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By Ruth Sacks & Shaifali Bramdev 



For little Cat Wednesday from Joubert Park.



This is how my garden began; then again, it would not be at all false to say that 

just at that moment I was reading a book and that book (written by historian 

William Prescott) happened to be about the conquest of Mexico … and I came 

upon the flower called dahlia and the flower called zinnia, and after that the 

garden was more than that garden as I used to think of it. The garden was 

something else.

Jamaica Kincaid, 1999



The greenhouse garden is a communal urban farm in Johannesburg’s dense inner 
city, on the north western corner of Joubert Park. Its custodians go by the name 
of the Greenhouse Project (GHP). Despite these monikers, the vegetable garden 
is not a functioning greenhouse, but a collection of beds gathered around and 
beneath the skeleton of a former Victorian hothouse. The wooden framework 
still holds some remaining glass panes in place, but the fragile edifice no longer 
protects plants that need warm conditions. Individual, small-scale farmers 
tend to vegetable, medicinal and flower beds around and beneath the colonial 
relic, sharing resources to pursue their own planting projects. A team of artists, 
growers, ecologists, and combinations of the above, worked with the Greenhouse 
Project to set up a series of practical and reflective projects, under the banner of 
Response-ability.

Our projects include a series of small publications, of which Kind forms part 
of a set. Other booklets address site histories, ecologically minded activities 
and artistic responses. This booklet deals with botanical signs. Specifically, the 
broader implications of signage, naming and how plants have been framed by 
Euro-America. This story is told through describing a selection of plants found 
in the greenhouse garden today.
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A weather-worn sign currently hangs on the Northern entrance to the former 
greenhouse, reading ‘5574’. Like the rest of the structure, the paint is chipped, 
warped and faded from years of exposure to the harsh Highveld sun. It is 
a mystifying number for those who pay attention to the details of the tired 
architecture. Few do. The exuberant, often overgrown, plant life tends to distract. 
We have identified the sign as the site’s erf code. These numbers are used to 
describe a property’s ownership in South Africa. As the greenhouse garden 
belongs to the local municipality, the sign presumably has significance to workers 
on government contracts who see to its upkeep. The number is meaningless to 
those who use the space every day. 

Research into the story behind the 5574 sign reveals a rich and shifting history of 
ways of growing plants. When the conservatory was built on the plot in 1906, it 
was an important part of the botanical gardens being established by the British 
colonial regime. The apartheid era (1948-1994) saw the public park’s function 
remain in place, with a strict whites-only policy. It was in the 1990s that the 
former home for exotic plants was reorientated as a space for utility small-scale 
farming. While the human and vegetable community of the plot have changed, 
certain colonial categories and systems of value applied to the greenhouse plants 
have remained intact. 

5574 was a mystifying number at first. Once its signification is known, the 
number remains arbitrary and abstract. The community for whom it might be 
useful is far removed from those who use and visit the space. This legal code 
for a plot of land understood as an asset is not a significant marker of the site’s 
history or former uses (as the single sign bearing the words ‘orchid house’ on 
a nearby building is). Following the trail of 5574 would eventually lead to an 
official document with descriptions in the form of measurements. It will not 
include issues such as soil quality, birdsong, insect clusterings, how the sunlight 

 1 The Highveld is the name given to the high altitude terrain in which Johannesburg is situated.

5574
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moves and how the botanical population lives. However messy, Erf 5574 is very 
much alive: from the magnificent centenarian trees that dwarf neatly tended and 
seeding vegetable patches and insect-attracting shrubs to the transient uninvited 
plants that take on all manner of textures, scents and stickinesses. 

With this book, we have tried to provide the reader with more informative signs 
and images than standard categorisations. Kind is a catalogue of a portion of 
plants in the greenhouse garden, largely from the section we called the Living 
Library (which is now looking wilder than when we were tending to it). The 
plants were all chosen for their long relationships with humans. Our intention 
is to provide generous signs that give more to the reader than the conventional 
botanical sign. We make no claims to present a definitive species guide or a new 
formula for botanical labels. Our efforts are aimed towards promoting curiosity 
when encountering signs, plants and seemingly insignificant patches of land. 
This booklet is about attentive observation and thoughtful response, over and 
above the urge to classify, label and process. We hope the reader will treat our 
words and images as something to be reflected on rather than definitive. It is a 
way of noting a particular patch of land as something of value to humans as a 
space of growth and rich soil.
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Kind

In My Garden (1999), Jamaica Kincaid describes the circumstances which led to 
her intimate engagement with plants: individual trees, shrubs and creepers as 
well as species. The author reflects on the plants on her plot of land, using them 
to narrate penetrating reflections on colonial histories and her own feelings of 
embeddedness. Taking Kincaid’s lead, the aim of this booklet is to make certain 
afterlives of colonialism evident through key examples of what is growing and 
how it lives (or the circumstances which led to its taking root). As in the book, 
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Kind is not bound by the order of what was grown when but rather attempts 
to recreate the experience of walking and talking through a considered, living 
space. 

Kind is a booklet about labels and the hierarchies that come with categories. 
It is in part a response to the botanical signs found in early colonial botanical 
gardens. We see these as markers of imposed Euro-American value systems that 
ascribe some plants more worth over others. Our aim is to try to outline some of 
what these signs don’t say. The signs that make up this publication tell the wider 
stories of how humans have interacted with plants currently in the greenhouse 
garden and how they have interacted with us. What these plants signify in the 
wider context of the city of Johannesburg is important to our project. In naming 
the booklet Kind, we hope to draw on a nuanced aspect of gardens and growth. 
The word ‘kind’ can refer to category or type. The creation of a type is always also 
an act of exclusion. Depending on the pronoun, ‘our kind,’ ‘your kind’ and ‘my 
kind’ can be exclusionary or welcoming. ‘Kind’ can also be the quality of being 
friendly, generous and considerate. Our intention is to be kind to our readers, 
allowing them to know more about the plants described, and possibly put them 
to different uses. 

While humans can be kind, plants are neither kind nor unkind. They operate 
in a field outside of a narrow human sense of morality. Judging plants as ‘kind,’ 
‘unkind,’ ‘high-yielding’ or ‘invasive,’ attempts to shape them to serve humans 
in ways that do not allow for long-lasting and mutually beneficial interspecies 
relationships. Anthropomorphizing these other-minded beings can be harmful 
to human-plant relations.

Plants do not have centralized brains like humans. Yet they are not without 
intelligence. They can transmit chemical messages with each other and different 
parts of their own anatomy. The roots, stems, leaves and buds of the same 
plant can communicate with each other to tell of where necessary sun, water 
or minerals are. As a result, the necessary parts stretch, grow, wither and, in 
their own slow way, move. Plants also communicate with humans by evolving to 
suit our needs over centuries of cohabitation and human cultivation. This is how 
species of corn, orchids, potatoes, grasses and countless others have adapted and 
survived. In Kind, we read the vegetal world’s willingness to mutate and hybridize 
over time as 

a canny bid for species survival. Unfortunately, our own species has shown 
insufficient ability to adapt to its environment in a safe and appropriate manner. 
The current global health pandemic and worldwide climate change are only two 
examples of where our encroachment into natural ecosystems can lead. This book 
reflects on how imposed systems of classifying plants brought rapacious attitudes 
towards them. That is to say, the accepted international system for naming, 
categorizing and evaluating plants is, more often than not, unkind. The property 
officially known as Erf 5574 saw the first official imposition of this naming with 
the arrival of the Victorian greenhouse. With this literal act of colonial claiming 
of the land came an oppressive system of hierarchical knowledge claims.

In 1906, the Joubert Park greenhouse represented the imperial exploitation of 
natural resources. The glass and wood structure originally housed an exotic 
spectacle in the colonial municipality’s first leisure gardens. Its original 
inhabitants were tropical plants from the jungles of other colonies and Southern 
locations in which British interests had influence. Each specimen represented 
rainforests in which increasing inroads were being made. 

The British regime built the greenhouse and its surrounding botanical gardens. 
This green space was based on the Royal Gardens, Kew, erected in 1840 in 
Southeast London, whose collections of plant types embody British imperial 
history. Economic botany was a pivotal aspect of British colonialism and Kew 
oversaw networks of extraction (for example, of quinine and rubber) (Jeffreys 
2021). The botanical institution also supported experimental gardens across the
colonies to keep the plantations profitable (ibid). Hothouses such as the one in 
Joubert Park were a satellite of the imperial mission and represented an array of 
the possibilities of the natural resources of conquered lands. 

Naming
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that of ‘imperial agents,’ (Schiebinger 2007), then the array of plants laid out in 
the original hothouse delivered the natural resources of the colonies as a discreet 
package for consumption. 

At the time the original greenhouse was established, a new order was being 
put in place. Gardens for settler-colonists were established (following late 
19th century British adherence to the health benefits of the ‘garden city’). In 
this process, many indigenous plants cultivated and harvested by locals for 
their medicinal and/or nourishing qualities were banished as weeds. Moreover, 
the establishment of imperial meaning-making that came with the ordered 
nature of greenhouses signalled seismic changes outside of the city through 
the industrialisation of agriculture. To use Ros Gray and Shela Sheikh’s words: 
‘In terms of its etymology and legal structures, colonialism, from the Roman 
Empire onwards, has been inextricably bound with practices of cultivation, both 
culturally and agriculturally’ (2018). 

Imperial agriculture came hand in hand with systems of classification and ideas 
of what natural resources made the best products that could then be extracted 
on a mass scale for maximum profit. Hothouses presented obtainable conquests 
and disposable natural resources. In stark contrast, the vegetable garden now in 
place amongst the remains of the former hothouse is an example of piecemeal 
farming and making-do. These small gestures help to supplement family diets in 
the face of dire need. Fragile acts of working tiny patches of land tell of a larger, 
broken food system that still reflects colonial concepts of nature and extractivist 
agriculture.
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The neat labels accompanying each plant specimen brought with them a system 
of classification that imposed Euro-American values on the urban environment. 
Linnaean taxonomy classifies all life forms into a hierarchical system. This is 
a rank-based system that separates natural entities into kingdoms. It is named 
after the Swedish scientist Carl Linnaeus, from whose 18th century biological 
system the current structure is partly developed. The Linnaean system was 
and is understood in the West as a practical way of identifying plants. It is 
less commonly discussed that the taxonomy of plants went hand-in-hand with 
colonial conquest. Linnaeus only began his classifying work on encountering 
new kinds of plants from recently colonised lands. 

Jamaica Kincaid reads the naming of plants as an activity whereby the conqueror 
deems aspects of the conquered land of interest (Kincaid 1999). The Antiguan-
born author (who expresses a strong desire to throw the Oxford Companion to 
Gardens across the room) has the following to say on Linnaeus:

“These countries in Europe shared the same botany, more or less, but 
each place called the same thing by a different name; and these people 
who make up Europe were (are) so contentious anyway, they would 
not have agreed to one system for all the plants they had in common, 
but these new plants from far away, like the people from far away, had 
no history, no names and so they could be given names. And who was 
there to dispute Linnaeus, even if there was someone there to listen?” 
(Kinkaid 1999)

What today are known as ‘botanical names’ are labels in the dead language 
of Latin formulated by botanists such as Linnaeus. The botanical gardens in 
the colonies that propagated and cemented these names came with fictions 
concerning conquered peoples. Not only were local people of colour considered 
to have no history, as Kincaid points out, but their plant lore was discredited. 
Northern epistemological claims over the natural world, developed over the 
18th and 19th centuries, helped to shape a greater colonial science of racist 
hierarchies which privileged the European. If the work of early botanists was 
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Under the apartheid system in 20th century South Africa, white-owned, highly 
mechanised farming took over. By the mid-1980s, six percent of farms produced 
40% of agricultural output (Ledger 2016). Set against these were the pseudo-
national ‘homelands’, designed by apartheid to accommodate different ethnic 
groupings. The rural homelands were rife with malnutrition and hunger, which 
was blamed on ‘backward’ traditional farming methods rather than large numbers 
of people being forced into small areas with poor quality agricultural land. Small-
scale farming that fed those in its immediate surroundings was considered less 
productive. No value was placed on how the peoples forced into industrial labour, 
on farms and elsewhere, were treated. Farmable land was sowed and harvested, 
for what was thought to be maximum yield, to devastating effect.  

Practices of using pesticides, fertilisers and genetically modified seed have 
leached the soil of nourishing qualities and encouraged erosion (Green 2020). 
Those commercial farms that supply Johannesburg with nutritionally depleted 
food also indirectly supply the street markets surrounding the greenhouse 
garden. The healthier, organically reared vegetables from the greenhouse 
garden’s micro-farming initiatives do not cater to the surrounding public. This, 
too, is part of the history that the site represents.

After 1994 and the end of apartheid, small-scale farming methods and herblore 
continued to be undermined. As the first democratically elected government 
has struggled with complex issues of equity and restitution, commercial 
farming practices continue to be subsidized, as they were during apartheid. 
This comes at great cost to farm labourers, who, on average, barely receive 
sufficient compensation to buy the produce they work with (Ledger 2016). The 
commercialisation of industrialized agriculture in South Africa has led to severe 
depletion of soil quality. Government policies prefer so-called ‘climate-proof’ 
seeds, which are genetically modified to resist trademarked herbicides (Green 
2020). 

Land
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With only trademarked plants able to grow, farmers become dependent on these 
products.

Under former colonial and latter day neo-colonial forces, land is contested and 
over-tilled. Those who have managed to retain or regain historically dispossessed 
properties may own the soil, but it will not necessarily be alive with the nutrients 
that come with a healthy ecosystem. If chemical fertilizers are then overused to 
increase productivity, the cycle of depletion will continue. 

The most important crop on South African soil is maize. As livestock feed and an 
export crop, the plants also represent centuries of cultivation and interbreeding. 
Maize was first introduced to Southern Africa in the 16th century by Portuguese 
traders. While these imports were initially foreign, they were adapted to 
become part of everyday life in different African communities. Maize hybrids 
are a common subsistence crop in the former homelands. These plants are one 
example of many that draw on a deeper conversation about land and shifting 
traditional cultures. Adaptation and making-do are often the only possible 
response to rampant capitalist colonial ideas of possession that dissect the land 
into what is on, in and above the soil.

In The Wretched of the Earth (1963) Franz Fanon states that ‘European opulence… 
has been nourished with the blood of slaves and it comes directly from the soil 
and from the subsoil of that under-developed world.’ Fanon describes how the 
theft of the colonies’ natural resources for capitalist colonial industry and the 
dispossession of land also brought the dehumanisation of the colonised subject. 
At the same time, it robbed the soil of its nutrients and diversity.

Land ownership is a colonial legacy that has mutated in various forms of 
neoliberal enterprise and continues to spread toxicity. This does not only affect 
the most vulnerable communities but the longevity and fruitfulness of the earth 
and soil. Those forced to labour on the land out of necessity are made party to 
the slow destruction and impoverishment of what has become a cruel shared 
heritage. In the face of hard facts and ruinous history, micro-farming initiatives 
such as the greenhouse garden and spaces like it, present the messy, temporary 
and fragile alternatives that can be pursued. This booklet focuses on a particular 
section of the garden that we intervened in. As we home in on individual plants, 
we keep the bigger, socio-historical picture in mind.  
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The Living Library was planted in October 2020, in the east wing of the greenhouse 
structure. This area still partially holds some of the glass panes of the original 
Victorian greenhouse, protecting certain areas and blocking others from the rain. 
This planted artist intervention, designed by Linzi Lewis, forms a small example 
of growing healthy soils. It is a modest organic showcase that was intended to 
reference some of the diversity and tenacity of local, indigenous and naturalised 
plants. As part of the larger collaborative art project Response-ability, it is a 
perishable gesture aimed to present a slight and easily unnoticed conversation 
with the wider agricultural situation described above, as well as the ecological 
crisis we are now faced with as a species. 

Plants within the Living Library have deep and entangled relationships with those 
humans who have cultivated them. The beds include a variety of plants that have 
combinations of edible, medicinal and ornamental uses to humans. Each one was 
placed where it is best suited to the micro-climates of the former hothouse beds. 
A small portion of the space was dedicated to illustrating local mixed-farming 
and intercropping methods. Traditional maize seed from the Eastern Cape and 
a variety of indigenous beans and pumpkins were used. These were further 
intercropped with indigenous insecticidal plants, including wild rosemary, wild 
dagga, wild garlic and African wormwood. All the species in the Living Library 
serve multiple functions (as the pages that follow will show). The soil was fed 
with compost and mulch made on site, causing seeded beds to spring up with 
bright greenery days later.

The Living Library’s inception was a grounded act of planting, emphasizing the 
local. It included local members of the greenhouse garden community who could 
make it. After a harsh period of Covid-related lockdowns in Johannesburg, the act 
of planting was also a small way of being together. Some of the plants represent 
shoots and seeds from other gardens, brought as gifts and exchanges. With the 
newcomers came further histories of different people-plant entanglements, 

Grounded vegetal knowledge of different environments and other varieties of interspecies 
cohabitation.

In the Age of the Anthropocene, where no aspect of plant life is untouched by 
homo sapiens, even the smallest of cuttings now also represent human-related 
interactions and connections. There was, in the moment of planting, a collective 
intention to think about ‘plant-people conspiracies’ (Myers 2018). This idea was 
pursued ostensibly in thinking about how a small group of people and their 
plants could potentially enable each other in the coming times. The way the 
garden was allowed to develop also allowed them to have some agency in what 
the garden became. More useful plants that didn’t harm others too much were 
not discouraged, nor systematically called ‘weeds.’ Those that were removed 
were put back in the soil as compost.

Since its recent planting activity (the small strips of soil have been organically 
farmed for years), parts of the Living Library have been overgrown by amaranth, 
blackjacks and pumpkin vines. Shrubs, herbs and people have to negotiate these 
to go about their business in the space. Even when carefully tended and watered, 
the area browns and dries in the harsh Highveld winter. Many inhabitants of the 
Living Library were purposefully allowed to go to seed. Their usefulness was not in 
the fresh fruit, bulbs, leaves or flowers they produced but in the seeds themselves. 
What appears to be dying to the untrained human eye is not necessarily a signifier 
of human neglect or vegetal defeat. The rich soil sustains various forms of life 
all year round, despite its appearance. Those individual plants, bushes and trees 
that do not make it will continue to make their presence felt by enriching the soil 
further, as compost and through the seedlings they engender. 

All gardens are living libraries, in the sense of representing human-plant 
relationships. We have only focussed on the yield of three, comparatively very 
small, strips of earth within the Joubert Park greenhouse garden. However, 
in its appearance and plant population, the Living Library is very different to 
the botanical gardens and neo-colonial commercial farms mentioned above. 
The grasses, shrubs, bushes and seedlings currently there are not typical to a 
carefully clipped and controlled domestic garden nor are they managed in a 
manner suitable for lucrative harvests. To the untrained eye, the Living Library 
does not look unlike the growth that emerges in abandoned lots, sidewalks and 
other ‘third landscapes,’ that reveal what might happen if nature takes its course 
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(Clement 2003). Our intention with this planting gesture was not to achieve 
something extraordinary, but rather to make a case for such plots as spaces that 
are potentially useful and active participants in their respective micro-ecologies. 

In Johannesburg, sites where clusters of blackjacks entwine with planted decor, 
morning glory and different grasses (indigenous and otherwise), in various states 
of withering, flowering and seeding, are not so much a wild no-man’s land as 
a grounded space. These seemingly inconsequential and changeable gardens 
in between the human constructions and plots are filled with knowledge about 
ways of living for those who wish to see them as such.
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With the Living Library and its accompanying booklet, Kind, we attempt to set 
up an area of focus and attentive engagement. Ways of seeing and approaching 
patches of plants need not be dominated by ingrained ideas of beauty, value 
and neatness. The plant world has its own sense of order in which its different 
elements are linked. Even in its unkempt state, the Living Library has some 
synchronicity with its unnatural, rigidly gardened and farmed counterparts. 

Plants are complex in their messy disrespect for the desires of many humans. 
Even in the average Johannesburg rose garden, fed with chemical fertilizers, 
more water than the city can afford to give and carrying all manner of imperial 
ideologies and assumptions, unwanted plants take root in the beds. Left to their 
own devices, even roses will defy the neat borders and polite edgings of their 
trappings in a bid for species survival.     

Order

No single plant in a patch of land has a sole use within the community of living 
entities around it. If one takes a broader view (which we do) their value to humans 
is also never singular. All plant life, in its myriad spiralling, gnarled, spiky and 
gelatinous forms, is important for the planet. Plants are good for humans, not 
only because many are edible, medicinal, decorative, sweetly scented, and more. 
They all absorb carbon dioxide and release oxygen from their foliage. Even the 
most aggressive and poisonous species cleanse water and prevent erosion. 

The plants from the Living Library that are listed in this booklet have deep histories 
of enabling those humans who have given them sufficient consideration. They 
are difficult to categorize in neat sections of ‘food’, ‘medicine’ and other sensory 
needs. Our information on the plant characters of this booklet therefore makes 
no attempt to provide a comprehensive system of information. While we use the 
title Living Library, the garden is not structured like a human library of books. 
Our planted library shares certain features with books: leaves, spines, covers 
and coded information. However, it makes no attempt to follow a system of 
categorisation that allows titles, authors and subjects to be located with ease. We 
have not tried to give a single category to any one of the plants mentioned here. 
The Living Library was not intended to result in neatly packaged homegrown 
products, nor provide the blueprint for plants that can be culled and distilled 
into mass-produced plastic packaging. Accordingly, this booklet is aimed at 
encouraging growers to consider the soil and social life of new additions. Or 
to advise those with an ailment to consider preparing some leaves, flowers and 
roots before rushing out to buy a new prescription (which most likely contains 
organic essence in the first place). 

Our sporadic attention to the Living Library is understandably perplexing to the 
many of the growers in the shared space of the greenhouse gardens. It will soon 
be replaced with beds that are more utility-based and less contemplative. This 
booklet forms a partial representation of the Living Library and a go-between for 
a patch of land in the process of becoming something other than what we started 
with. It is a collection of signs and signposts concerning plants that follow no 
particular order. We have collected plant stories rather than orders of plants.
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In this booklet, we have attempted to interrogate the words we use. In telling 
plant stories we feel are appropriate, we take on Donna Harraway’s idea that the 
words we use to tell stories matter; Haraway’s idea of ‘staying with the trouble’ 
is a challenge we have attempted to grapple with (2016). We have pursued a 
gardening and growing project in the face of government sanctioned destruction, 
dismembered environments, fraught relations between growers and landowners, 
and a price tag on every plant’s proverbial head. Our intention is to acknowledge 
painful histories and brittle environments through words and actions. Following 
Haraway’s lead, we highlight the daunting larger issues but stay with the trouble 
through a focus on a small patch of land. 

Our work in the greenhouse garden and the Living Library was a small gesture of 
positivity in that action was taken. We have marked some of the human-plant 
histories attached to the space here. In doing so, we are conscious of minding 
our words. In the spirit of making-do and enriching the ground we have been 
given, we have not thrown away any terms. We have kept the imposed words and 
categories of Latin and English. The term ‘indigenous’ is used a great deal, at 
the same time as we find it suspicious. We question how far back in time a plant 
needs to have inhabited the current borders of a country (absurd to vegetation), 
and have been assimilated into human cultures, to have this term bestowed on 
it. Similarly, the concept of ‘naturalized’ raises intriguing thoughts concerning 
what nature is constituted of. The aim is to use whatever words and languages 
are available to fulfil the task to hand. These tend to be those that are the most 
commonly used in our interactions with the greenhouse garden community.

We hope the book is a kind of guide to future interactions with these plants and 
those similar to them in other places. Shaifali Bramdev’s images are intended to 
assist in this process and to provide more insight into the plants’ personalities 
where words do not suffice. Kind is intended as something to build on and with, 
and not a book to be read from cover to cover. We hope the reader will feel free 
to compost its paper, plant the seeds that are embedded in some of the pages and 
help to regenerate soil.

Words
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Umhlonyane came under the spotlight in 2020, the year of the Covid 19 pandemic 
and lockdowns. After the president of Madagascar touted it as a cure for Covid, 
the plant was even more in demand than before. Also known as ‘lengana,’ ‘African 
wormwood’ and ‘wild als,’ it has been used by generations of South Africans as 
a cold and flu remedy. Most local cultures cultivate it for its medicinal qualities. 
The plant is used to treat flu-like symptoms, making it a sought-after medication 
for the treatment of Covid symptoms. These include coughs, colds and influenza 
but also fever, loss of appetite, colic, headache, earache and intestinal worms. 

The plant has many distinctive features but can largely be recognized through its 
dense aroma and sticky, sweet smell. It can grow as a multi-stemmed bush of up to 
two metres high and as low as half a centimetre. Soft, silvery foliage ensures that 
it also serves as an ornamental feature in many domestic gardens. Umhlonyane 
prefers full and direct sunlight and spurts up in the summer months. It can also 
withstand low temperatures in winter. Once a shrub has been established, it is 
tough, and eager to thicken into a substantial bush. 

Southern African umhlonyane has numerous relations worldwide as the 
Artemesia family is made up of about 400 species. In the northern hemisphere it 
is called ‘wormwood’ for its ability to repel worms. It has also been used in natural 
insecticide sprays and as a moth repellent in Southern Africa. Wormwood plants 
are mentioned in an Ancient Greek text by a writer named Dioscorides due to 
their insecticidal properties. As in Johannesburg, locals in New Mexico use 
varieties of Artemisia to treat bronchitis and colds. Many Chinese communities 
still use wormwood rolled up in the nostril to stop nosebleeds.

In the greenhouse garden, umhlonyane does not last very long. This is not due 
to lack of care but to a relaxed attitude towards human visitors. Demand for 
the plant as a medicine has led to cuttings, branches and whole shrubs being 

surreptitiously removed.
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African Wormwood / Sagebush (English)

Umhlonyane (isiZulu)

Artemesia afra (Latin)
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This ubiquitous creeper, with deep purple, trumpet-shaped flowers, is found 
across Johannesburg dumpsites and gardens. It is known colloquially in English 
as ‘morning glory’, but this is a term that can be used to refer to over 1000 
flowering plants. The plant and all its relations, known as ‘Convolvulaceae,’ in 
Euro-American taxonomy, are as culturally entangled and extended as the vines 
themselves. 

Our local version is highly decorative, with deep blue, pink-tinged, petals and 
curling tendrils. Sometimes the flowers take on a bright white hue. It is classified 
as an invasive species and systematically rooted out as a weed in most tended 
gardens. By crowding out, blanketing and smothering other plants, this pretty 
creeper does have the tendency to seriously harm other plant life. But they can 
also provide much needed shade in certain beds. The common morning glory, 
which often emerges in the greenhouse, originated in Mexico and Central 
America. Labelled as ‘Ipomoea purpurea’, there are many members of the family 
in other colours. Close relations include the Mexican heavenly blue morning 
glory (with a similarly shaped flower and psychedelic seeds) and the sweet potato. 

Ancient Mesoamerican civilisations used juice from a morning glory species to 
manipulate the latex from the Panama rubber tree and made rubber bouncing 
balls. This system of utilizing the morning glory’s sulphuric properties predated 
Charles Goodyear’s method by at least 3,000 years. Aztec priests in Mexico also 
made use of the plant’s hallucinogenic properties. In Thai culture, the name 
‘morning glory’ refers to a semi-aquatic tropical plant whose exact origins are 
as-yet undetermined. They are a key ingredient in distinctive traditional Thai 
dishes that can be found at numerous restaurants across Johannesburg. It, too, is 
considered a noxious weed in countries like the United States, where it is banned. 

Morning Glory (English)

Ibhoqo / Ijalamu / Ubatata wentaba (isiZulu)

Ipomoea indica (Latin)
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Aloes are indigenous to Southern Africa and have been cultivated in the gardens 
of most cultures. The krantz aloe is a dense bush whose tubular flowers form 
spikes of red, orange and yellow. Its sculptural, succulent leaves are blue-grey in 
colour and have thorny edges. As a close relation of the aloe vera, sap from the 
leaves is a soothing balm for skin irritation. 

Krantz aloes, whose name stems from the Afrikaans word for ‘rocky cliff’, inhabit 
a large region stretching across South Africa, Mozambique, Zimbabwe and 
Malawi. The plants enjoy full sun and are almost naturalised in other hot climates 
due to being cultivated so widely (Australia, California, South Korea). While 
they are prized for their decorative presence and winter flowers in domestic 
gardens, they were traditionally grown into dense hedges to protect kraals (cattle 
enclosures). Krantz aloe nectar is greatly beloved by birds, butterflies and bees 
and the plants can easily be grown from seeds or cuttings. 

Krantz Aloe / Candelabra Aloe / Torch Aloe / 

Mountain Bush Aloe (English)

Unhlabana (isiZulu)

Ikhala (isiXhosa)

Kransaalwyn (Afrikaans) 

Aloe arborescens (Latin)

26 27



29



Nasturtium plants are easily recognized for their lively bright yellow, orange 
and red trumpet flowers. Their distinctive leaves are flat and rounded. Leaf, 
flower and seed are edible and they are an effective insecticide. A favourite in 
South African gardens (the greenhouse notwithstanding), the plant came to the 
Southern African colonies from South America, via Western Europe. 

Nasturtiums first arrived in Spain in 1569, through the efforts of Spanish botanist 
Nicolás Monardes, who was fascinated by the fauna and flora of South America. 
Carl Linnaeus, the Swede who bestowed a system of naming on the plant world 
after the start of European colonial conquest, gave them the name ‘Tropaeolum 
majus.’ This links the plant to ancient Roman trophy poles on which the armour 
and weapons of those the Roman army defeated were hung. He associated the 
rounded leaves with shields, and the intense reddish flowers with blood-stained 
helmets. 

This flowering plant has been absorbed into Euro-American culture as a food used 
in pestos, salads and herbs. It grows easily in mid to late summer. Nasturtiums 
have a peppery flavour, similar to mustard and watercress. ‘Nasturtium’ means 
‘nose twist’ in English, which refers to its spicy taste and scent. The plant made 
its way from South America to 16th century Spain to be used as tea. For some 
time, it was also known as ‘Indian cresses’ in the Anglophone world due to its 
South American origins (then known as ‘the Indies’).

Studies have shown that nasturtium leaves and flowers are packed with Vitamin C, 
as well as manganese, iron and beta carotene. They are very good for the immune 
system and the Andeans used them for healing wounds as well as coughs, phlegm 
and sinus problems. If picked before flowering starts, the leaves have antibiotic 
properties. For a sore throat, the flowers can be chewed as a natural remedy.

Nasturtium (English) 

Kappertjie (Afrikaans)

Tropaeolum majus (Latin)
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This indigenous shrub has edible, crimson berries and white five-petalled 
flowers, with a strong sweet fragrance. No other part of this thorny plant may 
be eaten. As it is a member of the poisonous oleander (dogbane) family, the 
leaves, branches and roots are falsely rumoured to be highly toxic to humans and 
animals. Both the oval fruit and shiny, tough leaves contain a milky sap typical 
to the family. It is a dense and prickly shrub that can grow into thick hedges or 
trees up to five metres high. 

Num-num is grown in hot climates globally as a decorative shrub with bright, 
appealing fruits. The plant prefers coastal regions and is mostly found in the 
Eastern and Western Cape and KwaZulu-Natal (where another name for them 
is ‘mutton gula’). It was a staple food for many cultures prior to the advent 
of European colonialism. After the 1600s, crops from Europe replaced the 
indigenous num-num. There has been a revival of the num-num fruit in recent 
years and the government has encouraged its cultivation to improve food security 
and nutrition. Num-num fruits are rich in vitamins and have higher Vitamin 
C levels than most citrus fruits. It is commonly prepared in jams and syrups 
as well as eaten raw. The cultivation of more num-num plants would assist in 
rehabilitating depleted soils and allow for more sustainable land care. They have 
not, however, been taken on as such by large-scale industrial farms.
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Num num / Natal plums (English)

Amathungulu / Umthungulu obomvu (isiZulu)

Groot Noemnoem (Afrikaans)

Carissa macrocarpa (Latin)
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Amaranth is currently considered an indigenous grain in South Africa. It is one 
of the oldest food crops known to man and has been farmed since 6700 BCE. In 
areas now known as Mexico, Peru and Guatemala, the seeds were mixed with 
honey to make cakes for religious rituals before being eaten. The plant was 
called ‘food of immortality’ by the Aztecs, who grew the biggest ever area of 
amaranth crops. In the 1500s, the arrival of Spanish conquerors saw use of the 
crop dwindling until it was hardly cultivated at all in the region. However, its 
use as a food (as a grain or leafy vegetable) spread and became a feature in many 
temperate and tropical areas, especially Africa, India and Nepal.

In South Africa, it is known as a ‘volunteer crop’. This means it grows naturally 
and can be foraged from the wild but can also be grown from seed. Amaranth 
is often cultivated in the region as a means of meeting low-income household 
requirements and small-scale seedbanks in domestic settings. It can be seen 
growing freely in the greenhouse garden and along the side of roads which 
are not well maintained. Unfortunately, amaranth leaves absorb a lot of heavy 
metals from the air and soil, so their value as a high protein food can be 
depleted depending on their proximity to heavy traffic.

There are more than 60 species of Amaranth world-wide, but the South African 
ones are known in Latin as: Amaranthus cruentus, amaranthus hybridus, 
amaranthus spinosus, amaranthus caudatus and amaranthus thunbergii. These 
are cultivated in North-West, Limpopo, KwaZulu-Natal and Limpopo. Grain 
Amaranths vary in appearance, but they can all grow up to two metres high 
in the right conditions. They are prickly, with an intense maroon or crimson 
colour across all species. A few varieties have green or more golden flowers. 

Amaranths are annual plants whose seeds and leaves are rich in protein (close 
to double the amount found in corn and rice). It also contains peptides that are 
believed to have anti-inflammatory and cancer-deterring properties. As their 
seeds can be ground into gluten-free flours, amaranth plants have become 
popular in the wealthier health food scene. This adaptable grown food, which 
can live across a wide range of conditions, temperatures and elevations, 
currently caters to both extremes of South Africa’s highly unequal society.
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Amaranth, Pigweed (English)

Imbuye (isiZulu)

Thepe (SeSotho)

Amaranthus (Latin)
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The corn-plant, widely known as ‘mielie’, was first brought to Southern Africa 
with Portuguese traders in the 16th century. First domesticated in South America, 
mielies have been part of everyday life in African cultures for centuries. Corn is 
a member of the grass family and, together with beans and squash, has been part 
of human agriculture for thousands of years.

The crop is traditionally the staple food of Zulu people and there are at least 40 
different established dishes. These include mielies roasted and eaten on the cob, 
and phutu, a crumbly porridge that is eaten cold with amasi (fermented milk) 
or hot as an accompaniment to sugar bean stew and cabbage. Traditional beer, 
known as ‘umqombothi,’ is made from maize meal, millet and crushed sorghum 
mixed with yeast and water. This has a rich, hoppy flavour and is rich in nutrients 
(especially vitamin B) while remaining low in alcohol content. Umqombothi can 
be made at home cheaply and easily and is popularly brewed across the continent. 
A great deal was made during the South African lockdowns when the sale of 
alcohol was forbidden. Historically, umqombothi, has been banned by various 
repressive colonial regimes, most notably through the 1927 Liquor Act, which 
criminalised shebeens (a local form of speakeasies). These laws were especially 
hard on women who brewed the beer as a source of income.

In the greenhouse garden, we have planted heritage corn seeds that represent 
centuries of inter-breeding and hybridisation of the plant. The resulting harvest 
appears discoloured, with more purple and brown kernels than yellow ones. 
According to the corporate seed bill, passed in 2018, the exchange, recycling and 
saving of seed is currently illegal. Ancient practices have been outlawed in favour 
of genetically modified crops. These produce high yield but cannot regenerate. 
The yellow, commercially farmed mielies found in supermarkets present a 
serious threat to biodiversity as well as small-scale farmers’ rights. Industrial 
scale commercial corn farming is practiced to extract starch, oil and biofuel, as 
well as a cereal crop.
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Maize / Corn / Mielie (English) 

Umbila / Ombila / Kombila (isiZulu)

Zea mays (Latin)
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African marigolds were originally from the American tropics, hundreds of years 
ago. Like the many other plants mentioned in this book, the idea of indigeneity 
raises questions of temporal acclimatisation and cultural absorption. We 
wonder how long a species needs to grow freely in a region, and become useful 
to its peoples, before it is classified as indigenous. The ‘Africa’ in its name 
raises further ambiguities about the naturalisation of plants. 

This African plant has been as useful to humans as it is decorative. Its flowers 
range from yellow to orange and are edible. Margigold blooms are good for 
human stomach and skin problems and have been a popular remedy across 
many cultures. When distilled and made into a paste, the flowers can treat 
ailments like bruises and varicose veins. Marigold tea can ease stomach cramps 
and help with digestion and relaxation. 

Marigolds have a vast family (French marigolds, pot marigolds, calendula) who 
are all related to the sunflower. They are excellent companion plants because 
they deter flying insects and can be grown alongside more vulnerable plants. 
Their flowers are also bright and long blooming. African marigolds prefer hot 
climates and full sun. They tend to grow up to 20 centimetres tall. When their 
soil is too rich or overwatered, they produce more feathery, dark green leaves 
and fewer flowers. Outside of domestic cultivation and small-scale farming, 
there are larger commercial industries around the marigold. Commercial 
marigolds are used in essential oils and their colour is extracted for foods and 

textile dye. The plant has also been used to make pleasantly coloured rope.
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Marigold, African Marigold (English)

Goudsbloem (Afrikaans)

Tagetes erecta (Latin)
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Fava beans, or broad beans, are known as ‘boerbone’ (farmer beans) in South 
Africa. They can be grown in winter, even in the coldest parts of the country. 
Broad beans make a good cover crop because they prevent soil erosion in winter. 
They are not originally from this place but arrived as an Old World crop: one of 
the most ancient still in cultivation. Together with chickpeas, lentils and peas, 
they have long relationships with Mediterranean peoples, who began to cultivate 
them around 6,800 BCE.

Broad beans are sturdy plants that can grow up to a metre high. Their flowers 
are made up of white wing petals with black spots. They are an excellent source 
of protein for people with osteoporosis and arthritis as they do not contain 
saturated fats. The nodules that make up the plant’s roots act as a nitrogen-rich 
fertiliser. This means that they can be used in place of harmful and expensive 
fertilizers manufactured in factories. If bean plants are intercropped with leafy 
vegetables, they can increase soil productivity without harming fungi, moles, 
bees and earthworms that are destroyed by industrial-scale farming. 

When eaten fresh and green, the beans have an earthy taste, similar to asparagus 
and leeks. They can be eaten with the pod when they are younger and still have 
a cream or green ‘scar’ on them. Older beans need to be shelled before being 
cooked and mashed. Once the ‘scar’ has turned dark brown, the skin is too tough. 
For drying, they are best left on the plant for as long as possible. Oil, salt and 
cumin are mashed with the beans to make ful medames, a national dish of Egypt. 
Broad beans contribute to a large part of Ethiopian culinary life in stews, spiced 
and eaten raw, as well as in breads made from bean flour. In Johannesburg street 
markets, they are sold boiled and ready to eat.
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Broad beans, Fava beans (English)

Indumba (isiZulu)

Boerbone (Afrikaans)

Vicia faba (Latin)
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Many of the greenhouse garden beds host cabbages at various times in the year. 
This non-indigenous food source is relatively cheap and amenable to many soils. 
The whole plant can be eaten and dishes such as Zulu cabbage (a curried cabbage 
dish) and Afrikaans stoofschotel (curried cabbage with potato) are common to a 
large demographic of the population. 

The various forms of cabbage that are grown in South Africa are not indigenous 
and travelled across continents with ancient humans. Today, three species have 
been classified as naturalised. While they grow freely, they have never been 
considered invasive weeds. Cabbage flowers in Southern Africa are amongst the 
main pollinators of many insects, from numerous kinds of bees and bumblebees 
to hoverflies. Life forms classified as pests — caterpillars, mildew, cabbage moth 
and black spot¾ are attracted to the plants and their roots. Because cabbage is 
a major commercial crop, its mass cultivation has also led to extensive use of 
pesticides and chemical fertilisers that strip the soil of its richness. 

Cabbage crops should ideally be cultivated in cool climates, but farms exist across 
the country. Those cabbages farmed on industrial levels have limited flavour and 
nutrients, especially in hot conditions. The plant is encouraged as a money-
making crop because the hardy vegetables do not require extensive processing 
after harvest. Commercial cabbage farms provide examples of monocropping, 
which further depletes soil quality. Instead of mixing rows of the plants with 
natural pesticides (such as umhlonyane, thyme, parsley and marigolds) and 
allowing the soil to rest, the same crop is grown on the same land every year. 
These methods also encourage greater erosion, which in turn allows poisons to 
spread into shared water sources.
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Cabbage (English)

Ikhabishi (isiZulu)

Kool (Afrikaans)

Brassica (Latin)
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Dagga is thought to have entered Southern Africa through early traders from 
the East and Middle East. It was already being used by the Bantu and Khoisan 
peoples by the time of the arrival of European colonists at the Cape in 1652. The 
Afrikaans word ‘dagga’ is derived from the Khoekhoe ‘dacha.’ This highly useful 
hallucinogenic plant has adapted to many different habitats and is naturalised in 
South Africa. 

Originally from Asia, dagga has been a part of human life for centuries and 
valued for its medicinal, utilitarian and intoxicating properties. Different 
varieties have been grown for fibre and seed oil as much as for its mood-
altering pharmacological properties. It is an erect plant with a particular leaf 
venation that distinguishes it from plants similar in appearance. Some species 
can grow up to four metres in height (cannabis sativa); the shorter species with 
more crowded branches (cannabis indica) is more commonly used and bred as a 
narcotic and medicine. Hemp plants have very small amounts of hallucinogenic 
cannabinoids and are grown to make sturdy textiles, strings and rope, sometimes 
on an industrial scale. As a traditional medicine, dagga is used to ease asthma, 
bronchitis, headaches, flu, epilepsy, coughs and pains. Chemical derivatives have 
been manufactured in Euro-America to treat the ailments mentioned above. 
These, and dagga in its natural form, are also prescribed for glaucoma and nausea 
from chemotherapy, as well as for improving appetite in patients suffering from 
AIDS-related illnesses and anorexia nervosa. 

Recreational use of hallucinogenic dagga, in which it is smoked or eaten, has a 
long history of being forbidden by South African governments. The first known 
ban was passed in 1870 in the region then known as the Natal colony. The 
colonial authorities believed that smoking and eating dagga sapped the strength 
of the Indian and African labour force. In 2021, it is legal for South Africans to 
grow and use small amounts of dagga for personal usage.

There have been times in the greenhouse garden that the tall, loosely branched 
member of the family has grown into hemp forests around the former hothouse 
structure. Seeds had spread by wind from the medicinal gardens. The plants took 
some effort to cut back and compost to make room for vegetable beds, at the 
appropriate time of year.
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Cannabis, Hemp (English) 

Insangu (Zulu)

Dagga (Afrikaans)

Cannabis sativa / indica / spontanea (Latin)
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Wild dagga gets on particularly well, not only with humans, but with local families 
of South African sunbirds and the bush bronze butterfly. Birds and insects flock 
to these indigenous plants during many months of the year. Its nectar-rich, 
bright orange flowers can bloom for many months of the year, from November to 
June. Wild dagga is widespread through the region’s rocks and grassland. It can 
live at a variety of altitudes (up to approximately 1,980 metres). Relations of wild 
dagga are also indigenous to India and China. 

The plants’ distinctive flowers are tubular-shaped to assist birds with curved 
beaks to pollinate them. Their high colour indicates their sought-after nectar 
within. For this reason, one of the plant’s Zulu names is ‘umfincafincane’, meaning 
‘bird beer’. Wild dagga is an excellent example of interspecies co-evolution. 
Specific animal and insect species (honeybees and ants as well as butterflies) 
have developed alongside the plant for millennia. Humans, too, have a long 
relationship of cultivating the bushy, aromatic plant that is also an insecticide. 
Its most commonly used name, like ‘dagga’, is derived from the Khoekhoe word. 
Its English and Latin names refer to the shape and colour of the upper lip of the 
flower, which Europeans thought resembled a lion’s ear. 

Wild dagga has been used in traditional local medicines for centuries. Its aromatic 
leaves can be crushed and distilled to treat several ailments. These include 
headaches, coughs, fever, asthma, haemorrhoids and dysentery. The plant’s roots 
also hold medicinal qualities and, when mixed with the leaves, have been used 
to treat snakebites and as a snake deterrent. Tapeworm can be dispelled through 
ingesting a mixture of leaf and flower and the branches of the plant can ease skin 
and stomach conditions when combined with warm water. More recent scientific 
studies have shown that wild dagga leaves can help to keep chronic pain and 
inflammatory conditions, such as arthritis, in check, in addition to easing forms 
of diabetes. The leaves can also be smoked for a calming effect, far milder than 
milder than its more potent relation, dagga.
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Wild Cannabis, Wild Dagga, Lion’s Ear (English)

Umfincafincane / Umcwili / Imunyane /

Utshwala-bezinyoni (isiZulu)

Leonotis leonurus (Latin)
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Pumpkins in their many forms are a common sight in inner city Johannesburg. 
Both leaves and portions of the orange fruit are available on street markets 
as a staple food. The leaves are generally collected rather than cultivated, as 
commercial crops are aimed solely at producing a maximum number of fruits. 
Roasted and salted pumpkin seeds are also a common snack. The plants grow 
easily under hot, dry conditions and gleefully spring up and sprawl in unexpected 
patches of soil across the city. African pumpkins are indigenous to South Africa 
and form a part of many traditional local dishes. Across the continent, gourd 
shells have been converted into musical instruments.

The health benefits of the fruit and its seeds of this creeping vine are widely 
known across cultures. Pumpkin fruits are plump and dense with nutrients. 
Euro-America has incorporated the orange-coloured fruit into various cultural 
traditions, including as a health food low in calories. Pumpkins contain beta 
carotene, an antioxidant (the source of its cheery colour) that can assist with 
reducing cancers, strengthening the body against heart disease and asthmatic 
and skin conditions and with building resistance to eye problems associated with 
aging. 

We planted an indigenous pumpkin from heirloom seed that quickly draped 
itself over the floor and structure of the former greenhouse. These have a thick, 
white skin and the biggest fruit is approximately 15 centimetres high and 50 
centimetres wide. More gourd-like shapes hang from the wooden beams of what 
was once a paned glass roof. Nobody has harvested these yet, but their seed may 
well be more valuable than a meal.
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Pumpkin (English)

Amathanga / Umliba (isiZulu)

Mekopu / Maphutse / Lephots (Sesotho)

Cucurbita pepeo / moschata / maxima
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Cabbage trees have acquired their English name through their thick, rounded 
foliage that sits atop skinny, cork-like trunks. There are a number of different 
varieties, but all have bluish-grey, waxy leaves that protrude from extended stems. 
Their quirky appearance has made them popular in domestic gardens, locally 
and abroad, as decorative trees that generally grow to 5 metres high. Some have 
been known to extend up to three times this height, if given the opportunity. A 
favourite food of African elephants, their various parts have also served humans 
long before domestic gardens were established. 

The cabbage tree’s leaves have traditionally been used to treat indigestion. 
Mashed roots can also be used as a treatment for malaria. Both roots and leaves 
are edible and have been used as animal fodder for cattle herds. Its soft wood 
decays easily and has been used for its spongy qualities in mole traps. 

Cabbage trees are found across Southern Africa’s wetter regions. Their habitat 
stretches from the Cape to Johannesburg’s Highveld and to more easterly parts 
of the country. North of the border, they reach through Zambia, Zimbabwe, 
Mozambique and into tropical parts of the continent. Their popularity as unusual 
decoration ensures that they are bred across Euro-America and Asia, but without 
the knowledge of their healing properties disseminating with them.
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Cabbage Tree (English)

Umsenge (isiSotho, isiZulu and isiXhosa)

Cussonia spicata (Latin)
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Indigenous rose geranium is as common in South African domestic gardens 
as it is in nature reserves and neglected plots of land. There is some confusion 
in its English naming. While it is commonly called a geranium, it is officially 
a pelargonium, due to the formation of its petals. Both plant types are closely 
related, from the family Geraniaceae, and share a trumpet-shaped seed capsule 
that bursts open when it is ready. 

We tend to call the various branches of the family that inhabit the greenhouse 
garden ‘geranium’. The rose geranium, which favours the coastal areas of South 
Africa (from Lamberts Bay to KwaZulu Natal), was planted in the Living Library. 
It is fragrant and can serve several medicinal purposes. As a result, the plant 
is cultivated world-wide, especially in India, China and Egypt. The leaves are 
a skin-softener and, when crushed or made into a paste, can be rubbed into 
wounds. They can also be added to baths as an anti-inflammatory. These are 
known to be remedies of the Sotho peoples, as well as the earliest residents of the 
Cape. The aromatic plant can be used in teas to soothe stomach cramps, nausea, 
diarrhoea and vomiting. Today, rose geranium is part of the aromatherapy oil 
industry. The leaves are steamed to distil them into a greenish-yellow oil which 
is also said to be an antidepressant. It is also manufactured as a flavouring for 
pink-coloured foods.

The various geraniums around the garden, mostly in those beds reserved for 
medicinal plants, share their pinkish-red blooms in springtime. They grow easily 
at any time of year and can manage many different types of soil. Rose geraniums 
propagate from cuttings as well as seeds and can grow into low bushes of about 
100cm high and 1.5 metres wide.
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Rose Geranium (English)

Amanzemnyanga / Ishwaga /Umangqengqe (isiZulu)

Bolila-ba-lit-soene (Sesotho)

Pelargonium capitatum (Latin)
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Many members of the rosemary family inhabit the greenhouse garden. Wild 
rosemary is an indigenous member that we planted in the Living Library. 
This herb is common to the Eastern and Western Cape regions, as well as to 
Namaqualand, and prefers clay and granite-heavy soil. 

Wild rosemary is easily recognized by its grey, needle-shaped leaves that grow in 
tufts. These are designed to reflect sunlight, thereby reducing the plant’s need 
for water. The silvery hairs that give the leaves their colouring also trap water, 
alleviating the need for them to release water vapour. Wild rosemary is resistant 
to drought due to its tap root that can reach into the soil up to six metres deep. 
Its lateral roots can surround the main stem, making a locus of up to two metres. 
This root system ensures that the plants can survive despite large numbers of 
animals feeding on their leaves.

Bees love the nectar of wild rosemary and tend to crowd around their flowers on 
warmer days. The plant’s Afrikaans name refers to its fruits. These are covered in 
long white hairs and resemble cotton wool or snow (‘kapok’ means ‘snow’). All 34 
species of wild rosemary bear these fluffy harvests. 

Humans have used wild rosemary in traditional medicines for numerous 
ailments, including coughs, colds, colic and flatulence. Leaves, roots, flowers and 
fruit can be mixed as a tea to act as a diuretic and a diaphoretic. As with other 
members of the rosemary family, it is good for the skin and hair and can also be 
used for cooking.
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Wild Rosemary (English)

Kapokbos / Wilderoosmaryn (Afrikaans)

Eriocephalus africanus (Latin)
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Spekboom, like the cabbage tree, is a great favourite of elephants. The largest land 
mammals on earth enjoy eating the roots as much as the leaves of this succulent 
bush, starting from the top and working downwards. Elephants will sometimes pull 
the plants out of the ground to get to the roots, which they funnel to their mouths 
using their trunks. Pachyderms are not alone in eating the indigenous bush and 
numerous other creatures enjoy the plant as food, including goats, tortoises and, 
in smaller numbers, humans. 

The leaves of the spekboom are popular in fresh foods, like salads, to which they 
bring a sharp, tart flavour. They can also be steamed and stewed with tomatoes for 
a richer, sweet taste. Bees turn spekboom flowers into a luxurious honey. Sucking 
a leaf is recommended for alleviating tiredness, heat stroke and dehydration, as 
well as to increase breast milk. When crushed, these juicy leaves can be rubbed on 
blisters and corns to relieve pain, as well as on rashes and insect bites. They are 
also chewed for sore throats and mouth infections. 

In urban surroundings, spekboom is known as a good carbon absorbent and has 
recently become a popular choice in city beds and gardens. The spreading shrub 
also protects soil from the sun, allowing for small animals and insects to live 
beneath its short boughs. It grows naturally in Southern Africa on rocky slopes, 
dry river valleys, and semi-desert regions, where it serves as a binder in the soil 
that helps to prevent erosion. As so much of the spekboom’s original habitat 
has disappeared, a great deal of the information we have about it, especially its 
relationship to animals and insects, is gleaned from its behaviour in game parks.
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Porkbush (English)

Spekboom / Olifantskos (Afrikaans) 

Intelezi / Isidondwane / Isambilane / Indibili 

/ Isicococo (isiZulu)

iGqwanitsha (isiXhosa).

Portulacaria afra (Latin)
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Varieties of millet are indigenous in many parts of the world. These small-
seeded grasses have been cultivated as food for humans and their herds for 
approximately seven thousand years. Millet is one of the crops that played a big 
role in allowing the human species to form settled societies. Once humankind 
was able to farm crops, more food was produced that could be stored and traded. 
Millet is an especially important crop to dry, semiarid regions of Africa and Asia.

Pearl millet is indigenous to South Africa and can grow in harsh, hot conditions, 
including during times of drought. This is due to its long roots that can access 
deep underground water. The grass has blade-like leaves and heads that resemble 
those of a bullrush. Individual plants can grow up to three metres high. 

As a crop, pearl millet is the third most popular cereal in the Southern African 
region but is primarily cultivated at a subsistence level. In industrial farming, 
local millet has been replaced by corn, due to the latter being easier to process 
on a mass scale. This has led to the imposition of corn as a crop in areas where 
it grows poorly. While millet is commonly associated with cattle fodder and 
impoverished people, it is a highly nourishing and versatile food. Millet is high 
in fat, iron, zinc, phosphorus and protein. This so-called ‘small grain’ is gluten 
and tannin free. It can be ground into a flour and brewed into beers. Pearl millet 
is used in a similar manner to rice in fermented foods, porridge, couscous and 
flatbreads, and can also be a snack once cooked. Dried millet stalks are useful in 
basket weaving, light fences and thatch for roofs.

We are in the process of planting pearl millet in the greenhouse garden as a 
gesture towards the plant’s long history in human development. Our intention 
was also to make a small reference towards the original flora of the area on which 
Johannesburg stands. Prior to the discovery of gold, and the development of a 
boomtown, the Highveld was grassland. Once the pearl millet beds establish 
themselves, they will form a small link to the deep history of the region.
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Pearl Millet / Bullrush Millet (English)

Boermanna/ Mannakoring (Afrikaans)

Unyaluthi / Unyawoti / Unyawothi (isiZulu)

Leotsa (sePedi)

Pennisetum Glaucum (Latin)
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The blackjack is a voracious, so-called weed that springs up in degraded, shallow 
soil as much as in fertile beds. This opportunistic member of the daisy family 
has sharp burrs that spread its seeds at the rate of 30,000 per plant. Any wind, 
water, animals or people within a two metre range are inundated with their 
infectious prickles. In the greenhouse, as in the rest of the city and beyond, they 
defy neatly laid boundaries. Over the course of hard lockdown periods in Central 
Johannesburg, when municipal beds and domestic gardens were left to fend for 
themselves, the blackjacks won. 

Despite being a good source of protein and a pot vegetable sold on the informal 
market, blackjacks — faced with more acceptable, supermarket-friendly crops¾ 
are not cultivated. The plant is known specifically as ‘mutsine’ on the streets. 
More generally, it is one of the wild, leafy vegetables called ‘imfino’ (isiZulu/
isiXhosa) and ‘morogo’ (Sesotho/Sepedi). These terms also denote harvests that 
have been foraged over millennia. As a category of imfino, blackjacks join a great 
diversity of approximately 100 plants that are rich in micronutrients (calcium, 
iron, vitamins A and C) and grow freely.

Like so much of our edible plant life, blackjacks originated in South America. 
They were introduced to Southern Africa about 100 years ago. The leaves taste 
somewhat bitter and are also used to treat ailments such as stomach complaints, 
diarrhoea, rheumatism and inflammation. Blackjacks are ready for harvesting at 
four to six weeks, at a height of between 15 and 30 centimetres, which is half their 
adult height. The spiky plant makes its presence felt whether it is welcomed or 
not and leaves its burrs in the clothing and shoes of any visitor to the greenhouse 
garden. Known as a food and medicine as well as a weed, blackjacks hold an 
ambiguous position within Johannesburg soils.
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Blackjack (English)

Umhlabangula (isiZulu)

Bidens pilosa (Latin)
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The non-indigenous Nepal trumpet flower is the only one of its kind in the 
greenhouse garden. This sturdy creeper, with its woody stems and white flowers, 
is much loved by nesting birds, especially starlings. Amongst the thick, winding 
branches, the bird’s nest makes use of bits of plastic and other litter to line their 
nests. We believe this plant to be the only remaining representatives of the early 
20th century hothouse still living within the 115-year-old structure (as opposed 
to the trees). Over the couple of years, we have known it, the trumpet flower 
vine is regularly cut back to make room for ‘neater’ and more useful plants. The 
tenacious plant grows back vigorously every springtime, despite all obstacles. 

Originating in the lower slopes of the Himalaya Mountains, the vine produces 
large, trumpet-shaped flowers in late winter and early spring. This timing has 
garnered the plant its name of ‘Easter Lily’ in the Global North. Its dark, shiny 
leaves are oblong and sprout rust-coloured hairs.

If the Nepal trumpet vine has a use as a food, medicine or building material for 
humans, we have not yet discovered it. This specific woody vine has an important 
narrative that has a use beyond the quantifiable. Over the decades, it has 
weathered numerous setbacks and watched its former neighbours wither along 
with the deteriorating tropical hothouse. The individual plant is unusual since 
its species is not a popular import in domestic gardens and landscaping. It has 
a unique history, intertwined with the aging structure it continues to ensconce 
each new year. By no means naturalised or indigenous, the flowering creeper 
very much belongs in the greenhouse gardens. Nepal trumpet vines are not 
assimilated into any strand of Johannesburg human culture, but this individual 
plant is an important component in the life of the site’s other-minded entities of 
birds, insects, air and soil. While it originated from afar, the Nepal trumpet vine 
is now natural to the greenhouse garden.
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Nepal Trumpet Flower / Herald’s Trumpet / 

Easter Lily Vine (English)

Beaumontia grandiflora (Latin)
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