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Dear Dr. Grote, 
- . -' . . -~ . 

Dr. Donald Wilson thanks you for your letter'concerning DioBcorea. He has 
- '11:..... '-"...' 

asked me to reply to your queries as I am more closely concerned with growing these 
pl8nta. 0 ' 

,~. ..-'- 

There are about 800 known species of Dioscorea scattered throUghout the 
tropical. aemi-tropi,c~,an4 t~perate re~o~ of .th~. world. Rather more than half 
the species twine to the right ~ the rest twine to the left (cloCkwise) • 

.. Diosgenin, a s~P9~, _is a~owledged to be the best starting compound for 
the manufacture of Cortisone and the C9rtico-steroid r~ of drugs. 

Diosgenin is foynd.~ a,number of pl~ts especially in members of the 
Liliifloraef.but, so f~, oijiy in the tubers of a relatJ,veJ.Y few species of 
Dioscorea, bas a su,fdQi~n1; ~~rce~tage ~een'fo~tQ~e its extraction a commer
cial possibility. The tubers useQ.for commercial diosgenin extraction to-day are 
those of Dioscorea species growing ~ld in the'MexIcan forests. Dioscorea species 
known to cont~ diosgenin~bave als~ b~en fo~d ~ British Honduras, Eastern U.S.A., 
many. cOUI\;1;ries in the ~.st an9-., :Ilid~~e East, and in Southern Africa: All these 

• species, including :thoJJ8 tn H.e::dco, haye bines which twine to the left. 

0, l'oisonouB cO.Jl'WOupg.sj~.~. dioscorine, used as an arrow poison) are found in 
a few Di.~qorea"Iil~cies. li.e. D. duae torua, D. hispida) and these plants also are 
sinistrose t1(:j.ners., 

Among the Dioscorea tubers "grown 'for food are the following species:

:D. alttta .Linne .twines to the right 
'D·.escul~ta '·Burkill twines to the lef.1;. 

The most comprehensive monograph on the Dioscorea of the East and Middle 

lEast 



East is to be found in the 

Annals of the Royal Botanic Garden. Calcutta. Vol XIV 
, An account of the genus Dioscorea in the East, Burld.ll, I. H. &: 

Prain, D. Bengal Govel"Il)l8nt Press. 

Part I. The species which twine to the left (1936) 2 vols. with 
plates 

Part II. The species which twine to the right with an addenda to ' 
Part I and a Summary (1939) 2 vols. with plates." , " . 

Of the Australian Dioscorea, Maiden, in his "Useful Bature tPlants- ,of 
Australia incl. Tasmania" (Trllber &: Co) mentions three speci:es growing on 
the mainland - seed of,which could probably be obtained -from the Botanic .. __ 
Gardens in Sydney or Perth. 

D.	 hastifolia Endl. Western Australia. Yam used for food. Twines 
to the right, 

I 
D.	 sativa Linne (bulbifera) Queensland &: B. Australia. oKarro 

Yam cultiTated for food.. '!wines to the left. 

D.	 traverM a.Br. Central Queensland. Kowar, Long yam,. food. 
, Twines to the right. 

None'of'these species contain diosgenia.- Kaiden gives a good descrip
tion of'the characteristics of genus. 

Dr. L. C. Iuckw111 has told us sODlet~ of your work with climbing 
plants. We think: you might like SODle seed of both, right and left twiniDg 
Dioscorea to grow yourself. We are, therefore, sending you under, separate 
cover seed of the following tWo species:

D.	 sylvatica Eckl. a southern African. species, grows above 
'4000 ft. alt. on the Drakenberg BanBe. 
- Left hand twiner, tube-r contains diosgenin. 

D. cotonifolia Knuth ' an African' species. Right banded twiner. 
'Bas	 a rootatocr with stolons bearing large 
black potato-like tubers which contain no 
diosgenin. 

These two species are much alike in their .bine pwth, both climb to 
15 - 20 f·t. up scrub and small trees. .Both have frui t.s in the form of a 
three winged capsule and seeds with a single apical wing, but the details are 

/different 
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different in each species. 

Dioscoreacseedlings do not usual~ flower in the first year. In their 
second year, some of the male plants will probab~ flower and in the third year 
both male and female plants flower. To ensure the set of the seed the female 
flowers should be hand. pollinated. Bean poles are suitable as a support for 
the bines. For healthy growth the plants need calcium, magnesium and also nitro
gen and phosphate. 

Another refe.rence which might be of interest to you is - The Organography 
and the Evolution of Dioscoreacae, the fami~ of Yams. 1. H. Burkill, F.L.S., 
J. Linn. Soc. (Bot.) 56, 367, pp. 319-412 in which is discussed right and left 
hand twining and the types of fruits and seeds found. in the family. 

We hope that the seeds arrive safe~ and that these few notes will be of 
assistance. 

Yours faithfully, 

A.. P. Wilson 


