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THE 
DELECTABLE 
ALOE 
PEGLERAE

High on the Magaliesberg 
Mountains in South Africa, one 
can find the unique Magaliesberg 
Aloe (Aloe peglerae). For most of 
the year, A. peglerae is nothing 
more than a small ball of fleshy, 
spiny, grey-green leaves hidden 
in the long grass. However, in 
winter these aloes come alive, 
producing hundreds of tightly 
packed, scarlet-red flowers, that 
turn a greenish-yellow as they 
mature. Together with the bright 
yellow pollen, which contrasts 
with the deep purple filaments 
of the stamens, they signal their 
presence to pollinators. Flowering 
plants produce copious amounts of 
dilute nectar, the reward to these 
visitors for providing the aloe with a 
valuable service – pollination.
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A flowering adult Aloe peglerae plant. Produced on a single raceme, flowers are dull red in the 
bud stage, becoming greenish-yellow as they mature and open, presenting bright yellow pollen. 
Photo by Maxine Hulett.

A SPLENDID DIVERSITY

Abundant in the arid- and semi-arid regions of sub-Saharan Africa, the highest 

concentration and variety of aloes is found in southern Africa. Most aloes (including 

the newly recognised genera that were previously considered to belong to the 

genus Aloe) are succulents with diverse growth forms ranging from tall tree aloes 

(e.g. Aloidendron barberae), to medium-sized multi- and single-stemmed aloes (e.g. 

A. arborescens and A. marlothii), to smaller stemless aloes (e.g. A. aculeata), to grass 

aloes (e.g. A. minima).
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(40 – 100μL) of dilute (8 – 12% weight by 

weight (w/w)) nectar or small amounts 

(<30μL) of concentrated, hexose-rich 

nectar (15 – 25% w/w), and have no 

discernible scent. Numerous studies on 

Aloe species have shown birds – both 

those that feed only on nectar (specialist 

nectarivores) and those that feed mostly 

on fruit, seeds or insects, but which 

also feed on nectar when it is available 

(generalist nectarivores) – to be the 

primary pollinators.

A THREATENED SPECIES

The stemless Magaliesberg Aloe, once 

abundant along the Magaliesberg 

Mountain Range, is endemic to South 

Africa. Today, this species is categorised 

as Critically Endangered, mostly due to 

the illegal harvesting of seeds and whole 

plants that has reduced its distribution to 

a few small subpopulations. For young 

seedlings to become established they 

need optimal microhabitat conditions, 

i.e. rocky ground with reduced grass 

cover to reduce fire impacts. Recruitment 

(the ability to successfully produce new 

generations through germination and 

successful establishment of seedlings) of 

these scattered populations is low.

HOW ALOES ATTRACT  
BIRD POLLINATORS

Over half (55%) of southern African aloes 

flower in winter, with most displaying 

a bird pollination syndrome, i.e. floral 

characteristics that are suited to attracting 

avian visitors. Bird pollinated aloes tend to 

have long, tubular flowers with a range of 

vivid colours like bright yellow to orange 

and red. Depending on the species, the 

flowers produce either copious amounts 

Aloe peglerae flowers. Buds are dull red, becoming greenish-yellow as they open and mature.  
Bright yellow pollen is presented on deep purple stamens that are exserted past the mouth of  
the open flowers. Photo by Craig Symes.

RECENT TAXONOMIC 
CHANGES TO THE  
ALOE FAMILY

A series of fairly recent reviews of 

the taxonomy of the plant family 

Asphodelaceae have resulted in an 

extensive revision of the Aloe genus. 

Some of the changes at generic  

level include:

● Aloe: the ‘typical’ aloes – retains 

most of the roughly 500 species;

● Aloidendron: the tree aloes – five 

species including Aloidendron 

barberae (better known as 

Aloe bainesii) and Aloidendron 

dichotomum (better known by its 

old name – Aloe dichotoma, the 

Kokerboom or Quiver Tree);

● Aloiampelos: the scrambling 

aloes such as Aloe ciliaris (now 

Aloiampelos ciliaris) – a genus with 

seven species and several recognised 

varieties of some of these species;

● Aristaloe: a single species – 

previously Aloe aristata;

● Gonialoe: three species – including 

the species previously known as  

Aloe variegata; and

● Kumara: two species, K. plicatilis and 

K. haemanthifolia.

Members of the genus Chortolirion 

have ended up in the Aloe genus 

as part of this extensive taxonomic 

revision. Taxonomic revisions are 

ongoing and further changes  

may ensue.
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The A. peglerae population density has 

been estimated to have decreased by 

approximately 43% over 10 years and the 

Peglerae Trail in Kgaswane Nature Reserve, 

Rustenburg – named for the historic 

abundance of Magaliesberg Aloes along the 

trail – sadly now has very few, if any, aloes 

remaining along the once densely-populated 

route. The species is also threatened by 

herbivory, erosion, fire, and White Scale – 

an insect pest that infests the plant’s roots, 

stems and leaves, causing infested plants to 

rot and ultimately perish. Of concern is that, 

despite the rapid population decline, very 

little is known about this charismatic species.

POLLINATION RESEARCH

Over the past five years, detailed research 

at the University of the Witwatersrand has 

attempted to understand more about the 

Magaliesberg Aloe, especially its pollination 

system. An important research tool has been 

the use of 24-hour camera traps, images 

from which have revealed the identity of 

a variety of plant visitors. By conducting 

selective pollinator-exclusion experiments 

– that allowed access by some pollinators 

but excluded others – the contribution of 

different pollinator guilds (broad groups 

that use a resource in a similar fashion) to 

pollination and reproductive output of the 

plants, i.e. fruit and seed production, could 

be ascertained.

AVIAN VISITORS

Numerous bird species, including those 

characteristic of the areas in which the 

plants grow, were identified as regular 

visitors to plants. These included Dark-

capped Bulbul (Pycnonotus tricolor), 

Streaky-headed Seed-eater (Crithagra 

gularis), Cape White-eye (Zosterops virens), 

Familiar Chat (Cercomela familiaris), Fork-

A Dark-capped Bulbul (Pycnonotus tricolor) landing on a flowering Aloe peglerae plant. Camera trap photo by Stephanie Payne.
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tailed Drongo (Dicrurus adsimilis), Crested 

Barbet (Trachyphonus vaillantii), and Red-

winged Starling (Onychognathus morio). 

However, the Cape Rock-thrush (Monticola 

rupestris), which generally occurs at low 

densities, and is often transient at sites 

where the aloes flower, was by far the 

most regular visitor, making up 68% and 

52% of visits in 2013 and 2014 respectively, 

and hence is considered to be the primary 

pollinator of this endemic plant species.

MAMMALIAN VISITORS

Without the assistance of technology, 

observations at night might have been 

near-impossible and our camera traps 

identified the Namaqua Rock Mouse 

(Micaelamys namaquensis) and the Eastern 

Rock Sengi (Elephantulus myurus) as 

nocturnal visitors, feeding on nectar and 

flowers. Visitations by these night-time 

visitors were found to occur less often 

and their contribution to pollination was 

subsequently found to be significantly less 

than that of birds (10% in 2013 and 24% in 

2014). The nocturnal visits by the Eastern 

Rock Sengi were particularly interesting 

though, since it is a diurnal species that 

feeds primarily on insects. Although birds 

are the most efficient pollinators of A. 

peglerae, small mammals may thus be 

suitable alternative pollinators, should the 

bird community in the area change.

A PAUCITY OF SPECIALIST 
NECTAR-FEEDERS

Of considerable interest has been the 

absence of specialist nectar-feeding bird 

species. In >1,000 records of bird visitors, 

over five flowering seasons, only two 

individual sunbirds, an Amethyst Sunbird 

(Chalcomitra amethystina) and a White-

bellied Sunbird (Cinnyris talatala), were 

photographed feeding on Aloe peglerae. 

By association, sunbirds have often been 

implicated as the primary pollinators of 

many Aloe species and it is only recently 

that their role as pollinators has been 

quantified. Generally, the dichotomy 

between specialist and generalist 

nectarivore pollinated aloes seems to 

be determined by nectar characteristics, 

although other factors like distribution, 

flowering season and growth form, may 

be important. Therefore, in the instance 

of A. peglerae, that produces copious 

amounts (approximately 47 μL) of very 

dilute (approximately 10% w/w) nectar, 

the primary visitors are generalist nectar-

feeding bird species. The study to date 

has therefore highlighted the important 

role of generalist nectar-feeding birds in 

the pollination of A. peglerae. In addition, 

it has also highlighted the importance of 

the A. peglerae nectar – much like many 

other Aloe species – as a food (and water) 

resource, for birds and small mammals 

alike, in dry winters when resources and 

free-standing water are limited.

MORE ABOUT MAMMALIAN 
PLANT POLLINATORS

This, to our knowledge, is the first time that 

small mammal visitation to Aloe plants has 

been quantified. It is expected that small 

mammal visitation to, and consequently 

contribution to the pollination of, aloes may 

be more common than originally thought. 

Small mammals, mostly rodents, have been 

recorded as the main pollinators of many 

southern African plants, which include the 

An Eastern Rock Sengi (Elephantulus myurus) feeding on Aloe peglerae nectar.  
While the sengi is feeding on nectar, it is likely that pollen is being transferred 
to the fur on the chest and abdomen, as well as between flowers on the plant.  
Camera trap photo by Gina Arena.

A male Cape Rock-thrush (Monticola rupestris) 
perches on top of an Aloe peglerae raceme.  
The racemes are often used as vantage points by 
birds. Camera trap photo by Stephanie Payne.
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Redelinghuis Pincushion (Leucospermum 

arenarium), approximately 14 species of 

Protea, the Pagoda Lily (Massonia bifolia; 

previously Whiteheadia bifolia) and African 

Lily (Massonia depressa), as well as Colchicum 

scabromarginatum. Grey Mongoose and 

Large-spotted Genet have been recorded 

feeding on Protea nectar. Since all these plants 

flower in winter and are near to the ground – 

characteristics in common with A. peglerae 

and a few other aloes – it is not surprising 

that small mammals were recorded visiting A. 

peglerae and it is likely that small mammals are 

visiting other aloes similar to A. peglerae, such 

as A. claviflora, A. melanacantha, A. petricola, 

A. pratensis and A. reitzii. There are also various 

anecdotal records of Sengi on A. reitzii and of 

other mammals – such as Chacma Baboon, 

Vervet Monkey, Slender Mongoose, Four-

striped Grass Mouse, Namaqua Rock-mouse 

and Rattus species – visiting A. marlothii and  

A. ferox plants.

A PLEA FOR CITIZEN 
SCIENTIST INVOLVEMENT

Future studies aim to delve deeper into the 

role that a diversity of potential pollinators play 

in pollinating members of the genus Aloe. To 

assist in understanding the complex mutualistic 

relationships between plants and animals, we 

are requesting assistance from the general 

public. Specifically we are looking for anecdotal 

observations (including photographs if possible) 

of visitors to Aloe species that flower near to the 

ground, especially our target species for further 

research which are: A. claviflora, A. peglerae,  

A. petricola and A. reitzii.


