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Winter splendour – Aloes!
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With their usually spiny leaves arranged in neat rosettes, and tall candle-like inflorescences in predominantly red and vibrant orange hues, aloes are increasingly sought after by gardeners and horticulturists, as they brighten up the dull winter landscape.

Aloes come in a variety of growth forms, from small miniatures to tall single-stemmed or branched trees, while certain species even form large, tangled shrubs. The usually swollen and succulent leaves are more or less lance- or sword-shaped in outline and boat-shaped in cross-section. Leaves are arranged in terminal clusters (rosettes) and are armed along their margins with usually sharp, but sometimes soft, teeth.

Flowers are grouped in candle-like or cone-shaped inflorescences, which can be branched or simple. The most common shape of flowers found in Aloe is tubular flowers, although some species have curved or even bell-shaped flowers. Flowers are typically brightly coloured and most often in various hues of red, orange and yellow, but there are also some species with green, pink or white flowers. The vast majority of aloes flower in winter, while some groups, like the grass aloes for instance, usually flower in spring or summer.

Aloes are mostly long-lived plants, especially the larger species. A specific quiver tree (Aloe dichotoma) was estimated to be between 100–145 years old, while some exceptionally tall specimens (of over 10 m) of Aloe marlothii may even be over 200 years old.

In South Africa most aloes are also protected, with very few exceptions, by environmental legislation in all nine provinces. It is thus illegal to remove plants from their natural habitat without the necessary collecting and transport permits issued by a provincial or other nature conservation authority, and consent from the land owner.  Common threats listed for the survival of these aloes are restricted distribution ranges, habitat destruction and fragmentation, collecting for horticultural purposes, 

Aloes are well-adapted to the often arid conditions found in their natural environment. Their succulent leaves enable them to survive prolonged periods of drought. Sharp thorns and spines, as well as usually bitter leaf sap, are good deterrents for many herbivores, although certain animals seem completely undaunted by these defence mechanisms of aloes and the juicy leaves are often eaten.

Brightly coloured, tubular flowers that are filled with nectar are a welcome source of food during the winter. Aloe flowers are regularly visited by pollinating birds and insects, but also by pollen and nectar thieves (these can be insects, birds or mammals) that do little in terms of pollination––some can even destroy an inflorescence completely.

Parts of the leaf, but especially the leaf sap and the leaf pulp or gel, is variously used medicinally – especially for skin irritations. It displays antioxidant, anti-inflammatory and antiseptic properties and is recently also claimed to have antiviral properties.  Aloe sap (or bitters) or gel are included in health tonics, nutritional supplements, cosmetics and skin-care products such as shampoos, soaps and moisturising lotions. Aloes also have various culinary uses in the form of marmalade, jams, pickles and preserves.
