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SALACIOUS SAMPHIRES
by Paul Wlson

Cr AMPHIRES do not  arouse the
) d . g r . .  o f  a f f e c t i o n  t h a t  r s
accorded- to plants of brighter
appearance such as banksias, wattles
and the everlastings, but they have
their admirers, and even those whose
visual appetites arejadedby a surfeit
oflovely flowers can appreciate the
beauty of a saltpan in the evening
l ight  when i t  is  covered wi th
samphires of various shades of green
and red; individually they can also
be fascinating if time is taken to
examine them closely.

Shakespeare referred to the
employment of gathering samphires
as a 'dreadful trade', but his remark
was directed to the Picking of the
European plant that inhabits rocky
shores, which is a quite different
species to the samphires ofAustralia
even though they share the same
common name. The word
'samphire' has itself an interesting
his tory.  Shakespeare sPel t  i t
'sampire' which is close to the
French name '(herbe de) St Piene',
St Peter being the patron saint of
fishermen (with reference to the sea
coast) and the plant grows among
rocks, the 'petros' from which the
name Pierre or Peter is derived. In
Western Australia the word has
taken on a further modification
where a roadhouse between Port
Hedland and Broome that sits in a
huge samphire patch is called the
Sandfire Roadhouse.

Another name for these Plants is
g lasswon.  This  f rom thei r  use in

making glass. The driedplants were
burnt and their ashes mixed with
sand and fired. FortunatelY for
samphires this method of glass

making is notemployed in Australia.
Australian samphires belong to

t h e  f a m i l y  C h e n o P o d i a c e a e .
principally to the gents Halosar, ia.
The family includes the beetroot
and such native pleints as the

bluebushes,  sa l tbushes,  and

Holosqrcio. Flowers in thrces, ollfertile
wilh one s tomen. Seed wi I h pet/spet m.
23 species,

Austrolion species,

.ln Australia there are 36 named
species of samphire, of which all
except 4 are found in'Western
Australia, while several more are

Sqrcocornio. Flowers in groups of 3-7
alt feiile, wifh iwo slomens. Seeds
without perisperm (the faod reserve)
Three species.

Tegicornio. Ptanlsdioecious (mole and femoleflawerc an separcte plonls) Flawers

solilory: male ftower wilh ane stomen Seed with perisperm. One species'

goosefoot that are usually found in
slightly saline areas. Samphires are
also predominantly plants of saline
areas as wel las estuar ine t ida l  f la ts

but  they reach thei r  greatest

luxuriance around inland saltlakes.
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Salacloas Samphile,J contin edflom ?age 7

a good year the seed could be
gathered in abundance. It would
first be winnowed by tossing in a
kangaroo skin and then ground to
make flour for use in dampers. The
seed was considered very good
tucker. Since the claypans were so
far apart most aboriginal groups
were aware of only one population
of Teclornia andlo this they gave a
distinctive name. Near Cue the
claypan, the plant, andthe seedwere
al l  re lerred to as 'bu l l ibu l l i ' ,  and in
the Leonora - Laverton area as
'kurami', both of these sites held
Tecticornia arborea which has a
smooth egg-shaped seed. In the
Rawl inson Range d i  s t r ic t
Teclicornia verrucosa was used
where i t  was cal led 'mungiba ' .  th is
has a lens-shaped seed. William
Moyle, who visited the Warburton
to Rawlinson Range area in 1958
recorded that "the fleshy bulbs
containing small seeds are eaten
directly from the plant and have a
pleasant, slightly salty flavour".

The seeds of many samphires
are eaten by birds. The orange-
bellied panoton its annual migration
from south-west Tasmania to the
coasts of South Australia and
Victoria, has as its preferred food
source one small remnant patch of
Ha/osarcia halocnemoides in Pt
Phillip Bay. Unfortunately the patch
is on land owned by a chemical
company which may wish to extend
its activities into the samphires. In
WA the hard fruits of several
Sclerostegia species are eaten by
parrots, andprobably by otherbirds.
fn lact the fruil o[ ScleroJlcgla
disartic lalaisputicularly adapted
for bird consumption since it can be
freely removed from the spike when
rip".

Cultivotion

In  Mexico,  Cal i fomia.  Kuu a i t .
and Saudi Arabia experimental
p lantat ions of  samph i res are
current ly  lhe vogue s ince thei r
cultivation does not require fresh

the cost of making conventional
hay, although the protein contentof
samphire hay (with the included
seed) is higher.

Solinisotion

One's first assumption is that
with the increasing salinisation of
our wheatbelt lands the samphire
population will expand, and while
this is probably correct it only
applies to a few species. Most of
our samphire species appear to
occupy rather narrow ecological
niches and they are not able to
withstand a surge in salt content of
the soil. This may result in the loss
of  severa l  species and the
concomitant extinition of other life
forms that  occupy the same
envrronmen$.

When you next pass a samphire
patch take time to look at the plants,
study the flowers, see how many
di f ferent  species are present ,
observe where they grow inrelation
to each other, and find out which
genera they represent. If you persist,
intimeyou also will become alover
of  samphires.  and the t i t le  of  th is
article may then be appropriate.

PauJ Ll'ilson is a consultan/ bolanist
at rhe Herbarium. He specialises in
the taxonomy o/ Chenopodiacear,
Asleraceae and Ralaceae, among
olhers. He can be conlacled on ph.
9331 0509.

Iaslratiom.' 1 & 2 by Margaret
Wl.ron fron Ntltive vegelalion of
e.rluaries and saline walerwa!,t in
roulh Wegern A u.tlralia'. I 997. WR C.
3, 4, 5 & 6 by Margaret Menadue or
Bryony Wlson ifrom A revision of
/he A u,t / ral i a n Jpe ci e t of Sa / i co rn i e a e
( Chenopodiaceae) '. 1980. Nuytsia,
3. CALM. 7 by Margarel Menadue

from'F/o ra ofA ust ral ia' Vo / 4. 1 981.
AGPS.

Tealicornio. Flowerc in threes ar fives:
sepals 2, lqtero y placed: stamen one.
Brocts t'ree from eoch atnet. Seed wilh
perisperm. Onespecles.

water. The samphires are plantec
in f ie lds s imi la l  to  rhe manner rn
which rice is grown but they are
irrigated with seawater. The whole
plant can be haruested for haY or
the crop can be first threshed and
rhe seed crushed for its oil. lfused
lor  hay.  s ince i t  has a h igh sal t
content, it is first passed through
rollers wh ich squeere oul the salty
sap before being dried and fed to
stock.  Simi lar  exper imenta l
p lantat ions are to be found in
Victoria where some ofour native
species are being tested. At this
stage it would appear that the total
cost  of  producing samphire ha1.
which inc ludes i r r igat ion wi lh  sea-
water, haruesting, and crushing,
does not compare favourably with




