
Dr Péter Poczai from the Finnish Museum of Natural History, University of Helsinki, Finland
visited Thailand with the support of a FinCEAL Plus Travel Grant to attend the 15th
Solanaceae Conference. The 15th Solanaceae Conference was organized in Chiang Mai to
discuss the new dynamics and challenges in solanaceae breeding and genomics. The
conference offered great opportunities for networking and to exchange ideas with top
scientists and professionals from industry and the research community. The conference
aimed to explore the major advances in proteogenomics and the breeding of solanaceae
crops.

Besides presentation, the congress was a great opportunity to meet stakeholders and
collaborators from the industrial sector representing the EastWest Seeds Company to
discuss further collaboration. Connecting to the ongoing research with wild relatives of
eggplants, Solanum melongena and related species, Dr Poczai visited local aubergine and
pea eggplant (Solanum torvum) plantations. The later plant is a distant relative of the
domesticated eggplant group and the not to be missed ingredient of Thai curry. Local
varieties are bred and seeds are distributed by EastWest Seeds. Several varieties are also
grown the experimental farm at the Faculty of Agriculture, Chiang Mai University.

The evolutionary context of the eggplant was until
recently very poorly known. Historical documents
and genetic data have shown that the eggplant was
first domesticated in Asia, but most of its wild
relatives are from Africa. Researchers from the
Natural History Museums of London (NHM) and
Finland (University of Helsinki) managed to obtain
the first well-supported hypothesis on the origin of
the eggplant and its direct relatives.

The eggplant (Solanum melongena) specie is a member of the giant genus Solanum (around
1,400 species) within the nightshade family (Solanaceae). Solanum also accounts for two
other globally important food crops, the tomato and the potato. But in contrast to these New
World crops, the eggplant hails from Asia.

Historical documents and genetic data have shown
that the eggplant was first domesticated somewhere
in the region of China and India. During the
investigation of the factors that could explain this
pattern, it turned out that this could have something
to do with the dispersion of the seeds.



The African elephant and the impalas are the major
distributors of seeds in the African savannahs and with
historical distribution ranges that encompass the
continent. However, the association of elephants and
Solanum species was connected only with
biogeographical analysis of the actual link between the
plant and its distributor need to be verified.

Dr Poczai was able to collect Solanum seeds of various species in Thailand and found that
Asian elephants - the relatives of their larger African cousins - indeed highly enjoying feeding
on spiny Solanum viarum and responsible for the distribution of the seeds in North Thailand.
This is a potential link that could explain the dispersal of spiny wild eggplants in Africa.
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