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ull moon. Karoo slopes bathed
in eerie white. The resonant
grunt of a leopard. No-one
speaks as we strain for a glimpse of
this most elusive of carnivores.
Eventually the sound fades and is
replaced by a sense of awe that can
only be experienced in this most
remarkable place. We are camped
on the banks of the Matjies River,
which bisects the Matjies River
Nature Reserve. Proclaimed in 1997,
the reserve provides a unique
wilderness experience for the hiker,
botanist and naturalist. Arid fynbos
and succulent Karoo grace its
rugged mountain slopes, whilst
clear Matjies River pools tempt the
weary on a hot, cloudless day.
Leopard, Cape clawless otter and
black eagle occur here, as does a
remarkable palette of plant species,
many endemic to a narrow band
wedged between the Cape Fold Belt
and Tanqua Karoo.
I am here on one of a number of
excursions into the area; to explore
the 12 500 ha landscape and to
sample the rich and varied flora.
Situated south and south-east of the
main Cederberg (Wolfberg) range,
arid fynbos dissolves into succulent
Karoo along a 23-km west-east
gradient from the Stadsaal Caves to
the Doring River, in which Table
Mountain sandstones are gradually
replaced by Bokkeveld shales and
eventually, Witteberg sandstones.
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A first taste
I was first drawn to the Matjies by a
Masters student of Richard Cowling's
Institute for Plant Conser-vation at
the University of Cape Town.
Richard Lechmere-Oertel. who was
investigating the environmental
determinants of the fynbos/succulent Karoo gradient in the
Reserve. In 1997, Hugh Taylor,
author of a botanical treatise on the
northern Cederberg flora, and I were
invited to a spring collecting
weekend in the Matjies and we were
confronted with an impressive
landscape of most atypical fynbos
and Karoo scenery. Hugh Taylor and
I botanized in the Matjies on a
number of occasions and it is with a
sense of sadness that I pen this,
with his untimely passing away last
year. Nevertheless, the privilege of
spending quality time with one of
the fynbos botanical greats, as well
as 'the' expert on the Cederberg
flora, is an experience that I shall
always cherish. This article is
dedicated to the memory of Hugh.
Having discovered the intriguing
Klipbok Kloof, an easy access point
into the river, I made my way to the
river-bed and discovered a veritable
'ribbon oasis'. Here patchy green
strips of riverine thicket, are
buffered by fingers of Tanqua Karoo
that relentlessly pursue the
meandering river valleys,

until they are forced to retreat by
the wetter Table Mountain
sandstone slopes. So great was the
impact of this enchanting
wilderness. that we decided to
return and explore its flora more
thoroughly.
The journey begins
Our work in the Matjies started with
a walk down the middle and lower
Matjies River stretches, from the
bridge carrying the Ceres-Algeria
road, to the confluence with the
Groot, and as far as the Doring.
December 1997 was extremely hot
and dry and took its toll on our
fellow hikers. But the experience
was most rewarding for it added at
least sixty plant species to the
preliminary list established by
Richard Lechmere-Oertel and gave
us firsthand insight into the plant
communities. Perhaps most
apparent was the distinct lack of
trees, despite the permanent
presence of flowing water. Toni
Milewski (the megaherbivore mansee the March 2000 issue of Veld {7Flora) on the occasions we visited
Matjies together, agonized over the
paucity of trees in the fynbos and
why many Cape river systems
which provided sufficient water
lacked this element so common in,
for example, Western Australia.
In my opinion, heat is a key
factor and possibly explains

Above. Cephalophyllum loreum, a prominent
inhabitant of the Cederberg/fanqua Karoo
'tension zone'. Right. A veritable ribbon oasis,
the Matjies River fades into the Tanqua Karoo.
View south-eastwards over Klipbokkloof
towards De Mond. Opposite page. Looking over
Groot River to the north-east. Bokkeveld shale
and thin sandstone ridges, capped by
indomitable Witteberg sandstone, buttress the
southern boundary of the Matjies River Nature
Reserve. Photos: Barrie Low.

why cooler, more sheltered kloofs
support giants of Cape holly (Ilex
mitis) and raoiels (Cunonia capen sis)
where annual cloud cover is high,
and mean temperature low for much
of the year. In the exposed Matjies
River, trees are non-existent and
shrubs rarely more than 3 m tall.
A distinctive flora
For two years this special area
became the stamping ground for
over seventy botanists and amateur
enthusiasts, many of who were
more than willing to carry a bag of
plants and not get involved in the
more intricate details of plant
collecting or diatribes on floras and
speciation. The Botanical Societyassisted Cederberg Conservation
Group descended upon the Matjies
in spring 1999 for their annual plant
collecting event collecting over
120 specimens - some seventy
additions to the existing list - a fair
return for a morning's collecting!
Of the 540 entries in the Matjies
River 9atabase, some 435 have been
identified to species level. Dominant
families are the Asteraceae (making
up nearly a quarter of the total],
Mesembryanthemaceae and the
Poaceae (grasses), followed by the
Restionaceae, Aizoaceae,
Cyperaceae (sedges) and Fabaceae
(peas). An indication of the marked
aridity is the low number of the
otherwise characteristic fynbos
families: the prateas (2.3%) and
ericas (1.8%). Succulent species
comprise 10% of the total - to be
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expected under these conditions.
A 'normal' spring would see this
number substantially boosted to
probably well over 600 by numerous
bulbs and annuals, which have been
devastated by a sequence of five dry
winters.
But is the Matjies flora unique?
In terms of its flora, it is certainly
not the Cederberg proper, neither is
it the Tanqua Karoo. A preliminary
analysis of a selection of floras from
as far afield as the Bokkeveld, the
Cape Mountains and the broader
Karoo reveals some interesting
statistics. Apart from Nieuwoudtville
- which surprisingly aligns itself
with the Little Karoo - a distinct
northern mountain fynbos flora
emerges, with the Bokkeveld and
Cederberg clear entities. The Matjies
appears to occupy a unique position

along a probable 'speciation tension
zone' in this region. Such a tension
zone also appears to exist along the
western Cederberg where a flora for
the N7 National Road and environs
is quite distinctive, bearing little
resemblance to its impressive
mountain partner to the immediate
east. Confirmation of this pattern is
strongly reinforced if we analyse
sites only for the mesembs, a
prominent succulent group in these
arid parts. Again there is a northern
fynbas centre of diversity for
mesembs, where low similarity
levels with the Tanqua, Goegab and
Gamsberg floras are shown. Even
the riverine flora - some eighty
species - has its own character, if we
relate the dry Groot-Matjies-Riet
River complex to the wetter
southern mountain catchments.
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Again a northern riverine botanical
province is clearly evident.
Individual specialities
At the individual species level there are
interesting finds, for example, the
appearance of Codon royenii (suikerkelk)
a classic Richtersveld/Tanqua Karoo
inhabitant. Protea glabra (kaaingsuikerbos) is at home on the Witteberg
sandstone 'slabs' which stretch from the
Bokkeveld escarpment to the Koue
Bokkeveld. A number of species sit at the
western edge of their distributions and
include Ficus cordata (Namaqua rock fig),
growing to over 10 m, and the curious
looking Cadaba aphylla (swartstormbos).
The distribution of Vexatorella amoena,
one of the smaller proteoid shrubs in the
area, previously known only from the
Koue Bokkeveld and Swartruggens in the
south, has now had its range extended to
the Matjies River area. Other fairly
localized endemics include the bergriet,
Cannomois taylorii (named for Hugh
Taylor) and one of the ericoid-leaved
shrubs which typify arid fynbos, PhyIica
fruticosa. The mesemb, Lampranthus
dissimiIis, has been recorded only on one
other occasion: the type specimen from
Karoopoort (so I am told by Cornelia
Klak). Several species of the compact
dwarf mesemb genus, Antimima, are
confined to the sandstone slabs of the
eastern Bokkeveld-CederbergSwartruggens ranges.
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Above. Ruschia marianae, a local endemic in succulent Karoo vegetation.
Below. Codon royenii (suikerkelk) a classic RichtersveldITanqua Karoo
inhabitant, is one of the surprise finds of the Matjies River Nature Reserve.
Photos: Barrie Low.

A sense of wilderness
This fascinating landscape absorbs us
temporary sojourners, and transports us to
a time when the Khoisan ruled the
landscape - also temporary interlopers.
Dawn reflections at Leeuvlak se Kloof,
vistas to the Tanqua and the great
escarpment beyond, the paradox of gifbol
Boophane haemanthoides populations on
dry northern slopes - all conspire to make
the magic of the Matjies. ®

PLAY A PART IN THE CONSERVATION OF THE CEDERBERG
Each year the Cederberg Conservation Group plans a number of important
conservation-related activities in and around the Cederberg. If you would like
to get involved with this valuable initiative, contact Jill Weintroub at
tel (021) 686 8166.
River Dancers is an informal group of folk who - yes - walk down rivers.
We explore a number of Cape rivers each year to sample the flora, vegetation
and other aspects. The focus is on small, intimate groups, committed to
furthering the study and conservation of Cape mountains and rivers.
Send your e-mail addressto<coastec@mweb.co.za> if you wish to be placed
on the mailing list, or write to Coastec at POBox 370, Rondebosch, 7701.

For further information on the Matjies
River Nature Reserve, contact the office at
tellfax (027) 482 2785 or visit the Cederberg
website at <www.cederberg.co.za>.
Acknowledgements
I am indebted to a number of long-suffering
indivic' J.als who have regularly accompanied me
on these trips and/or have assisted with the often
tedious processing of specimens: Paul Leroy, Toni
Milewski, Ann MacGregor and Uschi Pond. The
Compton Herbarium, Kirstenbosch, was responsible for most of the identifications. Cape Nature
Conservation provided part-funding for the
project, as well as accommodation. Johan Burger,
manager at Matjies, is thanked for his assistance.
Species details are current at time of writing, and
are derived from 'SaS', Coastec's Site and Species
Database, which has over 10 000 species entries
from 380 sites in the western part of Southern
Africa.
184

Veld Er Flora December 2000

