Portulaca oleracea

Greek salad with purslane

Portulaca oleracea (common purslane, also known as
verdolaga, pigweed, little hogweed, red root, pursley,
and moss rose) is an annual succulent in the family
Portulacaceae, which may reach 40 cm in height.

Approximately forty varieties currently are cultivated.!"!

1 Distribution

It has an extensive distribution, assumed to be mostly
anthropogenic, ! throughout the Old World extending
from North Africa through the Middle East and the Indian
Subcontinent to Malesia and Australasia. The species sta-
tus in the New World is uncertain: in general, it is consid-
ered an exotic weed, however, there is evidence that the
species was in Crawford Lake deposits (Ontario) in 1430-
89 AD, suggesting that it reached North America in the
pre-Columbian era.3! It is naturalised elsewhere and in
some regions is considered an introduced weed.

2 Description

It has smooth, reddish, mostly prostrate stems and alter-
nate leaves clustered at stem joints and ends. The yellow
flowers have five regular parts and are up to 6 mm wide.
Depending upon rainfall, the flowers appear at anytime
during the year. The flowers open singly at the center
of the leaf cluster for only a few hours on sunny morn-
ings. Seeds are formed in a tiny pod, which opens when
the seeds are mature. Purslane has a taproot with fibrous
secondary roots and is able to tolerate poor, compacted
soils and drought.

3 Uses

3.1 Culinary usage

A Purslane cultivar grown as a vegetable

Although purslane is considered a weed in the United
States, it may be eaten as a leaf vegetable.l*! It has a
slightly sour and salty taste and is eaten throughout much
of Europe, the middle east, Asia, and Mexico.!'!'>] The
stems, leaves and flower buds are all edible. Purslane may
be used fresh as a salad, stir-fried, or cooked as spinach
is, and because of its mucilaginous quality it also is suit-
able for soups and stews. Australian Aborigines use the
seeds to make seedcakes. Greeks, who call it andrakla
(avtpdxha) or glystrida (yAvotpida), use the leaves and
the stems with feta cheese, tomato, onion, garlic, oregano,
and olive oil, add it in salads, boil it or add to casseroled
chicken. In Turkey, besides being used in salads and
in baked pastries, it is cooked as a vegetable similar to
spinach. In Albania it is also is used as a vegetable similar
to spinach, mostly simmered and served in olive oil dress-
ing, or mixed with other ingredients as a filling for dough
layers of byrek. In the south of Portugal (Alentejo), “bal-
droegas” are used as a soup ingredient.

3.2 Nutrition

Purslane contains more omega-3 fatty acids (alpha-
linolenic acid in particular®') than any other leafy
vegetable plant. Studies have found that Purslane has
0.01 mg/g of eicosapentaenoic acid (EPA). This is an ex-
traordinary amount of EPA for a land-based vegetable
source. EPA is an Omega-3 fatty acid found mostly in
fish and some algae. It also contains vitamins (mainly
vitamin A, vitamin C, Vitamin E (alpha-tocopherol)!”}
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and some vitamin B and carotenoids), as well as dietary
minerals, such as magnesium, calcium, potassium, and
iron. Also present are two types of betalain alkaloid pig-
ments, the reddish betacyanins (visible in the colouration
of the stems) and the yellow betaxanthins (noticeable in
the flowers and in the slight yellowish cast of the leaves).
Both of these pigment types are potent antioxidants and
have been found to have antimutagenic properties in lab-
oratory studies.®!

100 Grams of fresh purslane leaves (about half a cup)
contain 300 to 400 mg of alpha-linolenic acid./! One cup
(250 ml) of cooked leaves contains 90 mg of calcium,
561 mg of potassium, and more than 2,000 IUs of vita-
min A. A half-cup of purslane leaves contains as much
as 910 mg of oxalate, a compound implicated in the for-
mation of kidney stones; however, many common vegeta-
bles, such as spinach, also can contain high concentrations
of oxalates. Cooking purslane reduces overall soluble ox-
alate content by 27%, which is important considering its
suggested nutritional benefits of being part of a healthy
diet.[1”!

When stressed by low availability of water, purslane,
which has evolved in hot and dry environments, switches
to photosynthesis using Crassulacean acid metabolism
(the CAM pathway): At night its leaves trap carbon diox-
ide, which is converted into malic acid (the souring prin-
ciple of apples), and, in the day, the malic acid is con-
verted into glucose. When harvested in the early morn-
ing, the leaves have ten times the malic acid content as
when harvested in the late afternoon, and thus have a sig-
nificantly more tangy taste.

3.3 Traditional medicine

Portulaca oleracea showing blooms

Known as Ma Chi Xian (pinyin: translates as “horse
tooth amaranth”) in traditional Chinese medicine, its ac-
tive constituents include: noradrenaline, calcium salts,
dopamine, DOPA, malic acid, citric acid, glutamic acid,
asparagic acid, nicotinic acid, alanine, glucose, fructose,

4 HISTORY

Seed pods, closed and open, revealing the seeds

and sucrose.!'! Betacyanins isolated from Portulaca oler-
acea improved cognition deficits in aged mice.!'?! A rare
subclass of Homoisoflavonoids, from the plant, showed
in vitro cytotoxic activities towards four human cancer
cell lines.!"'3! Use is contraindicated during pregnancy and
for those with cold and weak digestion.'!! Purslane is
a clinically effective treatment for oral lichen planus,!4!
and its leaves are used to treat insect or snake bites on
the skin,['! boils, sores, pain from bee stings, bacillary
dysentery, diarrhea, hemorrhoids, postpartum bleeding,
and intestinal bleeding.!'!]

Portulaca oleracea efficiently removes bisphenol A, an
endocrine-disrupting chemical, from a hydroponic solu-
tion. How this happens is unclear.[!®!

3.4 Companion plant

As a companion plant, Purslane provides ground cover to
create a humid microclimate for nearby plants, stabilising
ground moisture. Its deep roots bring up moisture and
nutrients that those plants can use, and some, including
corn, will “follow” purslane roots down through harder
soil that they cannot penetrate on their own (ecological
facilitation). It is known as a beneficial weed in places
that do not already grow it as a crop in its own right.

4 History

Widely used in East Mediterranean countries, archaeob-
otanical finds are common at many prehistoric sites.
In historic contexts, seeds have been retrieved from a
protogeometric layer in Kastanas, as well as from the
Samian Heraion dating to seventh century B.C. In the
fourth century B.C., Theophrastus names purslane, an-
drdkhne (vdpayvr), as one of the several summer pot
herbs that must be sown in April (H.P 7.12).'1 As por-
tulaca it figures in the long list of comestibles enjoyed by
the Milanese given by Bonvesin de la Riva in his “Marvels
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of Milan” (1288).18!

In antiquity, its healing properties were thought so reliable
that Pliny the Elder advised wearing the plant as an amulet
to expel all evil (Natural History 20.120).1'7)

A common plant in parts of India, purslane is known as
Sanhti, Punarva, or Kulfa.
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Popular culture

The name verdolaga, associated with the plant
that grows in South America is a nickname for
Football clubs with green-white schemes in their
uniforms, such as Colombia's Atletico Nacional and
Argentina's Ferrocarril Oeste.

See also

List of companion plants

List of beneficial weeds
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