Asclepiadaceae: The Milkweed Family 

The Asclepiadaceae are perennial herbs, woody lianas, trees and erect or twining shrubs.  Plants are usually lacticiferous (having latex ducts producing a thick milky sap).  They are succulent or non-succulent with leaves well developed or much reduced; plants can also be fleshy with reduced, non-functional or sometimes vestigial (nonfunctioning structure, remnant of an appendage that was once functional in earlier stages of development) leaves. Leaves are opposite or whorled, usually entire with minute or missing stipules.  Roots annually form fleshy stems or have a tuberous or woody rootstock.  Inflorescence is cymose, sometimes racemose or umbelliform.  Flowers are actinomorphic (radially symmetrical with more than one plane of symmetry) and are bisexual.  Calyx is comprised of 5 free or partly fused and deeply divided sepals.  Corolla is 5 fused petals with lobes often reflexed, contorted or valvate (meeting by the edges without overlapping).  Flowers have 5 stamens with short ornamental filaments united in a ring, adnate (united or fused) to the style apex.  The corolla and stamen often form a nectariferous or specialized corona structure sometimes having elaborate scoop shaped hoods encasing a curved appendage.  Anthers sometimes have wing features and are fused to the gynoecium (pistil or pistil compound), forming a gynostegium (the crown of united stamens in milkweeds).  Mature pollen grains are united into pollinia (mass of waxy pollen or coherent pollen grains) fused to one another by a corpusculum (the central part of a pollinarium, a gland) and bear an arm structure for specialized pollen transfer.  The ovary is superior (flower parts growing from below the ovary) with 2 free carpels fused at the style apices and form a common five-lobed, large stigma with lateral stigmatic (sometimes storing nectar glands) surfaces.  Each carpel contains numerous ovules in several rows on a single placenta.  Fruit of 2 or more (with usually 1 surviving) are erect or divergent follicles with many flattened seeds having a terminal plume or tuft of long silky hairs.  The seeds have a thin endosperm (nutritive seed tissue) and a straight embryo.  As in the Apocynaceae, visiting insect pollinators such as butterflies, flies or bees can hook a pair of pollinia onto its legs by the corpusculum, transporting it to the next visited flower.  The Asclepiadaceae is very closely related to the Apocynaceae and differs by the highly specialized androecium and presence of gynostegium.
Asclepiadaceae is a very large family with about 250 genera and 2000 species found in tropic and subtropical regions and very few in temperate regions.  Many are concentrated in the tropics of S. America and S. Africa.  In Mexico many species of the genus Asclepias are found in oak woods and pine-oak to oak forests habitats, but can also be found in rocky outcrops, canyon bottoms, meadows and grazed pastures.  Asclepiadaceae are most known for the ornamental genera Asclepias (milkweed and butterfly flowers) and Hoya (wax plant).  The Asclepias curassavica which has a very bright corona and petals is cultivated as a popular ornamental.  The Hoya genus is best known for the Hoya carnosa, the waxvine, a common houseplant.   The lesser known Hoya imbricate from Asia form modified leaf houses for ant colonies.  One leaf [of a pair] develops into a convex plate tightly hugging the tree bark creating a living space for ants.  The genus Dischidia also has similar species that provide ant leaf houses.  Many plants adapted to warmer climates are important greenhouse ornamentals including the genera Hoya, Ceropegia, Carallumaa, Huernia, Stapelia, Stephanotis, and Oxypetalum.  In Mexico the Marsdenia edulis is a large twinning vine that provides a nice summer shade over which time it flowers and fruits.  The fruits of Marsdenia edulis and M. caudate and Matelea petiolaris and M. tristiflora are known to have been eaten (raw or roasted) by indigenous people of Mexico.  In some regions of the southern US, Native Americans used the plume of long hairs of the seed for a low quality down.  The genera Asclepias and Calotropis are known to provide important fiber sources.  The species Calotropis gigantea from India is known as the Yercum or Madar Fibre.  The species Marsdenia tenacissima, also from India is known as a source of Rajmahal Hemp.  The species M. tinctoria provides an important indigo-type dye.  Native Americans also regarded some species important for their medicinal properties as emetics and purgatives.  Other medicinal properties include their use as laxatives, expectorants, diuretics and wart removers.  All members are toxic and some are even used for livestock poisoning.  Cryptostegia grandiflora is one example that is considered poisonous to livestock.  It is a common garden plant in Mexico, because of its large showy flowers and has also been cultivated as a commercial source of rubber.
To date five species of this family have been collected in the Oapan, San Juan Tetelcingo, and Ameyaltepec area, belonging to the genera, Asclepias (1 species), Funastrum (1 species), Labidostelma (1 species), and Marsdenia (2 species). A consultant from Ameyaltepec identified two types of ikuw chichi (literally 'dog's penis', for the shape of its fruit). One of the two (de welik 'tasty') has edible fruit, while the other (de xwelik 'not tasty') has fruit that is not edible. Despite the closeness of the Nahuatl names, these two plants have been identified as pertaining to distinct genera in Western taxonomy. 

The following members of this family have been documented in sources consulted on Guerrero flora: Asclepias curassavica, Asclepias glaucescens, Cryptostegia grandiflora, Cynanchum ligulatum, Gonolobus pectinatus, Marsdenia edulis, Marsdenia lanata, Marsdenia macrophylla, Marsdenia margaritaria, Marsdenia mexicana, Marsdenia sp., Matalea calcicola, Matalea quirosii, Matalea sp., Metastelma lanceolatum, Metastelma schlechtendalii, and Sarcostemma pannosum.
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