
Department of 
Environment, 
Water and 
Natural Resources

© Department of Environment, Water and Natural Resources, 
Government of South Australia
All rights reserved
Copyright of illustrations might reside with other institutions or 
individuals. Please enquire for details.

Contact:
Dr Jürgen Kellermann
Editor, Flora of South Australia (ed. 5)
State Herbarium of South Australia
PO Box 2732
Kent Town SA 5071
Australia
email: juergen.kellermann@sa.gov.au

Photograph: Helen Owens



AMARANTHACEAE  |  Flora of South Australia, 5th Edition1

Flora of South Australia
5th Edition | Edited by Jürgen Kellermann

1 �This work can be cited as: Palmer, J., Lally, T.R. & Miller, C.H. (2014). Amaranthaceae (version 2). In: Kellermann, J. (ed.),  
Flora of South Australia (ed. 5). 47 pp. (State Herbarium of South Australia: Adelaide). www.flora.sa.gov.au/ed5

2 Australian National Herbarium, Centre for Plant Biodiversity Research, GPO Box 1600, Canberra, ACT 2601, Australia.

© �Department of Environment, Water and Natural Resources, Government of South Australia. ISBN 978-1-922027-41-2 (PDF). 
Publication date: 27 June 2014.

AMARANTHACEAE1 
J. Palmer2 (unless otherwise indicated), T.R. Lally2 (Ptilotus) & C.H. Miller2 (family description and key to genera)

Ephemeral, annual, biennial or perennial herbs or shrubs; leaves opposite or alternate and spiral, margins entire 
or rarely crenulate, sinuate or denticulate; petiolate to sessile; stipules absent. Inflorescence terminal or axillary, 
glomerules, spikes, racemes or panicles, single to several in leaf axils; flowers bisexual or unisexual, regular; each 
flower subtended by 1 bract and 2 bracteoles; perianth of 3–5 tepals, equal to subequal, imbricate, free or united, 
enclosing fruit and falling with it, or persistent; stamens 2–5, opposite the tepals, free or fused; anthers 1- or 2-locular, 
dorsifixed, versatile, dehiscing by extrorse longitudinal slits; staminodes present or absent; pseudostaminodes present 
or absent; ovary superior, unilocular with one (to many) ovules; style single, entire or branched, terminal, rarely 
eccentric; stigma 1 (capitate) or 2–3, bilobed to filiform. Fruit either an indehiscent utricle or a circumscissile capsule, 
rarely a succulent berry; seeds 1, rarely many, embryo curved.

A family of 71 genera and over 1,000 species with a world-wide distribution in tropical and warm temperate regions; 
in Australia there are 15 genera, (including 4 introduced) and about 190 species. Black (1948) included Achyranthes 
aspera L., which is widespread in other parts of Australia, but there are no collections from S.A. at this time.

Hemichroa is included in Amaranthaceae here, but outside Australia the genus is often included in Chenopodiaceae.

Several species are grown as ornamentals, e.g. Amaranthus caudatus L. (love-lies-bleeding), A. tricolor L. ( Joseph’s coat), 
Celosia cristata L. (cockscomb) and Gomphrena globosa L. (globe amaranth). A few species are cultivated as grain crops 
in Central and South America, e.g. Amaranthus cruentus (red shank), while other species such as Alternanthera sessilis are 
cultivated as vegetable crops in Asia. Several species have also become widespread weeds, e.g. Alternanthera philoxeroides 
(alligator weed), Altenanthera pungens (khaki weed).

Reference: Black (1948), Townsend (1985, 1993).

1.	 Leaves succulent; bracts leaf-like....................................................................................................................  6. Hemichroa
1:	 Leaves not succulent; bracts membranous, not leaf-like

2.	 Leaves opposite
3.	 Tepals (perianth segments) fused into a tube for at least half of length....................................  5. Guilleminea
3:	 Tepals (perianth segments) free to base

4.	 Flower spikes axillary; stigma entire, capitate.......................................................................  2. Alternanthera
4:	 Flower spikes terminal; stigma bilobed or bifid.......................................................................  4. Gomphrena

2:	 Leaves alternate
5.	 Flowers unisexual

6.	 Tepals glabrous or with glandular hairs on margins only......................................................  3. Amaranthus
6:	 Tepals densely hairy on outer surface.....................................................................................................  1. Aerva

5:	 Flowers bisexual...........................................................................................................................................  7. Ptilotus
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1.  AERVA Forssk.

Fl. Aeg ypt.-Arab. 170 (1775).
(Erona, the Arabic name for a member of this genus.)

Perennial herbs, prostrate or erect; leaves alternate, 
entire. Inflorescence of terminal and axillary, sessile 
simple or branched spikes of many flowers; flowers 
solitary, sessile, bisexual or dioecious (in S.A.); bracts 
and bracteoles persistent, membranous; tepals 5, falling 
with mature fruit, membranous, hairy on outer surface; 
stamens 5; filaments united in a short cup at the base; 
anthers 2-locular; staminodes 0; pseudostaminodes 5, 
alternating with free filament portions; ovary with 1 
ovule; style slender; stigmas 2, filiform. Fruit a mem
branous, indehiscent, compressed utricle; seed 1, black, 
shiny.

About 10 species native to the tropics especially Africa,  
2 species naturalised in Australia, 1 species occurs in S.A.

Reference: Townsend (1985).

1.  *Aerva javanica (Burm.f.) Juss. ex Schult., Syst. Veg. 
5: 565 (1819). — Iresine javanica Burm.f., Fl. Ind. 212 
(err. “312”), t. 65, f. 2 (1768). — Illustr.: Fl. Centr. 
Austral. 77, fig. 99 (1981); C.C.Towns. in Polhill (ed.), 
Fl. Trop. E. Africa Amaranthaceae: 87, fig. 19 (1985); 
Fl. S. Austral. 1: 313, fig. 175 (1986).

Perennial herb, erect to spreading, to 150 cm high, dioecious, covered with densely matted dendritic hairs on stems 
and leaves; leaves indistinctly petiolate, lanceolate or narrowly elliptic to oblanceolate or spathulate, 15–77 × 4–14 
(–24) mm, hairs dense or sparse above. Inflorescence of spikes in dense terminal panicles; spikes 10–85 (–135) × 
4–8 mm; bracts ovate, up to 1.7 mm long, hairy; bracteoles very broadly ovate, up to 2.5 mm long, ± hairy at the 
apex, white to pink; male flowers: outer 2 tepals ovate, up to 2.25 mm long, filaments delicate, anthers subequal 
to tepals, ovary small, style very short, stigmas rudimentary n.v. ( fide Townsend 1985); female flowers: tepals, up 
to 3 mm long, outer 2 tepals obovate, hairy at base, inner 3 tepals narrowly elliptic to narrowly oblong, completely 
hairy, stamens rudimentary, anthers absent, style including stigmas up to 1.6 mm long, stigmas papillose. Fruit 
up to 1 mm long; seed 0.7–1 mm long. Kapok bush. Fig. 1.

S.A.: *LE; *W.A.; *N.T.; *Qld; *N.S.W. Widespread in the drier parts of the tropics and subtropics from western 
Africa across the Middle East to Burma. A single record from a tip at Oodnadatta in 1977. Commonly found on 
roadsides and disturbed areas in other states. Flowers: Oct. (Apr. –Nov. in other states).

The species was introduced in the 1880s to help regenerate rangeland areas. Only female plants occur in Australia. 
Even so, seeds are still produced and the plants are assumed to be apomictic (Khan et al. 1970). — R.M. Barker 
(AD).

2.  ALTERNANTHERA Forssk.

Fl. Aeg ypt.-Arab. 28 (1775).
(Latin alternans, alternating; anthera, anthers; filaments without anthers often alternate with fertile stamens.)

Annual or perennial herbs; stems prostrate, erect, floating or scrambling; leaves opposite, sessile or petiolate. 
Inflorescence of solitary or clustered axillary spikes, sessile or pedunculate; flowers solitary, bisexual, sessile; bracts 
persistent, membranous, sessile; bracteoles persistent or falling with mature fruit, membranous, sessile; tepals 5, 
falling with mature fruit, free, equal or unequal, scarious, usually white; stamens 2–5; filaments united at the base into 
a cup or short tube; anthers 1–locular; staminodes 0 or 2–3, filament-like; pseudostaminodes 0–5, alternating with 
stamens and staminodes; ovary with 1 ovule; style very short or absent; stigma capitate. Fruit an indehiscent utricle, 
compressed, membranous; seed 1. Joyweeds.

Fig. 1. A–E, Aerva javanica: A, twig; B, portion of stem with bract; C, 
female flower; D, pistil; E, seed. Illustration by G.R.M. Dashorst, from 
Flora of South Australia 1: 313, Fig. 157 (1986). 
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A large genus of c. 100 species mainly occurring in the tropics and subtropics of the New World. About 10 species 
occur in Australia, including four naturalised species. Five species occur in South Australia. As the whole genus of 
Alternanthera in Australia is in need of revision, this treatment largely follows existing taxonomic concepts (e.g. George 
1981, Jessop 1986).

A single specimen of Alternanthera bettzichiana has been collected from a footpath in an Adelaide suburb (Bates 42332). 
This species is commonly cultivated as a garden plant. It has a scrambling habit, purplish-tinged leaves that are 
somewhat fleshy, and small inflorescences of white flowers in the leaf axils.

Alternanthera sessilis is often grown as a leafy vegetable in Asia while some species are cultivated as ornamentals; the 
introduced species A. philoxeroides (alligator weed) is a declared noxious weed in Australia, but has not been recorded 
in S.A. at this time.

Reference: George (1981), Jessop (1986).

1.	 All 5 tepals similar in shape and size
2.	 Tepals woolly in the lower half........................................................................................................... 1. A. angustifolia
2:	 Tepals glabrous

3.	 Leaves elliptic or oblong to narrowly ovate, 10–25 × 6–10 mm..........................................................  3. A. nana
3:	 Leaves linear to linear-oblong, oblong or narrowly elliptic, 20–80 × 2–8 mm long

4.	 Clusters of flower spikes usually 5–10 mm wide; tepals 2–3 mm long, acute 
or shortly acuminate..................................................................................................................  2. A. denticulata

4:	 Clusters of flower spikes usually 10–20 mm diam.; tepals 4–5 mm long, long-
acuminate........................................................................................................................................ 4. A. nodiflora

1:	 Outer 3 tepals differing in shape and size from inner 2 tepals
5.	 Outer 3 tepals 3–6 mm long; longest 2 tepals pungent, small tufts of hairs present 

on the back near the base..........................................................................................................................  5. A. pungens
5:	 Outer 3 tepals 2.5–3 mm long; longest 2 tepals not pungent, hairy on the back for 

some or all of length................................................................................................................................  A. bettzichiana

1.  Alternanthera angustifolia R.Br., Prodr. 417 (1810). — Illustr.: Fl. N.S.W. 1: 250 (1990); Flora Kimberley Reg. 111, 
fig. 27B (1992); Kenneally et al., Broome and Beyond: Pl. People Dampier Penins., Kimberley, W. Austral. 54 (1996).

Annual or ephemeral herbs, prostrate or ascending; stems glabrous or pubescent; leaves oblong to narrowly 
obovate, 10–50  mm long, glabrous or sparsely tomentose. Inflorescence of sessile globular or ovoid spikes, 
5–10 mm long, sometimes clustered; rhachis woolly; bracts and bracteoles narrow, acute, c. 1 mm long; tepals 
narrowly ovate, 2.5–4 mm long, equal, acute, densely woolly in the lower half, base and midrib hardened; stamens 
3; staminodes 2; pseudostaminodes 0; style very short. Fruit obovate, c. 1.5 mm long, shorter than tepals, apex 
rounded or emarginate, margins thickened. Narrow-leaved joyweed. Fig. 2A–B.

S.A.: NW, LE, EA; W.A.; N.T.; Qld; N.S.W. Banks of ephemeral creeks on mulga flats, gibber plains, inter-dune 
swales or springs. Flowers: June–Nov., Jan. and Apr.

This species is very variable across its range especially with respect to tepal size, hairiness and leaf width and is 
currently under review.

2.  Alternanthera denticulata R.Br., Prodr. 417 (1810). — Illustr.: Pl. W. N.S.W. 281 (1982); Fl. N.S.W. 1: 250 (1990); 
Fl. Victoria 3: fig. 38C–D (1996).

Annual, ephemeral or perennial herbs, prostrate or ascending to erect; stems glabrous or with hairs restricted 
to 2 decurrent lines on young stems and the nodes; leaves linear to linear-oblong or narrowly elliptic, 20–60 × 
2–8 mm, acute or obtuse, entire or minutely denticulate, glabrous or sparsely hairy on the margins and midrib. 
Inflorescence of sessile globular to oblong spikes, solitary or clustered; rhachis glabrous or hairy; spike clusters 
5–10 mm wide; bracts and bracteoles narrowly ovate, c. 1–2 mm long, acuminate; tepals narrowly ovate to ovate, 
2–3 mm long, equal, acute or shortly acuminate, glabrous; stamens 3; staminodes 2; pseudostaminodes 0; stigma ± 
sessile. Fruit obovate, 1–1.5 mm long, shorter than tepals, obcordate. Lesser joyweed. Fig. 2C–D. Pl. 1A–C.
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Fig. 2. A–B, Altenanthera angustifolia: A, inflorescence; B, old flower with fruit. C–D, A. denticulata: C, inflorescence; D, old flower with fruit.  
E–G, A. pungens: E, inflorescence; F, flower; G, fruit. H–I, A. nodiflora: H, inflorescence; I, old flower with fruit. Illustrations by L.J. Waters, funded 
in collaboration with ABRS, Canberra.
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S.A.: NW, LE, GT, FR, EA, NL, MU, SL, KI, SE; W.A., N.T., Qld, N.S.W., Vic., Tas. On banks and in shallow 
water at the edge of freshwater rivers, creeks and swamps. Flowers: mainly Nov.–Apr. but also throughout the 
year.

This species is very variable across its range and is currently under review. Some specimens from south-eastern 
S.A. may also be the closely related Alternanthera sp. A (Jacobs & Lapinpuro 1990), but further investigation is 
required to establish this.

3.  Alternanthera nana R.Br., Prodr. 417 (1810). — Illustr.: Pl. W. N.S.W, 283 (1982); Fl. N.S.W. 1: 250 (1990); Fl. 
Kimberley Reg., 111 fig. 27D (1992).

Ephemeral herbs, prostrate or erect; stems pubescent; leaves ± sessile, elliptic or oblong to narrowly ovate, 10–25 
× 6–10 mm, acute, pubescent to loosely hirsute. Inflorescence of sessile globose to ovoid spikes, 5–10 mm 
long, clustered; rhachis woolly; bracts and bracteoles ovate, 0.5–1 mm long, acute to acuminate; tepals oblong 
to narrowly ovate-oblong, 2–3 mm long, equal, acute to acuminate, glabrous, base thickened, midrib hardened; 
stamens 3; staminodes 2; pseudostaminodes 0; style c. 0.5 mm long. Fruit obovate, 1–1.5 mm long, shorter than 
tepals, rounded to truncate. Hairy joyweed, downy pigweed.

S.A.: NW, LE, GT, FR, MU; W.A.; N.T.; Qld; N.S.W. On seasonally flooded areas. Flowers: Jan.–June and Oct.

4.  Alternanthera nodiflora R.Br., Prodr. 417 (1810). — Alternanthera triandra auct. non Lam.: F.Muell. & Tate, Trans. 
& Proc. Rep. Roy. Soc. South Australia 16: 344 (1896). — Illustr.: Pl. W. N.S.W. 283 (1982); Fl. N.S.W. 1: 250 (1990).

Annual or ephemeral herbs, decumbent or ascending to erect; stems to 30 (–100) cm high, often rooting at the 
nodes, hairy at the nodes and in 2 lines along the stems or becoming glabrous; leaves linear to oblong or narrowly 
elliptic, 20–80 × 3–8 mm, acute, entire or minutely denticulate, glabrous or very sparsely hairy. Inflorescence of 
sessile globular spikes, often densely clustered, rhachis hairy; spike clusters 10–20 mm wide; bracts and bracteoles 
narrowly ovate, 1–3  mm long, acute; tepals narrowly ovate, 4–5  mm long, equal, long-acuminate, glabrous; 
stamens 3; staminodes 2; pseudostaminodes 0; style very short. Fruit obovate, 1–1.5  mm long, shorter than 
tepals, obcordate. Common joyweed. Fig. 2H–I, Pl. 1D.

S.A.: NW, LE, GT, FR, MU; W.A.; N.T.; Qld; N.S.W.; Vic. Grows on banks and beds of creek and river channels 
and low lying areas that undergo periodic inundation in sandy or clay soils with Eucalyptus camaldulensis, E. microtheca 
or E. coolabah in open woodland often with an understorey of Muehlenbeckia florulenta (lignum) and/or chenopods. 
Flowers: throughout the year.

5.  *Alternanthera pungens Kunth in Humb., Bonpl. & Kunth, Nov. Gen. Sp. (Quarto Edn) 2(7): 206 (1818). — 
Achyranthes repens L., Sp. Pl. 1: 205 (1753). Alternanthera repens (L.) Link, Enum. Hort. Berol. Alt. 1: 154 (1821), nom. 
illeg. — Illustr.: Pl. W. N.S.Wales, 283. (1982); Fl. N.S.W., 250 (1990).

Ephemeral or perennial herbs, prostrate or ascending; stems and nodes densely hairy to glabrescent; leaves on 
petioles up to 5  mm long or sessile, obovate to broadly obovate or orbicular, 10–50 × 7–20  mm, obtuse or 
acute, mucronate, glabrous or hairy particularly on midnerve and margins. Inflorescence of sessile ovoid spikes, 
8–10  mm long, clustered; rhachis ± hairy; bracts and bracteoles narrowly ovate, 3–5  mm long, cuspidate to 
aristate, pungent; tepals unequal, narrowly ovate to oblong or elliptic, margins entire to serrate; outer 3 tepals 
3–6 mm long, small tufts of long or short hairs on the back near the base, longest 2 tepals acuminate, cuspidate 
to aristate, pungent, third outer tepal acute, mucronate to cuspidate; inner 2 tepals 0.2–3.2  mm long, acute, 
cuspidate, long dense hairs along midrib; stamens 5; staminodes 0; pseudostaminodes 5; style ± absent. Fruit 
globose, 0.5–1.5 mm long, shorter than tepals, rounded. Khaki weed. Fig 2E–G, Pl. 1E–F.

S.A.: *NW, *LE, *GT, *FR, *EA, *EP, *NL, *MU, *YP, *SL, ?*KI; *W.A., *N.T., *Qld, *N.S.W., *Vic. Native to 
South America. A troublesome weed of lawns and disturbed areas; harmful to stock. Flowers: Dec.–May.

(Proclaimed S.A. plant.)
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leaves ovate, obovate or elliptic, sparsely hairy, to 20 × 8  mm, bases cuneate or attenuate. Inflorescences 
terminal or pseudo-terminal, globose or ovoid, to 5 cm long, to 50-flowered; bract 7.5–9 mm long; bracteoles 
8–10 mm long, both with apices aristate; perianth 15–17 mm long, green, grey or white; tepals with lower third 
glabrous, except some verticillate hairs to 0.5 mm long marginally, remainder with moderately dense, nodose or 
± subverticillate hairs to 10 mm long, hairs exceeding apices, with moderately dense, verticillate hairs to 0.4 mm 
long beneath, apices laciniate, ± acute; fertile stamens 2, filaments to 4.5 mm long, staminodes 3; ovary hairy 
apically; style 3.8–5 mm long, eccentric. Rabbit tails. Fig. 13, Pl. 10G.

S.A.: EP, NL, MU, YP; W.A.; N.S.W.; Vic. Grows in red-brown silty or sandy loams, on low dunes and between 
ridges, in mallee scrub associations. Flowers: most frequently Aug.–Dec.

27.  Ptilotus sessilifolius (Lindl.) Benl, Mitt. Bot. Staatsamml. München 29: 500 (1990). — Trichinium sessilifolium Lindl. 
in T.Mitch., Three Exped. Australia 2: 12 (1838). T. atriplicifolium A.Cunn. ex Moq. in A.DC, Prodr. 13(2): 286 (1849); 
T. obovatum var. atriplicifolium (A.Cunn. ex Moq.) Domin, Biblioth. Bot. 89: 80 (1921); P. atriplicifolius (A.Cunn. ex 
Moq.) Benl, Mitt. Bot. Staatsamml. München 2: 404 (1958). T. obovatum var. grandiflorum Benth., Fl. Austral. 5: 221 
(1870); T. incanum var. grandiflorum (Benth.) J.M.Black, Trans. & Proc. Roy. Soc. South Australia 41: 380 (1917); P. 
obovatus var. grandiflorus (Benth.) Ewart & O.B.Davies, Fl. N. Territory 100 (1917). T. incanum var. intermedium Ewart 
& Jean White, Trans. & Proc. Roy. Soc. Victoria 22: 97 (1909). P. oblongifolius Gand., Bull. Soc. Bot. France 66: 222 (1919). 
— Illustr.: Pl. W. N.S.W. 285 (1981), as P. atriplicifolius var. atriplicifolius; Fl. N.S.W. 1: 259 (1990), as P. atriplicifolius 
var. atriplicifolius; Fl. Victoria 3: 211, fig. 37A–B (1996), as P. sessilifolius var. sessilifolius..

Erect shrubs, sometimes rounded, to 70 cm high; stems and leaves densely hairy, hairs persisting with age; leaves 
obovate or elliptic, to 75 × 30 mm, bases cuneate or attenuate. Inflorescences terminal or pseudo-terminal, 
hemispherical or cylindrical, to 2.5 cm long, to 20-flowered; bract 2.8–4 mm long, apex apiculate or aristate; 
bracteoles (2.5–) 3.5–5.5 mm long, apices apiculate; perianth 10–15 mm long, pink, purple or mauve; tepals with 
moderately dense, sub-verticillate hairs to 6 mm long on upper half only, or entire length, shortening near apex, 

Fig. 13. A–F, Ptilotus seminudus. A, plant; B, perianth; C, inner perianth; D, bract; E, bracteole; F, pistil and stamens. Illustration by L. Dutkiewicz, 
from Fl. S. Australia 1: 332, Fig. 187 (1986).
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with dense, verticillate to dendritic hairs to 0.8 mm long beneath, apices erose, truncate or obtuse; fertile stamens 
3, filaments to 9 mm long, staminodes 2; ovary glabrous or rarely sparsely hairy apically; style 6.5–8 mm long, 
eccentric. Silver tails, crimson fox tail. Pl. 10H.

S.A.: NW, LE, NU, GT, FR, EA, EP, NL, MU; W.A.; N.T.; Qld; N.S.W.; Vic. Grows in sand on dunes or 
interdune flats and floodplains, with very open shrubland of Acacia, Hakea and Eremophila spp., and tussock 
grassland. Flowers: all year round but most frequently June–Oct.

Variation is evident in this species across its range with respect to tepal size and perianth hairiness. In S.A. there 
are two forms present: plants with longer tepals, the over-topping outer tepal hairs occurring along the entire 
tepal length, and plants with shorter tepals, the over-topping outer tepal hairs on the top half only. Further 
research is required to determine if this variation is taxonomically significant.

28.  Ptilotus spathulatus (R.Br.) Poir. in Lam., Encycl. Suppl. 4: 620 (1816). — Trichinium spathulatum R.Br., Prodr. 415 
( 1810). T. mucronatum Nees in Lehm., Pl. Preiss. 1: 628 (1845). P. spathulatus f. angustatus Benl, Mitt. Bot. Staatssamml. 
München 5: 568 (1965). — Illustr.: Fl. Victoria 3: 211, fig. 37i–j (1996); P.Moore, Guide Pl. Inland Australia 261 (2005).

Low prostrate or decumbent herbs to 25 cm high × 40 cm wide; stems and leaves sparsely hairy, glabrescent 
with age; leaves spathulate or subspathulate, obovate or occasionally elliptic, basal leaves to 95 × 10 mm, bases 
long-attenuate, longer than or often to twice length of upper expanded portion, cauline leaves 17 × 8 mm, bases 
attenuate. Inflorescences terminal or pseudo-terminal, cylindrical, or less commonly conical or ovoid, to 9 cm 
long, to 100-flowered; bract 4.5–8 mm long, apex long-acuminate; bracteoles 3.8–7.5 mm long, apices apiculate; 
perianth 7.5–12 mm long, green, greenish-yellow or cream; tepals with dense to moderately dense, nodose or 
subverticillate hairs to 5 mm long, hairs exceeding apices, with sparse to moderately dense, verticillate hairs to 
0.4 mm long beneath, apices laciniate, ± acute; fertile stamens 2 or 3, filaments to 3.3 mm long, staminodes 2 or 
3; ovary hairy apically; style 1.5–2.2 mm long, eccentric. Pussy tails, cats paws. Pl. 10I.

S.A.: GT, FR, EA, EP, NL, MU, YP, SL, KI, SE; W.A.; N.S.W.; Vic.; Tas. Occurs in a wide range of habitats 
from coastal limestone cliffs and sand dunes, to inland undulating hills, on hill crests and foot slopes. Grows in 
limestone, sandy loam, clay loam, cracking clay and skeletal or gravelly soils. Vegetation includes Melaleuca spp. 
and Acacia spp. shrubland, open eucalypt woodland or tussock grassland. Flowers: Jul.–Mar., most frequently 
Sep.–Dec.

Some morphological variation is evident for this species, especially in the floral characters, across its widespread 
distribution.

29.  Ptilotus symonii Benl, Trans. Roy. Soc. South Australia 92: 33 (1968). — Illustr.: Trans. Roy. Soc. South Australia 
92: 33, fig. 1 (1968).

Prostrate, decumbent, lax shrubs to 50 cm high × 50 cm wide, often growing through other shrubs; stems and 
leaves hairy, glabrescent with age; leaves narrowly elliptic or ovate, to 20 × 5 mm, shortly petiolate, bases attenuate. 
Inflorescences terminal or pseudo-terminal, globose or hemispherical, to 2.5 cm long, to 30-flowered; bract 
3–4 mm long; bracteoles 4.3–7 mm long, both with apices acuminate; perianth 9.5–11 mm long, white, cream or 
green; tepals with nodose or ± subverticillate hairs to 9 mm long, mostly on lower half of tepal, exceeding apices 
by 1–2 mm, apices erose, ± truncate; fertile stamens 3, filaments to 2.2 mm long, staminodes 2; ovary glabrous; 
style 1.2–1.5 mm long, eccentric. Pl. 10J.

S.A.: NU; W.A. Occurs on sheet limestone, in Acacia spp. woodland, or open mallee scrub. Flowers: mainly 
Sep.–Nov., but also between June–Feb.

(Rare status in S.A.)

30.  Ptilotus whitei ( J.M.Black) Lally, J. Adelaide Bot. Gard. 22: 42 (2008) — Trichinium whitei J.M.Black, Trans. & 
Proc. Roy. Soc. South Australia 38: 464 (1914). T. parvifolium auct. non. F.Muell.: J.M.Black, Fl. S. Austral. 2: 211 
(1924), partly; Ptilotus parvifolius auct. non. (F.Muell.) F.Muell.: J.M.Black, Fl. S. Austral. ed. 2, 2: 327 (1948), partly. P. 
parvifolius var. parvifolius auct. non (F.Muell.) F.Muell.: Benl, Mitt. Bot. Staatssamml. München 7: 315 (1970), partly; Benl 
in Jessop (ed.), Flora of Central Australia 79 (1981), partly; Benl in Jessop & Toelken (eds), Fl. S. Austral. ed. 4, 1: 330 
(1986). — Illustr.: Fl. S. Austral. ed. 2, 2: 327, fig. 460 (1948), as Ptilotus parvifolius; Fl. S. Austral. ed. 4, 1: 330, fig. 
186 (1986), as Ptilotus parvifolius var. parvifolius.
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Erect shrubs to 1 m high; stems glabrous, occasionally glaucous, sometimes divaricate; leaves narrowly to broadly 
obovate, sometimes subspathulate, rarely linear, glabrous, to 15 × 6 mm, bases attenuate. Inflorescences terminal 
or pseudo-terminal, hemispherical to shortly conical, to 4 cm long, rarely to 7 cm, to 40-flowered; bract and 
bracteoles 3.5–6 mm long, apices mucronate to aristate; perianth 9–12.5 (–14) mm long, pale pink or purple, or 
red with grey hairs; tepals with moderately dense, nodose hairs to 6 mm long, shortening near apex, with dense, 
subverticillate to verticillate hairs to 0.4 mm long beneath, apices obtuse or acute; fertile stamens 2, filaments 
to 6.5 mm long, staminodes 3, staminal cup with dense interstaminal hairs to 1 mm long; ovary glabrous; style 
5.6–7.5 mm long, eccentric. Fig. 11C–G. Pl. 11.

S.A.: NW, LE; N.T. Grows in red, brown or yellow skeletal soils of gravelly clay or sand, on gibber plains, scree 
slopes, quartzitic sandstone hills, limestone outcrops, rocky breakaways, gullies and creekbeds. Associated with 
chenopod and Acacia spp. scrub, or tall shrubland, often with a grassy understorey. Flowers: mainly Apr.–Oct., 
and occasionally in other months of the year.
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Pl. 1. A–C, Alternanthera denticulata: A, flowering spikes; B, habit; C, flowering stems and foliage. D, A. nodiflora: densely clustered flowering 
spikes and foliage. E–F, A. pungens: F, young inflorescences and leaves; E, habit. Photos: A–C, A.C. Robinson; D, D.N. Kraehenbuehl; E–F, D.E. 
Murfet.
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Pl. 2. A–B, Amaranthus albus: A, flowering stems; B, fruit. C, A. cuspidifolius, habit. D–E, A. retroflexus: D, inflorescence; E, a small plant. Photos: A, 
B, D & E, P.J. Lang; C, A.C. Robinson, DENR.

B

A

E

C

D



39Flora of South Australia, 5th Edition  |  AMARANTHACEAE

Pl. 3. A, Amaranthus retroflexus, root. B–D, A. viridis: B, detail of fruiting inflorescence; C, flowering stem; D, plant viewed from above. Photos: 
A–C, P.J. Lang; D, J.G. Conran. 
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Pl. 4. A–B, Hemichroa diandra: A, flowering stems; B, habit of plants on windswept Nullarbor cliffs. C–E, H. mesembryanthema: C, flowering stems; 
D, fruiting stems with persisent brown bracts; E, habit. F, H. pentandra, thick-leaved form in flower, near Goolwa. Photos: A & B, P.J. Lang, DENR; 
C & F, D.E. Murfet; D & E, D.J. Duval, DENR. 

A

B

F E

D

C



41Flora of South Australia, 5th Edition  |  AMARANTHACEAE

Pl. 5. A, Ptilotus aristatus subsp. aristatus (a small individual); B–D, P. barkeri: B, flowers; C, young leaves and buds; D, habit (a large shrub).  
E, P. beckerianus, flowering plant and non-flowering rosettes, on on typical ironstone substrate; F–G, P. clementii, N of Mt Isa, Qld: F, inflorescence; 
G, habit. H–J, P. decipiens: H, habit; I, leaves and developing inflorescences; J, flowering stems. K–L, P. erubescens, prostrate plant in native 
grassland, Mokota Conservation Park: K, habit; L, flowers. Photos: A, K & L, A.C. Robinson;  B–D, D.J. Duval, DENR; E, K. Pobke, DENR;  F–G, M. 
Fagg, Australian National Botanic Gardens.
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Pl. 6. A, Ptilotus erubescens, habit of erect form, Para Wirra National Park; B & D, P. helipteroides: B, habit; D, a small plant showing flowers and 
hairy foliage; C & F, P. latifolius: C, young inflorescences and foliage; F, flowering plant on red sand dune. E, P. gaudichaudii subsp. gaudichaudii, 
inflorescence with an open flower displaying pink anthers; G, P. macrocephalus, flowering plants from LE Region. Photos: A, K. Matthews;  
B, I.S. Hopton; C & D, A.C. Robinson, DEWNR;  E, D.E. Murfet; F, P.D. Canty, DEWNR; G, R.J. Bates. 
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Pl. 7. A–B, Ptilotus murrayi, A, inflorescence with open flower and foliage; B, habit. C–D, P. macrocephalus: C, plants in grassland near 
Bordertown, SE Region; D, inflorecescence detail of preceding. E–G, P. nobilis subsp. nobilis: E, inflorescence bud and leaves from above;  
F, purplish-pink flowered plants and creamy-white flowered plants growing together, Serrated Range, 140 km SE of Coober Pedy; G, inflorescences 
of preceding.  Photos: A, D.E. Murfet; B, P.J. Lang, DEWNR; C & D, L.M. Heard; F & G, P.D. Canty, DEWNR.
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A

B

Pl. 8. A–B, Ptilotus nobilis subsp. nobilis: A, purplish-pink flowered form on shaly hill slope near Parachilna Gorge, central Flinders Ranges;  
B, creamy-white flowered form on quartzite slope, Witchelina Station, at NW end of Flinders Ranges.  Photos: A, P.J. Lang; B, P.J. Lang, DEWNR. 
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Pl. 9. A–B, Ptilotus nobilis subsp. nobilis: A, flower spike of purplish-pink flowered form from near Parachilna Gorge, showing two open flowers; B, 
typical habit of purpllish-pink flowered form from sandy habitat. C–E, P. obovatus: C, plants on rocky slopes, northern Flinders Ranges; D, habit; 
E, inflorescences with open flowers.  Photos: A, C & D, P.J. Lang; B, A.C. Robinson, DEWNR; E, P.J. Lang, DEWNR. 
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Pl. 10. A, Ptilotus obovatus, inflorescences with open flowers. B–C, P. polystachyus: B, 
flowering spikes; C, habit. D, P. pseudohelipteroides, inflorescence.  E–F, P. remotiflorus:  
E, inflorescences in bud; F, habit. G, P. seminudus, leaf rosette with developing inflorescences. 
H, P. sessilifolius, habit. I, P. spathulatus, young plant showing leaves and flower spikes.  
J, P. symonii, foliage and inflorescences.  Photos: A, E, F, G & H, D.J. Duval, DEWNR; B & C, A.C. 
Robinson, DEWNR; D, D.E. Murfet; I, S. Doyle; J, P.J. Lang.
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Pl. 11. A–D, Ptilotus whitei: A, habit; B & C, flowers and foliage; D, inflorescence with two open 
flowers.  Photos: A, A.C. Robinson; B, D.J. Duval, DEWNR; C, P.D. Canty, DEWNR; D, D.E. Murfet. 
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