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C. involucratus/C. textilis were introduced into 
Madagascar; there to flourish and to become naturalized; 
eventually to be sent to Europe and then England; and 
finally being reintroduced to the Cape of Good Hope by 
potential colonists. This is speculation and difficult to 
confirm. There may perhaps be more realistic botanical 
reasons to explain the extreme similarity of these two 
supposedly different entities?

Reproduction
Growing as the ‘Mops’ do in riverine and estuarine 
habitats they are subject to natural events such as 
flooding, which, when severe, can disturb or even 
devastate a population. Vegetative fragments carried in 
the rush of water may lodge farther down the river reach 
to be deposited with silt as the floodwaters subside. 
Some of these may survive to establish new populations 
or replenish old ones. This asexual reproduction is 
important in the short term while climates are variable, 
but without long term unidirectional change. Plants 
under stress, particularly water stress (too little or 
too much for too long), but also stress occasioned by 
damage such as predation, mowing or firing, show 
evidence of pseudo-vivipary. This is the development 
of plantlets in the axils of inflorescence branches that 
become another means of asexual reproduction if they 
survive distribution and regenerate. Pseudo-vivipary 
does not preclude the development of spikelets and their 
florets, which are the organs of sexual reproduction, but 
seems to reduce their number and the viability of the 
fruits. But far too little is known of the fruits, which 
are always one-seeded, small (0.4–1.4 mm long) and 
light in weight, probably distributed by water, wind 
and soil movement. Dormancy and germination details 
are not known. It is necessary to extrapolate from work 
done on other genera in the northern hemisphere. This 
suggests that to break dormancy and induce germination 
fruits must be subjected to a diurnal and/or seasonal 
temperature range, in water and in light. Within the  
C. involucratus complex nothing is known of the relative 
percentages of ramets (asexually reproduced plants) and 
genets (sexually derived plants) in populations. Genets 
are important over the long term as they are likely to be 
variable and so some may be well adapted to survive 
unidirectional climatic change, as well as changes in 
river routes, both of which are likely to be long term.

Summary and suggestions
Why ‘Mop’ sedges? These plants are mostly rooted in 
permanent water, the levels of which vary. Leaf blades 
up the culms would be subject to periodic if not more 
permanent inundation that would preclude efficient 
photosynthesis. The solution has been simple. Culm 
(cauline) leaves have been aggregated terminally by the 
simple expedient of elongation of an internode between 
the basal (radical) leaves and those of the culm. The 
‘mop’ itself is a succession of nodes and very short 
internodes. Each node produces a photosynthetic leaf  
blade, called a bract because in its axil is developed an 
inflorescence. The radical leaves are reduced to sheaths 
that clothe and protect the underground stem (in this 
case an abbreviated rhizome) that becomes woody 
with time. To this rhizome is added a new section each 

growing season so the number of sections is a guide to 
the age of the plant – some are surprisingly long-lived 
(for example, the plant pictured in Figure 1 was at least 
20 years old).

As has been stressed, morphological relationships 
are close within the complex. Why have some of the 
entities visibly ribbed, scabrid culms, while others are 
faintly three-angled to terete (round in outline) and 
smooth? The complex is widespread in tropical east and 
southern Africa, rare to absent in the dry west. A tropical 
climate with long sunlight hours and minimal seasonal 
change, together with permanent water, induces tall, 
well-grown plants. The lower parts of the long culms of 
C. involucratus are supported by water. The exposed upper 
portions that carry inflorescences require reinforcement, 
given by the narrow, longitudinal ribs bearing scabrid 
prickles (described botanically as ‘sulcate’). Further 
south where sunlight hours are reduced and seasonal 
change is more marked, culms become shorter and 
reinforcement less essential. Here less carbohydrate 
reserve requires storage and so culms become rounded 
and smooth over their major lengths, retaining, however, 
a three-angled form immediately under the inflorescence 
(C. textilis). C. sexangularis in its very well reinforced 
culms and its scabridity represents an entity adapted 
to habitats less well provided with permanent water, 
although it also flourishes where water is never in short 
supply. This is borne out by its present distribution into 
inland localities where water is not visible, but not far 
distant. Looked at from this perspective, divergence from 
a common stock in relation to a widening distribution 
seems not far-fetched.

What is troubling, and what we would like to have 
modified, is the alphabetical listing of the entities that 
is taking place so frequently now with the emphasis on 
biodiversity and endemism. We suggest that while it is 
useful to recognize the species already familiar, their 
close morphological relationship should be recognized 
by grouping, or failing this, by marking distinctively 
to indicate affinity and, by so doing, quite often easing 
the difficulty of individual identification. Regarding 
endemism, the complex is undoubtedly endemic to 
eastern Africa; but is it not going too far from accuracy 
to consider, for example, C. textilis as endemic to 
KwaZulu-Natal and the Eastern and Western Cape 
Provinces?

Key to identification 
1a	 Culms faintly 3-angled below inflorescence,  
	 becoming terete (rounded)  throughout; surface 
	 texture smooth not scabrid ................................... 2
1b.	 Culms faintly 3-angled below inflorescence, 
	 becoming ribbed or clearly 6-angled  
	 mainly distally or throughout, surface texture 
	 scabrid .................................................................. 3

2a.	 Provenance of plants the Mascarene islands only 
	 ....................................................... C . alternifolius
2b.	 Provenance of plants South Africa (mainly coastal 
	 from approximately Durban to the west coast of the  
	 Western Cape province) ..........................C. textilis
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3a.	 Culms faintly 3-angled below inflorescence, 
	 becoming clearly 6-angled. Plants scabrid through- 
	 out, usually with a faintly bluish coloration. Bracts 
	 (especially lower) with a well defined lateral  
	 vein to each side of midrib. Distribution 
	 predominantly South Africa (coastal and inland  
	 localities) ...................................... C. sexangularis
3b.	 Culms faintly 3-angled below inflorescence, 
	 becoming ribbed and scabrid (sulcate) below, but 
	 NOT clearly 6-angled, then somewhat rounded  
	 and smooth proximally. Whole plant yellowish to  
	 dark green, mostly smooth to the touch. Distribution: 
	 indigenous in South Africa, but also cultivated  
	 and naturalized there and worldwide......................
	 ........................................................C. involucratus

Specimens cited
—3218 (Clanwilliam): Verlore Vlei. On north side next 
to causeway to Redelinghuis. Plentiful. J. Browning 806 
(NU).
—3318 (Cape Town): 10 miles from Malmesbury on 
Cape Town Rd. Locally abundant in dry sandy river bed. 
D.J. Clarkson 381 (NU). 
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Pooley’s 
TREES OF EASTERN SOUTH AFRICA

Completely revised by 
RICHARD BOON

Under production for more than five years, this 
long anticipated field guide is a completely revised 
2nd edition of the popular Trees of Natal, Zululand 
& Transkei by Elsa Pooley, published in 1993. 

The region covered by the book has been extended 
to Swaziland in the north and East London in the 
south, with the number of woody indigenous and 
alien plant taxa featured, including trees, shrubs, 
woody climbers and geoxylic suffrutices increasing 
to over 1 000.

Readers will find a new and attractive layout, 
more than 3 000 mostly new photographs, and 
information presented in easily comprehensible 
format. Scientific names, distribution maps, family 
and genus descriptions and the introductory chapter 
on vegetation types have all been updated, while 
keys have been improved and simplified, and the 
illustrated glossary expanded. 

This book is a ‘must have’ for all tree and plant 
lovers, including professionals in the environmental 
field, farmers, gardeners, students and educationists. 
Available in book stores from mid-May 2010.


