


enowned for its magnificent flower
&isplays during August to October,
Namaqualand is the Mecca for
Sower lovers from all over the
Wosls Soseever, very few people know that
the snseptionally rich winter-rainfall flora,
which & mesponsible for this magnificent
Speciacie extends far beyond the Orange
Riwes &0 southern Namibia. The southern
Namih and the eastwards adjoining
Sammiands 2550 receive winter rains and
many of S Namagqualand species or
relasives with similar adaptations oc
O e of my many visits to southern
Namitis Savelling from Maltahohe to Aus
28 S &0 the Orange River, good rains
Bac Salles = few weeks before and the
=suals sesotonous dwarf shrub savanna
Bad satsted info a brilliant mosaic of shades
& selioss. purple, pink and red. Curious to
fnd ot what was causing this delightful
Si=sne. our journey was prolonged for
masy Besss, Because | had to stop and
IwesSeste more closely, much to the distr
of my Elow-ravellers.
These wese daisies and legumes, members
of B capex. mustard, Euphorbia and

Selassaesum Samily, but most outstanding

weme S swoculent herbs and small shrubs of

e Mesembeyanthemum family
f‘m:;zﬁhemaceae or Aizoaceae), 0! en
SeSemes & 2= midday flowers, vygies or
samply mmesemnbs.

MESSE sesembs possess showy, daisy-like
Sowess wiach can easily be confused with
Soeme of S succulent members of the daisy
=l WSS numbers of species ranging
Soen LS 50 2300 in southern Africa, their
mames Shansing frequently, many genera not
S=SSoeats studied and new daSSLﬁcatwns
Propuses every so often, the
Mesembeyanihum family is one of the most
SESCuE smoups of plants to identify. Plant
solasssss working in southern Namibia, the
%m0 and Cape can tell you very
disheamening stories. Nevertheless, even
wWithout knowing the name or taxonomic
Si2tus of a particular species, the mesembs

Thesnaredible diversity of southern

many Secades. Their succulent habit is
Very appropriate adaptation &

t!.-. =

develop
leaves and b

and America, the
indisputably in

mesembs even occur in mountainous
habitats in central Namibia, for exam
the Naukluft and Aus mountains,
Western Escarpment and on the Br
What puzzles botanists today is
S0 many species of vygies con
mparatively small area. B
conditions in the winter

carbon at mght store it in form of org

acid and process it during the day wben
sunlight is available. This way plants y n

keep their pores closed during the day

which is advantageous in arid chmates,

it reduces water loss to a

e heat of the day. Quite a number

unique d1spersa1 me
Afscan mesembs has occupied botanists i#ﬁai in the mesemb family.

inserr=iniall conditions. Comparatlveb' '& seeds are distributed d

I e yes
llmBy associated with fog in the coas
areas and the bulk of precipitation falling
when temperatures and, c:@nsequentlv

. ome ==nuws, all mesembs produce capsui&e
WSS open upon moistening. This ensures




Many mesembs, like Galenia papulosa, have bladder cells on
their leaf surface which give them a frosty appearance. Thus
mesembs are also commonly known as ice-plants.

seeds out of their capsules. Others employ different
methods of seed dispersal on the same plant by having
some seeds washed out by raindrops, others shaken
out over a long period and the remaining seeds
distributed with an entire capsule compartment when
the capsule eventually breaks up into segments. The
plant “hedges its bets” thereby increasing the chances
of its offspring to find a suitable spot to survive.

Wildlife and livestock obviously relish these living
water sources, especially since they provide food at
the same time. Because of that and because of the
harsh climatic conditions, particularly in areas where
sandstorms frequently scour the surface, some
mesembs have sought refuge underground. These
cryptic, so-called mimicry plants show a dazzling
similarity to their background rocks, and are nearly
impossible to detect when not flowering. The genus
Lithops, commonly known as “living stones” is
famous for this adaptation. Fenestraria species, in
turn, are completely hidden underground, only
exposing a small see-through window to enable the
plant to photosynthesise.

Since mesembs can form the most beautiful carpets
of flowers, many species have been cultivated in
gardens, especially as ground cover. Their drought
resistance adds another benefit to their use as garden
ornamentals in arid countries. But their beauty and
unique adaptations also make them vulnerable. Illegal
plant collecting poses a serious threat to some of the
rarer species, even though the majority of the succulent
flora in Namibia thrives within the boundaries of
conservation and strictly controlled mining areas.

Uniquely adapted, though little known, these
gorgeous plants occupy a vital niche on our planet.
Let’s make sure that future generations may also enjoy

the sight of them. @
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