twisted through 90° and
geniculate to form a hook, bearded below the capitate stigma. Pod brown, straight,
cylindrical, with spongy septa, with the dehisced valves spirally twisted. Seeds mottled,
longitudinal in pod; hilum central, lacking caruncle.
About 20 species, native to the New World. Two introduced species in NT, both widespread
in tropical Australia.

*M. lathyroides (L.) Urb.
Annual herbs, erect, sometimes climbing, to 1 m tall, sparsely appressed-hairy or glabrous
except for the pod which is thinly sericeous. Stipules 7–9 mm long. Leaf rachis to basal
leaflets 2–5.5 cm long, 2.7–7 cm long overall; leaflets slightly discolorous, lanceolate,
deltoid or rarely elliptic, 3–6.8 cm long, 1.4–3 cm wide, L:W 1.9–3, entire; base cuneate;
apex obtuse to acute. Inflorescences to 44 cm long; flowers in upper half of rachis. Calyx
6–7 mm long. Standard c. 14 mm long; wings deep red. Pod 8.5–10.5 cm long, c. 3 mm
wide. Seeds 16–30, 3–3.5 mm long, c. 2.5 mm wide. Flowering: Dec.–Mar. Fruiting:
Jan.–July. Phasey Bean. Plate 23, Fig. 18 (Booth 1857).
A pantropical weed with a preference for heavy soils. Relatively common on the margins and
drier parts of coastal plains (Daly River to Magela Creek); also used for pasture improvement
and is a weed of disturbed areas.
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SESBANIA Scop.
Trees or annual or short-lived perennial shrubs, usually glabrate, or with simple hairs. Stems
of most species producing adventitious roots in standing water. Stipules caducous, rarely
persistent. Leaves paripinnate with numerous pairs of leaflets; rachis terminated by a bristle;
stipels minute, setaceous; leaflets opposite, subopposite to alternate, usually oblong.
Inflorescence an axillary raceme; bracts and bracteoles caducous. Calyx cupular, equally
5-lobed or -toothed, glabrous externally; lobes often hairy internally. Corolla glabrous;
standard broad, often with conspicuous calli; wings and keel long-clawed; wing petals
lamellate (except S. formosa). Ovary sessile or stipitate, glabrous; ovules numerous. Pod
dehiscent, coriaceous to subwoody; seeds lying longitudinally; hilum eccentric, lacking
caruncle.
A pantropical genus of c. 50 species with ten species in Australia, nine in NT. Fast-growing,
soft-wooded trees and shrubs utilised for wood, fibre and green manure in some parts of the
world.
A red-flowered form of the Asian S. grandiflora (L.) Poir. is cultivated in Darwin. The
flowers of this and some other species are eaten in Asia.
Taxonomic references: Burbidge (1965), National Academy of Sciences (1979), Turnbull
(1986).
1
1:

Trees to 12 m tall; standard more than 7 cm long .................................................................. S. formosa
Shrubs to 4 m tall; standard less than 2.5 cm long ................................................................................ 2
2

Flower white, mauve or bluish (1:) .............................................................................. S. erubescens

2:

Flower yellow, often streaked or spotted with purple....................................................................... 3

3

Standard more than 19 mm long (2:) .......................................................................................S. sesban

3:

Standard less than 16 mm long ..........................................................................................S. cannabina

S. cannabina (Retz.) Pers.
Annual shrubs, to 2.5 m tall. Stipules caducous, c. 5 mm long. Leaf rachis 4–25 (35) cm
long; stipels persistent; leaflets in 5–36 pairs, discolorous, narrowly oblong, 7–29 mm long,
2–5.5 mm wide, L:W 3–6.3, mucronate. Inflorescences 1.6–8 cm long, 2–9-flowered.
Pedicels 3.5–8 mm long; bracteoles just below apex. Calyx 3–6 mm long; lobes c. 1/ 4 of total
length, with 1–3 minute, peg-like appendages in the sinuses, sparingly hairy inside lobes.
Corolla with the standard yellow, usually densely streaked or spotted with purple, 9–12 mm
long, more or less orbicular; calli raised along their length; apices decurrent; veins on keel
margin scarcely divided. Pod sessile, (120) 170–240 mm long, 2–4 mm wide. Seeds 23–40,
brown or olivaceous, flattened-oblong, 3–3.2 mm long, 1.6–2 mm wide. Flowering &
fruiting: most months. Fig. 19 (Dunlop 9173).
Widespread in the Old World and in all mainland Australian States except Vic. In NT
common in the Top End and extending into central Australia. Mostly on seasonally flooded
clay soils, either on floodplains or elsewhere. Forms associated with brackish habitats are
often stunted and have shorter leaves and inflorescences.

S. erubescens (Benth.) N.T.Burb.
Annual or short-lived perennial shrubs to 3 m tall. Leaf rachis 7–16 cm long; leaflets in
11–25 pairs, 6–19 mm long, 1.5–4 mm wide, L:W 4–6.6. Inflorescences to 13 cm long,
6–13-flowered. Pedicels 6–11 mm long. Calyx 5–6 mm long; lobes c. 1/ 5 of total length.
Corolla white to mauve; standard reflexed at calli, (14) 17–20 mm long; calli points free,
1–1.5 mm long, obtuse; veins of keel petals much divided at margin. Pod stipitate, c. 220 mm
long, 3.5 mm wide. Seeds 23–40, olivaceous, mottled, c. 4 mm long, 2.2 mm wide.
Flowering & fruiting: Mar.–May. Fig. 19 (Craven 3299).
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Endemic to Australia (WA, NT, Qld). Uncommon in NT where it is only known from the
Daly River floodplain, near Borroloola and Legune Station. Grows on seasonally flooded
clay soils, either on floodplains or elsewhere.

S. formosa (F.Muell.) N.T.Burb.
Trees to 15 m tall, probably short-lived, evergreen; bark pale, corky, fissured. Young parts
finely sericeous, often ferruginous, becoming glabrous. Stipules caducous, 6–8 mm long,
margins thin, undulate. Leaf rachis to 37 cm long; stipels caducous; leaflets in (8) 14–20
pairs, 19–55 mm long, 6–17 mm wide, L:W 2.5–3.9; apex mucronate. Inflorescences to
20 cm long. Pedicels to 35 mm long; bracteoles c. 2/ 3 along pedicel. Calyx 17–25 mm long;
lobes broadly triangular, 1/ 10– 1/ 4 of total length, velutinous inside. Corolla white; standard
clawed, elliptic, folded into auricles at the base, 7–10 cm long. Pod pendulous, to 45 cm
long. Seeds 23–53, brown or black, subcylindrical, 5.5–8 mm long, c. 3 mm wide. Flowering:
Mar.–Sept. Fruiting: Aug.–Sept. Fig. 19 (Norris 858).
Endemic to Australia (WA, NT, Qld). Widespread in the Top End, localities including
Coomalie Creek, King Creek and Howard River. Grows on seasonally inundated clay soils on
floodplains and floodplain fringes but more common along permanently wet drainage lines
and at permanent springs.
Occasionally cultivated; a fast-growing species that has been trialled for pulp production.
This species has been confused with the closely related Asian species, S. grandiflora.

S. sesban (L.) Merr.
Annual or short-lived perennial shrubs to 2 m tall. Stipules 5–6 mm long. Leaf rachis
7–13 cm long; stipels persistent; leaflets in (5) 10–17 pairs, discolorous, narrowly oblong or
oblong-lanceolate, 11–28 mm long, 1.8–7 mm wide, L:W 3.5–6.3. Inflorescences to 10.5 cm
long, 4–8-flowered. Pedicels 9–11 mm long; bracteoles just below apex. Calyx 6–8 mm long;
lobes c. 1/ 4 total length. Corolla yellow; standard lightly speckled, 19–22 mm long; calli
prominently raised along their length, decurrent with claw; apices free; veins on keel
undivided or a few once-forked at margin. Pod flattened, slightly twisted, to 230 mm long,
3.2–4 mm wide. Seeds 43–48, olivaceous or brown, 3.2–4 mm long, 1.5–2.5 mm wide.
Flowering & fruiting: Mar.–May. Fig. 19 (Cowie 980).
Widespread in the Old World tropics (Australia: NT, Qld). In NT it is known from the Daly
River to the East Alligator River floodplains, including Fogg Dam. Usually grows in backwater swamps on floodplains; on clay soil. Tends to grow in deeper water than S. cannabina.

VIGNA Savi
Twining vines with perennial roots and annual aerial stems, sometimes short-lived perennials
or annuals. Stipules persistent. Leaves pinnately 3-foliolate; stipels persistent. Inflorescences
few-flowered, racemose; flowers clustered at the apices of axillary peduncles. Bracteoles at
base of calyx, persistent or caducous. Calyx 5-lobed, the upper lobes usually shorter. Corolla
yellow or white to mauve, glabrous. Standard broad, shortly clawed with inflexed auricles;
wings lamellate; keel petals partly joined on both margins, strongly curved or coiled with an
orifice below the apex. Stamens 9 + 1; filaments alternately long and short, with the free part
to c. 1/ 2; anthers dorsifixed. Ovary sessile; style curved or coiled, upper part dilated or not,
bearded below; stigma lateral. Pod dehiscent, cylindrical or flat. Seeds usually quadrate, with
or without a caruncle.
Pantropical genus of c. 150 species; c. 12 species in Australia, five in NT. The genus is an
important source of forage and pulse crops, including V. unguiculata (Cow Pea, Snake
Bean), V. mungo (Black Gram) and V. radiata (Mung Bean) (Purseglove, 1968;
Macmillan, 1991).
The tubers of several species are edible or are used medicinally by Aboriginal people.
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V. adenantha (G.Mey.) Marechal
Vigorous, short-lived perennial vines. Vegetative parts and pod sparsely hairy with simple
and tubercle-based hairs and minute vesicular glands on underside of leaves. Stipules
c. 3 mm long, triangular, striate. Rachis to basal leaflets 4–7.7 cm long, 5–10 cm long
overall; leaflets ovate to orbicular, 6–12 cm long, 4–10 cm wide, L:W 1.2–1.7; basal leaflets
asymmetric. Inflorescences to 35 cm long; flowers arising from glandular swellings.
Bracteoles caducous, 2–3.5 mm long. Calyx 7–10 mm long; lobes c. half total length, the 2
upper lobes incurved. Corolla white, suffused with purple or pink blushes; standard broader
than long, c. 25 mm long, emarginate; wings partly adnate to keel; keel strongly coiled. Pod
greenish, straight or slightly falcate, coriaceous, raised over seeds, 80–130 mm long, c. 9 mm
wide, with slightly thickened margins. Seeds 8–14, c. 8 mm long, 6 mm wide; caruncle
obscure. Flowering: July–Sept. Fruiting: Aug.–Oct. Fig. 19 (Wightman 5914).
Pantropical (Australia: NT, Qld). Uncommon in NT where it is known from Litchfield NP to
the Sir Edward Pellew Islands. Grows on floating mats, in Melaleuca swamps, near
permanent waterbodies and in riparian monsoon forests. Often on sand.
Aborigines eat the tap root, raw or cooked (Levitt, 1981).
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