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Basella alba L.

GENUS Basella FAMILY Basellaceae

COMMON NAMES  Indian spinach

EDIBLE PARTS AND USES

Edible parts: Leaves, Tender stems, Vegetable

The young shoots and leaves are eaten cooked. They are somewhat slimy.
In soups and stews the mucilage can be used as thickening.
The purple colour of fruit is harmless and is used to colour vegetables and agar-agar. Some lemon juice added

to the dye enhances the colour.
The leaves can be eaten raw in salads or cooked like a vegetable. They are also dried and stored. When fresh
they can be stored for 4-5 days.

The seeds can be crushed to use as an edible dye for jellies.
The leaves are used to make tea.

DESCRIPTION

An annual or perennial climbing herb with thick fleshy leaves. The vine is smooth and juicy and can be 10 m
long. It branches freely. The vine and leaves can be red or green. The leaves are fleshy and pointed at the tip.

They can be 8-18 cm long and 8-10 cm across. They are carried alternately along the vine. Leaves can be heart
shaped or oval. It has white, pink or red flowers in short spikes which are in the axils of the leaves. Flowers have
both sexes. The fruit are round and soft. They can be red, white or black and are 6-8 mm across. The seeds are
round and black. They are 3 mm across. (Often the ones with heart shaped leaves are called Basella cordifolia,

the ones with a red stem Basella rubra and the short day flowering dark green kind called Basella alba.)

HABITAT

A tropical plant. It occurs mostly in the tropical lowlands and is best below 500 m but will grow up to about 1600
m. in the equatorial tropics. It will grow quite well in the temperature range 15-35°C. It does not like water-
logging but can survive 4-12 weeks drought once well established. It requires adequate water during the

growing season. It grows well in a variety of soils. The best pH is 5.5-7.0. It cannot tolerate salty conditions.
Flowering does not occur when day lengths are over 13 hours. It is found throughout the Philippines in waste
places. It can grow in arid places. In XTBG Yunnan. At ECHO.
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PRODUCTION

Cultivation

It can be sown from seeds or cuttings. Seeds germinate in a few days. Normally sticks are provided for support

or it is allowed to grow over fences and stumps. If seeds are used, 3 kg of seed will sow one hectare and they
are best sown in a nursery and transplanted. A spacing of 1 m is suitable. Plants grown from seed are more
productive than from cuttings. When cuttings are used, 20-25 cm long cuttings are suitable. Where the plant

grows over light soil it can root at the nodes and continue growing continually. Partial shade, rich fertile soil and
adequate moisture favour abundant leaf production. It is responsive to nitrogen fertiliser. Light shade gives
bigger leaves. It requires a trellis to climb over. Frequently picking off the bud encourages branching.

Harvesting and Seed Production

It is 4-6 weeks until the first harvest. It grows reasonably well on poor soils and is fairly resistant to pest and
disease. Leaves will only store for one day at 20-30°C. Yields of 40 kg of leaves from a 10 metre square bed is
possible over 75 days. Leaves are plucked from the vine.

NOTES

Chemical composition (after Hooper): Water = 92.00% (fresh). Fat = 6.87% (dry). Albumenoids = 20.42% (dry).

Carbohydrates = 32.90% (dry). Fibre = 11.55% (dry). Ash = 28.27% (dry). Nitrogen = 3.27% (dry). Phosphoric
acid = 1.32% (dry). Silicates = 6.70% (dry). The nutritive value of the leaves and young shoot is very high in terms
of minerals and vitamins. It is gently laxative and slightly medicinal.

PICTURES
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