Boraginaceae : The Forget-Me-Not or Borage Family

Members of the Boraginaceae are generally trees, shrubs, frequently herbs and rarely lianas.  Their stems, leaves and inflorescences are often covered in unicellular bristly hairs (hispid) with calcified walls and are rough to the touch.  They can be self supporting or climbing plants with fleshy roots, taproots or rhizomes (stem that is subterranean or lying flat on ground).  Leaves are alternate or alternate and opposite (with lower ones opposite), lacking stipules, sometimes with glands and sheathing (with tubular envelope) in the lower part of the leaf.  Leaves are usually narrow, linear to lanceolate with margins mostly entire (without toothing), dentate (toothed) or crenate (with rounded teeth).  Flowers are in terminal helicoid or scorpioid cyme inflorescences (axes coiled and flattened, with flowers along upper side and straightening as flowers mature).  Flowers also have bracts, are perfect and zygomorphic (divided along one plane of symmetry) with whorled perianth of 5 petals distinct from 5 basally united sepals.  Corolla with imbricate (overlapping) or contorted lobes forming a wheel to bell-like tube with 5 adnate and sometimes uneven stamens (attached).  Stamens are alternate with corolla lobes and often have basal appendages on an annular nectary disk.  Corolla in some species can change color with maturity, signaling nectar availability to some insects.  Pollinators include bees, butterflies, flies and sometimes birds and bats.  If corolla is especially long, some short tongued bees will make holes at base of tube to access nectar without aiding in pollination.  Ovary is a one compound pistil comprised of 2 carpels, superior and often deeply 4-lobed with 2-4 locules (cavities or chambers) containing 2 ovules in each loculus often growing a false division and turning into 4 locules with 1 ovule each.  Style is one or two-lobed arising from the base of ovary between lobes. Fruit can be a schizocarp (split between carpels) of 4 1-seeded nutlets or drupelets, or a nut or drupe (pulpy fruit with hard mature ovary wall) with straight or curved embryo; endosperm can be lacking or very little.  Fruit are typically dispersed by birds or consumed by browsing mammals.  Some corky nutlets are dispersed in water; others have a persistent winglike calyx and dispersed by wind; and some have appendages that can stick to animal fur or clothing.  Some genera have a structure filled with sugars, fats and free amino acids at the base of nutlets, whose seeds are dispersed by ants.

Boraginaceae are comprised of about 100 genera and 2,400 species mostly in temperate to subtropical regions with a strong Mediterranean concentration.  Few are found in cool temperate and tropical regions.  Major genera include Cordia (320), Heliotropium (260), Tournefortia (150), Onosma (150), Cryptantha (150), Myosotis (100), Cynoglossum (75) and Ehretia (75).  About 30 ornamental genera and some medicinals have strong economic importance.  Heliotropium (heliotropes) and Myosotis (forget-me-nots and hounds-tooth) are the most common ornamental species.  Other important ornamental species include Echium, Anchusa, Mertensia and Pulmonaria.  Borago and Symphytum species are frequently grown as pot herb ornamentals and used for their medicinal properties.  Symphytum officinale or common comfrey leaves are high in minerals and proteins and can be used in a tincture to treat bruises and can be eaten cooked or raw like spinach.  Borago and Lithospermim spp. have been used medicinally as a contraceptive by some North American Indians.  Dye extract from the roots of Alkana tinctoria are used to stain wood and marble and used as a colorant for medicines, wines and cosmetics.  The wood of many Cordia spp. provide important timber and are commonly used to make bowls and other small wood products.  In India, its fruits and leaves are used as vegetables when green in soups and curry dishes.  The fleshy pulp of several Cordia, Bourreria, Tournefortia and Ehretia spp. are also consumed in many regions of Latin America.

To date six species of this family have been collected in the Oapan, San Juan Tetelcingo, and Ameyaltepec area, belonging to the genera, Bourreria (1 species), Cordia (2 species) and Heliotropium (2 species). One collected plant (identified by Silvestre Pantaleón of Oapan as té:xihtlí (#297) has been provisionally classified as a Boraginaceae but not further identified. Finally, a species of the genus Heliotropium was collected but not identified by any of the Nahuatl consultants.  Cordia africana or C. abyssinica  and Cordia sinensis or C. gharaf is used as building materials, tool handles, mortars, utensils, water containers and also for fiber, firewood, gum, timber for furniture and is planted as a nitrogen fixer or shade plant with coffee.
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