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A guide to some familiar
Botswana plants

T

he handy pocket guide
The Plants Around Us is
no ordinary book. It is the
impressive achievement
of a team of ‘movers and
shakers’ who have a vision and are out to
make it a reality.
The vision is a youth movement
known as Junior Ranger Botswana. It
comprises young Batswana between
eight and 18 years of age who are
interested in and care about plants and
the natural environment. This guide
to over 50 familiar Botswana plants is
a significant milestone in the genesis
of Junior Ranger Botswana and needs
to be viewed in this light. And it is a
huge incentive for youngsters to get
involved with plant identification and
conservation activities.
The book is the brainchild of Ms.
Theda Knyphausen, who worked
with Mr. Boletlo Pitseyagae of Junior
Ranger Botswana, and Okavango plant
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researchers Mr. Roger and Ms. Alison
Heath to produce the guide.
The Heaths are self-taught botanists,
well known in northern Botswana for
their magnum opus Field Guide to the
Plants of Northern Botswana, Including
the Okavango Delta (Kew, 2009). They
generously contributed their knowledge
and photographs gratis in the interest
of promoting conservation awareness
amongst the youth of Botswana. Of
course, dreams need mundane things
like deadlines and finances; and without
the sponsorship of Niedersächsische
Bingo-Umweltstiftung, the book could
not have been published. Pula!
While this guide is essentially for
junior rangers, it will undoubtedly have
a much wider readership – especially
amongst visitors to northern Botswana.
I suspect that many professional guides
and wildlife officers will also be looking
for copies!
The 58 plants include not only trees

(25), but also 22 prominent wild flowers/
herbs and five easily recognisable
grasses (six alien invasive plants are also
included).
For each plant, the scientific, English
and Setswana names are given. The text
and photographs focus on identification
features; but for many entries there is
also an interesting note on traditional
uses.
The Setswana word for ‘tree’ is
setlhare, a homonym which also means
‘medicine’. The link between trees and
medicine is prominent amongst the
people of Botswana; and the Heaths
have captured a wealth of traditional
knowledge about plants. I was surprised
to learn that the marula is our national
tree, the Devil’s Claw/Grapple Plant is
our national plant, and thatching grass
is our national grass – this is the first
published information I’ve seen about
this!
There is little doubt that the Heaths
have an extensive collection of plant
photographs; and those used in the
guide are generally of a high quality in
terms of photographic technique and
subject matter (flowers, fruits, leaves,
bark, etc.). Collectively, the photographs
for each species enable the reader to
unequivocally identify them simply by
matching the physical features – there is
no need for complex dichotomous keys
such as appear in many plant books.

TOP: Junior Ranger Botswana members
receive copies of the plants book.
LEFT: Mr. Boletlo Pitseyagae, from Junior
Ranger Botswana, speaks at the book
launch.
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BELOW AND BOTTOM: Junior rangers plant trees at
Island Safari Lodge during the weekend camp that
followed the book launch.
FACING PAGE: Junior rangers prepare the pathways of
the arboretum.
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An interesting aspect of the text
is that it lists a ‘reading age’ of about
12 to 14 years, i.e. it is appropriate for
this age group. However, the book is
not childish in any way, and is suitable
for adults too. The rating is the result
of the sentences not being long and
convoluted or bombastic. (As an aside,
the Heaths’ big plant book, aimed at
adults, has a similar reading age!) The
few unavoidable technical terms are
defined in a short glossary at the back of
the book.
In my opinion, the most attractive
element of this guide is its compactness
– it is ideal for use in the field.
Are there any parts that could be
improved when the book is reprinted? A
minor change for the better would be a
contents page arranged alphabetically,
rather than simply following the order
of the plants in the book. Currently, in
order to find a particular plant, one has
to look through four pages of contents
until the required name is found. The
fact that there is no index at the back
makes this revision more necessary.
The Plants Around Us was launched
recently at a ceremony held at Island
Safari Lodge in Maun; and the audience
was mostly children.
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The guest of honour was Mr. G.
Mahube, Regional Education Director
for Ngamiland, who predicted that “the
book would soon be read by everyone,
everywhere in Botswana.” He thanked
the Heaths “for capturing a lot of
traditional information on our plants for
posterity.”
The weekend following the launch,
the junior rangers gathered at Island
Safari Lodge to establish an arboretum
– a botanical tree-garden – by planting
indigenous tree seedlings, under the
supervision of Mr. Rainer Köpsell, a
retired forester from Germany. The
rainy weather was no deterrent to
the children, and was just what the
seedlings needed to establish themselves!
One good idea always leads to
another; and it would be great to see
similar pocket guides produced covering
herpetons, birds and mammals.
Hats off to all involved in this useful
and worthwhile publication! P
LEFT: Proud and happy Junior Ranger
Botswana members.
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