The story of the hedge around the Principal’s Residence
Roseworthy Agricultural College

Kei apples

A formidable hedge with tasty fruit

While recently dnving around the Roseworthy
Campus of the University of Adelaide, we came upon
a dense green hedge of Kei apples growing alongzide
what in years lunE; past was the Cﬂ]leEe P‘rm:::lpal -3
residence .

The trees were more like spiny shrubs around 3-4
metres high, had obvicusly been there for quite some
time and while the hedgerow formation sugpested

they had been planted de]lberateh they also locked
nei;lected {Fig | back cover).

Thiz discovery prompted digging around for more
information about thiz uncommoen plant and the fruts

they were bearing.
The Ke1ﬁple (Dovyalis caffta) iz a native of
Their natural range extends along
the eastern side of the continent from the Kei River in
Easztern Cape Province of South Africa to Tanzania in
the north. The plant and fruit have various African
names i different repioms and were dubbed the
‘African Apncot’ or “Wild Apricot’ by English
speaking settlers, giving a clue as to the taste and
utility of the fruit
Eei apples are dicecious, with inconspicuous male
and female flowers on s plants.  One male
plant can pollinate several female plants. The simple
ovate leaves are 3-6 cm long, have a slightly leathery
feel and persist for a long time — trees are essentially
evergreen in habit, with old leaves abscising -:mh
when replaced by new leaves.

Trees grow very 3-6 cm long spines in the leaf
axils and large sturdy thoms at other points along
mature branches The hedgerow at Roseworthy
comprized zeveral trees with a fruiting female tree at
each end (Fig 2 back cover).

Mature fruts are 30 - 60mm m diameter and as they
ripen change colour from green throush yellow to
orange. The flesh is juicy, tasty, sweetish in parts but
mainly tart. Each berry-hke fruit contains 3-7 seeds
in a loosely structured pulp which iz easilty removed
(Fig 3 back cover).

Harvest time for Kei apples typically beginz around
late summer to autumn, depending on climate, and
fruits can be stored for up to six months pnst-han‘est
in cool temperatures.

In their native habitat, Kei apples are an important
source of food for bumans and amimals m valley
bushveld, wooded grassland, forest edges and arid
lands. The fruits are eaten fresh or after cooking in
various wavs, inclu ams and otes,
jellies, pies and ntherd:i.fssert cIJ.ishes 'I'hmm:a;.vfalsu
used as a tenderising gamnish in meat-based dishes
and in salads.

The trees and bushes have traditionally been
cultivated i southemn Affica as a border or screen fo
enclose and protect both humans and animals.
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Clozely planted frees form a dense and formidable
hedge, reportedly mmpenetrable fo lions and other
larpe animals due to the large thoms.

Established frees readily survive in tough conditions
with mimimal care. They are drought, zalt and cold
tolerant, making them suitable to a wide range of
conditicns mcluding coastal areas. They grow i a
T.“alrl]eh of soil types, including relatively infertile
S0

Eei apples are now grown commercially in several
African countries and have been introduced to the
USA, Israel and Australia. In Australia it was referred
to as the Pioneer plant, capable of providmg frmt in
dry, harsh conditions, having no commeon diseases or
sts and hence were widely plamted across Scuth
Elstmha.

Eei apples can be propagated from seeds or
hardwood cuftings h‘eated ‘mﬂl hormone gel.  All
flezh needs to be removed from seeds prior to
planting as it contans an inhibitory substance.
Cleaned seeds planted at ambient temperatures in
February using a standard seedling mix gave more
than 90% germination within 3-4 weeks of planting
(Fle;clbac:l-: cover).

Seeds almost exclusively produce male plants and it
takes about four years before the sex of plants is
revealed, so taking cuttings from kmown productive
female frees iz 2 befter option.  Frut favour
reportedly varies from tree to tree, with zome being
excessively acidic, prowviding scope to select and
preferentially propagate those with swester fruit.

Kei apples do not have aggressive root systems and
with moderate care and zome judicious pruning, a
female plant containing a grafted male branch should
fit into many domestic or or make an attractive
and productive container plant. Either way, they are
sure to stimulate interest.

Due to the thoms, 1t i3 worth skrting the free,
keeping the bottom ﬁ:uhage above kmee height This
makes harvesting easier as the fiuit often -:lm[:l and
can be difficult to gather amongst the thoms.

Further mformation:

E;Il,']dqnefs Magazine. hitps:/gardenersmag com/lkai-
E'.

Rare Fruit Club. hitps:/'wowrarefruitclub. org au/

Devyalis him

South African National Biodiversity Institute. http://

pza.sanbi.org/dovyalis-caffra

Reproduced from the RFS Newsletter published
March 2024, page 15. The Figures appeared on
the back cover of the same issue.







