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Portulacaria afra Vachellia karroo Warburgia salutaris

Family: Didiereaceae
National tree number: 104

Common names: porkbush, elephant-
food (English); spekboom (Afrikaans);
isambilane (isiZulu); iogwanitsha
(isiXhosa); sidondwane (siSwati);
tshilepwete (Tshivenda)

A succulent, evergreen shrub with many stems
that grows up to s m high. Young branches are
smooth, red-brown to grey, with marks on them
caused by leaves that fell off. Older branches
are grey with horizontal bands. Leaves are
small, round, fleshy and in pairs along the red-
dish stem. Flowers are small, pale pink to pur-
ple and star-shaped. Fruits are pink, berry-like,

withasingle seedineach.
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Attracts birds
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Beautiful flowers
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Family: Fobaceae
National tree number: 172

Common names: sweet thorn (English);
soetdoring (Afrikaans); mooka (Sepedi);
mooka for mature trees, mookana for
young plants (Setswana); umunga
(isiZulu); umnga (isiXhosa); singa
(siSwati); leoka (Sesotho); muunga
(Tshivenda); munga (Xitsongaq)

A dense, small to medium-sized tree with a
round crown. It grows up to 12 m high, or higher
under favourable conditions. Bark on the trunk
is reddish brown to black. Leaves are feathery
(bipinnately compound). It has straight, white,
pairedthorns, especially onthe lowerbranches.
Flowers are sweet-smelling yellow balls. Fruits
are brown pods that open when dry. Seeds are
flat.

Semishade o Moderate water
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Frosttender

Requires full sun O Drought-resistant 0 Frost-resistant

Requires shade o Requires lots of water Medicinal use
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Family: Canellaceae
National tree number: 466

Common names: pepperbark-tree
(English); peperbasboom (Afrikaans);
isibhaha (isiZulu); mulanga (Tshivenda);
xibaha (Xitsonga); sibhaha (siSwati);
molaka (Sepedi)

An aromatic,smooth,evergreen tree,usually up
to 12 m high, butsometimes up to 20 m high. The
trunk is dark brown with many small light brown
or red bulges sticking out, which gives the ‘pep-
per effect, so that the trunk looks rough. Young
stems and branches are smooth. Leaves are
simple and arranged in a spiral towards the tips
of branchlets; they are beautiful blue-green
and become olive-green. Flowers are small,
green-yellow or white. Fruits somewhat pear-
shaped, atfirst glossy green, turning purple with
a white bloom on them. There are many kid-
ney-shapedseedsinthe fruits.
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Portulacaria afra

Generalappearance

Evergreen, succulent, soft-wooded, multi-stemnmed tree, up to 4-5 m high,
sometimes a sprawling shrub. Bark glabrous, green when young, becoming
olossy red-brown to slate-grey with conspicuous leaf scars. Young branches
brittle, breaking easily, older branches grey with horizontal bands. Leaves fleshy,
simple, opposite, almost circularto obovate, 25 x 17mm, arranged atright angles
to each other along stems, differentshades of green from pale blue-grey to dark
green, apex with a short abrupt point, petiole almost absent. Flowers small, pale
pink to purple, star-shaped, clustered toward end of branches; sepals two,
membranous; petals five, pointed; style short with three stigmas; only flowering
when grown in conditions similar to its indigenous habitat. Flowering time:
October-November. Fruits thin, transparentto pink,indehiscent,up to smmlong,
single-seeded. Fruitingtime:November-December.

Distribution and habitat

Portulacaria afra occurs naturally from the dry river valleys of the Eastern Cape,
on rocky slopes of the Western Cape, northwards into KwaZulu-Natal, Limpopo,
Mpumalanga, Eswatini and further north in Mozambique. It grows in dry flatlands
andnorth-facingrocky slopesin bushveld and savannathicket.

Meaningofname

The name Portulacariais in reference to the taxon's resemblance to the genus
Portulaca. The specific epithet alludes to its African distribution. Portulacaria
hasonly two speciesindigenousto South Africa.

Ecologyanduses

Plants grow in rocky areas, often among other succulent shrubs. Itis bestknown
forits carbon storage capabilities of about 1o kg of carbon per hectare, thereby
acting as a carbon sponge by absorbing carbon from the atmosphere, in turn
combating climate change. Itis adapted to dry conditions and can survive on
250-350 mm of waterayear.

Portulacaria afra can photosynthesise using CAM (crassulacean acid
metabolism) photosynthesis. During dry periods the stomata open at night to
allow carbon dioxide to enter, which is then used the next day for photosynthesis.
The closed stomata restrictmoisture loss during the day. This mechanism allows
it to adapt to extreme weather conditions and it can survive anything, from
droughtsto frost.
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Otherecologicalnotes andtraditional uses:

« Domestic and wild animals, including elephants, browse the plantin times of
heatanddrought.

« Therootshelptoholdthe soilmatrixand preventsoil erosion.

» Crushed leaves may be rubbed on blisters and corns on feet for relief.
Leaves are also chewed to treat sore throats and mouth infections, and
eaten by breastfeeding mothers to increase milk supply. The leaves can be
usedinsalads orsoupsto addflavour.

« Theflowersarerichinnectarandattractbees, otherinsects andbirds.

Asagardentree

Thisis a droughttolerantand fire-resistant plantthatcan be turnedinto a hedge,
bonsai or used as alarge bush. Quick and easy to propagate, the plant prefers
dry areas, full sun and well-drained soil, although it can adapt to semi-shade,
indoor settings and even well-watered flowerbeds. It can be grown from seeds,
butis usually propagated from cuttings. Cuttings should be made justabove the
second or third nodes to encourage new growth. Allow one or two days of drying
out before planting. Keep them in a warm, shady position until they root, usually
within 4—6 weeks. Transfer them to well-drained soil (cactus soil orequalamounts
of potting soil and sand mixed together) and only water when necessary. When
growing them as house plants, use unglazed pots to help excess moisture
evaporate and choose a location with indirect sunlight. Leaves that fall off while
pruning may root on their own. Fertilise plants in pots monthly during growing
season and ensure that the drainage holes are large and unblocked. Allow soil
todry outcompletely between wateringsto preventrot.
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Vachellia karroo

Generalappearance

Small to medium-sized tree, 5-12 m high, large specimens in favourable
conditions up to 20 m high. Usually single-stemmed, sometimes multi-stemmed,
branching high above the ground to give a rounded crown appearance. Bark
rough, longitudinally fissured on trunk; young branchlets rusty red; spines in pairs
on branches, large, long, straight, white. Leaves generally dense, dark,
bipinnately compound:; + 5 pairs of leaflets, each with 10 or more pairs of pinnas,
eachpinna+smmlong. Inflorescencesround, yellow, sweetly scented,15smmin
diameter. Flowering time: usually October-February. Fruits long, narrow, spirally
twisted, dehiscent pods with minor constrictions between seeds. Seeds flat,
obovate, 6—8 x 4—6 mm, usually olive green maturing to rusty brown; s-10 per pod.
Fruitingtime:January-April.

Distribution and habitat

A common tree in southern Africa, found in all South African provinces and
neighbouring countries. It grows in a variety of habitats and different soil types,
includingsanddunes.

Meaning of name

The genus name, Vachellia, is named after George Harvey Vachell (1769-1839),
chaplain to the British East India Company in Macoa, who collected plants in
China. The specific epithet, ‘karroo’ is one of the old spellings of karoo; its
spelling cannotbe corrected because of the laws governing botanical nomen-
clature. Vachellia karroo gets its common name, sweet thorn, from the gum
producedfromwoundsinthe bark.

Ecologyanduses

The tree is adaptable, with the ability to establish itself without shade, shelter or
protection from fires, from which itis able to regenerate. Itis fast growing, tolerant
to defoliation and resistantto fire and frost. Its seeds are tolerant of high temper-
atures andmay be stimulated to germinate after afire event.

Vachellia karroo is known to form root nodules that contain nitrogen-fixing
Rhizobium bacteria. These microorganisms have enzyme systems that can
convert atmospheric nitrogen to nitrogen compounds that are useful to plants
forthe construction of amino acids.

The tree has deep roots and can use water from deep underground to grow in
arid andinhospitable environments and can be used as a potential indicator of
underground waterin aridregions. Itis also considered anindicator of sweetveld
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with fertile soils, which is highly valued for good grazing. Itis an ecologically and
socio-economically important species and an asset to any farm as it forms an
important part of the diet of a wide range of herbivore species. The spines offer
protection from herbivory and encourage bird nesting.

Otherecologicalnotes andtraditional uses:

« Giraffes, antelope and goats feed on the leaves. Larvae of several butterfly
speciesuseitasafeedplant.

» The flowers contain large amounts of pollen, are rich in protein and a food
source for certain birds and monkeys. The flowers also yield high volumes of
nectar that attract bees, which is important to the bee farming and honey
industry.

« Seeds and pods are rich in protein and used as feed supplements for
livestock during winter. Seeds are also roasted and used as coffee
substitute.

» Various root, bark, gum and leaf infusions are used as remedy for diarrhoeq,
dysentery, for colic ininfants, as an emollient or astringent, for colds, conjunc-
tivitis, haemorrhage and a boiled liquid from the bark is sometimes used to
treatcattle with tulp poisoning (caused by Moraeaspecies).

+ The wood is strong and used for making furniture, poles, fence-posts,
buildingtraditional huts, wooden ornaments, etc.

« The bark is used to make strong ropes and mats, as fuelwood to start fires
andfortanningleather.

e Thethornsare usedassewingneedles, pegsorpins.

«  Thegumiseaten by people and animals, used for confectionary, thickening
foods,asanadhesive,andusedin pharmaceuticaland cosmetic industries.

Asagardentree

In summer Vachellia karroo makes for beautiful shade trees in large gardens.
Because of its aggressive and damaging roots, it shouldn’t be planted close to
built structures. They make great windbreaks on farms and are excellentfodder
trees. The trees may live for up to 40 years and can easily be propagated from
seeds. Seeds should be soaked in hot water for a while, then immersed in cold
water and left overnight. Sow seeds the next morning either directly into small
nursery bags orin seedling trays filled with seedling mix, lightly cover with soiland
keep moist. Place the trays or bags in a warm and bright area. Seeds germinate
in less than two weeks and seedlings should be transplanted when the second
leaves appear. Their growth rate is up to1m per yearin bright, sunlitconditions. It
is recommended to provide the saplings with adequate trunk support as they
grow rapidly.
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