Did you know?

South African Tree Emblem - Real Yellowwood
(Podocarpus latifolius (Broad-leaved Yellowwood or Real Yellowwood, Afrikaans: Opregte-geelhout, Northern Sotho: Mogôbagôba, Xhosa: Umcheya, Zulu: Umkhoba)
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Have you ever wondered how a little seedling emerging from a hard seed under the forest canopy can over time become a massive tree growing up to 30 m in height with a spreading crown of up to 30 m wide and a stem diameter of over 2 m; and live for over 2000 years? – Wow!!  When God created out National Tree emblem – the Real Yellowwood - He really went to town!!  What a magnificent tree this is!

The Real Yellowwood, one of South Africa’s most valued timber-trees, is a large evergreen tree evergreen tree that grows up to 30 meters in height.  However, under some conditions, (typically garden cultivated) the tree doesn’t grow more than about 2m but looks very old and full of character.  It grows relatively slowly but forms a wood of exceptional quality.

Podocarp trees are either male or female, i.e. the species are dioecious. The male cones develop during early summer (November) on twigs produced the previous year and the pollen is released by the end of the next winter (a two-year period). The dry cones on the forest floor are indicative of male trees. The female cones develop with new leaves in spring and are pollinated when the pollen is released from the almost one-year old male cones. They take about one year to develop into a globose, yellow, fleshy 'fruit' enclosing a woody 'seed' with the nut inside from which the seedling germinates (biologically, the fleshy part is part of the kernel with endosperm or 'seed').  These berry-like cones are edible if you are so inclined.
The real yellowwood grows naturally in mountainous areas and forests in the southern, eastern and northern parts of South Africa, extending into Zimbabwe and further north. It is also found on rocky hillsides and mountain slopes but does not get as tall where it is exposed as it does in the forests. 

The genus and species names are derived from Greek words, podo which means foot, carpus which means fruit, lati which means wide and folius which means leaf. Podocarpaceae is a small cone-bearing family, which, along with the indigenous cedars, represent the small number of coniferous tree species indigenous to South Africa.
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It is a slow-growing tree but exceptionally long-lived, and is increasingly grown as an ornamental feature in South African gardens. The unusual texture of the foliage is a reason for its growing popularity. The bright edible berries attract birds, which spread the seed.  Yellowwoods are one of the few bat-dispersed trees we know. The fruit bats remove the fleshy part around the 'seed', spit out the 'seed', suck the juice from the fleshy part, and then spit out the fleshy part in small chewed chunks. The seeds and chewed fruit chunks on the forest floor are indicative of female trees, and often accumulate in small clusters under a nearby tree of another species where the bats roost. Many birds eat the fruit, but only larger birds such as the Tauracos (previously loeries) swallow the seed to contribute to their dispersal. Monkeys and baboons also disperse the fruit but often also destroy the seed. Bush pigs destroy many of the seeds on the forest floor (to get to the nut) particularly when the seeds accumulate in small clusters.  Rodents, particularly the dormouse, accumulate the seeds in hoards in holes in tree stems, near the ground, but they eat the kernel and thereby destroy most of the seed.

All the species of Podocarpus are protected in South Africa.  In the past, they were so sought after as timber trees, that from being an abundant resource they became almost extinct in some areas. Yellowwood furniture commands high prices today because of its rarity. When buying timber products – especially Yellowwood – do make sure that it bears the Forestry Stewardship Council’s logo – in this way you can be assured that it comes from a sustainable source.
Yellowwood trees are protected under the National Forests Act, 1998, as amended, and may not be cut, damaged, destroyed or disturbed without a licence granted by the Department of Agriculture, Forestry & Fisheries (Forestry branch).  
Adapted from SANBI ((http://www.plantzafrica.com )

