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 This is the first draft introducing some of the vegetables grown 

and used in Zimbabwe

 At least 1,981 different edible plant species are known to occur in 

Zimbabwe.  For information and references for these see the 

database on our website 

 Other short books for Zimbabwe are Starchy Staples, Leafy 

Greens, Fruit, and Spices

 This information has been compiled by Bruce French, Sept 2013.



Vegetables

Scientific name English name Shona name Ndebele name Type

Allium ascalonicum Spring onion Bulb & leaves

Arachis hypogea Peanut Nuts & leaves

Cucurbita moschata Pumpkin Leaves & fruit

Cowpea Cowpea Leaves, seeds

Vigna unguiculata var. 

sesquipedalis

Long bean Pods, Leaves, 

seeds

Psophocarpus tetragonolobus Winged bean Pods, Leaves, 

Flowers, Seeds

Luffa cylindrica Smooth luffa Young fruit, 

Leaves



Vegetables to make meals good

Quote found in Eden Project garden, Cornwall, England



Spring onion Allium cepa var ascalonicum
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Growing spring onion

 A tropical plant.  In Nepal it is grown between 500 and 2000 m altitude.  It does best in fertile, 

well-drained sandy soil.  Prefers a pH in the range 6 to 7, but tolerates a pH in the range 4.5 to 8.3.  

It tolerates a range of soils but does best in light well drained soils. Plants can tolerate high 

temperatures up to 30°C and bulbing only occurs at temperatures above 20°C.

 Plants can be grown from seed or by using bulbs.  The clumps are uprooted and divided.  Plants are 

spaced 15-20 cm apart.  Bulbs are planted to half the bulb depth.  Each  bulb from dividing up 

clumps in the growing season can produce 2 to more than 12 new bulbs.

 Both the bulbs and the leaves can be eaten as a vegetable. 

 The bulbs are eaten raw or cooked.  The leaves are eaten raw or cooked.  

 The flowers are used raw or to flavour salads.



Peanuts Arachis hypogea
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Growing peanuts

 A tropical and subtropical plant.  Peanuts grow well from sea level up to about 1650 metres

altitude in the tropics.  They need a temperature of about 28°C and between 24°C and 33°C.  

The plants get killed by frost.  They need a well drained soil and cannot stand water-logging.  

Therefore they are often grown on raised garden beds.  They do better in drier areas but need 300 

to 500 mm of rain during the growing season.  Near harvest, dry weather is needed.  

 Peanuts require soil with good levels of calcium or they produce empty pods.  Adding gypsum will 

improve this.  If the nutrient boron is short then flowers won't flower and fruit properly.  Because 

peanuts are legumes, they have root nodule bacteria which can fix their own nitrogen and this 

means they can still give good yields in grassland soils where nitrogen is at a lower level.

 The seeds or nuts are normally removed from the shell before planting and are sown 2 to 3 cm 

deep.  The alternately branched or Virginia-type of peanuts have a dormancy period so that they 

must be stored before replanting.  A suitable spacing is 10 cm between plants and 60 to 80 cm 

between rows.  Often plants are grown in mixed cultures with other plants and this is good in corn 

gardens.  The soil needs to be weeded and loose by the time the flowers are produced to allow the 

peg for the seed pods to penetrate the soil.  Normally when the whole plant dies off the plant are 

ready to pull.  They are left to dry in the sun for 3 or 4 days. 



Pumpkins Cucurbita moschata
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Growing pumpkins

 It is best to select the tropical species. It suits the wet tropics.  It will thrive in humid as well as in 

very hot climates.  A temperature of 18-30°C is best.  It can tolerate some shade.  It can grow in 

soils with a pH of 5.5-6.9.  

 Seeds should be collected from healthily growing local plants that are already suited to this 

location.  These get less mildew and other diseases.  They have often also been selected to 

produce more leaf tips than fruit and these are the more enjoyed and nutritious part. Plants are 

grown from seed.  Seeds can be put in a nursery and transplanted. 

 The fruit are eaten cooked.  They are boiled, fried or baked.  They can be mashed and used in 

pies, soups, bread and cakes.  They can be dried, ground into flour and used for bread.  

 The young leaves and flowers are edible

 The seeds are eaten roasted.  They can also be roasted in salt.  The seeds are nutritious and a 

good snack food.  



Smooth luffah Luffa cylindrica
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Growing smooth luffa
 A pumpkin family plant.  It is an annual climber up to 10 m long.  The stem is five angled and 

slightly hairy.  The tendrils have 2 or 3 branches.  Leaves are 10-20 cm across with five to seven 

lobes.  Male and female flowers are separate and yellow.  The male flowers occur as 4 to 20 flowers 

together while female flowers are solitary in the leaf axils.  Flowers open in the early morning.  The 

fruit is fairly smooth and cylindrical and can be 30 - 60 cm long.  The seeds are black, flat and 

smooth and 10-15 mm long.

 A tropical plant.  It grows well in the tropical lowlands but will also grow in more temperate places.  

It does best with temperatures between 25-30°C.  It is better suited to the drier season as too heavy 

a rainfall during flowering and fruiting is harmful.  Soils should be well drained and moderately 

rich. It grows in areas with an annual rainfall between 1,000-1,800 mm.  In Zimbabwe it grows up 

to 1,500 m above sea level.  It can grow in arid places.  It suits hardiness zones 9-12. 

 Plants are grown from seed.  Seed are collected from ripe fruit.  Seed are sown 4-5 cm deep and 

plants are put 1 metre apart.  They can be sown in seed boxes and transplanted when 15 cm high.  It 

is best to have a trellis for the plant to climb on or be left to climb over trees.  They are often 

pollinated by insects but can be hand pollinated in the early morning. Fruit are harvested for 

sponges when fully mature.  Young fruit are ready 2-3 months after planting while fruit mature 4-5 

months after planting.  For eating, young fruit are used. 

 The young fruit are eaten as a vegetable.  They are skinned and have the centre removed.  They can 

also be sliced and dried for later use.  They can be pickled or used in soups, stews and curries.  The 

seeds yield an edible oil after extraction.  The seeds are roasted with salt and eaten as a snack.  The 

young leaves and flowers are edible.  They are blanched by covering to make them white.  

 CAUTION: Older fruit are bitter and fibrous and contain poisonous substances.



Azanza Azanza garkeana
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Growing azanza

 A bushy shrub or small evergreen tree.  It can be 3-10 m high.  The bark is brown and rough.  The 

small branches have shaggy, woolly hairs.  The leaves are alternate and simple.  They have 3-5 

lobes.  They can be 20 cm long by 20 cm wide.  There are hairs on both surfaces.  The leaf stalk 

is 13 cm long.  The flowers are yellow and turn orange with age.  They have a maroon patch at 

the base of each petal.  They are 6 cm across.  They occur singly in the axils of leaves.  The fruit 

is almost round and a woody capsule.  It is 2.5-4 cm across.  They have dense short hairs.  They 

are divided into 5 sections.  They are yellowish to brownish-green when mature.  The fruit are 

edible. 

 It is a tropical plant.  It grows in the lowlands.  It grows in most types of woodland from sea level 

to 1700 m altitude in South Africa.  It grows in savannah country.  It grows in hot arid places.  It 

grows in areas with an annual rainfall between 255-1,270 mm.  In Zimbabwe it is mostly in areas 

with an annual rainfall between 750-900 mm per year.  It can grow in arid places. 

 Plants can be grown from seeds.  Seeds germinate in 20-60 days.  Seedling trays should not be 

kept too moist.  Seedlings can be transplanted at the 3 leaf stage.  Often seeds are sown directly in 

the field. It is reasonably slow growing. 

 The whole fruit, except the seeds, is chewed like chewing gum.  A sweet slime is produced.  The 

seeds are not edible.  The fruit need to be fully ripe.  The hard outer layer is peeled off.  

 Dried fruit are used for jellies. 



Horned cucumber Cucumis metuliferus
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Growing horned cucumber

 A pumpkin family plant.  It is an annual plant.  It grows to 0.5 m tall and spreads to 1.5 m wide.  

The stems are trailing and hairy.  The tendrils are curled and do not branch.  The leaves have 3 

lobes and are heart shaped.  The edges of the leaves have teeth.  The flowers are funnel shaped. 

and yellow.  They open into five lobes.  Male and female flowers occur on the same plant.  The 

female flower is above a prickly green ovary which enlarges to become the fruit.  The fruit are 

oblong and spiny and change from green to orange as they ripen.  They are 12 cm long and 6 cm 

across.  The fleshy pulp surrounding the seeds is bright green.  The seeds are white.  It tastes and 

smells like a cucumber.  The skin is not eaten. 

 A tropical plant.  It requires conditions similar to cucumbers.  It prefers light well drained soil.  It 

needs a protected sunny position.  It is drought and frost tender.  It grows at low and medium 

elevations in Zimbabwe.  It grows between 210-1,800 m above sea level.  It can grow in arid 

places.  

 Plants are grown from seed.  They take 8-16 days to germinate in warm soil. Plants grow rapidly.  

They flower and set fruit in 6-8 weeks.  It is then 7 weeks to maturity. 

 The peeled fruit are eaten raw.  They can also be cut open and sun dried for storage and use in 

preserves.  The young leaves are stripped and cooked then eaten.  The seeds are pounded and used 

for flavouring.  CAUTION:  If the plants are bitter they need to be used with caution.



Soybean Glycine max
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Growing soybean

 A small erect bean up to 60 cm tall.  It grows each year from seed.  Straggling kinds can occur.  

Stems, leaves and pods are softly hairy.  The leaves have 3 leaflets.  The leaflets have stalks.  

Flowers are small and white or blue.  They occur in groups in the axils of leaves.  The pods are 

broad, flat and hairy.  Pods have 2-4 seeds.  The seeds can be yellow to black.

 It is a temperate plant.  It suits lowland areas.  It can be grown from sea level to 2000 m altitude.  

Many varieties will not flower in the tropics (short days).  It needs fertile soil.  The best soil 

acidity is pH 5.5 to 7.0.  It is damaged by frost.  In Nepal it grows to 1800 m altitude.  It suits 

hardiness zones 7-8. 

 It is grown from seed.   Seeds need to be inoculated with bacteria before planting.   Plants need to 

be about 20 cm apart. Plants flower about 8 weeks after sowing and pods mature about 16 weeks 

after sowing.  Often plants are pulled up and hung up before threshing out the seed.

 The young pods and ripe seeds are eaten.  They are used for flour.  The dried seeds are boiled or 

baked and used in soups, stews and casseroles.  The seeds are used for oil.  Toasted seeds are 

eaten like a snack. Strongly roasted seeds are used for coffee.  Soy flour is used for noodles, 

pasta, confectionary and other foods.  The beans are fermented and used in a range of foods.  

 Sometimes the young leaves are eaten.

 The seeds are also used for sprouts and for making cooking oil and soya sauce etc.

 Because soybean contains a trypsin inhibitor they should be cooked and even the sprouts should 

be lightly cooked. 



Growing Sunflower Helianthus annuus
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Growing sunflower

 An upright annual plant.  It varies in height from 1-4 m.  It has a strong tap root.  Plants are 

mostly unbranched but may have some branches.  The stems are hairy.   The leaves are large and 

oval to heart shaped.   They have teeth around the edges.   They are roughly hairy and mid to dark 

green.  Leaves can be 10-40 cm long by 5-20 cm wide.  The leaf stalk is long.  The flowers are 

yellow and daisy like.   Flowers are 9-20 cm across.  Sometimes they are tinged red or purple. 

 A temperate plant.  It suits the highlands of the tropics and can stand a light frost.  It needs a well 

drained soil.  It prefers a rich soil.  It is drought and frost resistant.  Sunflowers grow from the 

equator to 55°N latitude.  They do not suit the wet tropics.  They cannot tolerate very acid soils.  

It can grow in arid places.   It suits hardiness zones 4-11. 

 Plants are grown from seed.  Only well filled seed should be planted.   It is easy to save your own 

seed.   Dry seed stores well.   It will grow on most soils.  A plant spacing of 1 m by 0.5 m is 

suitable.  Seed are sown at a depth of 2-4 cm.  At maturity heads are collected by hand and dried 

then threshed. Time to maturity is usually 4-5 months.  Seeds are ready to eat when the flower 

starts to wither. 

 An edible oil is extracted from the seeds and used for cooking.  Sometimes seeds are eaten raw or 

roasted.  The seeds can be ground into a meal for using in bread and cakes.  They are also dried, 

roasted and ground and used as a coffee substitute.   The seeds are boiled with water and honey to 

make a drink.  The germinated seeds are fermented into a yogurt or cheese. 



Sesame Sesame indicum
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Growing sesame

 A small upright plant.  It is an annual plant.  It is erect and much branched.  It grows 1-2 m tall.  The 

stem is stout and 4 sided.  It is furrowed along its length.  It is densely covered with glandular hairs.  

The leaves are fine and downy.  They vary in shape.  The lower leaves have long stalks and are spear 

shaped often with lobes or a toothed edge.  The leaf stalks are 3-11 cm long.  The leaf blade is 4-20 

cm long by 2-10 cm wide.  Upper leaves are narrow and oblong.  They are 0.5-2.5 cm wide.  The 

flowers are pink and white.  They occur in the axils of upper leaves.  They occur either on their own 

or in groups or 2 or 3.  They can be white, pink, purplish and with yellow spots and stripes.  The fruit 

can be smooth or rough and there are 2 chambers in the capsule.  The fruit are brown or purple.  

They are oblong and deeply grooved.  The seeds are small and oval.  They are 3 mm by 1.5 mm and 

vary in colour from white, yellow, grey, red, brown or black.  The fully ripe pods burst open. 

 A tropical plant.  It suits the hot dry semi-arid tropics and subtropics.  It can tolerate short periods of 

drought once established.  It needs a temperature of 20-24°C in early growth then 27°C for 

ripening.  It grows from sea level to about 1,800 m.  It grows in areas with a rainfall from 400 to 

1000 mm.  Soils need to be well drained.  It is very intolerant of water-logging.  It cannot stand high 

humidity.  It needs frost free conditions.  It needs a dry period for seed drying.  It does not like acid 

soils. It grows in open sunny places.  It can grow in arid places.  It suits hardiness zones 10-12. 



Using sesame

 Plants are grown from seed.  Seed will not germinate below 21°C.   Seed are broadcast on well 

prepared land.   Seed are harrowed in using feet or a light harrow.  Plants can be thinned or weeded 

during early growth to produce a better crop.   Seeding rates of 9-11 kg/ha are used.  Plants are 

spaced 2-15 cm apart in rows placed at 20-45 cm apart.   Some varieties shatter and lose their seeds 

very easily. Yields of 340-500 kg/ha are average.   Plants reach maturity in 80-180 days.  Crops are 

harvested as the leaves begin to drop.  Plants are cut and stooked or dried in racks.  The hull is 

removed by soaking in water overnight, then partly dried and rubbed against a rough surface.

 The seed are eaten.  They are used in soups or fried or boiled. Seeds are eaten in the form of 

sweetmeats.  Roasted seeds are used in pickles.  They are also put on bread.  Oil from the seeds is 

used in cooking and on salads.  The refuse from the seed after the oil has been extracted is boiled in 

water and made into soup.  

 Some varieties shatter and lose their seeds very easily. Yields of 340-500 kg/ha are average.   Plants 

reach maturity in 80-180 days.  Crops are harvested as the leaves begin to drop.  Plants are cut and 

stooked or dried in racks.  The hull is removed by soaking in water overnight, then partly dried and 

rubbed against a rough surface.

 The seed are eaten.  They are used in soups or fried or boiled. Seeds are eaten in the form of 

sweetmeats.  Roasted seeds are used in pickles.  They are also put on bread.  Oil from the seeds is 

used in cooking and on salads.  The refuse from the seed after the oil has been extracted is boiled in 

water and made into soup. 

 The leaves are eaten as a potherb.  



Long bean Vigna unguiculata var. sesquipedalis
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Growing long beans

 A tropical plant.  Plants grow in coastal areas in the tropics from sea level up to about 300 m.  

Seeds germinate in moist soil over 22°C.  For growth, day temperatures between 25-35°C and 

night temperatures not below 15°C are required.  It suits wet areas and cannot tolerate drought.  

Plants are day length neutral.  They perform best under full sunlight but can tolerate some shade.  

It has a high water requirement for the full grown crop (6-8 mm per day).  It can tolerate a wide 

range of soils with pH of 5.5-7.5.  Seeds show no dormancy, so will grow soon after collecting.  

 Plants are grown from seed.  Seeds germinate quickly (2-3 days) and plants grow rapidly.  

Flowering occurs after 5 weeks and harvesting of young pods can start 2 weeks later.  Plants die 

after about 3-4 months.  A spacing of 60 cm is suitable.  Plants need sticks to climb up.  Sticks 

about 2-2.5 m long are suitable.  Often 5 or 6 seeds are sown around the one stick.  Plants are 

often topped when growing too vigorously.  It only grows as an annual bean so seeds need to be 

replanted each year.  The pods need to be harvested every 2 or 3 days.  Diseases get worse if the 

bean does not have sticks to climb.  The damage by bean pod borer is less if snake beans are 

grown inter-cropped with maize. 

 Both the young pods and leaves are eaten.  They can be steamed, stir-fried and used in other 

dishes.

 The ripe seeds can also be eaten cooked.  The seeds can be sprouted and eaten. 



Lablab bean Lablab purpureus
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Growing lablab beans
 A climbing bean which can have vines 1-5 m long.   It keeps growing from year to year.  The stems 

can be smooth or hairy.  Leaves are made up of 3 almost triangular leaflets.  The leaflets are 5-15 

cm long and 3-14 cm wide.  The side leaflets are somewhat asymmetrical.  Often the plants are 

flushed purple.   The flowering clusters are 5-20 cm long.  Flowers are often white but can vary 

from red to blue.   The pods are flattened, pointed and up to 12 cm long and 2 cm wide.  They can 

be green, purple or white.  Inside there are 3-5 white or dark seeds.   Seed pods have a wavy 

margin.  The seeds are 0.5-1.5 cm long.   (This bean is similar to Lima bean but the keel of the 

flower in not spirally twisted, the pod ends more bluntly with a long thin style at the end and the 

hilum on the seed is longer.)

 It is a tropical and subtropical plant.  It mostly grows between 750 and 2175 m altitude in the 

tropics.  It is drought resistant and can grow in quite low rainfall areas.  Some varieties are short 

day and some are long day kinds.  It suits hardiness zones 9-12. 

 Seeds are sown at 30 x 60 cm spacing near stakes or trees.  About 20 kg of seed per hectare are 

required.  Fertilising with nitrogen and potash until flowering is recommended.  Young pods are 

ready 4-6 months after planting and seeds 6-8 months.  Pods are often harvested over 2 or 3 years.  

Pollination and seed setting are reduced in cold weather. Young pods are ready 4-6 months after 

planting and seeds 6-8 months.   Pods are often harvested over 2 or 3 years.   Pollination and seed 

setting are reduced in cold weather. 

 The young pods, ripe seeds and young leaves are edible, cooked.  Flowers can be eaten raw, 

steamed or added to soups and stews.   Dried seeds can be cooked as a vegetable.   The seeds can 

also be sprouted then crushed and cooked. The large starchy root is edible.  

 CAUTION:  Many types can be poisonous.  They should be boiled and the cooking water 

thrown away.



Lima bean Phaseolus lunatus
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Growing Lima beans
 A perennial climbing bean.  It is often a tall vigorously climbing plant which can keep growing for 

some years.  The leaves are slightly rounded at the base and pointed at the tip.  The flower is white 

or yellow.  The keel of the flower is twisted which helps tell the difference between this bean and 

Lablab bean.  The pods are long (10 cm), flattened and curved and have 3-4 seeds which are very 

variable in colour.  The seeds are large.  The seeds have a short round hilum where the seed is 

attached to the pod.  The seeds also have lines going out from this point across the bean seed.

 It suits warm and subtropical areas.  In the tropics it is common between 500 and 2100 m altitude 

but grows to the limit of cultivation (2700 m).  For germination it must have a soil temperature 

above 15.5°C and cannot withstand frost.  In very hot weather seeds often do not set.  It does best 

in a temperature range 14-21°C.  It is sensitive to a pH less than 6.  It can grow in arid places.  It 

suits hardiness zones 8-11. 

 It is grown from seed.  Coloured seeds are often hard to get to grow but white seeded kinds start 

growing easily.  Sow 3-4 seeds in a hill and put a stick 2-3 m tall in the middle.  Hills should be 

about 1 m apart.  Seeds should be 2-4 cm deep. Harvesting can begin after about 100 days.  Dried 

beans can be stored for several months.  Yields of 0.12 kg of seeds per square metre have been 

obtained.  The yield of pods can be 1 kg per square metre. 

 The leaves, young pods and seeds are all eaten.  The seeds are eaten fresh or after drying.  They are 

also fried in oil.  Dried beans are boiled or baked.  They can be used in soups and stews.   The 

seeds are sometimes grown as bean sprouts then cooked and eaten.

 CAUTION:  Some kinds have poison (hydrocyanic acid). This is destroyed by thorough 

cooking.

 As well, the beans contain a protein inhibitor but this is destroyed by cooking. 



Winged bean Psophocarpus tetragonolobus
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Growing winged bean

 A tropical plant.  The bean grows from sea level up to about 1850 m altitude in the tropics.  It 

normally only produces tubers between 1200 and 1850 m.  Winged bean is a short day plant.  It 

needs a daylength less than 12 hours.  Winged bean is a plant ideally suited to the tropics 

including the hot humid lowlands.  Papua New Guinea is a centre of diversity for winged beans 

and they are grown in many areas of the country. For maximum seed production winged beans 

need temperatures between 23°C and 27°C and for tubers the temperatures should be between 

18°C and 22°C.  Winged beans can grow on a wide variety of soils. Winged beans have been 

grown on soils with pH from 3.6 to 8.0.  Soils should not be waterlogged.

 Seeds are sown at the beginning of the rainy season.  Seeds germinate and grow slowly for the 

first 3 or 5 weeks.  For tubers, vines are pruned off at about 1 m high (or left unstaked) and some 

flowers are removed.

 Winged beans are grown for their edible roots, edible leaves, edible flowers, edible pods and 

edible seeds. The cultivation procedures vary slightly depending on which product is the preferred 

goal.  

 Seeds are planted 2-3 cm deep and about 25-35 cm apart.  Normally seeds start to grow in about 

15 or 16 days.  Plants grow slowly to start with, so weeding is important but then they grow 

rapidly.  After 46 to 92 days they are producing flowers.  In cooler places if fattened roots are 

important some of the leaves and flowers and tips are pruned off at this stage.  These can be eaten.  

Pods develop 10 to 13 weeks after planting and tubers occur 4-5 months after planting.



For more information

 Zimbabwe has at least 1,900 edible plants.  Several others may already be 

grown in the Southern African area.  

 There are at least 10,000 tropical edible plants that could be grown in this area!

 For information on Food Plants, growing foods, pests, disease and nutritional 

values see the publications on the Food Plants International website 

www.foodplantsinternational.com or contact us for them on disk.

 Present address: 38 West St., Burnie, Tasmania 7320, Australia

 Email: bfrench@vision.net.au
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