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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Agrostis lachnantha was divided into two varieties, A. 
lachnantha var. lachnantha and A. lachnantha var. gla-
bra on the basis of hairiness of the lemma by Goossen 
& Papendorf (1945). However it was later found, and 
confirmed in this investigation, that hairs on the lemma 
are variable in length and cannot reliably be used to dis-
tinguish varieties. The variety was therefore reduced to 
synonymy under A. lachnantha (Gibbs Russell et al. 
1990).

The results of our investigations suggest that vari-
ation in callus hair length is not a reliable character to 
use to distinguish between taxa in Agrostis eriantha. 
Given that A. eriantha var. planifolia has never been 
recollected (with the exception of one other specimen 
from the type locality), it is probable that it is an aber-
rant form. Agrostis eriantha var. planifolia is therefore 
reduced to synonymy under A. eriantha. This species is 
a widespread grass and the conservation status is con-
firmed to be Least Concern. 

Agrostis eriantha Hack. in Vierteljahresschrift der 
Naturforschenden Gesellschaft in Zürich 49: 172 (1904). 
Syntypes: South Africa, [Gauteng], ‘in humidis prope 
Pretoria’, Jan. 1894, Schlechter 4144 (PRE, syn.!); 
[Eastern Cape], ‘in collibus prope Middleburg’, Dec. 
1893, Schlechter 4052 (PRE, syn.!).

Agrostis eriantha Hack. var. planifolia Goossens & 
Papendorf:181 (1945), syn. nov. Type: South Africa, 
[Gauteng], Irene, Doornkloof, Pole-Evans 666 (PRE, 
holo.!).
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TABLE 1.—Differences between Agrostis eriantha var. eriantha and A. eriantha var. planifolia

Character A. eriantha var. eriantha A. eriantha var. planifolia Character reliability
Leaf blade Folded. Flat. Could be artefact of pressing.
Glumes (apices) Acute to acuminate. Acute. Overlapping character insufficient to distin-

guish between two taxa.
Lemma Hairy. Glabrous, margins hairy. Variability of hairiness cannot be assessed 

on just two specimens.
Palea ± Equal to slightly shorter than 

lemma.
Shorter than lemma. Overlapping character, not sufficient to 

distinguish varieties.
Callus Hairs up to 1/3 the lemma 

length, but variable.
Hairs up to 1/2 the lemma length, 
variability uncertain due to small 
sample size.

Character variable throughout genus, and 
too variable to constitute a reliable differ-
ence between these varieties.

RUBIACEAE

TAXONOMIC NOTES ON SERICANTHE ANDONGENSIS AND a new combination and status in Sericanthe from 
Limpopo, South Africa

Rubiaceae Juss. is one of the five largest families 
of flowering plants with over 13  000 species (Bremer 
2009) and belongs in the order Gentianales Juss. ex  
Bercht. & J.Presl (APG III 2009; Reveal 2012b). Mem-
bers of Rubiaceae can be recognized in the vegetative 
state by their opposite, sometimes whorled, entire leaves 
and interpetiolar stipules with axillary colleters. The 
flowers are usually bisexual or sometimes unisexual or 

functionally unisexual and polysymmetric, often with 
a narrow corolla tube and spreading lobes; the ovary is 
inferior in most species, with a nectary or disc on top, 
except in members of tribe Gaertnereae in subfamily 
Rubioideae, which have a secondarily superior ovary 
(Jansen et al. 1996), and the fruit is baccate, drupaceous, 
or capsular (Stevens 2001–[accessed December 2011]). 
There is strong molecular support for three subfamilies: 
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Cinchonoideae Raf., Dialypetalanthoideae Reveal 
[replacing Ixoroideae Raf. (Reveal 2012a)] and Rubio-
ideae Bremek. ex Verdc. (Bremer & Eriksson 2009).

The African genus Sericanthe Robbr. belongs in sub-
family Dialypetalanthoideae—tribe Coffeeae DC. (Rob-
brecht & Puff 1986; Retief & Leistner 2000). Currently 
tribe Coffeeae includes the southern African genera Cof-
fea L., Sericanthe Robbr., Tricalysia A.Rich. ex DC., 
and the reinstated genus Empogona Hook.f. (Bridson 
2003; Davis et al. 2007; Tosh et al. 2009). The tribe is 
characterized by very short stipules that are connate and 
apiculate; axillary inflorescences paired at nodes; rela-
tively small flowers; distinctly 2-lobed styles with diver-
gent arms; small, few-seeded, fleshy fruits; and seeds 
with a deep ventral groove (Retief & Leistner 2000; 
Tosh et al. 2009).

Tricalysia was more than 40 years ago considered as 
a very broadly circumscribed genus. Hallé (1970) recog-
nized that several species were misplaced in Tricalysia 
and removed them to the new genus Neorosea N.Hallé. 
Detailed revisionary work by Robbrecht (1978), how-
ever, showed that one of these species, N. jasminiflora 
(Klotzsch) N.Hallé (=Tricalysia jasminiflora (Klotzsch) 
Benth. & Hook.f. ex Hiern), was in fact a Tricalysia. 
Unfortunately this species was the one Hallé has chosen 
as the type of Neorosea, and Neorosea therefore became 
a synonym of Tricalysia, while the remaining species 
were left without a generic name. Robbrecht (1978) 
rectified this by publishing the new name Sericanthe. 
Subsequently Tricalysia subgenus Empogona (Hook.f.) 
Robbr. (1979) was raised to genus level, defined by the 
very short calyx tube with well-developed lobes, corolla 
mostly bearded in the throat, and anthers with conspicu-
ously apical appendages (Tosh et al. 2009). The genus 
Tricalysia, as currently defined, is one of the largest 
genera of Rubiaceae in Africa and occurs in continen-
tal Africa (± 95 spp.), Madagascar (12 spp.) and the 
Comoros (1 sp.) (Tosh et al. 2009). 

Sericanthe comprises 21 named species, confined 
to Sub-Saharan Africa (Klopper et al. 2006), with four 
recently described from Lower Guinea (Sonke et al. 
2012). Sericanthe is distinguished from Tricalysia and 
Empogona by the presence of linear bacterial leaf galls 
or nodules (Van Oevelen et al. 2001), wing-shaped col-
leters, pollen with a verrucate sexine (in contrast to 
reticulate sexine in all other members of Coffeeae), 7- 
to 9-merous flowers (4- to 7-merous flowers in Trica-
lysia and Empogona), and basifixed anthers (medifixed 
in Tricalysia and Empogon) with enlarged connectives 
(Tosh et al. 2009). The seeds of Sericanthe can also 
be distinguished by a ± elliptic to circular hilar scar, ± 
half the size of the seed, while Tricalysia has a shal-
low hilar groove (Bridson 2003) and Empogona a hilar 
excavation (Bridson 2003: 468, as subgen. Empogona). 
In Sericanthe the seed coat is smooth and shiny when 
preserved in liquid but slightly striate when dry (Rob-
brecht 1978; Bridson 2003: tab. 98, B2 and Figure 2D), 
whereas the seed surface of Tricalysia and Empogona 
are reported to be reticulate or pusticulate (Retief & 
Leistner 2000; Bridson 2003). 

Bacterial leaf galls, or nodules, occur in only three 
genera of Rubiaceae, namely in Psychotria (tribe Psy-

chotrieae of subfamily Rubioideae), Pavetta (tribe 
Pavetteae of subfamily Dialypetalanthoideae) and Seri-
canthe (Van Oevelen et al. 2001), however the nodules 
of Pavetta and Psychotria are usually punctate to ellip-
soid, rarely only shortly linear. These galls house endo-
symbiotic bacteria. The bacterial partners are strictly 
host specific and have been identified in Pavetta, Psy-
chotria, and recently also in Sericanthe andongensis 
(Hiern) Robbr. as Candidatus Burkholderia andongensis 
and in S. petitii (N.Hallé) Robbr. as Candidatus Burkhol-
deria petitii (Lemaire et al. 2011).

The only species of Sericanthe from South Africa 
was formerly referred to Sericanthe andongensis (Hiern) 
Robbr. var. andongensis (Robbrecht 1978; Coates Pal-
grave 2002; Retief 2003, 2006; Klopper et al. 2006), 
following Robbrecht (1978, 1988) who recognized two 
varieties of S. andongensis, namely var. andongensis 
and var. mollis Robbr. These two varieties grow more 
or less sympatrically and differ in hairiness on their leaf 
undersurfaces (var. andongensis with scattered hairs and 
var. mollis velutinous) and their leaf apices (var. andon-
gensis always has acuminate apices and var. mollis has 
rounded, obtuse to acute or occasionally subacuminate 
leaf apices). In her treatment of Sericanthe in Flora 
zambesiaca, Bridson (2003) redefined Robbrecht’s 
(1978, 1988) concept of var. andongensis and var. mollis 
for the plants occurring south of the Zambezi River. The 
varieties of subsp. andongensis grow ± sympatrically 
to the north of the Zambezi River but are geographi-
cally separated to the south. In Bridson’s opinion there 
are five distinct taxa in Zimbabwe and South Africa: the 
non-montane element is treated as subsp. engleri, which 
is confined to the granite outcrops and serpentine hills of 
the Matobos, southwestern Zimbabwe, while the mon-
tane specimens have been grouped with other doubt-
fully named specimens as three provisional species (see 
Sericanthe sp. A, sp. B, and sp. C). Bridson (2003: 512) 
continued: ‘Tricalysia legatii Hutch., from South Africa, 
has not been included as a synonym of Sericanthe 
andongensis var. andongensis because, in my opinion, 
it is both taxonomically and geographically discrete’. 
She goes on to provide a few morphological differences 
between the South African taxon, Tricalysia legatii and 
S. andongensis subsp. engleri (K.Krause) Bridson, the 
geographically nearest taxon. Tricalysia legatii differs 
from S. andongensis subsp. engleri in its ± glabrous, 
often obovate leaves (subsp. engleri has pubescent stems 
and leaves), and calyx limbs 6–9 mm long with an api-
culum 1–3 mm long (limb 4–6 mm long with apiculum 
1–2 mm long in subsp. engleri).

In Bridson’s (2003) opinion, Sericanthe andongensis 
subsp. andongensis var. andongensis is considered to 
be confined to Angola, Democratic Republic of Congo 
(DRC), and north of the Zambezi River in Malawi, 
Mozambique, Tanzania, and Zambia. Neither S. andon-
gensis subsp. andongensis var. mollis nor S. andongen-
sis subsp. engleri occur in the Flora of southern Africa 
region according to Bridson (2003), and our own inves-
tigation of tropical and southern African material of this 
genus supports this opinion. Therefore S. andongensis 
var. andongensis is a misapplied name for South African 
material, leaving the South African taxon unplaced. 
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Besides the distinct geographical separation between 
S. andongensis subsp. andongensis (including both vari-
eties), subsp. engleri and Tricalysia legatii, leaf char-
acters such as hairiness, size, apex, and petiole length, 
can be used to separate these entities. However, there 
is great variation in the hairiness of leaves, a character 
that might correlate with the different stages of develop-
ment of the leaves, since most plants are deciduous, with 
the flowers appearing before the leaves. Differences in 
hairiness of the leaves are not always a distinctive dis-
tinguishing character to separate these entities. On the 
South African specimens of S. andongensis at Kew, 
Robbrecht has frequently annotated the specimens ‘tend-
ing towards mollis’ (i.e. var. mollis Robbr.) (Burrows, 
pers. comm.). Although some South African plants do 
seem to be pubescent when young, it would seem not 
sufficiently so for Robbrecht to unequivocally place 
them in var. mollis.

We accept Bridson’s opinion that Tricalysia legatii is 
a distinct taxon on account of the differences mentioned 
above, but the differences between it and the other sub-
species and varieties of S. andongensis are not sufficient 
enough to elevate this taxon to species level. The pur-
pose of this paper is therefore to provide a subspecific 
classification and combination in order to accommodate 
the South African taxon and to provide a key to the cur-
rent accepted subspecies and varieties of S. andongen-
sis. The three unnamed, undescribed entities of Bridson 
(2003), namely the montane element of S. andongensis 
from Zimbabwe (sp. A, sp. B, sp. C), are not dealt with 
in this paper.

All specimens cited are studied from herbarium 
specimens housed in PRE. The most important type 
specimens were seen on websites which are cited below. 
Acronyms for herbaria are listed in Holmgren et al. 
(1990).

TAXONOMY

Key to subspecies and varieties of Sericanthe andon-
gensis (modified from Bridson 2003)

1a Mature stems usually not gnarled, with nodes and lateral 
twigs widely spaced; leaves monomorphic or ± dimor-
phic, usually > 50 mm (up to 113 mm) long; leaf lamina 
narrowly elliptic to broadly ovate, occasionally obovate; 
petiole 5–10 mm long; Angola, DRC, Tanzania, Malawi, 
Mozambique, Zambia (subsp. andongensis):

2a Leaves with only few scattered hairs below; leaf apex 
mainly acuminate  . . . . . .       subsp. andongensis var. andongensis

2b Leaves velutinous below; leaf apex usually rounded, 
obtuse to acute, very occasionally a few leaves with sub-
acuminate apices  . . . . . . . . . . . .            subsp. andongensis var. mollis

1b Mature stems often gnarled, with nodes and lateral twigs 
closely spaced; leaves clearly to markedly dimorphic, 
usually < 50 mm long (sometimes young leaves up to 70 
mm long); leaf lamina variously obovate, oblanceolate, 
broadly elliptic to oblong; petiole up to 5 mm long; Zim-
babwe, South Africa:

3a Leaves softly pubescent below or occasionally with few 
scattered hairs; leaf lamina rarely obovate; calyx limb 
4–6 mm long; southwestern Zimbabwe  . . . . . . subsp. engleri

3b Leaves glabrescent below; leaf lamina often obovate; 
calyx limb 6–9 mm long; South Africa: Limpopo  . . . .
 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                       subsp. legatii

Sericanthe andongensis (Hiern) Robbr. in Bulletin 
du Jardin Botanique de l’État à Bruxelles 48: 31 (1978). 

Neorosa andongensis (Hiern) N.Hallé: 270 (1970). 
Type: Angola, Cuanza Norte, Pungo Andongo, on the 
Calemba islands in the river Cuanza, Welwitsch 3133 
(LISU, holo.—Aluka image!; BM—Aluka image!, K—
Aluka image!, LISC—ACTD image!, iso.).

Sericanthe andongensis subsp. andongensis var. 
mollis Robbr. in Bulletin du Jardin Botanique de l’État 
à Bruxelles 48: 35 (1978). Type: DRC, without pre-
cise locality, Quarré 1437 (BR, holo.—Aluka image!; 
SRGH—Aluka image!, iso.). 

Sericanthe andongensis subsp. engleri (K.Krause) 
Bridson in Flora Zambesiaca 5: 514 (2003). Type: Zim-
babwe, Matobo Dist., Kora Kora [Korakora] Stream 
near Absent Farm, Plowes 1474 [BR, neotype—Aluka 
image!, chosen by Robbrecht (1978); MO—digital 
image!, P—digital image!, SRGH, isoneo.].

Sericanthe andongensis subsp. legatii (Hutch.) Jor-
daan & H.M.Steyn, stat. nov. Tricalysia legatii Hutch., 
A botanist in southern Africa: 306 (1946). Type: South 
Africa, [Limpopo Province], Soutpansberg [Zoutpans-
berg], between Louis Trichardt and Farm Geluk, Sep-
tember 1908, Legat 23 (K, holo.—Aluka image!, PRE, 
photo!).

Sericanthe andongensis subsp. andongensis var. 
andongensis sensu Robbr.: 31 (1978), pro parte, as to 
specimens cited from South Africa.

Semi-deciduous or deciduous shrub or tree up to 5 m 
tall, usually much smaller, young twigs densely hairy 
with spreading hairs, becoming glabrescent with age, 
older stems covered with dark brown, flaking bark. 
Stems straight, with conspicuous, closely spaced nodes, 
knobbly due to leaf scars and stipule remains. Stipule 
lobes sheathing at least at base, truncate to triangular, 
1.5–2.5 mm long, each bearing an awn, 1–2(–3) mm 
long, with silky hairs on outside and colleters inside. 
Leaves opposite, papery to ± leathery, slightly glossy 
above, pubescent or glabrescent below, occasionally 
with insect galls (± rounded to ovoid hairy excres-
cences), lamina obovate, oblanceolate to elliptic, mark-
edly dimorphic, (20–)25–50(–70) × (10–)15–25(–45) 
mm, apex obtuse to acute, base cuneate or sometimes 
somewhat rounded, midrib hairy on both sides, promi-
nent below, lateral veins in 3–4(–6) main pairs, promi-
nently raised below, tertiary reticulate venation obscure 
to conspicuous; domatia inconspicuous or occasionally 
as conspicuous hairy tufts; bacterial galls linear, usu-
ally situated along basal half of midrib; petiole 1–3(–5) 
mm long, pubescent. Flowers 8(9)-merous, solitary, 
axillary, white, sweetly scented, usually before new 
leaves appear, subsessile; bract and bracteoles, cupular, 
1–3 mm long, each with 2 unequal pairs of awns. Calyx 
limb 4–6(–8) mm long, closed in bud, with an apicu-
lum 1–2 mm long, splitting into 2 or 3 lobes at anthesis, 
thin in texture and often translucent, silky hairy outside. 
Corolla salver-shaped, tube 7–13 mm long, silky hairy 
outside except at base; lobes 7–12 mm long and slightly 
twisted, ± truncate with acuminate tip but acumen not 
central in mature lobes. Stamens arising at throat, fila-
ments up to 1 mm long, glabrous, anthers 4–6 mm long, 
exserted. Ovary 2-locular, ovules 2 per locule, style gla-
brous, 2-lobed, reaching or slightly exceeding anthers. 
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Fruit a spherical drupe, ± 10 mm diam., orange or red, 
crowned by persistent calyx. Seeds either 1 per chamber 
and hemispherical or 2 per chamber and quadriform, ± 
3–4 mm in diam., dark brown, striate. Figures 1 & 2.

Etymology: Sericanthe is derived from the Greek 
words serikos = silk and anthos = flower, referring to 
the silky hair-coat of the flower parts (Glen 2004). The 
specific epithet honours Charles Edward Legat (1876–

FIGURE 1.—Sericanthe andongensis subsp. legatii: A, flowering twig; B, stipule; C, flower. A–C, from Galpin 9557 (PRE). Scale bar: 10 mm. 
Artist: Marietjie Steyn.

A

B

C



208 	 Bothalia 42,2 (2012)

1966), who was born in Scotland and came to South 
Africa in 1898 as a forester in the Cape Forestry Depart-
ment. He was later transferred to the former Transvaal 
were he was Chief Conservator and Chief Conservator 
of Forests for South Africa from 1913 to 1931, after 
which he returned to England (Glen & Germishuizen 
2010). Legat collected the type material in the Soutpans-
berg, near Louis Trichardt in 1908, from which Hutch-
inson in 1946 described the species. Sericanthe belongs 
to the same tribe as Coffea, namely tribe Coffeeae, and 
occurs in the northern parts of the Limpopo Province, 
hence the common name Venda-coffee or silky-coffee as 
in Van Wyk et al. (2011) under Tricalysia legatii.

Diagnostic characters: Sericanthe andongensis 
subsp. legatii differs from subsp. andongensis, occur-
ing from Angola to Tanzania, and subsp. engleri from 
the Matopos in Zimbabwe in having longer calyx limbs, 
usually longer than 6 mm. For more differences see key. 

Distribution and habitat: Sericanthe andongensis 
subsp. legatii is confined to the Soutpansberg, Blou-
berg, and Wolkberg regions of Limpopo (Figure 3), thus 
endemic to the Soutpansberg and Wolkberg Centres of 
Endemism (Van Wyk & Smith 2001). It is recorded to 

grow in bushveld, open woodland, or forest margins on 
mountain or hill slopes, and rocky outcrops, often on 
quartzite or sandstone.

Selected specimens
LIMPOPO.—2229 (Waterpoort): Zoutpansberg Dist., Farm Bud-

worth, (–BB), Aug. 1958, Mogg 28281; Zoutpansberg Dist., Goro, (–
CD), Jul. 1996, Barker 3; Louis Trichardt, Mountain Inn, (–DD), May 
1966, Theron 1489. 2230 (Messina): Louis Trichardt Dist., ± 15 km 
ENE of Louis Trichardt on the Witvlag road, Farm Studholme, (–CC), 
Apr. 1997, Burgoyne 6181; SE of Nwanedi Reserve, N of Gundani Vil-
lage, just W of the Brachystegia spiciformis forest, (–DA), Mar. 2002, 
McMurtry 10271; Venda, Tshaulu Mission, Mutanzhela, (–DC), April 
1980, Van Wyk 3812. 2328 (Baltimore): Polokwane [Pietersburg] Dist., 
Blouberg, Farm Leipsig, (–BB), Apr. 1961, Strey & Schlieben 8470. 
2329 (Pietersburg): Polokwane [Pietersburg] Dist., eastern foothills of 
Blauwberg, (–AA), May 1953, Codd 7937; Zoutpansberg Dist., Farm 
‘Llewellyn’ 35 LS, hill opposite house, (–AB), Jul. 1981, Venter 6196; 
Hanglip, near Louis Trichardt, (–BB), Dec. 1945, Gerstner 5760. 2330 
(Tzaneen): near Louis Trichardt, Entabeni Forest Station, (–AA), Sept. 
1929, Galpin 9557; Spelonken Dist.; Tshakhuma, (–AB), Nov. 1931, 
Obermeyer TRV30580; Daviesville, Setali Mission, (–AC), May 1945, 
Gerstner 5484; Letaba Dist., Modjadji’s Reserve, near Duiwelskloof, 
(–CB), Apr. 1937, Krige 104. 2430 (Pilgrim’s Rest): Lekgalameetse 
Nature Reserve, Haffenden Heights, (–AA), Jan. 1978, Stalmans 1466; 
Letaba Dist., Farm Cyprus, (–AB), Nov. 1960, Renny 139.

FIGURE 2.—Sericanthe andongen-
sis subsp. legatii: A, fruiting 
twig; B, leaf with bacterial 
galls along midrib; C, fruit; 
D, half-spherical seed with 
striate coat. A, C, & D, from 
Stalmans 1466 (PRE); B, 
from McMurtry 10271 (PRE). 
Scale bar: 10 mm. Artist: 
Marietjie Steyn.
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FIGURE 3.—Known distribution of Sericanthe andongensis subsp. 
legatii.




