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Abstract
In this article the term ‘African leafy vegetables’ was adopted to refer to the collective of plant species which are used as
leafy vegetables and which are referred to as morogo or imifino by African people in South Africa. Function is central in this
indigenous concept, which is subject to spatial and temporal variability in terms of plant species that are included as a result
of diversity in ecology, culinary repertoire and change over time. As a result, the concept embraces indigenous, indigenised
and recently introduced leafy vegetable species but this article is concerned mainly with the indigenous and indigenised
species. In South Africa, the collection of these two types of leafy vegetables from the wild, or from cultivated fields where
some of them grow as weeds, has a long history that has been intimately linked to women and their traditional livelihood
tasks. Among poor people in remote rural areas the use of these types of leafy vegetables is still common but nationwide there
is evidence of decline, particularly in urban areas. Cultivation of indigenous or indigenised leafy vegetables is restricted to
a narrow group of primarily indigenised species in South Africa. Seven groups of indigenous or indigenised African leafy
vegetables that are important in South Africa were given special attention and their local nomenclature, ecology, use and
cultivation are discussed.
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Introduction
In South Africa, the use of leafy vegetables is as old as the
history of modern man. Khoisanoid people who have lived in
Southern Africa for at least the past 120 000 years, relied heavily
on the gathering of plants from the wild for their survival (Fox
and Norwood Young, 1982; Parsons, 1993). The Bantu-speaking
tribes which started to settle in South Africa about 2 000 years
ago also collected leafy vegetables from the wild (Bundy, 1988).
In their food system hunting and the collection of edible plants
were particularly important during times of emergency, when
crops had failed or livestock herds had been decimated (Peires,
1981). Collecting and cultivating green leafy vegetables continues to be widespread among African people in South Africa
(Bhat and Rubuluza, 2002; Jansen van Rensburg et al., 2004,
Husselman and Sizane, 2006; Modi et al., 2006) even though
western influences have considerably modified their food consumption patterns.
The objectives of this article are to provide an overview of
the use and status of leafy vegetables in contemporary African
communities of South Africa and to present information on the
local nomenclature, botanical description, ecology, utilisation
and cultivation of seven groups of species that are commonly
used by these communities.
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Use and status of leafy vegetables in
contemporary South African society
Leafy vegetables are plant species of which the leafy parts, which
may include young, succulent stems, flowers and very young
fruit, are used as a vegetable. In South Africa, Wehmeyer and
Rose (1983) identified more than 100 different species of plants
that were being used as leafy vegetables. African people refer to
these plant species collectively, using the term morogo (Sesotho,
isiPedi) or imifino (isiZulu, isiXhosa), which freely translated
means leafy vegetables. This dynamic concept is particularly
useful when approaching leafy vegetables from the perspective of contemporary indigenous knowledge and practice. What
exactly constitutes morogo or imifino is subject to spatial and
temporal variability. The plant species that are included depend
on the local ecology and culinary traditions (Levy et al., 1936;
Van Wyk and Gericke, 2000; Vorster et al., 2002). Focusing
on the use rather than the origin of plant species, the concept
is dynamic because it is subject to the addition of new species
to the collective, such as the fairly recently introduced, exotic
Swiss chard (Beta vulgaris). In this article, the term ‘African
leafy vegetables’ was adopted to reflect the meaning of morogo
or imifino and was defined as the collective of leafy vegetable
species that form part of the culinary repertoire of particular
contemporary African communities. True to the meaning of
morogo or imifino, the term African leafy vegetables embraces
indigenous, indigenised and recently introduced plant species
but the focus of this article is on indigenous and indigenised species. Indigenous leafy vegetables may be defined as plant species which are either genuinely native to a particular region, or
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