
An unusual tuberous species from
the Great Karoo.

PELARGONIUM
AESTIVALE

Tubers are found mainly on east- or south-facing
slopes in the Fraserburg area, often amongst dolerite
boulders. Many of these plants are in shade for much
of the winter. In the Murraysburg area the species
grows in hilly country amongst grass tufts or beside
them. It is also found amongst dolerite boulders in

Above. Pelarganium aestivale. Painting by Gil ian Condy.

Right. The mountainous country south-east of Murraysburg is a favoure!
rocks and grassy tussocks, but plants are also found scattered in open stno'

by Charles Craib

The section Hoarea of the Genus Pelargonium
contains some of the most attractive and
unusual plants in South Africa. While most

species occur in the winter rainfall regions of the
Cape, a few are to be found in areas that receive both
winter and summer rainfall. They survive the long
periods of drought characteristic of their habitats by
means of underground tubers, which are usually ,
thickly sheathed in papery scales to prevent
desiccation. One very striking species, Pelargonium
aestivale, is found in the predominantly summer
rainfall Great Karoo. Described in 1995 in South
African Journal of Botany (see further reading), it ttas
been thinly recorded from a wide area. Recently it
was discovered in the hilly dolerite country around
Fraserburg, which is at the transition between winter
and summer rainfall.

One of the most interesting characteristics of
Pelargonium aestivale is that it is a late autumn and
winter-growing species despite the fact that it is from
a predominantly summer rainfall region. The plants
grow from late April to August or early September,
and with the onset of warmer summer weather, the
leaves wither and the tubers start to flower. The peak
of the flowering period is late October and early
November, but a few flowering plants can usually
still be found in early December. The bulk of the
leaves are produc;ed in May and early June when
there is still a good moisture content in the soil, after
February, March and early April rains. This time of
the year is often the wettest in many parts of the
Karoo. Detailed and careful research has shown that
tubers do not respond to earlier summer rainfall
(between December and March) in the Murraysburg
district of the eastern Great Karoo, nor in the
Fraserburg area.
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tat of Pelargonium aestivale. Typically, it grows in the shelter of
ltd. Photo: Laurian Brown,

exposed situations. Near Fraserburg and Murraysburg
the largest of plants grow in south- or east-facing
positions where they are protected from the hot
afternoon sunlight.

Seeds are set mostly during late November and the
first half of December. They are dispersed by wind.
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Near Murraysburg, molerats (Crytomus) often tunnel
in the hills where P aestivale grows, particularly if
there has been some rain. This loosened sand is often
a good niche for seeds to lodge and germinate.
P aestivale seed is ready for germination as soon as it
has been set. Seed harvested from cultivated plants
in early December 1999 had mostly germinated two
weeks later. This could be unique among species in
the Section Hoarea and may be an adaptation to
irregular summer rainfall. Seed-raised tubers usually
take two to three years to reach flowering size.

There is little doubt that this very attractive
species has good potential for pot plant cultivation.
It has a long leafing period, and striking umbels of
flowers, which range from pale creamy yellow to rich
gold and have attractive red feather markings on the
upper petals. Indeed, Pelargonium aestivale is being
introduced to cultivation by Penrock Seeds and
Plants (see classified ads).@
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