Caesalpiniaceae : The Senna Family

Members of the Caesalpiniaceae are usually trees or shrubs, rarely herbs and may occasionally be lianas.  Leaves are alternate and pinnately (leaflets in two rows) or bipinnately (twice pinnate) compound, and rarely simple.  Some leaves become modified tendrils that are clasping or twining stem outgrowths.  A petiole base is often present and characterized by an enlarged swelling at base of stalk.  Flowers are very showy, usually zygomorphic (with one plane of symmetry) and inflorescences can be irregular or simple with pedicillate flowers or simple with sessile flowers.  Sepals are usually 4 to 5, are free or have the two upper ones united, or are sometimes valvate where edges meet without overlapping.  Corolla is usually irregular of 5 or fewer petals unequal in size, with the uppermost (adaxial) petal being smaller than and overlapped by lateral wing-like petals.  Stamens are usually 10 or fewer, free or monadelphous (united by filaments) with some sterile stamen.  Ovary is superior with simple pistil of 1 style and stigma, and 1 locule having 2 to many ovules.  Pollinators are insects, bats and hummingbirds.  Fruit is usually a pod that be dry or fleshy with seeds having thin to no endosperm, a hard coat and large embryo.

Caesalpiniaceae is often classified as one of three divisions of the order Leguminales or as a subfamily of Fabaceae.  It has 150 Genera and 2,500 species of primarily tropical and subtropical areas with a few found in temperate regions.  Major Genera include Bauhinia (250), Caesalpinia (280), Cassia (535), Senna (6, formerly Cassia) and Gleditsia (14).  Useful species include Senna acutifolia and S. angustifolia that are native to the Middle East, whose dried leaves are the source of a purgative senna.  In Africa, seeds of Senna occidentalis are roasted and used as a coffee substitute.  Several Caesalpinia and Senna species are also sources of dyes, timber, medicinals, foods and ornamentals.  Heartwoods of Maematoxylon campechianum are used to produce dyes, inks and stains for cytological preparations.  Tamarindus indica produces the fruit tamarind, whose pulp is eaten fresh or used in beverages in Mexico, India and other Asian regions.  Roots of many Caesalpiniaceae species, as in other legumes, have a nitrogen-fixing bacteria associated with the root nodules that make them beneficial in improving soils.  
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