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Where its strength lies — a transverse section through the culm of T. insignis.

(cohort) of fertile culms starts
growing — by Christmas-time
they are 2-2,5 m tall and the first
traces of the flowers appear, and
by February the plants are in full
flower. The seed is released at
the beginning of winter, just after
the next “cohort” or crop of
culms appears from the ground.
Initially consisting of a few
fertile culms, the diameter of the
tussocks increases to almost one
meter. We do not know the
lifespan of a tussock, but it is
probably in the region of twenty
years.

Harvesting

Farmers make full use of this
biological rhythm. As the fertile
culms mature and start
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[l1lustration by David Davidson

flowering, the nodes harden
(nodes are inside the leaf-sheath
where most of the “elongation
growth’ in the Restionaceae and
Poaceae takes place). Only when
these nodes are hard does the
reed make a suitable thatching
medium. If used before they are
suitably hardened, the culms
break at the nodes and the
fragments fall out of the rootf. The
hardening is only complete after
flowering has finished (after the
tirst cold snap of winter
according to local farmers). At
this stage the culms can be cut.
Care has to be taken to avoid
removal of the growing tips of the
next year’s cohort! This limits the
cutting season to about a month,
the period between the time that

the culms have hardened and the
new cohort is about 5 cm tall.

This has beneficial side effects.
When the culms are cut, the seed
is ripening or already ripe. In the
cutting process, the seed is
dropped, thus leaving a superb
seed bank to produce plants for
the next decade. Another,
perhaps less beneficial side
effect is that the thatch, while
being transported, drops its
viable seed en route.
Consequently, T. insignis, which
used to be endemic to the
Albertinia area, is now found
from Port Elizabeth to Cape
Town!

Normally, T. insignis grows in
relatively dense stands, mixed
with various other woody shrubs
such as the ‘“grysbos’ or
“luisiesbos’’, Leucadendron
guthrieae. After about seven
years, the tussocks are old
enough, and are harvested at the
same time. The next cohort of
young culms has already started
to grow, and the tussocks soon
reach their previous size. Some
farmers claim that the same stand
can be cut again after two years,
but most farmers only cut stands
every five years. To prevent
woody plants like L. guthrieae
from outcompeting the thatching
reed, the veld is usually bush-cut
about a year after harvesting.
This treatment can result in
almost monospecitic stands of
T. insignis, which produce
excellent quality thatch every
five years.

The culms used to be cut with
sickles. Now this job is done with
a giant weed-eater-like machine
which has small, triangular teeth.
The cut culms are usually left
lying on the ground for several
months until they are dry. During
this period the bulk of the seed is
dropped. Then the culms are
gathered in bundles, tied
together, and stacked into
conical ricks of 500 or 1 000
bundles. The thatching is sold by
“bundle’”. These can be stored
virtually indefinitely in the ricks,
as long as the bases of the
bundles do not stand in water, in
which case they will rot from the
bottom. From these ricks they are
sold to the thatchers. At this stage
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they should be completely dry.
Some cutters prefer to bundle
the thatch immediately, letting it
air-dry in the bundles (usually
the thatch is cut not by the
tarmers, but by professional
cutting teams). It is not certain
whether this bundle-dried
method yields the same quality
as when the culms are spread out
tor drying. What is certain,
though, is that if the thatch is
used to cover a roof before it is
tully dry, the culms will shrink
during the drying process. This
loosens the roof, leading to water

penetration and rapid decay of
the thatched roof.

How long do thatched roofs last?
Thatch longevity depends on
several factors. The most
important is the quality of the
thatch. This must be cut at the
right time, well-dried, and cut
“cleanly” (the base of the culm
must not be shattered, as
happens when the cutter blades
become blunt). Secondly, the
thatchers must be skilled, and
thatch the roof properly. (Also,
the simpler the roof design i.e. no
curves, the longer the longevity).
And thirdly, it depends on the
climate. The roof will last longer
in drier areas than where the air
1s perpetually damp. In the
Iransvaal, or in the Karoo, a
well-thatched roof should last
some 70 years, whilst on the

coast it may only be about 30
years.
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Further research not only increase thatch

Our “dekriete’” are a valuable production, but also tell us about
resource, steeped in the cultural the basic biology of the

history and botany of the Cape. Restionaceae, which are so

At present our understanding of typical of the Cape fynbos. v
the biology of Thamnochortus

Insignis is inadequate. It has hig About the Author

potential for export overseas. To Peter Linder is a native of Piketberg

develop its full potential as a in the Cape. He is a born botanist,

and spent his youth scrambling
crap, the botany Department at over the Piketberg in order to

the UniverSity of Cape Town, in identify plants. He is currently a
collaboration with the National Senior Lecturer in the Botany
Botanic Institute, have started a Jepartment, U.C.T., where his

h : h research is focused on monocots,
fesearch programme 1into the especially orchids, grasses and

various aspects of this restios.
fascinating plant. This should

The prestigious holiday resort of Cape St Francis is known for its
attractive thatch-roofed houses. The tradition was established by the late
Leighton Hulett, who, in his desire to establish an aesthetically pleasing
developrhent, chose thatch as a roofing medium. The first houses were a
group of rondavels which comprised the early fishing camp. These were
started in the late nineteen fifties. The art of thatching had virtually died in
the area, but finally the last-remaining family of thatchers was located near
Clarkson in the Tsitsikamma area. Their skills had been learnt at a mission
station and were passed down from generation to generation. Family names
were related to their role in the thatching — Naaitjie pushed the needle in
and David Uithaler pulled the needle out. The skills would not have been
passed on to their children had it not been for the development of Cape St
Francis, which provided the impetus for a now-thriving industry.




