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Abstract

Ethnobotanical field studies were conducted for the first time in the KwaNibela Peninsula of southern Maputaland, KwaZulu-Natal, to
document indigenous knowledge about useful plants. The vernacular names and uses of 82 plant species were recorded and compared to published
Zulu and Swazi knowledge. Medicines for skin disorders, toothache, wounds, worms, chest and throat ailments, infertility and purgatives are still
commonly used. Superstition and divination play a major role in the traditional knowledge system of the people of KwaNibela with 24 plants used
for this purpose. Three KwaNibela medicinal plants (Erythroxylum delagoense, Putterlickia verrucosa, and Teclea natalensis) appear to be new
records, not previously reported in the general scientific literature. The list also includes 61 novel uses of plants and another 15 new variations on
known (published) uses. Ten previously unpublished vernacular names are presented, together with an additional 19 new variants of known
names. These new additions to the scientific literature confirm that indigenous knowledge in KwaZulu-Natal is not yet completely recorded.

© 2010 SAAB. Published by Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

South Africa is a developing country with a large rural
population that relies on natural resources for various purposes
such as building, craftwork, foods, cosmetics and medicines. The
diversity of ethnic groups in South Africa has given rise to a melting
pot of traditional indigenous knowledge, from the boererade of the
Afrikaans community and the traditional knowledge of the
Khoikhoi and San tribes in the Karoo region (Van Wyk et al.,
2008), to the traditional knowledge of the Zulu, Xhosa, Basotho
and Venda peoples, across the extent of the country.

The KwaZulu-Natal Province is the strong-hold of the
isiZulu-speaking ethnic group and, apart from being home to a
rich cultural society; KwaZulu-Natal has a wealth of biological
diversity with many different and unique biomes. Bantu-
speaking tribes were the forerunners of the Nguni cultural
groups (Zulu, Xhosa, Swati and Ndebele) and they migrated
south into the eastern regions of South Africa from central
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Africa as early as the eleventh century (Bruton and Cooper,
1980). In 2001, there were 10,677,006 isiZulu-speaking people
in South Africa, of which 71% resided in KwaZulu-Natal
(StatsSA, 2001). Zulu plant names and their uses have been
extensively documented as many rural communities rely
heavily on their environment for traditional medicines, food
and building materials. Bryant (1966) provided a detailed
commentary and account of the ethnobotany and the medicine
men of the Zulu tribe. He found that the indigenous knowledge
system worked on the premise that the symptom was the
ailment and therefore, the symptoms were treated and not
necessarily the root cause of the symptoms. The Zulu medicine
men had limited knowledge of the anatomy and physiology of
the human body. Many of the traditional treatments involved
some form of divination and superstitious practices (Kaigh,
1947). The differences between Zulu and Western orthodox
medicines are thought to be as result of the differences in the
understanding of disease and illness and this is evident in the
way in which treatments are administered and superstition is
incorporated. Practioners of Zulu plant use range from the
layperson to the herbalists, diviners and traditional doctors and
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knowledge is transferred from generation to generation orally
(De Wet et al., 2010; Hutchings, 1989).

The KwaNibela Peninsula extends into the northern reaches
of Lake St Lucia at the southern extent of Maputaland in
northeastern part of KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa (Fig. 1). It is
located at 27°56’10.9”S and 32° 26’35.9”E and covers an area
of approximately 3690 ha. It borders on the iSimangaliso World
Heritage site, which is an area of great biodiversity value and is
included in the Maputaland—Pondoland—Albany Biodiversity
Hotspot. The area of KwaNibela does not have any formal
conservation status and is covered by coastal forest patches
interspersed with Maputaland Coastal Belt vegetation (Mucina
and Rutherford, 2006).

The peninsula is home to a rural Zulu-speaking community
of approximately 4245 people (StatsSA, 2001), unevenly
distributed throughout the peninsula in family homesteads and
concentrated largely in the northern half of the peninsula. Maize
(Zea mays) and papaya (Carica papaya) are the main sub-

sistence crops cultivated and there is a local market at the north
of the peninsula. The community is governed by tribal authority
and an induna (chief) and there are several izangoma (diviners /
traditional healers) that provide traditional medicines and
advice to the community using plant and animal species from
the forest. The community members also harvest plant species
for food (Canthium species, Grewia caffra, Lagynias
lasiantha), medicine (Azima tetracantha, Combretum molle,
Syzygium cordatum) and building materials (Spirostachys
africana, Toddaliopsis bremekampii). According to the induna,
Lazarus Mdluli, the present-day KwaNibela people migrated
from Swaziland and settled in the peninsula in 1865. This may
have had an influence on the local dialect (which is not par-
ticularly discernable) and the local traditional knowledge
related to plant species. KwaNibela is relatively isolated and
certain plant uses may be unique to the peninsula.

The aim of the study was to compare the traditional uses
and vernacular names of the most commonly used species in
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Fig. 1. Map of the northern part of Lake St Lucia, northeastern KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa, showing the study area (the KwaNibela Peninsula).
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KwaNibela with mainstream recorded Zulu uses. While Zulu
indigenous knowledge is relatively well recorded (Bryant,
1966; Cunningham, 1988; Gerstner, 1938, 1939, 1941;
Hutchings et al., 1996; Hutchings, 1989; Pooley, 1993; Watt
and Breyer-Brandwijk, 1962), different areas and different
communities may have local variations of the same knowledge
system or completely new uses for certain plant species.
Documentation of plant use is, therefore, imperative in an area
such as this, which has not been studied previously and is at risk
of erosion of the indigenous knowledge as rural-urban mi-
gration becomes more common. While many young people are
settling in KwaNibela, there are growing numbers of the youth
leaving the peninsula to seek work in the cities and the ability
and, in some cases, interest to learn the traditional knowledge
system is lost.

2. Methodology

The survey was conducted in the KwaNibela Peninsula from
June 2007 to April 2009. A considerable length of time was
needed to become acquainted with a few of the community
members, gaining their trust and, finally, enlisting the assistance
of five persons as traditional knowledge experts, informants and
translators. The first three informants all gained their general
knowledge from own experience: Themba Nxumalo (TN), a
KwaNibela resident, Stembiso Mdluli (SM) and Goodenough
(“Sgwili”) Mdluli (GM), both sons of the Induna. Sibusiso
Falakhe (SF) is a young sangoma who obtained his knowledge
from his mother and grandfather, both of whom were izangoma.
Mr. Gumede (G) is an elderly sangoma. Translators were used
to communicate with the experts, who were not familiar with
the English language. Interviews were conducted and the rapid
appraisal approach (Martin, 1995) was used to record the uses
of plant species. This approach is a bridge between formal
surveys and more unstructured methods, such as field obser-
vation and interviews and it allows for community participation
in a more informal setting. This is often considered more
effective in ethnobotanical surveys.

A list of ethnobotanically important KwaZulu-Natal plant
species, together with common species in KwaNibela and
Maputaland endemic species, was compiled and used during the
interview process. Verification of the information was done by
indicating the known Zulu name to the expert and asking him to
point out the correct plant species from a number of photo-
graphs of similar species. Rapid appraisal was used during
walks through the forest where the expert/informant was asked
to point out important species and indicate the uses thereof.
Voucher specimens were collected and are housed at University
of Johannesburg Herbarium (JRAU).

Vernacular names and the local uses of 82 plant species were
recorded (Table 1). The KwaNibela names and uses were
compared to known Zulu and Swazi names and uses by con-
sulting a variety of ethnobotanical sources (including Arnold et
al.,, 2002). A complete comparison between KwaNibela uses
and other known uses has been compiled and is available from
the authors on request (Corrigan, 2009). The plant species are
listed alphabetically in Table 1 by their scientific name, together

with family name and local name (in Zulu). Authorities for
scientific names are given in Table 1 and are not repeated
elsewhere in the text. All the known Zulu names, as listed by RF
Raymond in “A glossary of Zulu plant names” (privately
published in 2005) and Hutchings et al. (1996), are provided as
a basis with which to determine deviations from mainstream
Zulu names. Swazi names, as listed in Adeniji et al. (1998) and
Dlamini (1981) are also given in order to identify any possible
influences, which may corroborate the verbal reports of the
KwaNibela people having migrated from Swaziland during the
1860s. The anecdotes or uses, as given by the indicated
informants/experts, are recorded exactly as they were described
in order to best preserve the accuracy of the information.
Personal commentary is indicated in parenthesis. Partially new
records are indicated by the superscript ® and entirely new
records are indicated by ®.

3. Results and discussion

Traditional uses of 82 species of plants in KwaNibela are
presented in Table 1, together with vernacular names and liter-
ature references where uses have been recorded in the scientific
literature.

New names records are presented in Table 1 for 10 species:
Azima tetracantha, Balanites maughamii, Canthium ciliatum,
Canthium spinosum, Carissa tetramera, Diospyros villosa,
Erythroxylum delagoense, Euclea divinorum, Grewia micro-
thyrsa and Hibiscus cannabinus. Another 19 of the vernacular
names encountered in KwaNibela differ slightly from the
recorded Zulu names.

Three of the species (E. delagoense, Putterlickia verrucosa
and Teclea natalensis) are used regularly in KwaNibela but, to
our knowledge, have not been recorded in the general scientific
literature, prior to this study (Corrigan, 2009). The fruits of .
delagoense are an important local medicine for throat and
respiratory ailments in infants. The local cleaning ritual of
sangomas involving P. verrucosa roots was not known before.
It may be valuable to further explore the use of T. natalensis
fruits and their possible role in dental care.

Interesting new Zulu traditional use records for 45 well-
known species, as well as 16 poorly documented species, are
presented in Table 1. The local uses for these 61 species appear
to have remained unpublished, as similar Zulu uses could not be
found in the literature. In addition, there are 15 partially new use
records (i.e., variations on previously recorded uses) for some
well-documented species, indicated in Table 1.

The majority of remedies recorded in KwaNibela are asso-
ciated with magical purposes (24 species), such as good luck
charms or warding off evil spirits. Other main categories and the
number of species recorded for each are hunting (2), food/drink
(22), repellent (insect/snake) (2), timber (building) (2), firewood
(2), general tonic (1), infertility (4), skin disorders/treatment
(3), pain/anxiety/inflammation (3), wound healing (6), respira-
tory conditions (8), dental ailments (8), gastro-intestinal dis-
orders (4), parasitic infection (3), ear/nose/throat ailments (2)
and neurological disorders (1). A number of the remedies were
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purgatives and a few of them required that a mixture of plant
species be used.

4. Conclusions

The new medicinal plant uses and vernacular names are
valuable contributions to the Zulu ethnobotanical record. The
confirmation of some of the known uses and the elaboration of
uses of well-documented species are also of value in providing a
more complete insight into the patterns of plant use in KwaNibela
and in KwaZulu-Natal as a whole. No link between Swazi
traditional uses or vernacular names and those of KwaNibela
could be established to corroborate the verbal accounts of the
KwaNibela people having migrated from Swaziland.

The new species records and new uses of both well-documented
and poorly recorded species revealed in this study indicate that the
ethnobotanical knowledge of the Zulu ethnic group in Maputaland
is incompletely recorded. It is imperative that traditional
knowledge systems from relatively isolated populations within
South Africa are documented in an attempt to preserve indigenous
plant knowledge before it is lost to a changing world.
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