
 

 
Scientific name – Basella alba 

 

English common name – Malabar or Ceylon spinach 

 

Asian common names –  

 Chinese:  chan cai (Cantonese saan choi, shan ts'oi) 

 Hindi:  poi, saag. 

 Malay: remayong, gendola (Indonesia) 

 Tagolog: alugbati. 

 Telugu: బచ్చలి  

 Thai: ผกัปลงั  phak plang 

 

Variety – 

 Bangladesh: Large leaves and stems, a vigorous variety, heat tolerant, and 70 days from seeding to production. 

 

General description and special characteristics – Malabar spinach is a perennial twining (or vining) herb grown for its 

tender stems and leaves, which can be cooked like spinach. The leaves and shoots are mucilaginous when cooked. Its 

fruits have been used for dyeing. Malabar spinach tolerates high temperature and high humidity. 

 

Crop uses (culinary) – Typical of leafy vegetables, malabar spinach is high in vitamin A, vitamin C, iron, and calcium. It 

is low in calories by volume, but high in protein per calorie. The succulent mucilage is a particularly rich source of soluble 

fiber. Among many other uses, malabar spinach may be used to thicken soups or stir-fries with garlic and chili peppers. 

The vegetable is also used in salads in place of spinach. The mucilaginous quality is reportedly overcome with salad 

dressings that include vinegar (Ashworth 1991). 

 

In Bangladesh, it is widely used to cook with hilsa fish. In Vietnam, particularly the north, it is cooked with crab 

meat, luffa, and jute to make soup. In Orissa, India, it is used to make curries, including saga, a dish made from green 

leafy vegetables. 

 

Seasons of production – Warm, rainy weather offers the best production, but the crop can be grown year round in the 

tropics assuming adequate moisture. 

 

Length of production and harvest period – After germination of the seed, growth of the creeping or climbing stem is fast 

and lateral branches are soon formed. Runners produced by malabar spinach will develop new roots at the nodes, thus 

spreading and growing indefinitely. Flowering starts about 6 weeks after sowing. Basella alba is often cultivated as an 

annual, but with adequate care, it persists for over one year in cultivation. 

 

Production methods – Plants can be established by direct seeding or by planting cuttings. For direct seeding, AVRDC 

recommends making furrows 1.0-1.5 cm (0.4-0.6 in.) deep and spacing them 10-15 cm (4-6 in.) apart. Sow seeds 5 cm (2 

in.) apart in rows. For cuttings, dig holes 5–10 cm (2-4 in.) in depth and plant two or three stem cuttings per hole. 

Recommended spacing between rows is 20-30 cm (8-12 in.); plants within rows are spaced 15-20 cm (6-8 in.) apart.  

 

Vines can be allowed to grow along the soil surface, but a trellis is recommended to facilitate harvest and to keep the 

leaves clean. Watering should be liberal until plants are well established; subsequently, irrigation of about 8 mm (0.5 in.) 

daily is required during dry periods. Harvesting the young tips stimulates branching. 

 

Pollination – Malabar spinach flowers are perfect and self-pollinating. Also, malabar spinach varieties do not cross with 

each other or with any other garden vegetables. 

 

Environmental conditions for production – Malabar spinach is grown widely in the tropics as a perennial and in warmer 

temperate regions as an annual. Needing night temperatures above 14ºC (60⁰F), it is not cold tolerant, having an optimal 
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temperature range between 20–35°C (68-95⁰F). It can tolerate high rainfall and survive short periods of drought, although 

water stress encourages early flowering. 

 

Best suited to humid regions, malabar spinach does well in tropical lowlands at elevations up to 500 m (1,640 ft.), and 

reportedly survives in elevations much higher.  

 

A short-day plant, flowering is inhibited at day lengths longer than 13 hours. Light shading can be beneficial because 

malabar spinach responds by producing larger and more succulent leaves than when fully exposed to sun. Full sun 

exposure, however, is not a serious problem. 

 

Soil requirements – Malabar spinach grows well in a variety of soils, but prefers humus-rich, well-drained soils with a pH 

range of 5.5–7.0. Moisture is important but does not like stagnant water. It will produce some foliage even on poor, 

shallow soils, but is intolerant of salinity. 

 

Pests and diseases – Malabar spinach is very susceptible to root-knot nematodes (Meloidogyne spp.). The damage is 

reduced by the application of a high dose of organic manure. Crop rotation with non-susceptible crops such as maize or 

amaranth is recommended. Malabar spinach is remarkably free of foliar diseases and pests due to the thick leaf cuticle. 

Necrotic leaf spots caused by Cercospora basellae and Acrothecium basellae sometimes occur (Stephens 2009). Young 

plants are susceptible to Rhizoctonia rot. A rust (possibly Puccinia species) causing yellow-orange spots on the leaves is 

reported as problematic in Congo. Removal of all infected leaves is recommended in order to reduce the inoculum rate. 

 

Seed saving – According to Seed to Seed, each fully ripe seed is encased in a black fruit that is firmly attached to the 

branch of the plant (Ashworth 1991). Where growing seasons are long (no risk of frost), some of the fruits will dry around 

the seeds and can be harvested without any further cleaning. If mature fruits must be picked while the flesh is still moist, 

then harvested fruits can be placed in a metal strainer partially submerged in a bowl of soapy water. By rubbing the fruits 

against the sides of the strainer, the seeds can be exposed. Seeds should then be rinsed in clear water and dried with a 

towel before being placed on a glass or ceramic surface to dry (never in direct sunlight). Stir twice daily to ensure even 

drying (dry seeds will turn light tan when completely dry). Seed to Seed states that malabar spinach seeds will remain 

viable for five years if stored in an air-tight container in a cool, dry dark location.  
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