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FIRST DISTRIBUTION RECORD FOR BRACHYSTEGIA SPICIFORMIS (CAESALPINIOIDEAE) IN SOUTH AFRICA
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Brachystegia spiciformis Harms is a characteristic 
tree constituent of the so-called miombo woodlands, a 
colloquial name for a broad vegetation type covering 
more than 2.7 million km2 in southern, central and east­
ern Africa (Millington et al. 1994; Campbell 1996). 
These woodlands form the dominant element of the 
Zambezian Region, a phytogeographical unit that covers 
an area of about 3.8 million km2 in south-central Africa 
(White 1983). Although the Zambezian Region extends 
southwards across (he Limpopo River Valley to include 
most of the Northern Province of South Africa, B. spici­
formis has hitherto been conspicuous by its absence from 
South Africa. Previously known only from pollen 
records dating to 19 000 years BP from near Naboom- 
spruit, some 350 km south of its current main distribu­
tion area, the absence of B. spiciformis from South Africa 
has been the subject of much speculation (Scott 1982; 
Frost 1996).

Recent botanical explorations in the remote northeast­
ern Soutpansberg of the Northern Province, a region 
known as Venda, have now brought to light a relict 
miombo-like plant community with B. spiciformis as the 
dominant canopy tree. Although the presence of B. spici­
formis in Venda has hitherto been unknown to botanists, 
it is well known to the local Vhavenda; its Tshivenda 
name is Mutsiwa. The locality of the newly discovered 
populations of B. spiciformis, the extant distribution of 
this species elsewhere in southern Africa and the nearest 
known site of fossil Brachystegia pollen, are shown in 
Figure 11.

This surprising discovery, which extends the distribu­
tion range of B. spiciformis southwards across the arid 
Limpopo Valley, is of considerable biogeographical sig­
nificance. It is believed that during geological times, 
miombo woodlands have expanded and contracted in 
response to climatic change (Campbell 1996). The popu-

FIGURE 11.— Brachystegia spiciformis. New record. A; previously 
known distribution in southern Africa, based on collections at 
PRE, •  Site from which fossil pollen attributed to Brachy­
stegia has been recorded, ■ .

lation of B. spiciformis in Venda may well be a relict, 
dating from a once much further southward extension of 
miombo woodland, thus supporting palaeopalynological 
evidence suggesting the former presence of this vegeta­
tion type as far south as Naboomspruit. In this respect, B. 
spiciformis recalls the occurrence of relict and widely 
disjunct populations of the tropical African Bracken­
ridgea zanguebarica Oliv., Millettia stuhlmannii Taub. 
and Oxytenanthera abyssinca (A.Rich.) Munro in Venda. 
Because of their considerable cultural significance to the 
local Venda people, it was speculated in the past that the 
presence of the latter three species in Venda might have 
been due to human introduction (Netshiungani & Van 
Wyk 1980). However, with the discovery of B. spici­
formis in the same general area, it is tempting to implicate 
one or more natural vicariant events in the establishment 
of these isolated outlier populations at the southern end 
of their ranges in Africa.

The newly discovered B. spiciformis community com­
prises several thousand trees occurring as fragmented 
archipelago-like islands within the prevailing Soutpans­
berg Arid Mountain Bushveld (Van Rooyen & Breden- 
kamp 1998). Mature trees are 15-20 m tall. The slender, 
unbranched trunks indicate that they have not been sub­
jected to damage by humans or larger animals in the 
recent past. Seed dispersal in B. spiciformis is by explo­
sive dehiscence of the pod and the seed is seldom dis­
persed far from the mother tree (Chidumayo & Frost
1996). This is reflected by the age structure of the new B. 
spiciformis community; more mature (tallest) trees are 
concentrated towards the centre of the vegetation islands. 
The understorey is conspicuously species-poor and 
include such taxa as Lagynias dryadum and Leptactina 
delagoensis, with suppressed saplings (or suckers) of B. 
spiciformis. Surrounding vegetation is dominated by 
Combretum collinum subsp. gazense, C. vendae, Albizia 
adianthifolia, Afzelia quanzensis and Burkea africana.

In view of the localized occurrence of B. spiciformis 
in Venda, the uniqueness of its habitat and the scientific 
importance of this outlier population, it is hoped that the 
conservation authorities concerned will afford official 
protection to the site.

Voucher specimens

NORTHERN PROVINCE.— 2230 (Messina): Thengwe, (-DA), 
P.J.H. Hurter 124 (PRE. PRU), E. van Wyk & P.J.H. Hurter 5 (PRE),
E. van W\k 65 (PRE, K).
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LAMIACEAE

PLECTRANTHUS HILUARDIAE  SUBSP. AUSTRALIS, A NEW TAXON FROM EASTERN CAPE, SOUTH AFRICA

Plectranthus hilliardiae subsp. australis Van
Jaarsv. & A.E.van Wyk, subsp. nov., a subspecie typica 
statura majora, foliis ellipticis, 85-160 x 30-50 mm, 
nitentibus, paene glabris, pagina adaxali purpurea, mar- 
ginibus serrato-dentatis differt.

TYPE.—Eastern Cape, 3129 (Lusikisiki): northern 
Transkei, Mbotyi Forest, forest floor, (-BC), Van 
Jaarsveld, Bellstedt, Dekker, F. van Wyk & Adams 16345 
(NBG, holo.). Figure 12.

Erect to decumbent, soft, semi-succulent, herbaceous, 
aromatic perennial up to 650 mm tall; stems 4-angled, up 
to 4 mm diam, moderately branched, antrorse pilose with 
tufts of long, multicellular, purple-tinged hairs at nodes. 
Leaves elliptical, 85-160 x 30-50 mm, dark green, shiny, 
subglabrous to sparsely strigose on upper surface, dark 
purple to mottled purplish, reticulate-veined on lower 
surface, the veins sparsely strigose and dotted with small, 
transparent, sessile glands, apex acute, base cuneate, 
margin serrate-dentate, ciliate; petiole 15-35 mm long, 
appressed glandular-pilose. Inflorescence a simple or 
loose-branched panicle, up to 250 mm tall; rachis glan- 
dular-tomentose; bracts linear-lanceolate, up to 2 mm 
long, persistent. Flowers in sessile 3-flowered cymes 
forming 6-flowered verticillasters, 10-30 mm apart; 
pedicel 4-5 mm long. Calyx 3^4 mm long at flowering 
stage, enlarging to 10 mm in fruiting stage; upper lip 
ovate, erect, lower lip 4-toothed, deltoid-subulate. 
Corolla pale bluish, rarely white; lobes purple-flecked; 
tube 23-27 x 4 mm, parallel-sided and narrowing up to 3 
mm at throat; upper lip erect, up to 6 mm long, bilobed 
at apex with lateral ear-like lobes; lower lip shallow 
cymbiform, up to 4 mm long, horizontal or deflexed. 
Stamens 4, free, lower pair longer, up to 8 mm long. Style 
horizontally exserted by 8-10 mm. Nutlets dark brown,
1.8 mm diam. Figure 13.

The new taxon was first noticed and recorded from 
Magwa Falls in 1992 (Van Jaarsveld & Powrie 12226). 
An evaluation of the southern forms of P hilliardiae 
from between Port St Johns and Lupatane for their horti­
cultural potential, revealed a consistent variation in leaf

shape, size, dentation and colour of the undersurface of 
the leaves. During a recent collecting trip (April 2000) 
the northern limits of the range of the new subspecies 
were traced to the Noyokaan Gorge, just south of 
Lupatane Gorge. Plants from the more open Lupatane 
Gorge represented the typical subspecies hilliardiae. 
Both subspecies of P. hilliardiae are confined to the 
Pondoland Centre of Endemism, a region congruent with 
surface outcrops of quartzitic sandstone belonging to the 
Msikaba Formation.

Subsp. australis is characterized by somewhat larger, 
elliptic, shiny leaves, 85-160 x 30^50 mm, with an 
almost glabrous, purple adaxial surface and serrate-den­
tate margin. It occurs in deep shade in well-watered 
gorges, but also in tree-fall openings of climax coastal 
escarpment forests (Mbotyi Forest). The leaves of subsp. 
hilliardiae are smaller, broadly elliptical to elliptical- 
obovate, 55-90 x 40-60 mm, sparsely strigose above, 
the surface not shiny and the margins crenate-dentate. 
The typical subspecies tends to occur in more open and 
exposed terrain and slightly drier situations, such as

FIGURE 12.— Known distribution of Plectranthus hilliardiae subsp. 
australis in Eastern Cape, • ;  typical subspecies, O .


