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The bright red flowers of Hesperantha coccinea are a b
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eautiful sight along streams in th

mountains of Mpumalanga and KwaZulu-Natal. The red colour and a fairly long floral
tube, adaptations to particular pollinators, were part of the reason the species was once
placed in another genus, Schizostylis. Photo: J.C. Manning.

likewise pollinated by another
tangle-veined fly, P. ganglbauersi.
This fly, which occurs in the
mountains of the southern African
summer-rainfall zone, has a
proboscis usually over 30 mm long
and has no trouble reaching nectar
in floral tubes of these hesperanthas
as well as tlowers of long-tubed
gladioli, some orchid species, and
even pelargoniums. Long-proboscid
flies may also pollinate the flowers
of the long-tubed red hesperantha,
H. coccinea (long known as
Schizostylis coccinea), together with
the large buttertly, Aeropetes, an
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important pollinator of bright red-
flowered plants in southern Africa.
An even more unusual polli-
nation strategy is employed by the
yellow and chocolate-coloured
flowers of Hesperantha vaginata, a
species restricted to the Calvinia
District of the Northern Cape. These
flowers offer no nectar and bloom at
a time of year when the veld is full
of flowering plants. They have
shifted from the bee pollination
system that is common in day-
flowering hesperanthas to monkey
beetle pollination. On warm after-
noons the tflowers of H. vaginata are

irequently the temporary home of
a species of large monkey beetle.
Monkey beetles in general use the
surfaces of large, brightly coloured
flowers as sites for assembly and
mating and are now understood to
be important pollinators of many
plants in the southern African
winter-rainfall zone.

Pollination of hesperanthas in
southern Africa is still poorly
understood, but the general pattern
shows that physiologically, quite
simple shifts in flower colouration
in combination with the timing of
flower opening, are directly related
to the attraction of pollinators and
thus an important element in the
evolutionary radiation and success
of this fairly widespread African
genus. The biology of Hesperantha
highlights an important aspect of
floral ecology. Such simple changes
in morphology as a shift in the
colour, the timing of opening and
closing of a flower, the presence of
nectar, and the length of the floral
tube often have profound implica-
tions. They signal changes in the
pollination system that have
important consequences in the
biology of species, the role they
play in the ecosystem, and in the
ultimate evolution and speciation
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of plants.
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Flowers of the Bokkeveld hesperantha
Hesperantha cucullata photographed soon
after opening in the late afternoon.

Photo: ]J.C. Manning.
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