THE DISCOVERY OF
CYRTANTHUS WELLANDII
A morning hike leads to the discovery of a new species of Cyrtanthus.
by Welland Cowley, Cape Flora Nursery, Port Elizabeth

already been obtained from the owner of the property
n an early-morning excursion to study pelargoto collect a few specimens and seed. We were hoping
niums and do a bit of botanizing along the
that we would once more find the population in
upper reaches of the Kabeljouws River in the
flower as Dee and Colin had come a long way from
Eastern Cape, I came across what seemed a very interCape Town to see this species. We were not to be
esting area. The landscape, a gently sloping tableland
disappointed as the new species put on a fine display
dotted with Aloe ferox, dropped suddenly towards a
and Colin was able to
bushy ravine, the sides
take
excellent
of which were steeply
photographs. We
sloping and rocky. It
speculated about the
was the rugged nature
pollinating agent
of the terrain that
necessary to fertilize
attracted me to the
this species when we
spot. I decided
saw a number of
immediately that it was
butterflies in the area.
worth exploring,
The interesting thing
knowing from past
about this species is
experience that rocky
that it is unique in
slopes sometimes
the genus Cyrtanthus
harbour the most interin having a style
esting plants.
which is included in
As I walked towards
the lower half of the
the edge of the ravine
perigone tube. The
I noticed that my
pollinating agent
bootlace had come
remains a mystery
loose. I put my foot up
and further research
onto a convenient rock
needs to be done to
to tie my lace. When I
find out more.
looked up I was
The outcome of
surprised to see a
this visit was that
beautiful Cyrtanthus
Dee Snijman
species growing on the
completed the
other side of the rock.
description of
The colour was a bright
Cyrtanthus wellandii
vermilion. Further
and it was formally
exploration revealed a
published in Bothalia
healthy population in
in 1999.
full flower on the crest
Cyrtanthus
of the hill with some
wellandii
grows in
plants growing in rock
typical 'Hankey
crevices under bushes
Coastal Renosterveld'
along the ~dge of the
in association with
ravine.
Bobartia gracilis,
I realized that I had
Tritoniopsis caffra,
stumbled onto
Cyrtanthus wellandii. Photo: Colin Patlerson.Jones.
Lobelia
caerulea,
something interesting
Pelargonium
and as I was not able to
candicans and Podalyria burchellii. On the edges of
identify the species, I sent a specimen to Dee Snijman
the ravine it is associated with succulent species such
of the Compton Herbarium who told me that she
as Euphorbia horrida, Crassula perfoliata var. minor
believed this was a new Cyrtanthus species. She also
(previously C. falcata), Crassula capitella subsp.
asked me if it was possible to visit the locality at
thyrsifolia
(formerly C. corymbosula) and Kalanchoe
flowering time and collect some specimens for
crenata. The stony soil is typical of soil associated
research purposes.
with Table Mountain Sandstone and tends towards the
In February 1997 I revisited the site with Dee
acid side. This area was swept by a very hot fire late
Snijman and Colin Patterson-Jones. Permission had

O

174

Veld

&-

Flora December 2000

in 1999 with the result that re-growth and
flowering of this population has been very poor
this year. It should also be noted that the veld had
been burnt two years prior to the discovery of this
species. It would therefore appear that veld fires
actually have a negative effect on the flowering of
this Cyrtanthus.
Cyrtanthus wellandii is confined to a single
population on a hillside overlooking the
Kabeljouws River valley and although neighbouring hillsides have been studied no evidence of
this species has been found. The species does not
readily set seed in cultivation, even when handpollinated. Further research has to be done in this
area, as this is a highly ornamental plant with
much horticultural potential as a container plant.
Seeds of the species collected in 1997 germinated
freely and we now have a number of healthy
seedlings in the nursery. The species flowers
readily in cultivation if conditions are similar to its
habitat.
Cyrtanthus wellandii is a rare species which has
been assessed as belonging to the meN Red data
list category 'Vulnerable D2' and every effort
should be made to ensure its future continuity.@
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A single population of Cyrtanthus wellandii occurs on a hillside
overlooking the Kabeljouws River valley in the Eastern Cape.
Above. Some plants grow on the crest of the hill. Photo: Colin Patterson-Jones.
Below. Others grow in rock crevices under bushes along the edge of the
ravine. Photo: Weiland Cowley.

175

