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A PRACTICAL GARDENING REFERENCE





Important — please read.



This guide is an educational gardening reference for South Africa. Climate, rainfall, soil, water availability, plant-health rules, invasive-species controls and permitted treatments can vary by region and change over time. Planting dates and climate guidance should be adapted to the reader’s exact locality, elevation and microclimate. Always follow product labels and current local rules for fertilizers, pesticides and plant movement. Where plant toxicity, allergies, food safety, structural work, electrical systems or chemical treatments are involved, obtain appropriate professional advice.



GARDENER’S NOTE Use this book as a practical planning reference and verify local growing conditions before acting.



Published by YouFlora • YouFlora.com








Important — please read. This guide is an educational introduction to gardening and native flora in South Africa. Growing conditions vary widely by locality, altitude and microclimate, and plant hardiness, flowering times, soil needs and pest pressures differ from garden to garden — treat any specific dates, temperatures and measurements here as general illustrations, not guarantees. Before planting, confirm that a species suits your site and is not restricted: some ornamental plants are invasive in certain regions and others are toxic to people, pets or livestock, and local rules may protect native or wild species. Check current guidance from your national or regional agriculture/horticulture authority, a trusted local nursery, or a botanical garden, and never forage or consume any plant without expert identification. Effective date of research: 2026.






1. Welcome to Gardening in South Africa
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1.1 How to Use This Guide

Welcome to The Complete Flora Guide for Gardening in South Africa—your practical companion to cultivating gardens that thrive in the unique soils, climates, and cultural tapestry of this extraordinary land. Whether you’re nurturing a fynbos patch in the Cape, a lush subtropical border in KwaZulu-Natal, or a water-wise succulent bed in the Karoo, this guide is designed to walk with you through every step, season, and soil type.


Navigating the Guide: Regional Roots, Practical Branches

South Africa’s landscapes are as diverse as its people—think of the rain-drenched Drakensberg foothills, the wind-swept dunes of the Eastern Cape, or the sun-baked plains of the Free State. That’s why this guide is structured to help you quickly find advice tailored to your region, climate, and gardening interests.


	Start with Chapter 2 to identify your climate zone and region. Each regional section gives an overview of local weather patterns, rainfall, and temperature ranges (remember, these are general guides—always consider your own microclimate).

	Consult Chapter 3 for insight into your local soils, with hands-on tips for testing and improving them—vital for South African gardens, where sandy, clayey, or rocky soils can all be found within a few kilometers.

	Chapters 4–7 explore the rich palette of indigenous trees, shrubs, perennials, succulents, wildflowers, and aquatic plants. Use these chapters to discover plants that not only flourish in your area but also support local wildlife and preserve biodiversity.




🌿 Native Spotlight: Indigenous South African plants like the King Protea (Protea cynaroides), Wild Olive (Olea europaea subsp. africana), and Clivia (Clivia miniata) are not only beautiful but often more resilient and waterwise than exotics. Look for the “Native Spotlight” callout throughout the guide for local species recommendations.




How to Use Plant Profiles and Tables

Each plant profile in this guide includes: - Common and botanical names (to help with accurate identification) - Preferred region/zone (e.g., Mediterranean Western Cape, Subtropical Lowveld) - Soil and light requirements - Spacing, depth, and watering needs - Propagation methods - Notes on toxicity or invasiveness (always check local regulations and expert sources before planting or foraging)

You’ll also find comparison tables, seasonal calendars, and practical checklists. Here’s an example of how to use a typical plant selection table:












	Plant Name
	Region Best Suited
	Sun/Light
	Water Needs
	Soil Type
	Notes





	King Protea (Protea cynaroides)
	Western Cape
	Full sun
	Low once established
	Sandy, acidic
	National flower; attracts birds



	Wild Garlic (Tulbaghia violacea)
	Most regions
	Full sun/part shade
	Moderate
	Well-drained
	Edible leaves/flowers*



	Coral Tree (Erythrina lysistemon)
	KwaZulu-Natal, Highveld
	Full sun
	Moderate
	Loam/sandy
	Poisonous seeds; striking flowers





*Caution: Always ensure correct identification and check for allergies or toxicity before consuming any plant.



Practical Tips, Safety, and Adaptability

Throughout the guide, you’ll find callouts offering planting tips, climate notes, and warnings about common mistakes. These are based on both traditional South African gardening wisdom and up-to-date horticultural science.


⚠️ Common Mistake: Don’t assume what thrives in one part of South Africa will work in another! For example, fynbos species like pincushion proteas often fail outside the Cape unless you mimic their well-drained, acidic soils.



This guide is not meant to be read cover-to-cover in one sitting. Instead, dip into the sections that match your current projects, seasons, or curiosity. Use the regional chapters (Chapter 18) for city- and province-specific advice, then cross-reference with the plant and technique chapters as needed.



Embrace Experimentation—And Local Expertise

Gardening in South Africa is as much about learning from experience as following instructions. Soil types, rainfall, and pests can change even within a single garden. Use this guide as your starting point, but don’t hesitate to experiment, talk to local gardeners, and visit indigenous plant nurseries and botanical gardens for inspiration.


🌸 Did You Know? The Kirstenbosch National Botanical Garden in Cape Town was the first botanical garden in the world dedicated exclusively to a country’s indigenous flora—a testament to South Africa’s unique gardening heritage.



Happy gardening—may your hands get dirty, your garden flourish, and your connection to South Africa’s living landscape deepen with every season!





1.2 A Brief History of South African Gardens

South Africa’s gardens are as diverse and dramatic as its landscapes, shaped by centuries of migration, trade, colonisation, and indigenous stewardship. To understand the vibrant gardening culture of today, it’s worth digging into the rich, layered history that brought together fynbos, fruit orchards, medicinal kraals, and grand colonial parterres—sometimes in a single patch of soil.


Indigenous Roots: Gardens of Use and Spirit

Long before the arrival of Europeans, South Africa’s indigenous peoples—San, Khoikhoi, and later, Bantu-speaking communities—were skilled stewards of the land. Their “gardens” were less about boundaries and more about careful, sustainable use. The San harvested wild bulbs (like the nutritious Bowiea volubilis) and tubers, while the Khoikhoi managed grazing and encouraged edible flora such as wild figs (Ficus sur). Nguni-speaking peoples, including the Zulu and Xhosa, established homestead gardens for essentials: amaranth (Amaranthus spp.), pumpkins, sorghum, and medicinal plants like wild garlic (Tulbaghia violacea).


🌿 Native Spotlight: The wild garlic (Tulbaghia violacea), still a beloved border plant, was used both as a flavouring and a protective charm in traditional gardens.




Colonial Influences: From Kitchen Gardens to Grand Estates

The arrival of Dutch settlers at the Cape in 1652 marked a seismic shift. The Dutch East India Company’s gardens at the Cape were not only practical (to supply passing ships with fresh produce) but also experimental, introducing European crops and blending them with local species. The Company’s Garden in Cape Town, established in 1652, is South Africa’s oldest cultivated garden and remains a living museum of this era. Early Cape gardens combined neat vegetable beds—cabbages, beans, onions, and fruit trees—with hedges of indigenous camphor bush (Tarchonanthus camphoratus).

French Huguenot settlers brought vine cuttings and orchard traditions, while British colonists, especially in the 19th century, layered on lawns, roses, and bedding plants. Victorian tastes led to the import of exotics (such as jacaranda and wisteria), forever changing the floral palette—sometimes to the detriment of native flora.


⚠️ Common Mistake: Many beautiful exotics—like Lantana camara and Ipomoea indica—are now invasive in South Africa. Always check local guidelines before planting non-natives.





Botanical Exploration and the Rise of Indigenous Pride

South Africa’s unique flora, especially the fynbos biome, soon drew global scientific attention. By the late 18th and 19th centuries, botanists like Carl Thunberg and William Burchell were cataloguing proteas, ericas, and restios. Collectors sent seeds and cuttings of Protea cynaroides (King Protea), Leucospermum (pincushions), and Strelitzia reginae (bird of paradise) to Europe, making these plants international stars.

In the 20th century, a new appreciation for indigenous plants gained ground. Kirstenbosch National Botanical Garden, founded in 1913, became the first garden in the world dedicated solely to a country’s native flora. This marked a turning point: South Africans began celebrating their floral heritage, and waterwise, indigenous gardening became both a conservation ethic and a design trend.



Today’s Gardens: Fusion, Innovation, and Conservation

Modern South African gardens blend these influences—indigenous and exotic, formal and wild, urban and rural. Urban gardens might combine clipped Carissa macrocarpa (num-num) hedges with beds of Agapanthus africanus and Pelargonium species. In the Karoo, gravel gardens showcase aloes and vygies (Mesembryanthemum spp.), while suburban and township gardens often include fruit trees, vegetables, and medicinal herbs.

Community gardening, permaculture, and restoration projects are on the rise, with a renewed focus on biodiversity, food security, and climate resilience.









	Era/Influence
	Typical Garden Features
	Plants Introduced or Emphasised





	Indigenous (pre-1650s)
	Useful wild flora, kraal gardens, food & medicine
	Amaranth, wild garlic, sorghum, bulbs



	Dutch & French (1650–1800s)
	Kitchen gardens, orchards, hedges, vineyards
	Cabbage, beans, vines, camphor bush



	British/Victorian (1800s)
	Lawns, roses, bedding, ornamentals
	Roses, jacaranda, wisteria, pelargoniums



	Modern/Contemporary
	Indigenous beds, waterwise, fusion designs
	Proteas, agapanthus, aloes, succulents, fruit trees






🌸 Did You Know? The King Protea (Protea cynaroides), South Africa’s national flower, has been cultivated in local gardens for over 200 years and is prized worldwide for its dramatic blooms.



South African gardening is a living tradition—rooted in ancient wisdom, shaped by global currents, and always adapting to new challenges. Whether you’re reviving a heritage bed or starting a wildflower patch, you’re part of this ongoing story.





1.3 Gardening for All Skill Levels

Whether you’re a first-time gardener with a single pot on the stoep, or a seasoned horticulturist planning a fynbos restoration, South Africa’s rich flora and varied climates offer opportunities for everyone to grow something special. This section will help you match your ambitions and experience to practical, rewarding projects—while highlighting native plants that thrive across the country.


Starting Small: Beginners’ Joys

If you’re new to gardening, start with easy, forgiving plants that reward you quickly. Indigenous groundcovers like Dymondia margaretae (Silver Carpet) and Gazania rigens (Treasure Flower) are tough, drought-tolerant, and flourish in most regions, especially coastal and Highveld gardens. They need full sun, well-drained soil, and a little water in dry spells.

For a splash of drama, try Aloe arborescens (Krantz Aloe)—iconic in South African landscapes and a magnet for sunbirds. Plant in spring or autumn, spacing clumps about 1 metre apart in sandy, gritty soil. Aloes are waterwise and require minimal feeding: a handful of compost in the planting hole is usually enough.


🌱 Planting Tip: When starting out, group plants with similar water and sun needs together. This makes care simpler and reduces the chance of over- or under-watering.




Intermediate Projects: Building Skills

Once you’ve mastered the basics, you can branch out to shrubs and perennials that require a bit more attention. Buddleja saligna (False Olive) is a tough, fast-growing shrub that tolerates wind and poor soils—great for hedges or screening in the Western Cape and Highveld. Prune lightly after flowering to shape and promote dense growth.

If you want to try bulbs, Clivia miniata (Bush Lily) is a beloved shade-loving perennial native to forested areas of KwaZulu-Natal and the Eastern Cape. Plant clivia seeds or divisions in autumn, 3–5 cm deep, in rich, well-drained soil. Water moderately and feed with a light organic fertiliser in spring.

Propagation Pro Tip: Many indigenous perennials (like Pelargonium sidoides, the medicinal Umckaloabo) root readily from stem cuttings. Take 10–15 cm cuttings in late summer, dip in rooting hormone, and insert into sandy soil or seedling trays. Keep moist but not soggy.



Advanced Endeavours: The Experienced Gardener

For those with more skill and patience, South Africa’s flora offers endless challenges and delights. Establishing a fynbos bed with species such as Protea cynaroides (King Protea), Leucospermum cordifolium (Pincushion), and Erica cerinthoides (Fire Heath) requires acidic, sandy soils and excellent drainage. Fynbos plants resent phosphates—use only low-phosphorus fertilisers and avoid manure.

In the arid Karoo or Kalahari, consider a succulent rockery with Crassula ovata (Spekboom), Haworthia attenuata, and Euphorbia mauritanica. These plants need full sun, minimal water (only during dry winters), and soil amended with coarse sand or grit.


⚠️ Common Mistake: Overwatering is the number one killer of indigenous succulents and fynbos species. Always check soil moisture before watering, especially in winter rainfall areas.





Matching Projects to Your Region and Lifestyle

South Africa’s gardening calendar shifts with region and altitude. As a rough guide, most planting is best done in autumn (March–May) in the Western Cape and in spring (August–October) in the Highveld and KwaZulu-Natal. Always consider your local frost risk, rainfall patterns, and soil type.

Here’s a quick reference for suitable starter projects by region:










	Region
	Easy Starter Plants
	Intermediate Projects
	Advanced Projects





	Western Cape
	Dymondia, Gazania, Aloe
	Buddleja, Dietes, Clivia
	Fynbos bed, Proteas



	Highveld
	Gazania, Agapanthus, Tulbaghia
	Buddleja, Pelargonium
	Indigenous meadow, Aloes



	KwaZulu-Natal
	Clivia, Scadoxus, Plectranthus
	Wild Dagga, Mackaya bella
	Forest garden, Tree ferns



	Karoo/Northern Cape
	Crassula, Vygies, Portulacaria
	Spekboom hedge, Aloes
	Succulent rockery






🌿 Native Spotlight: Spekboom (Portulacaria afra) is a carbon-sequestering powerhouse and virtually indestructible. It’s edible (with caution—always check ID and local advice), makes excellent hedges, and thrives from cuttings.



Whatever your skill level, the most important ingredient is curiosity. Experiment, observe, and adapt—South African gardening is as diverse and rewarding as the landscapes themselves.





1.4 Key Resources and Further Reading

South Africa’s gardening community is rich, diverse, and deeply rooted in both tradition and innovation. Whether you’re a beginner planting your first spekboom (Portulacaria afra) or a seasoned horticulturist seeking to expand your fynbos knowledge, tapping into the right resources will transform your gardening journey. Here’s a curated guide to the best places to learn, connect, and grow your skills—all tailored to South African conditions and flora.


Essential Books and Field Guides

A well-chosen bookshelf is every gardener’s secret ally. South Africa’s unique biodiversity means local references are invaluable:


	“Field Guide to Wild Flowers of South Africa” by John Manning

A trusted companion for identifying indigenous blooms from Namaqualand daisies (Dimorphotheca spp.) to Cape bluebells (Wahlenbergia capensis).



	“Gardening with Indigenous Plants” by Pitta Joffe

This classic is packed with practical advice on propagating and caring for native species, including icons like the fever tree (Vachellia xanthophloea) and red hot poker (Kniphofia uvaria).

	“The South African What Flower Is That?” by Kristo Pienaar

A colourful, beginner-friendly reference for identifying and selecting ornamentals suited to local gardens.

	“Making the Most of Indigenous Trees” by Fanie and Julye-Ann Venter

A detailed guide to the cultivation, uses, and ecological value of South Africa’s native trees, from yellowwoods (Podocarpus spp.) to wild olive (Olea europaea subsp. africana).




🌿 Native Spotlight: Many wildflower and indigenous plant guides highlight species that are protected or endangered. Always check local conservation status before harvesting or transplanting any wild plants.




Online Resources and Communities

The digital age has brought South Africa’s plant lovers closer together. These websites and forums offer up-to-date advice, plant identification, and lively discussion:


	SANBI (South African National Biodiversity Institute):

www.sanbi.org — Authoritative information on indigenous plants, invasive species, and conservation news.

	PlantZAfrica:

www.plantzafrica.com — A goldmine for detailed species profiles, propagation tips, and ethnobotanical notes.

	Gardening in South Africa Forum:

www.gardeninginsouthafrica.co.za — Community Q&A, monthly gardening calendars, and region-specific advice.

	iNaturalist South Africa:

www.inaturalist.org/places/south-africa — A platform for sharing plant sightings and getting expert identification.




⚠️ Common Mistake: Not all online advice is suited to South African conditions—always cross-check plant recommendations for local climate and invasiveness.





Local Nurseries, Botanical Gardens, and Societies

Nothing beats hands-on learning. South Africa’s indigenous plant nurseries and public gardens are treasure troves of inspiration and expertise. Try:


	Kirstenbosch National Botanical Garden (Cape Town):

Renowned for its fynbos and protea collections. Attend seasonal plant sales and guided walks for practical tips.

	Walter Sisulu National Botanical Garden (Johannesburg):

Showcases Highveld flora and offers workshops on waterwise gardening.

	Indigenous Plant Nurseries:

Seek out reputable suppliers like Random Harvest (Gauteng), Stodels (Western Cape), and Life Landscapes (nationwide) for healthy, ethically sourced plants.

	South African Indigenous Plant Use Forum (SAIPUF):

Connect with other enthusiasts and experts to learn about ethnobotanical uses, propagation, and conservation.





Further Reading and Regional Guides

South Africa’s provinces each have their own gardening nuances, from the misty Drakensberg slopes to the arid Karoo plains. Look for:









	Region
	Recommended Guide/Resource
	Focus





	Western Cape
	“Fynbos: Ecology and Management” by Nicky Allsopp et al.
	Fynbos gardening, fire ecology



	KwaZulu-Natal
	“Flora of KwaZulu-Natal” by Pooley & Drummond
	Subtropical flora



	Karoo & Namaqualand
	“Wild Flowers of the Namaqualand” by Annelise le Roux
	Succulents, wildflowers



	Highveld
	Walter Sisulu Garden Resources & SANBI guides
	Grassland, Highveld species






🌸 Did You Know? South Africa is home to over 22,000 indigenous plant species—nearly 10% of the world’s flora—making local expertise especially valuable.





Final Tips


	Visit local gardens and attend plant fairs for real-world inspiration.

	Check for invasive and toxic plants: Some ornamentals, like lantana (Lantana camara), are invasive and harmful—consult SANBI’s list before planting.

	Network with local clubs: Join the Botanical Society of South Africa or local gardening groups to swap seeds, cuttings, and advice.



By diving into these resources, you’ll find yourself in good company—and well on your way to cultivating a flourishing, truly South African garden.







2. South Africa’s Climate Zones and Regions
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2.1 Mediterranean Cape: Western Cape and Fynbos Belt

The Western Cape’s Mediterranean climate—marked by cool, wet winters and hot, dry summers—sets the stage for one of the world’s richest floral kingdoms: the Cape Floristic Region. This unique belt, stretching from the Cederberg in the north to the Agulhas Plain in the south, is home to the iconic fynbos vegetation and some of the most celebrated gardens in South Africa.


Climate and Growing Conditions

Most of the Western Cape receives winter rainfall, typically between May and August, with annual precipitation ranging from 250 mm on the West Coast to over 1,000 mm in the mountain foothills. Summers (November to March) can be fiercely hot, with daytime temperatures often soaring above 30°C, especially inland. Coastal regions are tempered by cool sea breezes, while inland valleys and slopes can experience both searing heat and occasional frost.

Soils in this region are characteristically acidic, sandy, and nutrient-poor, a legacy of ancient Table Mountain sandstones and granite. While these conditions sound challenging, they’re perfectly suited to the native flora—plants that have evolved to thrive on adversity.


🌸 Did You Know? The Cape Floristic Region boasts over 9,000 plant species, two-thirds of which are found nowhere else on Earth!




Essential Plants: Fynbos and Beyond

Fynbos (“fine bush”) is a mosaic of shrubs, bulbs, and heaths. The most familiar faces include:


	Proteas (Protea spp.): The King Protea (Protea cynaroides), South Africa’s national flower, is a showstopper with giant, artichoke-like blooms. Others, like Protea repens (Sugarbush), are beloved by sunbirds.

	Ericas (Erica spp.): Over 600 species in the Cape alone, ranging from tiny ground huggers to shoulder-high shrubs. Erica cerinthoides (Fire Heath) is a reliable garden choice.

	Restios (Restionaceae family): These reed-like grass substitutes, such as Elegia tectorum, provide structure and movement in the garden.

	Buchu (Agathosma spp.): Aromatic shrubs with culinary and medicinal uses—handle with care, as some species can be toxic if ingested in quantity.

	Cape Bulbs: Such as Watsonia, Babiana, and Chasmanthe, add vivid spring colour.




⚠️ Common Mistake: Overwatering fynbos plants in summer can cause root rot. Most are adapted to dry summer dormancy—water sparingly once established.





Planting and Cultivation Tips

Success in the Mediterranean Cape garden hinges on mimicking natural conditions:

1. Site Selection and Preparation - Choose an open, sunny site—most fynbos species need at least 6 hours of direct sun. - Improve drainage if your soil is clay-rich: mound beds, incorporate coarse sand, or plant on slopes. - Avoid heavy fertilisers; too much phosphorus can damage proteas and ericas.

2. Planting Guidelines - Plant during the cool, moist autumn (March to May) for best root establishment. - Spacing varies by species, but as a rough guide: - Proteas: 1.5–2 m apart - Ericas and buchus: 0.5–1 m apart - Restios: 1–1.5 m apart











	Plant Type
	Spacing (m)
	Planting Depth
	Watering (establishment)
	Notes





	Protea
	1.5–2
	As in pot
	Weekly, then reduce
	Avoid root disturbance



	Erica
	0.5–1
	As in pot
	Weekly, then reduce
	Prune after flowering



	Restio
	1–1.5
	As in pot
	Weekly, then reduce
	Needs good drainage



	Buchu
	0.5–1
	As in pot
	Weekly, then reduce
	Aromatic foliage





3. Watering and Feeding - Water deeply but infrequently during establishment (the first year), then reduce drastically. - Mulch with acid bark chips or pine needles to suppress weeds and retain moisture. - Avoid manure and high-phosphorus fertilisers. If needed, use a slow-release, low-phosphorus native plant mix.


💧 Watering Wisdom: Early morning watering helps prevent fungal diseases, especially in humid coastal areas.



4. Pruning and Maintenance - Lightly prune after flowering to maintain shape and encourage bushiness. - Remove spent flower heads and old stems to reduce fire risk and disease.



Regional Adaptations


	Coastal Gardens: Benefit from milder temperatures and higher humidity; watch for wind exposure—restios make excellent windbreaks.

	Inland Slopes (e.g., Stellenbosch, Franschhoek): Hotter and drier; select drought-tolerant species and mulch well.

	Mountain Footslopes: Best for proteas and ericas needing extra moisture but ensure excellent drainage.




🌿 Native Spotlight: Leucospermum cordifolium (Pincushion Protea) thrives on well-drained slopes and is a magnet for pollinators.





Final Thoughts

Gardening in the Mediterranean Cape rewards patience and restraint. By embracing the beauty of local flora and working with the rhythms of the land, you’ll create a garden that’s both stunning and sustainable—one that echoes the wild, ancient magic of the fynbos belt. Always check with local nurseries and indigenous plant societies for the latest advice and to avoid accidentally planting invasive or unsuited species.





2.2 Subtropical East: KwaZulu-Natal and Lowveld

If you dream of lush, vibrant gardens teeming with year-round colour, the Subtropical East—stretching from coastal KwaZulu-Natal through the balmy Lowveld—is your horticultural paradise. This region’s warm, humid summers and frost-light winters create the perfect canvas for both indigenous subtropical flora and many exotic ornamentals. But to truly thrive, your garden needs careful attention to local rainfall, soils, and plant selection.


Climate and Growing Conditions

KwaZulu-Natal’s coast and the Lowveld (including parts of Mpumalanga and Limpopo) typically enjoy hot, wet summers (December to March) with rainfall often exceeding 1,000 mm annually, and mild, dry winters. Frost is rare on the coast but can nip at higher inland elevations, such as Pietermaritzburg or Nelspruit’s outskirts. Humidity is high, particularly along the coast, so fungal diseases and rapid growth are both common.


🌡️ Climate Note: While the coast is largely frost-free, gardeners in upland regions (above 800 m) should be prepared for occasional light frosts—especially in valley bottoms or open fields.




Key Native Plants for Subtropical Gardens

South Africa’s subtropical east is home to some of the country’s most beloved and iconic flora. Here are a few standouts suited to local conditions:













	Common Name
	Botanical Name
	Sun Needs
	Water Needs
	Soil Preference
	Height (m)
	Notable Features





	Natal Mahogany
	Trichilia emetica
	Sun/part shade
	Moderate
	Well-drained, rich
	8–20
	Evergreen, shade-giving, bird-attracting



	Wild Banana
	Strelitzia nicolai
	Full sun
	Moderate
	Moist, well-drained
	6–12
	Large leaves, dramatic white/blue flowers



	Forest Fever Tree
	Anthocleista grandiflora
	Sun/part shade
	High
	Moist, acidic
	6–10
	Unusual foliage, fast-growing, wet spots



	Cape Chestnut
	Calodendrum capense
	Sun
	Moderate
	Deep, fertile
	6–10
	Pink blossom clouds in early summer



	Natal Wild Banana
	Ensete ventricosum
	Sun/part shade
	Moderate
	Rich, moist
	4–8
	Huge leaves, red leaf midribs, edible (with care)






🌿 Native Spotlight: The Natal Mahogany (Trichilia emetica) is a classic evergreen shade tree, much loved for its dense canopy and glossy leaves. It’s also a magnet for birds and butterflies.





Soil and Site Preparation

Soils in this region range from sandy coastal types to red, iron-rich clays inland. Most subtropical plants prefer well-drained, humus-rich soils. In coastal areas, improve sandy soils with generous compost and



Planting and Maintenance Tips


	Timing: Plant during the main rainy season (typically October to March) for best establishment. Avoid transplanting in the cool, dry winter months unless irrigation is available.

	Spacing: Most subtropical trees and shrubs grow rapidly—allow at least 3–5 metres between large trees, and 1–2 metres for shrubs. Overcrowding invites disease in humid climates.

	Depth: Set plants at the same depth as they were in the nursery bag. Planting too deep encourages root rot—especially for species like Strelitzia or Ensete.

	Watering: While rainfall is generous, young plants need regular water until established. In dry winters, check soil moisture weekly, especially for shallow-rooted species.

	Feeding: Use slow-release organic fertilisers or well-rotted compost in spring and midsummer. Avoid high-nitrogen feeds, which can encourage weak, disease-prone growth.









Pests, Diseases, and Other Considerations








Pro Tip: Embrace Biodiversity







2.3 Arid and Semi-Arid: Karoo, Kalahari, and Northern Cape



Understanding the Climate and Soils







Signature Plants for Arid Gardens



	Vygies (Mesembryanthemum, Lampranthus, Delosperma): These “living jewels” carpet the veld with neon colours after rain. Plant in full sun, in well-draining, sandy soils. Space 20–30 cm apart for a dense groundcover. Water sparingly once established.

	Aloes (Aloe ferox, Aloe microstigma, Aloe gariepensis): These sculptural beauties not only survive, but thrive on neglect. Plant in autumn or spring, giving at least 1 m between large species. Dig a hole twice as wide as the root ball, backfill with a mix of native soil and river sand.

	Spekboom (Portulacaria afra): Famous for its carbon-storing prowess, this tough shrub is a Karoo classic. It tolerates drought, poor soils, and some frost. Space 1–2 m apart if using as a hedge.

	Quiver Tree (Aloidendron dichotomum): Iconic in the Northern Cape and southern Namibia, this slow-growing tree is best for larger gardens. Needs full sun and absolute drainage—plant on a mound or slope.









Planting and Maintenance Tips


	Soil Preparation: If your patch is heavy clay, incorporate river sand and a little compost (not too much—many succulents dislike rich soils). For sandy soils, add a thin layer of compost to help retain moisture.

	Timing: The best planting times are autumn (March–May) and spring (September–October), when temperatures are milder and rainfall is more likely.

	Watering: Once established, most arid-region plants need little supplemental water. Deep, infrequent watering is better than frequent, shallow splashes. Overwatering is a common killer!








	Mulching: Use gravel, pebbles, or stone chips as mulch. This keeps roots cool, reduces evaporation, and echoes the local landscape.

	Feeding: Avoid high-nitrogen fertilisers. If needed, use a slow-release, low-nitrogen blend in spring.





Choosing Plants: At a Glance












	Plant Name
	Sun
	Water Needs
	Soil
	Frost Tolerance
	Notable Features





	Vygies (Lampranthus spp.)
	Full Sun
	Very Low
	Sandy, well-drained
	Light
	Massed spring colour



	Aloe ferox
	Full Sun
	Very Low
	Sandy/loam, well-drained
	Moderate
	Tall, winter flowers



	Spekboom (P. afra)
	Full Sun
	Very Low
	Any, well-drained
	Moderate
	Good for hedges, edible*



	Quiver Tree (A. dichotomum)
	Full Sun
	Very Low
	Rocky, well-drained
	Light
	Sculptural, slow-growing



	Bushman’s Candle (Sarcocaulon spp.)
	Full Sun
	Minimal
	Rocky, sandy
	Moderate
	Waxy stems, fragrant resin








Working with the Wild











2.4 Highveld and Drakensberg: Gauteng, Free State, and Lesotho Border



Climate and Growing Conditions









Choosing Plants for the Highveld & Drakensberg














	Common Name
	Botanical Name
	Sun
	Water Needs
	Frost Hardy?
	Soil Preference





	Wild Iris
	Dietes grandiflora
	Full/Part
	Low
	Yes
	Well-drained clay/loam



	Highveld Aloe
	Aloe greatheadii
	Full
	Low
	Yes
	Sandy/rocky, well-drained



	Red Hot Poker
	Kniphofia uvaria
	Full
	Med
	Yes
	Loam/sandy, well-drained



	Wild Pear
	Dombeya rotundifolia
	Full
	Low
	Yes
	Most, prefers loam



	Highveld Protea
	Protea caffra
	Full
	Low
	Yes
	Acidic, well-drained



	African Dog Rose
	Xylotheca kraussiana
	Full
	Med
	Yes
	Sandy, well-drained



	Drakensberg Everlasting
	Helichrysum aureonitens
	Full/Part
	Low
	Yes
	Rocky, well-drained



	Buffalo Grass
	Stenotaphrum secundatum
	Full
	Med
	Yes
	Most, tolerates clay











Planting and Care: Practical Guidelines


	Timing:

	Best planting time: Typically late summer to early autumn (March–April) or early spring (September), after the last frost. This allows roots to establish before harsh cold or summer heat.




	Spacing & Depth:

	Most shrubs and perennials need 50–100 cm spacing for airflow and root spread.

	Plant bulbs (like Watsonia or Gladiolus) 2–3 times their height deep.




	Soil Preparation:

	Loosen compacted clays with compost or well-rotted manure.

	For Proteas and fynbos species, add coarse sand/gravel for drainage and avoid phosphorus-rich fertilisers.




	Watering:

	Water deeply but infrequently. Once established, many indigenous species thrive on rainfall alone.

	Mulch with organic matter to retain moisture and insulate roots in winter.











	Feeding:

	Indigenous plants often require little feeding. Use low-phosphorus, slow-release fertiliser if needed, particularly for Proteas and Aloes.




	Frost Protection:

	Young plants may need frost cloth or mulch during cold snaps in their first winter.

	Position tender species near north- or west-facing walls for microclimate warmth.








Pro Tips and Regional Variations


	Johannesburg & Pretoria: Urban heat islands allow for a wider range of subtropical plants, but frost pockets still exist.

	Free State: Open plains mean exposure—use windbreaks of Wild Pear (Dombeya rotundifolia) or Karee (Searsia lancea).

	Drakensberg Escarpment: Stick to true alpine and grassland species. Try Helichrysum species, Kniphofia, and indigenous restios for drama and resilience.
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