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'Van Riebeeck's curse' killing
off historic oaks in Gardens.,

Fungus threatens Peninsulaforests, profwams

Stowaway:themusnronm-uke fruit ofthe
killerfungus

JEAN LEMAY
STMfREI'l}RTER"

A killer fungus which is destroyin g the
oak trees in Cape Town's histori c
Company'S Gardens could have been
in troduced on citrus trees planted
more than 300 years ago by Jan van
Riebeeck.

The mushroom-like fungus, which has
been des cr ibed as "Van Riebeeck's curse"
after the leader of the first Eur opean set­
tl ers at the Cape, could spread, in time, to
natural an d exo tic
forests throughout the
Pen insula and else ­
where.

Thi s s tartling dis­
covery was made by
Mi chael Wingfie ld ,
Mand i professor affor­
est pathology a t th e
Unive rsity of th e
Orange Free State.

"In gene rations to
come , this cou ld
become one of the most
dominant an d tro ub le­
so me plag ues in Cape
gardens," he sa id. The
discovery of the fungus
could m ean extensive
replanning and replan t­
ing of the Comp any's
Gardens, said Alan
Bates of the cit y coun­
cil' s parks and for es ts
department.

"We want the people
of Cape Town to know
about th e prob lem in the Gardens and to
work with us infmding a solutinn.vhe sa id.

Professor Wingfield, who was asked by
the ci ty council to find out why t he oak
trees in the Company's Gardens were
dying , made the discovery after two years
of scientific inv estigations, includi ng DNA
sequencing and fmger-printing.

Tom Harrington of Iowa State Universi­
ty, an internationally recognised authority
on the fungus, spent six months working
with Professor Wingfield on the projec t.

Dur ing a visit to Cape Town a fortnight
ago Professor Wingfield found "qui te une x­
pectedly, t ha t th e fungus was fru iting

abun dan tly, producing many kilograms of
honey-coloured mushrooms in ma ny parts
of Government Avenue and the Gar dens".

There was even some "amazing prcdue­
tion'' of the mushrooms in the gardens of
President Mande la 's office a t 'I'uynhu ys,
he satd -which he and h is team discovered
"after clim bing over the fence an d fin ding
ourselves surrounded by policem en" .

Professor Wingfield said that areport in
Saturday Argus in J anuar y 1996, which
sa id that in Van Ri ebeeck 's time t he
avenue was li ned wit h orange and lemon

trees, gave him the idea
of investigating the ori ­
gin of tile citrus trees.

The fungus was the
E u r op ea n armillaria
meuea , he said, a ls o
'k nown a s th e "h oney
fungus" because ottts
goLden colour .

"Our DNA fin ge r­
pri n tin g work over the
past t wo years has
given us an accurate
impr ess ion of the on­
gin of the fungus ," he
sa id , ad ding that t his
was the fi rst ti me a
species ofthe fungus, of
which there were
many, had been shown
conclusively to h a ve
be e n transferred
between continents.

" The fu ngus was
in tr oduced in to th e
Gar dens, most likely by
the very early settl ers .

"It could well ha ve bee n on the citrus
trees plan ted by Jan van Riebeeck.

"Ifwe assume that the fungus can move
radia lly through the soil for a bout one
metre a year, it has been there for abou t300
years ."

Many app ar ently healt hy tr ees in the
Ga rdens and in Government Aven ue.
including shrubs such as hydrangeas an d
the histor ically significant mu lberry tree ,
were infected and would die, he said .

The environment around the trees was
"hig hly conducive to infection" and "very
drastic measures were needed to improve
the situation", said Professor Wingfield .
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Basic research: Professor Michael Wingfield, professor offorestpathology atFree State University,
uncoversfungus-causeddamage toanoak tree intheCompany'sGardens
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