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Introduction  
 

South Africa is world renowned for the diversity of its plant life.  The region accounts for less than 

м҈ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ƭŀƴŘ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜ but may represent as many as 10% of known species of flowering 

plants (Manning, 2009).  LƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ƭƛŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǎƳŀƭƭŜǎǘ ŀƴŘ ŀǊƎǳŀōƭȅ ǘƘŜ ǊƛŎƘŜǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ 

six floral kingdoms ς the Cape Floral Kingdom covering 0.08% of the world's land surface, but 

containing about 3% of the world's plants (SANBI, 2011). 

The first major collections of southern African plants reached Europe in the late seventeenth and 

early eighteenth centuries (Manning, 2009) and since then botanists and horticulturists have been 

mesmerised by their diversity and beauty.  Many South African species such as Nerine sp., Ixia sp., 

Scadoxus sp are highly sought after and admired by UK collectors as well as others with equal 

admiration such as Knifophia sp. and Agapanthus sp are the staples ƻŦ ǎƻǳǘƘ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ƎŀǊŘŜƴǎ. 

This my third trip to South Africa and I am already planning my forth.  Each time I go my eyes are 

opened to new and exciting species with exquisite blooms that I have never heard of and my trip to 

Dullstroom, Mpumalanga was no exception.  

South Africa is divided into groups called Biomes that are based on dominant forms of plant life and 

prevailing climatic factors (SANBI, 2011).  

 

  

Dullstroom, Mpumalanga 
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Vegetation map of South Africa (SANBI, 2011)
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Dullstroom is within the grassland biome which was particularly exciting as I have not experienced 

this type of vegetation habitat before. 

The grasslands cover the high central plateau of South Africa and are defined as those areas where 

grasses dominates the vegetation and where woody plants are absent or rare.  Most grassland 

occurs in high-rainfall areas, where thunderstorms and hail are common in summer and frost is 

common in winter.  The grassland biome is regarded as the third-richest area in terms of plant 

species diversity in South Africa , with a total number of 3788 species (Enviro-Info, 2001).  

Manning (2009) describes grassland habitats of South Africa as ranking with fynbos and succulent 
karoo as one of the best vegetation types to see wild flowers.  
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Aims of Trip  
 

I expect to achieve a greater understanding of terrestrial orchids of this the Dullstroom area by 

observing their wild habitats under guidance of the expert speakers as well as learning from the 

formal lectures at the Terrestrial Orchid Conference I am attending.  I am especially excited to 

photograph the wild populations of orchids and to study their associated plants. 

Itinerary  
 

Date  Activity  Accomodation 

Wed 26th 

Jan. 2011 

Internal flight (already in South Africa)- depart East 

London, South Africa, 1805 arrive Johannesburg 1930, with 

1Time Airways, then pick up hire car and drive 2.5 hours to 

Dullstroom, check into accommodation 

Rainbow Lodge ς self 

catering chalet, 30 min 

drive from Conference 

Thurs 

27th Jan 

2011 

Explore the local area in the morning.  Conference 

Registration and Wildflower Show opening in the 

afternoon - start of the Conference 

Rainbow Lodge ς self 

catering chalet, 30 min 

drive from Conference 

Fri 28th 

Jan  

Terrestrial orchid lectures in the morning and guided field 

trip to orchid sites in the afternoon  

Rainbow Lodge ς self 

catering chalet, 30 min 

drive from Conference 

Sat 29th 

Jan  

Terrestrial orchid lectures in the morning and guided field 

trip to orchid sites in the afternoon 

Rainbow Lodge ς self 

catering chalet, 30 min 

drive from Conference 

Sun 30th 

Jan 

All day guided field trip to orchid sites in the Sabie area Rainbow Lodge ς self 

catering chalet, 30 min 

drive from Conference 

Monday 

31st Jan  

2.5hr drive back to Johannesburg  Airport.  Internal flight - 

depart Johannesburg 1245 arrive Cape Town 1455  

DŀǾƛƴΩǎ aǳƳΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜ 

Tuesday 

1st Feb  

International flight from Cape Town to London Heathrow   
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The Conference  
 

During 27 to 30 January 2011 I attend the first Dullstroom Terrestrial Orchid Conference.  The 
conference consists of morning lectures until lunchtime and then afternoon guided field trips to the 
Veloren Valei Nature Reserve to see the orchids in their natural habitats.  

Dullstroom is a pretty village located in the Province of Mpumalanga on the north-eastern side of 
South Africa, approximately 257kms (159 miles) from Johannesburg.  Verlorens Valei is a proclaimed 
Nature Reserve, about 13 km from Dullstroom.  The reserve is in an undisturbed area of the 
Steenkampsberg Plateau with wide-open rolling grasslands and wetlands.  The plateau consists 
largely of high-altitude grassland, ranging between 1700 and 2274 metres, broken by rocky 
outcrops.  It is one of the highest areas in Mpumalanga (Linx Africa Pagemaster, 2003). 

Before the conference started Gavin and I have a chance to explore the local area.  The Veloren Valei 
is only open to the public by appointment and visitors must be with guides so we look for flowers on 
the road sides for the time being which turns out to be just as rewarding.   I had noticed large pink 
spherical patches in the fields whilst driving over and on closer inspection, I am utterly astounded - it  
is my first ever sighting of a Brunsvigia in the wild, in full flower. 

 

 

Plate 1 Gavin standing next to a Brunsvigia radulosa showing its scale  

http://www.linx.co.za/
mailto:catlinx@mweb.co.za
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Plate 2 Brunsvigia radulosa flower 

Under the APG3 system Brunsvigia is now a member of the Alliaceae family (formally 
Amaryllidaceae).  The spectacular inflorescences are huge and we observe some reaching 1m in 
diameter.  At maturity the inflorescence detaches from the peduncle and becomes an excellent 
dispersal mechanism as it tumbles across the ground in the wind. The capsules split or break open 
and release the fleshy seeds over long distances (SANBI, 2005). 
 
Other exciting species are sighted that afternoon which gave us a taste of what to expect over the 
next few days.  
 

                                                 

Plate 3 Dierama sp. 

Plate 4 Gladiolus ecklonii 
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The Dullstroom Wild Flower Show  
 

The Conference got underway with an informal meet and greet evening at the opening of the second 
year of the Dullstroom Wild Flower Show.  DŜǊǊƛǘ ±ŀƴ 9ŘŜΩǎΣ όǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŜǊύ latest 
venture is the establishment of the show which is trying to inspire and educate local people and 
tourists that pass through the village about the wildflower species growing in the Dullstroom and 
Veloren Valei Reserve.  With permission, flowers from the reserve were picked and beautifully 
arranged to demonstrate the diversity of the reserve under one roof.  Local schools have 
participated in the show and young children have been drawing and learning their local flora.   

                        

Plate 5 Samples of Veloren Valei flowers 

Plate 6 Beautiful habitat-like arrangements 

                         

Plate 7 Picked samples for arrangements 

Plate 8 Children's drawings on their local flora 

The Conference organisers have been botanising in the Veloren Valei Reserve for over 20 years and 
wanted to share and make known the importance of the sight to the rest of the world.  Gerrit 
vanEde has been documenting orchid species since 1989 and assisted Nature Conservation in 
recognising and understanding the orchids in the reserve.   
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Plate 9 Gerrit van Ede Conference Organiser in Veloren Valei 

Conference Aims  
 

The purpose of this conference is to concentrate on the ecology, conservation and tourist attraction 
of terrestrial orchids.  Furthermore, it would like to heighten the awareness that orchids are valuable 
plants and protected plants.  By highlighting the tourist attraction potential the organisers hope to 
achieve greater support to their protection (Van Ede, 2011).   

The Lectures  
 

The speakers are experts in their field and give fascinating lecture contributions providing a 
wonderful insight to the orchids of the area.  The three main genera ς Disa, Eulophia and Satyrium 
are each introduced each have a separate lecture devoted to them describing their botanical 
features and habitats.  All the lectures work and link well together, supporting the aim of the 
conference and other aspects.   Some dealt with the orchids that we will see in the field and some 
described related species in neighbouring African countries such as Madagascar, Tanzania and 
Zambia.  There is an appropriate balance of background information for example dealing with orchid 
threats and conservation projects.  Pollination systems and complexities are addressed and Johnson 
(2011) declares pollinators are responsible for orchid distribution.   The botanical and technical of 
information is at the optimal level, leaving the audience captivated.  Cultivation techniques are 
touched on but could have been elaborated, however this is a highly specialist subject and because it 
was the first conference of its type many things are only now being introduced- perhaps a subject to 
be covered in the next conference.    

L ŦƛƴŘ tǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊǎ {ǘŜǾŜ WƻƘƴǎƻƴΩǎ ƭŜŎǘǳǊŜ ƻƴ ƻǊŎƘƛŘ Ǉƻƭƭƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ŜƴǘƘǊŀƭƭƛƴƎ ŀǎ ƘŜ makes 
comparisons to species found on Table Mountain that I have seen and photographed also.  All the 
lectures were very enjoyable and encouraged interesting group discussions after with questions.  
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.ŜƛƴƎ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀǊ ǿƛǘƘ ¦YΩǎ ƴŀǘƛǾŜ ƻǊŎƘƛŘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ common hybridisation in Dactylorhiza I asked Steve 
Johnson if much hybridisation goes on with Disa species ς the answer no because each species is 
very specialist and will not share the same pollinator.  

The conference attendees range from orchid fanatics to complete novices but everyone had an 
underling passion for wildlife and natural habitats.  People travelled from Mpumalanga, Durban, 
Johannesburg, with some visitors from Germany, the US and four of us from the UK (including Johan 
Hermans, Chairman of the Orchid Committee of the Royal Horticultural Society).  There were about 
60 attendees who were mainly in the 50 ς 70 year old age gap with a few people in their 30s and 
40s.  

Lectures and Speakers 
 

Prospects for the Conservation of African Terrestrial Orchids Conservation by Professor 
Harold Koopowitz  

Conservation Status of SA Terrestrial Orchids by Frans Krige  

*Emphatic Eulophias by Douglas McMurtry *  

*Disa ς aǇǳƳŀƭŀƴƎŀΩǎ ŦƭŀƎǎƘƛǇ ƻǊŎƘƛŘǎ by Lourens Grobler 

 Cynorkis and some other Madagascan Terrestrial Orchids Johan Hermans   

*Pollination Systems of Grasslands Orchids in Southern Africa by Professor Steve Johnson  

*The Genus Satyrium in Southern Africa by Allan Abel  

*The Other Orchids that lurk in the grass by Gerrit van Ede 

The asterisked (*) lectures are directly related to our field visits and I have referenced the 
information I learnt throughout the report.  See Appendix 1 for written up notes on Professor Harold 
YƻƻǇƻǿǘȊΩǎ ƻǇŜƴƛƴƎ ƭŜŎǘǳǊŜΦ 

The Field Guide  
 

¢ƘǊŜŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǳǊ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎ ƻŦ ΨCƛŜƭŘ DǳƛŘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Orchids of Northern {ƻǳǘƘ !ŦǊƛŎŀ ŀƴŘ {ǿŀȊƛƭŀƴŘΩ 
speak at the conference.  This field guide aids the identification of the orchids of the four northern 
provinces and Swaziland, some 210 species in 35 genera, in a comprehensive informative format 
accessible to professionals and amateur enthusiasts.  The book is a specialist field guide and 
describes many orchid species you will not find growing anywhere else ς which is why it I have 
referred to it throughout this report and when in the field looking at the orchids themselves. I am 
thrilled I own a signed copy that they were selling at the conference.  
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Plate 10 Field guide cover (photo: Umdaus Press, 2008) 

The Veloren  Valei  
 

Verlorens Valei Nature Reserve is a Provincial Nature Reserve proclaimed in 1983.  The Mpumalanga 
Parks Board manages this reserve, including catchments and wetlands.  The grasslands and wetlands 
in this area provide a habitat for a remarkable variety of interesting fauna and flora (Krige, 2011).   

Veloren Valei means ΨLost ValleyΩ which was the name of the farm which is now the site of the 
reserve.  Other farm names included Wanhoop meaning ΨDespairΩ, Frischewaagd meaning ΨNew 
ChallengeΩ and others indicating the difficulties the Dutch settlers experienced in this area that was 
misty and cold (Van Ede, 2011).  

The prevalent grassland type here is Highveld grassland with grey sandy loams derived from 
sandstones or black clay from ecca shales.  Eulophia and Habenaria orchid species are found in the 
dryer grassland and Disa and Disperis in the wetter areas  (McMurtry et al., 2008).   

Temperatures are high in the summer up to 29° C but due to altitude (2000m on average above sea 
level) there are severe frosts regularly throughout winter (June to August) with temperatures as low 
as -13° C and snow has occasionally been recorded.  Reliable summer rainfall commences in 
November through to April followed by a dry season of 6 months from May to October (McMurtry et 
al., 2008).  Cubey and Bopp (2003) state 10% of all grass species found in the world grow in the 
Highveld and the habitat has given the UK some of the best known garden plants from South Africa, 
such as Agapanthus, Dierama, Gladiolus, Eucomis autumnalis, Nerine bowdenii and many more.  

The sight is of special interest as it is situated on a watershed between the Oilfants River and 
Crocodile River drainage systems on the Steenkampsberg plateau.  It has more than thirty 
untouched wetlands occurring on the sight.  The main wetland type is freshwater marshes caleed 
vleis and the areas remain waterlogged throughout the year.  The area is of particular importance 
because a variety of wetlands characteristic of the region are represented.  The area is has a high 
ecological value as it supports high botanical diversity.    
 
A total of 379 plant species have been identified at Verloren Valei Nature Reserve,  
Of the 379 taxa identified, 106 (28%) are protected species under the Mpumalanga Nature 
Conservation Act 10 of 1998, six are endemic to the Drakensberg Escarpment 
of South Africa, 11 are endemic to South Africa and six species are classified as Rare (Harebottle et 
al., 2001). 
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Plate 11 Veloren Valei wetland and grassland habitats 

The reserve is particularly important for Wattled Cranes and is in one of the last areas that it is able 
to breed successfully due to its freshwater wetlands.  The habitat provides the cranes with suitable 
nesting sites in which to rear their young.  The wetlands also provide the fitting breeding 
environments for fish and amphibians especially since trout have been introduced into the rivers and 
wetlands in the surrounding areas and which naturally have a severe impact on fish and amphibian 
populations. (Krige, 2011). 
 
In addition to this, peatlands occur on the reserve sight.  Peat is very unusual and rare type of 
wetland in South Africa and adds to the conservation value of the sight (Harebottle et al., 2001). 
 
Farming has changed on the Veloren Valei over the past 20 years farmers used to farm sheep but 
now black deafer cattle graze on the land and are destroying the veld by trampling their vegetation 
with their much bigger feet (Van Ede, 2011).   Van Ede (2011) has also noticed over the past 20 years 
he has been visiting the reserve, that some of the flowering times have changed slightly.  Satyrium 
ocellatum and Disa rhodantha used to flower at exactly the same time but now S. ocellatum is 
slightly later.   
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Plate 12 Satyrium ocellatum 
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After the morning lectures we drive out to the reserve.  We are all eager to try and find the orchids 

to see for ourselves.  Before we ŜǾŜƴ ƭŜŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ²ŀƭƪŜǊǎƻƴΩǎ IƻǘŜƭ ǿƘŜre the conference is being 

held, we stop the bus and all get out to photograph a Satyrium neglectum specimen growing on the 

roadside.   

                                                              

Plate 13 Satyrium neglectum     

 Plate 14 Satyrium neglectum  

There are 98-100 species of Satyrium - 93 in Africa, 2 in Asia and 5 (4 endemic) in Madagascar (Abel, 

2011).  Pachites is the nearest relative found in the Western Cape province  

S. neglectum can be found growing from North Eastern Cape to Tanzania and grows in moist 

grasslands usually between 1500 ς 1600m at sea level flowering between October to March. 

After a 5 minute drive we get to the reserve and are divided into guided groups with Gerrit leading 

my group.  

This year the rain had been late and the roads were full of wet potholes and we lost a wheel to the 

mini bus.  Fortunately it was the spare and not one that was being used. 
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Plate 15 Found the spare wheel   

The first and most abundant species we see in the reserve is Satyrium longicauda.  It prefers the 

dryer grassland areas of the reserve (Abel, 2011).   

 

          

Plate 16 Satyrium longicauda inflorescence  

Plate 17 Satyrium longicauda flower 
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Plate 18 Satyrium longicauda basal leaves 

The twinned basal leaves are a reliable character to identify S. longicauda.  Flat leaves are produced 
on sterile shoots and the inflorescence grows up behind the leaves, smaller leaves are produced up 
the flower stem (Abel, 2011).   

Satyrium has two spurs for each flower reminding me of a pulled out tooth with its roots still intact.  
Satyrium refers to the greek word styros ς meaning two horned satyr, half man half goat ς the two 
spurs are ment to resemble the satyrs two horns (McMurtry, 2008). 

 

                                

Plate 19 Satyrium parviflora inflorescence                

Plate 20 Satyrium parviflorum  
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Abel (2011) emphasises the point that the flowering season is triggered by the wet seasons 

regardless of whether it is winter or summer.  I found this fascinating as in the UK we expect 

flowering to occur depending on the temperature seasons.  In South Africa the rainy and dry seasons 

are key to plant growth.  For example Satyrium parviflorum tends to flower near the end of the wet 

season and so species growing in the Western Cape will flower September to October receiving 

winter rains and in Veloren Valei which receives summer rains the orchid will flower in January to 

March.   

 

 

Plate 21 Satyrium parviflorum basal leaves 

 

The basal leaves of S. parviflorum are arranged up the flower stem unlike S. longicauda. 
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Plate 22 Satyrium trinerve 

S. trinerve is not easily confused with other species as it had recognisable pure white flowers with 

distinctive yellow dorsal and sepal petals.  We find the species growing with its roots fully emerged 

in water. 
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Plate 23 Satyrium trinerve wetland habitat 
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Plate 24 Satyrium cristatum 

Plate 25 Satyrium cristatum 

S. cristatum is a common orchid in Veloren Valei and found in moist grassy areas up to 2500m.   

 

 

Another orchid species found in mass in Veloren Valei is Disa versicolor.  There are 179 species of 
Disa with 32 found in Mpumalanga including 8 endemics (Grobler, 2011).  Disa versicolor from found 
in Dullstroom has an intense colour.  Versicolor means changing or varying in colour, which is a 
distinguishing feature of this species.   Here the flowers change from pink to brown showing both 
stages of flowering on the inflorescence at the same time.  The spur is hidden in D. versicolor unlike 
D. maculomarronina where it is visible (Grobler, 2011).    
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Plate 26 Disa versicolor  

Plate 27 Disa versicolor inflorescence 

 

Plate 28 Disa versicolor in the veld 
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Plate 29 Disa cooperi inflorescence   

Plate 30 Disa cooperi flower 

Disa cooperi is named for Thomas Cooper (1815 to 1913) an English botanist and plant collector who 
studied plants in South Africa and Lesotho (Kesting and Clark, 2008).  This species has an intense 
soapy floral fragrance and is pollinated by hawk moths (Johnson, 2011).    

 

Plate 31 buck eaten Disa cooperi orchid 

Buck and antelope eat the orchid flower buds before the flowers open.  This is when they are at 
their most nutritious being full of pollen.  When the flowers open and disperse their pollen then 
mammals do not bother to eat them.  
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Plate 32 Disa rhodantha 

Plate 33 Disa brevicornis                              

D. rhodantha is a fine looking species with glowing flower spikes up to 58cm tall.  This species 

prefers undisturbed permanent vleis and is under threat from cattle grazing and dam developments 

(McMurtry et al., 2008). 

D. brevicornus prefers wet and damp conditions where grasses stay shorter until around January .  

This species appears to respond well to areas that have been burnt (Grobler, 2011). 
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Plate 34 Disa patula var.  transvaalensis            

Plate 35 Disa patula var. patula 

Disa patula has two varieties that are both very similar and difficult to tell apart.  McMurtry et al. 
(2011) describe the differences; D. patula var. transvaalensis have a narrower inflorescence and 
usually a longer spur than D. patula var. patula. 

 

Plate 36 Corycium nigrescens or C. dracomontanum 

Corycium nigrescens and C. dracomontanum are very closely related and are impossible to tell apart 
if still in bud and very difficult at other times.  They enjoy growing in high altitude grasslands as long 
as there is enough moisture (McMurtry et al. 2011). 
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Plate 37 Schizochilus zeyheri 

Schizostylus is a small genus of 1 species confined to southern and south-central Africa.  The size of 
the plants depends on the size of the surrounding grasses.  S. zehheri is the most common of the 
genera and occurs in sour veld, most commonly along seepages, along stream banks or in 
permanent vleis (marshes).   
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Plate 38 Botanising in the Veld at Veloren Valei with Disa versicolor in the foreground 

We moved to another area of the reserve and came across a more new species for us that day. Some 
parts are drained and other areas were fully saturated which encourages diversity. 

         

Plate 39 Neobolusia tysoni 

Plate 40 Habenaria dives 
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Nebulosa is a small genus of 4 species confined to southern or south central Africa.  N. tysonii is the 

only species to be found in the Veloren Valei (McMurtry et al. 2008).  Although it has a slender habit 

its pure white lip makes it stand out amongst the veld.  

Habenaria is a large genus of over 800 species distributed through tropical and subtropical regions of 

the world. H. dives is a ubiquitous and widespread species of high altitude sour grassland that is 

damp to wet during the summer but usually not water logged.   

       

Plate 41 Disperis tysonii multi flowering stems 

Plate 42 Disperis tysonii flowers 

Disperis is a large genus of 84 species occurring in southern and tropical Africa. 21 species grow in 

Madagascar with a few species in Asia (McMurtry, 2008).  Disperis is a particularly showy genera 

with some specimens having multi flower stems.  It enjoys a high altitude sour grassland moist 

habitat in full sunlight.  D. tysonii has a more pointy hat looking dorsal petal and the flowers are 

faintly scented.  
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Plate 43 Disperis cardiophora       

Plate 44 Disperis cardiphora infloresence 

Amongst the short sour veld we manage to find a charming stand of Disperis cardiophora flower 

stems.  This species reaches 15cm high and so is hard to spot but a real gem once you get low 

enough photograph it. 

 

Plate 45 Disperis cardiophora basal leaves 

Its basal leaves are tiny in comparison to its blooms and it is amazing how it supports itself.  Van Ede 

(2011) believes there must be a strong mycorrhizal association with this species to support such 

impressive flowers.  
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Plate 46 Disperis renibractea 

Disperis reninbractea is a larger species with equally as delightful flowers whose lateral petals flair 

out to 8mm on either side.   
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Plate 47 Eulophia parvilabris 

There are 155 species of in Africa Eulophia with 45 species from South Africa, and six species local to 

the Conference (McMurtry, 2011).  Eulophia parvilabris is one of the grandest of orchid flowers we 

see in the Veloren Valei with an inflorescence diameter of about 16cm.  We discover it growing 

amongst the moist rocky outcrops seeking shelter but in full sun. 

 

Plate 48 Eulophia hians 

Eulophia hians flowers for only two weeks of the year and so we are lucky to find it in flower during 
our short time at the reserve.  The rains had come late to Dullstroom this season and so generally 
many things were flowering later, demonstrating how influential the rains are on the orchid species.   
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Associated Plants  
 

In this high altitude grassland and wetland habitat I find the number of species that are recognisable 
through UK horticulture quite incredible.   

 

 

Plate 49 Eucomis van de merwii 

On a number of occasions we come across a choice plant, common in UK horticulture ς Eucomis.  It 

is a real treat to see them growing in the wild and an excellent reminder to keep them well watered 

in the summer time as they were very happy in them moist grassland in full sun.   

E. van de merwii is a strange spotted looking species and unfortunately is now rather rare in the 
reserve.  E. autumnalis was more common with purple forms as well as green.  One specimen was 
growing with its roots completely submersed in water although some were in much dryer areas 
demonstrating the adaptablity of this genus and probably why it does so well in southern England.  

 

Plate 50 Eucomis autumnalis 


