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wild figs — rich
bounty for man, ape,
bird & insect

by Ronelle Kemp

MORACEAE (Mulberry
Family)

This tree family is very large and
comprises the well-known cultivated
species Ficus carica, the common
household fig, and several Morus
species known as mulberries. Itis a
family of about 73 genera and nearly

3 060 species. Most of them occur from
the Tropics southwards throughout the
southern hemisphere. They are rather
variable in method of growth and in
almost all other features, but there is one
factor linking them all, namely their
milky latex or sap.

The genus Ficus

Ficus is the Latin word for a fig,
probably originating fron the Persian
word for a fig, fica.

This genus of some 800 species occurs
throughout the world.

To our knowledge, Marloth Park boasts
oniy two wild fig species, the
large-leaved rock fig, Ficus abutifolia,

Pictured below is the large-leaved rock fig in Blinkblaar Street, one of the

one of the rock splitters discussed below,
and the common cluster fig or sycamore
fig, which each visitor to the Kruger
Park knows as one of the most
numerous tree species to be seen along
the Park's rivers and in low-lying areas.
The economic uses of this free are
numerous: it was used o make sarco-
phagi in Ancient Egypt, while the fiuits
have been valued as a food source since
that time in Egypt and elsewhere in
Africa, Almost alt other parts of this
free, from the roots, bark, latex and
wood, to the leaves and fruit, have been
used medicinally oras a feod or to
construct #ems, by the peoples of
Africa,

Unfartunately, Marloth Park lost many
fine specimens of this free during the
flood of February 2006, when their root
system proved inadequate 1o offer much
resistance o the swirling waters.

All trees of this genus have a milky
latex and a pointed stipule (a basal
appendage to a leaf frequently enclosing
and protecting the developing leaf bud),
They are usually deciduous. The most
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rock splitters. Above are shown the fruit of the common wild fig, a great
Javourite among purplecrested louries and green pigeons,

characteristic feature of the genus is that
they all bear a very special “fruit™. it
actually consists of a flower base
markedly enlarged and gnarled, known
as a syconium. The base of the “flower™
is pulpy and grows out and upwards and
then curls towards the inside. The
flowers then grow inside the fig. These
resemble simall truncheons. Most trees of
this genus are pollinated by small~wusps
of the ant family that enter the fig
through a small opening to lay their eggs
within the syconium. Few attemptswe
successful, which explains why so ferw-
seeds or pips genninate when planted,
Those of us whe have already tried to eat
the fruits of a common cluster fig, which
is found in abundance on our river
banks, know that they taste guite nice,
but that the experience is rather spoiled
by the swarms of wasps that are inside. |
sense an opportunity for budding yowmiy-
scientists to devise a plan how to make
these wasps abandon the fruits. 1 am sure
that there are traditional remedies {0
solve this problem. Please let us know.
The various species rely on different
methods to ensure their reproduction. By
the same token there are different
species of wasps to undertake the task ~—
another reminder to us that we should
each make a contribution towards
conserving nature. Bach of the millions
of organisms on earth has a unique
relationship with one or more living
things which makes it so essential that
we protect and nurture this biodiversity.
Most of us who have had the privilege to
have the common fig in our gardens,
know that now and then one or two figs
would appear out of season. Their
mission is to sustain the population of
wasps, $o that, when spring arrives, there
will be a few individual wasps to start
breeding. Then we have the early figs,
which help to elevate wasp numbers to
the millions needed for the task of






