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Aristolochiaceae, the Birthworts familyh',‘-contains 8 genera and 450 - 600 species f
in the world. Aristolochia is the largest genus with 400 species, widely distributed in the tropics |
and subtropics, mainly in central and south Ame > nd a few in temperate zone. Asarumis |
the second largest genus with 90 species, mostly distributed in north temperate region of eastern ﬂ
Asia, and a few in north America. There are two genera species of Aristolochiaceae in Hong Kong. /
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Asarum hongkongense S. M. Hwang & T. P. Wong Siu
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; Perennial herb with long prostrate
+ rhizomes and numerous slightly aromatic
ibrous roots arising from rhizome nodes.
eaves slightly fleshy and ovate-heart-
haped; petioles very long. Flowers campanulate, purplish green, |
ith 3 ovate lobes at upper part. Flowering from April to July. Itisa |
are species endemic to Hong Kong, and is one of the two

Asarum in Hong Kong. It grows in thickets and open grasslands |
f Lantau Island at altitude of 600-800m. )
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Aristolochia westlandii Hemsl.
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Woody vine, up to 10m high, usually climbing on trees. Leaves papery to
leathery, narrowly lanceolate, narrowly auriculate at base. Flowers in axillary
racemes, usually with only one flower blooming, purplish red, marked with
reticulate nerves, and with a putrid smell; tube of perianth geniculate-curved
in middle, limb nearly plate-shaped, 13 cm in diameter. Flowering from March
to April. This rare species can be found in the forest of Tai Mo Shan at altitude
\up to 500 m. It has larger flowers in comparison with other species in the
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family. It is a very attractive plant with colourful and strange-shaped flowers.
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Aristolochia fordiana Hemsl.
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erbace 1 Slender terete tubers. Leaves thinly leathery, ovate-heart-shaped . Racemes
~axillary, 3 to 4 e“ ed, each flower bearing ovate bracts at base. Flowers similar to those of A. tagala but diff-
ering from- at-b f perianth-tube not stalk-like, not articulate at the place connate to ovary and the
perianth-lip obtuse at apex. Fruit a capsule, ellipsoidal or ovoid. Flowering and fruiting from March to July. It

occurs in valley thicket or hill-slope stone crevices of Tai Mo Shan and Lantau Island. /
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Aristolochia tagala Cham.
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Herbaceous vine, about 2 m long, tubers long tere s S
in diameter. Leaves papery, ovate heart shaped or suborblcular glabrous Racemes axillary, 3 to 5 - flowered. Perianth
tube straight, stalklike at base, jointed at the place connate with ovary, enlarged and globose in upper part, mouth of
perianth tube funnel shaped, one side of limb being a lip. Fruit a capsule, subglobose, splitting into 6 valves from base
to apex when matured, fruit stalk pendulous, also splitting into 6 strips, but remain united at the apex, making the fruit
in appearance of an upside down hanging bell. Flowering and fruiting nearly all the year. It grows in forests or thickets

\\at altitude up to 500 m. It is a host for rare butterflies, although this plant species is relatively common in Hong Kong. /
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Aristolochia championii Merr. & Chun
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Woody vine with fleshy fusiform tubers. Shape and texture of leaves are very si | that of A. westlandii,
but can be distinguished by its rounded or shallowly cordate leaf base. Racemes many-flowered, usually
on the lower part of the stem; flowers with a putrid smell, limb 4-6 cm in diameter, plate shaped. Fruit a ca-
psule, ovoid or ellipsoid, 6-8 cm long, dehiscing from apex to base. Flowering %d Frwtmgﬁ:QLm April to
November. It usually grows in forests and thickets of Hong Kong Island at altitude of 300-500 m. This sp-
ecies is a potential ornamental plant for gardens because its flowers are very colourful‘ﬁm';pécullar and
several blooming at the same time. J
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Aristolochia thwaitesii Hook. f.
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attenuated to cuneate at base. Racemes many-flowered, at leaf traces of the lower part of stem. It differs ’
from the last two species mentioned above by the upper part of perianth-tube curved again and expanded |
into a 5 to 6-toothed limb. After flowering, the pedicel curved downward and the limb transversely laid near
ground. Fruit a capsule, obovoid. Flowering and fruiting from March to September. The species grows in
thickets on hill-slopes, seaside, bamboo groves and stone crevices of Hong Kong Island at altitude up to «
500 m. It is also an attractive ornamental plant for its colourful and peculiar flower. |
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Pollination mechanism
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Avristolochiaceous plants are pollinated by insect. In order to e .

attract pollinators, the flowers have beautiful colour and sent forth ,‘ %Sﬂgﬁ{%ﬂ BE(%
a putrescent odour. The structure of flower is also highly specialized | The relationship betweer nd butterflies
to adapt to the needs of pallinators. The perianth of mostbirthworts 1

usually unite into tube at lower part, and open at mouth to form a " e fﬁg géﬁ%ﬁg%gggﬁg?;’%%g gp |

limb at upper part. The androecium and gynoecium are hiddenin | 'y |, pEa s 4 B RS ARS »

the base of tube. The size of perianth-tube and mouth is closely J BLERR ~ hFREFELHER » BEEE
related to the size of pollinator. The flowers with straight perianth- - RETENEER - BRSE A H R
tube and wide mouthpe\re adapted to the | l ? pA d th TASHERRRITHEY Lo A
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flowers with curved perianth tube and narrow mouth, such as those it (T. aeacus ) B EHENFEER o

of Aristolochia species, are adapted to the small pollinators such as , , ,
small flies and ants. Before pollination, the pistils are matured at Some butterflies only take birthworts as their
. ) P ! P { food. Due to the attraction of the smell of birthwort,
first. Then the flower ascends and widely opens the mouth. The female butterflies lay their eggs on the leaves of
pollinator carrying pollens comes into the perianth-tube and slide | birthworts. Their caterpillars feed on new shoots,
into the sac. There are many retroactive hairs to prevent the pollin- leaves and buds of birthworts. Their pupae are gen-
tor to leave in anthesis. There are nectars in the sac to provide erally found near the base of the stem
2l ) : - . p So the whole life cycle of some butterflies are carried
food for the pollinator. After pollination, the flower withers and the out on birthworts. Aristolochia tagala is the main food
anthers are shedding their pollens. The pollinator will bear the | ~of rare and valuable butterflies such as Troides helena
- pollens to visit another flower.Then the pedicel curves downward A\ o BB EE,
Qnd the mouth closed, completing the pollinating process_—) N\ S
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Most species of Aristolochia and Asarum have fleshy roots and most of them are common traditional and
herbal medicines. They are applied for curing throat-sore, stomachache, rheumatic arthritis etc., with the function
for detoxication, anti-inflammation, relieving pain. The plants of Aristolochia contain aristolochia acid, cyclanoline
and debilic acid etc. In ancient time, Aristolochia species were used to relieve pain for childbirth and for antitumor.
Most species of Asarum contain essential oil, of which the main constituents are methylengend, safrole and
asarylketone etc. They are used in manufacturing perfume and antiseptic.
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