
Rhynchosia albissima Gand. 

Family: Fabaceae 

Common names: silver snoutbean 

A bright yellow-flowered, robust and erect indigenous herb, velvety with silvery grey hairs. Its roots are used 

in traditional medicine to treat male impotence, induce labour in child delivery and also as a purgative. 

 

 

Description  

Rhynchosia albissima is a robust, erect subshrub or woody herbaceous perennial, 0.3–3 m high. The stems are 

pubescent, the younger branches densely pubescent with silvery or grey velvety hairs. 



 

The leaves are trifoliolate; leaflets terminal, usually elliptic to obovate or rhombic, 14–42 × 10–30 mm, paler 

beneath, densely pubescent to velvety with silver-grey hairs on both sides; venation prominent on the abaxial 

side; petiole 10–35 mm long; stipules ovate-lanceolate, 2–6 × 1–2 mm, pubescent. 



 

The inflorescences in axillary or terminal racemes, dense, 30–170 mm long, pubescent. The flowers are 6–10 

mm long, yellow with brown or maroon venation on petals, pubescent. The fruit is a pod, oblong-falcate, 12–

22 × 4–6 mm, covered with silvery grey hairs. 

Flowering time is from early spring, through summer to autumn (August-May). 

Conservation Status 

According to Raimondo et al. (2009), Rhynchosia albissima is Red Listed as LC (Least Concern), as evaluated 

against the five IUCN criteria. 



 

Distribution and habitat 

Rhynchosia albissima is widespread from northeast South Africa into Mozambique and Zimbabwe, northwards 

to the East African region, including Uganda, Tanzania, Kenya and Somalia (Verdcourt 2001). In South 

Africa, it occurs in Limpopo, North West, Gauteng, Mpumalanga and KwaZulu-Natal Provinces. It is also 

found in Swaziland. It grows in grasslands, woodlands, near streams, gulleys and ditches and prefers black, 

loamy-clay soils. 



 

Derivation of name and historical aspects 

The name Rhynchosia is derived from the Greek word rhynchos, meaning a ‘beak’, ‘snout’ or ‘horn’, referring 

to the keel of the flowers. The specific name albissima, means ‘whitest’ or ‘densely white’ in reference to the 

conspicuous silvery grey hairs on the stem, leaves and flowers of the plant. 

 

Ecology  

There is no ecology information recorded in literature on Rhynchosia albissima. 

Uses 



Rhynchosia albissima is an important plant in traditional medicine on the African continent. A root decoction 

(mixed with Tetracera boiviana) is drunk to treat male impotence. The dried powdered roots can also be taken 

with porridge. In Tanzania, the root decoction of ‘Mzirapeku’ (R. albissima mixed with Tetracera boiviana) is 

given to expectant woman who have passed the normal pregnancy term of 9 months to induce labour in child 

delivery. Rhynchosia albissima is also used a purgative, where 250 grams of roots are boiled with 1 gram glass 

of water, then 1 glass of milk is added and the decoction is then drunk in the morning. 

Growing Rhynchosia albissima 

In its natural habitat, Rhynchosia albissima is a fairly moderate grower. There is no evidence of this species 

being cultivated in gardens. Users of this plant usually harvest it from the wild. 
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