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 This is the first draft introducing some of the food plants 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. 

 Short books for Zimbabwe are Starchy Staples, Leafy Greens, 

Vegetables, Edible Fruit and Spices

 This information has been compiled by Bruce French, Sept 2013



Zimbabwe, Southern Africa

The country has an area 

of 390,000 km².

Most of the country 

is between 

1,200 and 1,600 m 

above sea level.

20% is below 900 m 

altitude.

It has a population of 

12.5 million people.

There are 2 main 

languages. 



Starchy staple foods

Scientific name English name Shona name Ndebele name Type

Eleusine coracana Finger millet Starchy seed

Pennisetum glaucum Bullrush millet Starchy seed

Eragrostis tef Teff Starchy seed

Colocasia esculenta Taro Starchy corm

Ipomoea batatas Sweet potato Starchy tuber

Manihot esculentum Cassava Starchy tuber

Sorghum bicolor Sorghum Starchy seed

Musa spp (A &/or B) cv Banana Starchy fruit

Zea mays Maize Starchy seed



Maize Zea mays
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Growing maize

 A warm temperate plant.  Seeds need a soil temperature more than 10°C to germinate.  It grows 

best at less than 1800 m altitude in the tropics.  It tends to be in areas too dry for rice but wetter 

than for millets.  Maize must have over 120 days frost free.  

 It is grown from seeds.  It is normal to plant one seed per hole at 1-2 cm depth.  A spacing of 

about 30 cm between plants is suitable. If you are using hybrid seed you will need to buy new 

seeds each year.   If you are using open pollinated seed you can save your own seed. It should be 

from gardens of over 200 plants and the seed from several cobs mixed to avoid inbreeding where 

plants get smaller.

 In warm moist soil seeds geminate in 2-3 days after planting.  Cobs are harvested when the grains 

are full and the tassel is just starting to turn brown.  This is normally about 50 days after 

fertilisation.  It is sweetest eaten soon after harvesting.  Drought and unfavourable weather can 

result in the silks of the female flowers emerging after the pollen has been shed.  This results in 

poorly pollinated cobs. 

 The cobs are eaten cooked.  The dried grains can be crushed and used for breads, cake, soups, 

stews etc.  Pancake like Tortillas from maize have been a staple food in Central America.

 Maize is cooked and prepared in many different ways.  They are boiled, roasted, dried, steamed 

and other ways.  Maize oil is used in salads and cooking.  

 Young tassels can be cooked and eaten.  The pollen is used in soups.  The fresh silks are used in 

tortillas.   The pith of the stem can be chewed or made into syrup.  Sprouted seeds can be eaten. 
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Growing sorghum

 A millet grass.  A mature sorghum plant resembles maize.  Plants vary in height from 45 cm to 4 m.  

It is an annual grass with erect solid stems.  The stems can be 3 cm across at the base.  Under the 

ground there is a widely branching extensive root system.  Prop roots occur near the base.  There 

are a range of different types of sorghum.  Some have one main stem while others have many tillers.  

There are more tillers when plants are widely spaced.  The nodes on the stem are slightly thickened.  

The distance between nodes is shortest near the base of the plant.  Short eagerly kinds have 7 leaves 

while tall late varieties may have 24 leaves.  The leaf blade can be 30-135 cm long.  Leaves are 

bluish green and waxy.  They have a prominent midrib.  The large flower panicle can be 20-40 cm 

long.  The flower occurs at the top of the plant.  It can stick upright or bend over.  The flower can be 

open or compact.  There are many different varieties.  

 A tropical plant.  It suits the savannah zones in the tropics.  It tolerates heat and drought.  It can 

recover from drought even as a seedling.  It can tolerate water-logging.  It can be grown on heavy or 

light soils.  Sorghum needs short daylengths to flower.  Many kinds are adapted to specific 

daylength and rainfall patterns.  It suits hardiness zones 9-12. 

 Sorghum seeds will germinate soon after harvest.  The seeds also store well if kept dry and 

protected from insects. Grain is ready for harvest 4-8 weeks after flowering. 

 The seeds are eaten as a cereal.   Flour is prepared then used for porridge or other dishes.  It is used 

for dumplings, fried cakes and drinks.  It cannot be used for bread as it contains no gluten.  The 

stems of some kinds are sweet and are chewed.  It is used for beer, and vinegar.  The grains can be 

popped and eaten.  The sprouted seeds are eaten. 
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Growing finger millet
 A millet grass.  It is an annual grass.  It is robust and forms many tillers or young shoots from the 

base.  It grows 40-120 cm tall.  The stems are somewhat flattened.  The leaves are narrow.  The 

flower heads are made up of 2-7 finger like spikes.  These spikes are 1.5 cm across and 10-15 cm 

long.  These in turn have about 70 smaller spikes.  Each one of these smaller spikes has 4-7 

seeds.  The seeds can be 1-2 mm across.  The seeds are roughly rounded.  The colour varies.  

 It is a tropical plant.  It is a very drought resistant crop.  For good yields it needs good soil 

drainage and adequate moisture.  It cannot stand water-logging.  It becomes important where 

rainfall is 900-1250 mm.  It especially suits areas with long hot summers.  It needs a minimum 

temperature above 18°C and does best where temperatures are above 27°C.  It grows from sea 

level to 2400 m altitude in Africa.  It is a short day length plant and does best where daylength is 

12 hours.  It can grow in arid places. 

 It is grown from seed.  Often plants are grown mixed with sorghum or maize.  Good soil 

preparation is needed to reduce weed competition.  Seed can be broadcast or drilled.  Young 

plants need to be weeded and thinned.  Seed viability drops to about 50 % after 2 years.  Spacing 

of 5 cm apart in rows 30-33 cm apart or 10-12 cm apart in rows 25 cm apart are recommended.  

About 25-35 kg of seed per hectare are needed if seed are broadcast.  5-10 kg per hectare are 

required if seed are drilled.   Using fertiliser can dramatically increase yield.  125 kg per hectare 

of sulphate of ammonia when plants are 15 cm high is used in Uganda.  It is self pollinating and 

pollination occurs over 8-10 days.  Millet seed stores very well and can be stored without damage 

for 10 years.  Often it is stored on the head.  Yields of about 450-900 kg of dried grain per 

hectare are usual.  This can easily be increased to 1650 kg per hectare.  Crops take 3-6 months 

until harvest. 



Using finger millet
 It is self pollinating and pollination occurs over 8-10 days.  Millet seed stores very well and can 

be stored without damage for 10 years.  Often it is stored on the head.  Yields of about 450-900 kg 

of dried grain per hectare are usual.  This can easily be increased to 1650 kg per hectare.  Crops 

take 3-6 months until harvest. 

 The seed are eaten either roasted or ground into flour.  This is used for porridge and flat bread. 

 Alcohol is brewed from the grain.  Caution: Alcohol is a cause of cancer.

 The young leaves are also edible. 



Bulrush millet Pennisetum glaucum
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Growing bulrush millet
 A millet grass.  It is an annual grass.  It grows to l3 m tall.  The leaf blades are 20-100 

cm long by 2-5 cm wide.  The flower is dense and 40-50 cm long by 1.2-1.5 cm wide.  

They also vary a lot in shape and size.  Plants that tiller produce smaller heads.  The 

species varies a lot.  There are 13 cultivated, 15 weed and 6 wild races of this grass.  It 

has a cylindrical ear like a bulrush.  The grains are small and round and have a shiny 

grey colour like pearls.  There are thousands of cultivated varieties. 

 A tropical plant.  It suits regions with a short growing season.  It grows in areas with less 

than 600 mm of rainfall.  It is often in hot places.  (It is replaced with sorghum between 

600 and 1200 mm rainfall and then by finger millet or maize above 1200 mm rainfall.) It 

can grow in arid places. 

 Plants are grown from seed.  It is usually sown directly into the field.  The plant density 

is adjusted to suit rainfall and soil fertility.  The spacing is 45 cm apart up to 200 cm 

apart.   It is also intercropped with other crops such as cowpea, sorghum and peanut.  

Crops are normally weeded 2 or 3 times. It takes from 75-180 days to maturity.  The 

heads can be picked by hand or the plant removed.  Some types need to be picked 2 or 3 

times as heads mature.

 The seeds are eaten like rice.  They are also ground into flour and made into bread and 

cakes.  They are used to make alcoholic drinks.  Caution: Alcohol is a cause of cancer.  

They are mixed with other grains and seeds to make fermented foods.  Some kinds have 

sweet stalks that are chewed.   The young ears can be roasted and eaten like sweet corn.  
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Growing teff
 A millet grass.  It is an annual tufted grass.  It grows 60-120 cm tall.  It has a slender 

stem and long narrow smooth leaves.  The flowers occur in loose open panicles.  These 

are 15-35 cm long.  The branches are very thin and droop over.  The seeds are very 

small.  They are 1-1.5 mm long.  There are about 2500-3000 seeds per gram.  A brown 

seeded and a white seeded kind are recognised. 

 A tropical plant.  A drought resistant grass.  It grows in places with a distinct dry season.  

It grows best at about 2000 m altitude in Ethiopia.  The temperatures are about 25-

28°C.  It is grown from 1700 m to 2800 m.  Brown teff is grown at the higher locations.  

The rainfall in this region is about 950-1000 mm.  It can be grown with rainfall of 400 

mm.  Soils should be permeable.  It can tolerate frost.  It can grow in arid places. 

 Teff is best grown in fallowed land or after legume crops.  Land preparation needs to be 

very thorough.  A fine firm weed free seed bed is needed.  Seed are mostly broadcast.  

Driving sheep or cattle over the land is used to trample in the seed.   25-30 kg of seed per 

hectare are recommended.   Nitrogen fertiliser is recommended. It is fast growing.  Plants 

take between 90-120 days for early varieties and 120-160 days for late maturing 

varieties.  Yields range between 300 and 3000 kg per hectare.   Seeds can be stored for 

many years as a reserve food supply. 

 Seeds are ground into flour and cooked in a variety of ways.  It can be used in stews.  

They are used to make unleavened bread.  This is called injera in Ethiopia. 
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Growing taro

 Taro grows from sea level up to about 2300 m altitude in the tropics.  It grows well in humid 

places.  It can stand damp soil and grow under light shade.

 Taro can be planted from side corms or from the top of the central corm.  

 Taro grows leaves for about 6 months under tropical lowland conditions then corm weight 

increases significantly from 5 to 11 months.  The corms grow upwards from the bottom of the 

planting hole.

 Taro can be grown under flooded conditions but root rots develop if the water becomes 

stagnant. Planting is done into 2-5 cm of standing water. 

 For dryland taro, plants are put into a hole 5-7 cm deep or deeper.  Covering with mulch can 

conserve moisture and reduce weed growth.  

 Planting is done shortly after the rainfall has become regular, if seasonally distinct wet and 

dry seasons occur.  It does best with high rainfall, high temperatures, and lots of sunlight.  

 Weed competition is more critical during early growth up to 3 - 4 months.  About 7-9 

weedings are required.

 Taro residue has can reduce the germination and growth of other plants, for example, beans.   

 Taro needs fertile soil.  

 A spacing of 60 cm x 60 cm is common.  
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Growing sweet potato

 Sweet potato can grow from sea level up to some of the highest gardens at about 2700 m altitude in 

the tropics.  Plants can grow with a wide range of rainfall patterns and in different soils.  Plants are 

killed by frost and can't stand water-logging.  Plants grow well with temperatures between 21-

26°C.  It can grow with a pH between 5.2-6.8.  Sweet potato are not tolerant to shading.

 Sweet potato needs to have air in the soil for tubers to start to form.  Either heavy clay soils, 

waterlogged conditions or other factors limiting air in the soil can result in lots of leaves but tubers 

not being produced.  For this reason sweet potatoes are often grown on mounded beds. 

 Vine cuttings are used for planting.  In grassland soils it is grown in mounds, ridges or other raised 

beds.   In bush fallow, it is mostly planted in undug loose soils.  It needs a sunny position. Vine 

lengths of about 30 cm are best.  Too much nitrogen results in an excess leaves of leaves but few 

tubers.  Sometimes leaves are knocked off with a stick to reduce this excess of leaves.

 Sweet potato cannot tolerate shading.  

 Under lowland conditions in the tropics sweet potato tubers enlarge from 6 to 16 weeks.  Weed 

control is necessary during early stages of growth.  

 Tubers are boiled or baked.  They can be steamed, fried, mashed or dried.  

 They can also be used in pies, cakes, puddings and candies and jams.  They can be used in noodles.  

The chopped and dried tubers can be boiled with rice or ground into flour and mixed with wheat 

flour to make cakes or bread. They can be fermented into alcoholic drinks.  Caution: Alcohol is a 

cause of cancer.

 The young leaves are edible.
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Growing cassava

 Plants grow from sea level up to about 1650 m.   They can grow in poor soil.  They can survive 

drought.  It grows between 25°N and 25°S.  It needs a rainfall above 750 mm. 

 Cassava is planted from sections of the stalk.  Sections about 15-20 cm long of the more mature 

woody stem are cut and stuck into the ground.  They can be completely buried or put at almost any 

angle and it affects the growth little.  Soon roots form and leaves start to sprout from the stalk.  

Cassava seeds need a soil temperature of 30°C for their germination. 

 It is not necessary to dig a hole to plant cassava and on many soils where the soil is loose it can be 

planted without digging the soil first.  Cassava does not suit waterlogged soils and preferably they 

should not be too shallow or stony. 

 Cassava can be planted at any time of the year but to get started it needs moisture so is often planted 

near the beginning of the wet season.  The crop once established can survive for several months 

without rain.  The ability to tolerate drought varies significantly with cultivar.  During drought less 

and smaller leaves are produced and leaves die off more quickly but storage roots can be increased 

in the short term.

 Because cassava can still grow satisfactorily in poorer soils it is often put last in a rotation after 

others crops have already been grown on the piece of land.  Cassava takes about 10 to 12 months to 

produce mature tubers in the lowlands tropics. The plants can be left growing and the tubers stored 

in the soil for considerable time. Crops of 24 months duration occur.  Once the tubers have been 

dug they do not keep for more than a few days.  
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Growing barley

 An erect annual grass.  It grows 80-120 cm tall.  The nodes are solid and the internodes are hollow.  

The leaves are narrow.  There are 5-10 leaves.  They are produced alternately on opposite sides of 

the stem at the nodes.  The leaves are narrowly sword shaped and 5-40 cm long by 0.5-1.5 cm 

wide.  The flowers are greenish.  Flowers have long awns.  The fruit is a grain.  It is oval and 

narrow.  There are a range of named cultivated varieties. 

 A temperate plant.  It requires full sun and well-drained soil.  It can tolerate saline conditions.  It 

grows in higher altitude areas in the tropics.  

 Plants are grown from seed.  Seed can be planted 2-6 cm deep.  Often 200-250 plants are grown 

per square metre. It has a relatively short growing season and matures quickly. 

 The grains are eaten.  They are mixed with wheat for chappatis.  They are also used in soups. They 

are also used for bread and breakfast cereals.  They have a low gluten content. 

 The seed are also soaked until they sprout and produces malt.  This is used for alcohol production.  

Caution: Alcohol is a cause of cancer.  The sprouted seeds are eaten in salads.    Barley water is 

made by soaking the barley in water and flavouring with lemon.   The young seedlings are dried 

and powdered and marketed as barleygreen.  Roasted seeds are added to coffee. 
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Growing bananas

 Bananas grow from sea level up to about 2000 m altitude in the tropics.  They are rarely an 

important food above about 1600 m.  They do best in warm and humid tropical climates.  

Temperatures need to be above 15°C.  The best temperature is 27°C.  The maximum 

temperature is 38°C.  Bananas grow best in full sun.  For best growth, a rainfall of 200-220 mm 

per month is needed.  A deep friable soil is best.  They can tolerate a pH between 4.5-7.5. 

 Papua New Guinea has over 650 kinds of bananas.  So it is important to choose the most suitable 

one before planting.  “A” group bananas have black marks of the stem and open leaf canals and 

usually need better soil and get more disease.  “B” group bananas have green stems and tight 

canals on the leaf stalk and there are many kinds that will grow for years in the same soil and get 

less pest and disease damage.  Small kinds called diploids need re-planting each year but many 

triploids can be re-suckered from the base on the same site. 

 Bananas can grow from seeds but are mostly planted from sword suckers. Spacing depends on the 

variety.  Suckers are usually put 30 cm deep.  One bad pest is a small moth that damages the fruit 

and removing the red bract over the fingers causes the insect to fly away as it doesn’t like sunlight.

 Fruit are eaten raw or cooked depending on variety.

 Male buds and flowers are eaten on some varieties.  They are cooked as a vegetable.  

 The central pith of the false stem and the underground rhizome are also sometimes eaten.

 The corm is boiled, dried and eaten with the false stem.  (It has little food value)



Chinese taro Xanthosoma sagittifolium

Plant

Leaf

Flower

New garden CormsMain corm



Growing Chinese taro
 It suits tropical rainforest regions.  It grows well in hot, humid tropical areas.  It can stand high 

rainfall.  It can tolerate light shade.  It does well in regions with an annual average temperature of 

26°C.  It grows from sea level up to about 2000 m.  Soils need to be well drained but should be 

moist.  It needs a well distributed rainfall of 1,400-2,100 mm during the growing season.  It does 

not do well in atoll soils.  The best pH if 5.5-6.8. 

 Chinese taro is normally planted by using the top piece of the main central corm or stem.  Pieces 

weighing 1.5 kg are often used.  It can also be grown by using the small side corms which may 

weigh 0.3 kg; or pieces of the corm can be used as long as they have some buds on them.  These 

are often pre-sprouted before planting. Often 10 or more cormels develop per plant into cormels

15-25 cm long. 

 The crop duration is about 9 months although crops are often left for 12 months before harvesting.  

Plants are often planted to make the maximum benefit of natural rainfall.  

 They can be planted at any time of the year but in dry areas the middle of the dry season should be 

avoided.  Plants are spaced at varying distances but there is often about 0.9m x 1.5m between 

plants.  

 Soil that are pressed down hard reduces yields..  The size, the shape and number of side corms are 

less .  Therefore either naturally lose soils from forest fallow or well cultivated soils are needed.  

The free water table must be at least 45cm below the soil surface for satisfactory yields.

 Sometimes a crop of corms can be harvested after 7 or 8 months but often plants take up to one 

year to grow a good crop.  Where plants are on hillsides the corms are often harvested without 

actually digging out the whole plant.  The soil is carefully dug away from the plant and the small 

corms are broken off the parent plant.  The main stem is then covered to produce a new crop.



Leafy greens

Scientific name English 

name

Shona name Ndebele name Type

Abelmoschus esculentus Okra A leafy shrub

Capsicum frutescens Chili A small herb

Bidens pilosa Blackjack A small herb

Brassica oleracea v capitata Kovo A small tree

Cleome gynandra Spider plant A small herb

Ipomoea aquatica Kangkong A floating herb

Colocasia esculenta Taro leaves A root crop

Amaranthus tricolor Amaranth A leafy herb

Moringa oleifera Moringa A small tree



Leafy greens and healthy diets
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Growing okra

 A tropical annual herb.  It grows erect, often with hairy stems.  It mostly grows about 1 m tall but 

can be 3.5 m tall.  It becomes woody at the base.  The leaves have long stalks up to 30 cm long.  

Leaves vary in shape but are roughly heart shaped with lobes and teeth along the edge.  Upper 

leaves are more deeply divided than lower ones.   The flowers are yellow with red hearts.   The 

fruits are green, long and ribbed.  They have 5-7 ribs.  They are 7.5-15 cm long.  The seeds are 4-5 

mm across.  They are round and dark green.  Many varieties exist.

 A tropical plant.  It suits the hot humid tropical lowlands but is unsuited to the highlands.  It cannot 

tolerate drought.  It is very sensitive to frost.  It can grow in salty soils.  They grow best where 

temperatures are between 20-36°C.  It can grow well in dry climates with irrigation.  It suits hot 

humid environments.  It does best on well-drained well-manured soils but will grow on many soils.  

A pH or 5.5-7.0 is best.  It suits plant hardiness zones 8-12. 

 They are grown from seeds.   Seeds are easy to collect.   They need high temperatures for 

germination (over 20°C) and a sunny position.  Often seeds are soaked for 24 hours before 

sowing to give quick germination.  Seeds are sown 1.5-2.5 cm deep with 2-3 seeds per hole.  Later 

these are thinned out to one plant.    Seeds can be sown in nurseries and plants transplanted.  

Pinching out the tops of plants when 30 cm high encourages branching.  To select seed of a 

particular variety seed plants must be separated 400 m from other varieties.   A spacing of about 90 

x 45 cm is suitable.  About 8-10 kg of seed are required for one hectare.   Most kinds respond to 

fertiliser.  Seeds do not breed true and can cross with other kinds of okra growing nearby.  This is 

not normally a problem but simply means plants and fruit are not all the same. 



Using okra

 Pods are eaten cooked.  They are slimy, but less so if fried.  They are also less sticky if a little 

lemon is added.  

 Dried powdered seeds can be used in soups.  It thickens the soup.  

 They can also be pickled.   

 Young leaves can be eaten cooked.  They can be dried and stored.   

 Flowers can also be eaten.  

 Okra is frozen and canned.   

 The seeds are roasted and used as a coffee substitute. 
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Growing chili
 The plants grow from sea level up to about 1800 m altitude in the tropics.  They can't stand water-

logging or frost.  They are tolerant to high temperatures and a wide range of rainfall.  Very high 

rainfall leads to poor fruit set and rotting of fruit.  Soil needs to be well drained and preferably 

fertile with adequate organic material.  Light loamy soils rich in lime are best.  It does not do well 

on atolls.

 The seeds are dried in the sun.  They are small.  Seed is best sown in nurseries and the seedlings 

transplanted when they have 4-5 leaves. (After 3-4 weeks).  They can be transplanted at about 0.8 

m spacing.  Pruning out the tops can increase branching.  This is often done 10 days before 

transplanting.  Too much nitrogen can reduce the amount of fruit that forms.

 The leaves are eaten cooked.  

 The fruit can be used in very small quantities to spice food.  The small red fruit are very hot to eat 

due to a chemical called capsaicin.  They are therefore used to add spice and flavour to other foods.  

They are used to make many foods and sauces hot and spicy.  



Black jack Bidens pilosa
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Growing blackjack

 A small annual upright herb with small black seeds in heads.  It is an erect branched herb 0.2 to 1.5 

m tall.  The branches or stems have parallel lines or ridges.  The stems are four angled.  The leaves 

are up to 15 cm long with the upper ones much smaller.  The leaves are divided into 3-5 leaflets.  

The end leaflet is usually larger (3 cm x 9 cm).  The edges of the leaves are toothed.  The flowers 

occur at the end of branches.  They are on long stalks.  The flowers are brown or yellow.  The 

seeds are black with 2-4 projections at the top. (The seeds often stick to clothes.)

 It grows in tropical rainforest areas.  It grows on many different soil types.   It grows from near sea 

level to over 2000 m altitude.  It needs plenty of moisture and is not drought tolerant.  It occurs and 

is widely used throughout Malawi.  It can grow in arid places. 

 Plants grow from seed.  They are often self sown.  Seed need light and good aeration for them to 

grow.  Seeds can become dormant and last for many years but will still grow.  Good manuring of 

soils  gives better leaf yields.  A spacing of 15 cm between plants is suitable. 

 It grows quickly.  First leaves can be harvested 6 weeks after planting.  Plants can be harvested for 

leaves 4-6 times over a 5-7 week period.  Seed are produced 8-10 weeks after planting.  Yields of 

leaves of 2 kg per metre square are possible. 

 The seeds are used in making an Igorot rice wine called "sinitsit" in the Philippines.  The seeds are 

eaten, particularly by children in Papua New Guinea.  The young leaves are edible cooked.  They 

should be cooked due to saponins.  The leaves are cooked in soups and stews.  The young leaves 

can be dried for later use.  Fresh they can only be stored for 3-4 days.   They are also used as a 

substitute for tea.  
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Growing kovo

 A cabbage plant.  The leaves are ruffled or crinkled but some are more smooth than normal kales.  

The leaf shape and colour varies considerably.  The flowers are yellow or white. 

 The leaves grow best in cool weather.  It suits hardiness zones 8-11. 

 The leaves are eaten boiled.  They can also be steamed and used in soups and stews.  

 The unopened flower buds are used like broccoli. 

Maize and Kovo meals
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Growing spider plant

 An annual herb.  It grows to 0.6-0.9 m.  It has a long tap root.  It is erect and somewhat hairy. It 

usually has purple stems.  The leaves occur one after another along the stalk.  The leaf stalk is 

long.  There are 5-7 leaflets which are unequal and spread out at the end.   They are oblong and 

about 2.5-6 cm long by 1.4-3.2 cm wide.  The leaflets are pointed at the base and a rounder near 

the tip with a rounder point at the tip. There are fine teeth along the edges of the leaves.  The 

flowers are white or purple  They occur in long flower clusters at the end of branches.  These are 

30 cm long.   The flower clusters are showy with white or purplish flowers and a spidery like 

appearance.  The fruit are a slender capsule with 2 valves and with many small seeds.  They are 5-

10 cm long and very narrow.  The seeds are kidney shaped and rough.  They are brown and have 

fine lines along them.  They are 1-1.5 mm across. 

 A tropical plant.  It commonly occurs as a self sown weed on cultivated land.  It grows in warm or 

tropical regions.  It grows at a range of elevations but especially above 600 m altitude.  It will grow 

in semi arid, to wet humid climates.  It will grow on many soil types, but needs fertile soil for good 

leaf production.  A temperature of 18-25°C seems best.  Plants need plenty of sunlight.  They are 

not drought resistant but can produce a crop with short periods of rain.  Plants cannot withstand 

flooding.  It can grow in arid places. 

 The plant is grown from seed.  The seed are broadcast.  Fertile soil is needed to get plants with 

good leaf coverage.  The seed germinate erratically, because the seed have a rest period after 

harvest.  Seed germinate best 6 months after harvest.   Once they are ready to grow, they germinate 

in 4-5 days.  Leaves or whole plants can be harvested when 15 cm high.  



Using spider plant

 Leaves or whole plants can be harvested when 15 cm high.  Picking out the tops encourages side 

growth and longer leaf production.  Removing flowers extends the harvest period. 

 The leaves are eaten.  If they are cooked the bitter taste is reduced.  They are also used in 

flavouring sauces.   The leaves are also blanched, dried and stored.  The flowers can be eaten.   

Young pods are also eaten.   The oil from the seeds is edible without needing to be refined.  The 

leaves can be candied in vinegar or in salt water, then eaten with fish.  The seeds are used as a 

spice in curries.  Caution:  Fresh plants can contain hydrocyanic acid and should be cooked. 

Dried market bundle



Moringa Moringa oleifera
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Growing moringa

 A small tree up to 9-12 m high.  The trunk is 60 cm across.  The wood is soft.  It has feather-like 

divided leaves.  The tree loses its leaves during the year.  The bark is grey and thick.  It is corky and 

peels off in patches.  The leaves are pale green and the leaf is divided 3 times.  The whole leaf is 30-

60 cm long and the leaflets are usually oval and 1-2 cm long.  The leaflets are jointed with a gland 

near the joint. The flowers are pale yellow and contain both sexes.  They occur in long sprays 30 cm 

long.  Each flower has 5 petals and of these one is erect and 4 are bent backwards.  The flowers are 

sweet scented.  The fruit is a long capsule 30-100 cm long by 2 cm wide.  The seed capsules are up 

to 45 cm long.  They are roughly triangular in shape. They split open when dry.  There are 9 dark 

brown seeds inside.  The seeds have 3 wings.  Some kinds are better for edible fruit than others, 

while some are selected for leaves.  

 A tropical and subtropical plant.  They suit the dry lowland areas and grow up to 1,350 m altitude in 

the tropics.  They are not hardy to frost.  They cannot tolerate water-logging.  A pH of 6-7.5 is 

suitable.  It can grow in arid places.  It suits hardiness zones 9-12. 

 It is best to grow plants from 1 m long cuttings but they can be grown from seed.  They can be used 

as a hedge and pruned regularly to produce more leaves.  Properly dried seed can be stored for a 

long time in sealed containers in a cool place.  Normally perennial types are grown from cuttings 

and annual types are grown from seed.  Trees are fast growing.  They can be pruned or topped.  

With one variety the tree flowers and fruits continuously while with the other variety there are 

flowers and fruit once per year.  The fruit ripens 3 months after flowering.  Annual types produce 

fruit 6 months after planting



Using moringa

 Leaves are best dried in the shade to retain more of their Vitamin A. 

 The young tops and leaves are eaten cooked.  They are eaten as potherbs or used in soups and 

curries.  They can be dried and stored for later use.   The very young long pods are eaten cooked, 

especially in curries and soup.  They are also pickled.  The young seeds are eaten roasted or fried.   

Sometimes the roots are used as a horseradish substitute.  A gum from the bark is used as 

seasoning.  The bark is used for tea.  The roots, leaves, flowers and fruits are eaten cooked in water 

and mixed with salt and chili peppers.  The oil expressed from the seeds is used in salads. 

Dried leaves

Crushed dried leaves
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pods

Cut pod
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Growing pigeon pea

 An upright perennial shrubby legume.  It lives for 3-4 years.  They can be up to about 4 m tall and 

spreads to 1.5 m wide.  The stem is erect and branching.  It has a bushy appearance.  It has a 

strong deep taproot.  The root nodules are round and sometimes lobed.  Young stems are angled 

and hairy.  A leaf consists of 3 leaflets.  Leaflets are narrow and green with a silvery green 

underneath.  Leaflet size can be 10 cm x 3 cm.  The end leaflet is larger with a longer leaf stalk.  

Flowers are red and yellow.  The large petal has red lines.  They are pea shaped and on branched 

flower stalks which stick upwards in the axils of leaves.   Pods are long, straight and narrow, often 

with 4-8 seeds.  The pods are slightly hairy.   Pods are often 4-8 cm long and have a beak at the 

end.  Pods are constricted between the seeds.  Many varieties of pigeon pea occur.  Some are 

dwarf and day length neutral.  Seeds vary in shape, size and colour. 

 A tropical plant.  Plants require a tropical or subtropical climate.  Plants grow from sea level up to 

about 1800 m in the tropics.  They can tolerate drought and are suited to a drier climate.  They can 

grow in places with less than 600 mm rainfall per year.  They do less well in the wet tropics.  It 

suffers in waterlogged soils and is damaged by frost.  It can also tolerate heat.   It will grow on 

poor soils.  It cannot grow on salty soils.  It can grow in arid places.  It suits hardiness zones 10-

12.

 They are grown from seeds.  It is best to sow seeds where the plants are to grow.  Seeds normally 

germinate easily and well.  Before sowing seed it helps to soak them in cold water for one day.  

Seeds store well if kept cool and dry.  A spacing of 1.5 m x 1.5 m is suitable.  Plants can be cut 

back and allowed to re-grow.  Plants can also be grown from cuttings. Plants are fast growing.  



Using pigeon pea

 Pods are ready after 5 months.  Mature seeds take about 8 months.  Plants will often live for 3-4 

years.  Plants are cross pollinated by insects, or self pollinated.

 Young leaves, shoots and pods are eaten.  The pods can be used in curries.  The leaves and shoots 

as potherbs.  Young seeds are cooked and eaten like peas. Ripe seeds are also cooked and eaten in 

soups and curries.  Bean sprouts can be produced and eaten.

Market bundle of podsLeaves

Seeds
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Growing kangkong

 A tropical plant.  It grows best in short day stable high temperature, moist conditions.  

Temperatures need to be above 25°C for satisfactory growth.  The equator plants probably grow 

up to 1000m altitude.  Below 23°C the growth rate is too slow for good production.  So 

production is mainly in the lowland tropics.  The best pH is between 5.3-6.0. It suits damp places 

and grows well in swamps.  It can grow as a partly floating plant in swamps and lagoons behind the 

beach along the coast.  In some places they grow the dry land form in gardens.  

 Dryland kangkong is normally grown from seed.  Sometimes seed are pre-soaked for 12-24 hours 

prior to sowing.  Plants can also be grown from cuttings and establishment is rapid.  Top cuttings 

25-40 cm long can be planted beside a pond.  

 The young tips are cooked and eaten.  They can be boiled, steamed, stir-fried, or added to soups, 

stews or curries.  The young stems can be used in pickles.  The young tips can be eaten raw in 

salads. 

 The roots are occasionally cooked and eaten. 
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Growing amaranth

 It grows in many tropical and warm temperate places.  Plants of some kinds grow wild in waste 

places.  Amaranths grow from sea level to 2400 m altitude in the tropics.  For amaranth seeds to 

germinate they need a temperature above 15°-17°C.  In the higher areas of the l highlands 

above 1800 m., temperatures on the average are probably below this during the cooler months.  It 

may be more difficult to get amaranths started during these months. 

 The very small seeds of these plants are scattered over the ashes or fine soil in fertile ground.  The 

seed are normally spread by rubbing the dry seed heads between the hands.  The soil must be 

fertile.  If they are put in an old garden they will only grow very poorly.  So they are either put in 

a new garden site when it is cleared from bush, or in build up the old ground by adding compost.  

The small gardens close to a house can often be built up to a good fertility by using the scraps and 

ashes and things that are left over near houses.  Amaranths need high amounts of two nutrients, 

nitrogen and potash. The ashes from fires are high in potash so farmers scatter seeds of amaranth 

over areas where they have burnt.  Normally the hotter it is the better they grow.  They also like 

plenty of sunlight and do not suit shaded places.  The more sunlight the better they grow.  They 

need to have water most of the time they are growing.  In areas with a high rainfall this is mostly 

not a big problem. 

 Plants can be harvested when small due to thinning out closely spaced plants.  These can be either 

transplanted or eaten cooked.  Plants can be harvested whole or have top leaves harvested several 

times.  Harvesting begins after 4-7 weeks and can continue over 2 months.



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
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The plant

Garden plot

Market 

bundle

Small 

clump of 

bulbs



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.
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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. 
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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. 
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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.
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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. 
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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.



Fruits

Scientific name English name Shona name Ndebele name Type

Ananas comosus Pineapple Bush fruit

Adansonia digitata Boabab Starchy seeds

Vitex doniana African plum Tree fruit

Carica papaya Pawpaw Bush fruit

Citrullus lanatus Watermelon Vine fruit

Parinari curattifolia Mobola plum Tree fruit

Mangifera indica Mango Tree fruit

Saccharum officinarum Sugarcane Grass juice

Punica granatum Pomegranate Tree fruit

Syzygium malaccensis Malay apple Tree fruit

Psidium guajava Guava Tree fruit



Fruit for good health

Guava fruit



Pineapple Ananas comosus

A plant before fruiting A fruiting plant

Fruit

A plant short 

of nitrogen

A market bundle
Smooth leaf

Spiny leaf

Peeled fruit



Growing pineapples
 It is a tropical plant.  They grow from sea level up to 1800 m altitude near the equator.  It can 

survive brief periods down to freezing but cold slows growth, delays fruiting and causes fruit to be 

more acid.   A friable well drained soil with high organic matter is best.  Plants cannot stand water-

logging.  It can survive drought but adequate soil moisture is necessary for good fruit production.  

Pineapples need an annual average temperature between 17.2°C and 26.9°C.  Growth ceases 

below 20°C..  They suit an acid soil and can develop rots in soils where lime has been added.  

The soil acidity can be between pH 3.3 and 6.0.  The best range is pH 4.5 to 5.5.

 The suckers and slips can be used for planting as well as the top of the fruit.  The time to maturity 

is the fastest for the suckers near the bottom of the plant and slowest when the top of the fruit is 

planted.  Pineapples can grow well under shade.  Pineapple flowering hormone can be used for 

fruit production with thorny varieties and calcium carbide for smooth kinds.  Fruiting is less 

seasonal in the highlands than in the lowlands.  Pineapples can be planted with 3 or 4 plants per 

square metre.  If plants are spaced more widely they produce more suckers.

 Pineapples can grow in drier conditions and this is because the leaves can store some water.  

Pineapples do not cover the soil well so it is good to use a mulch of plant material to help weed 

control, provide some nutrients and to stop soil erosion.
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Growing boabab

 A large tree.  It grows up to 25 m tall.  It loses its leaves during the year.  The branches are thick, 

angular and spread out wide.  The trunk is short and stout and can be 10-14 m around.  Often the 

trunk has deep grooves or is fluted.  The bark is smooth and grey but can be rough and wrinkled.  

The leaves spread out like fingers on a hand.  There are 5-9 leaflets.  Often the leaves are crowded 

near the ends of branches.  The flowers are large and 12-15 cm across.  The petals are white and the 

stamens are purple.  The fruit hangs singly on a long stalk.   The fruit has a woody shell.  This can 

be 20-30 cm long and 10 cm across.  On the outside of the fruit are green to brown hairs.  Inside the 

fruit are hard brown seeds.  They are about 15 mm long.  The seeds are in a yellow white floury 

pulp. The thick roots end in fattened tubers. 

 It is a tropical plant.  It grows in the hot dry regions of tropical Africa. It grows where rainfall is 

100-1,000 mm a year.  It can tolerate fire.  It grows where the annual temperatures are between 

20°C and 30°C.  In most places it grows below 900 m altitude but occasionally grows to 1500 m 

altitude.  It requires good drainage.  It suits hardiness zones 11-12.

 Trees are grown from seed.  The seed remain viable for several years but before planting the seeds 

must be treated to break the hard seed coat.  This can be done by soaking the seeds in hot water for 

several minutes or by cutting the seed coat.  Seeds that float in water should not be used.  Seeds can 

be planted in nurseries in plastic bags then transplanted after 6 months.  Plants can also be grown by 

cuttings. 

 Trees grow quickly reaching 2 m in 2 years.  Trees produce fruit after 2 to 15 years.  The plant is 

pollinated by bats, insects and winds.  Trees can last 600 or more years.



Using boabab

 The young leaves are eaten as a cooked vegetable.  The dried leaves are also used to thicken soups.  

The fruit pulp is eaten raw.  It is also used for a drink.  The flowers are eaten raw.   The seeds can 

be eaten fresh or dried and ground into flour then added to soups.  They yield a cooking oil.  The 

young tender roots are eaten.   The fattened root tubers are cooked and eaten.   The bark is eaten 

and the dried leaves are used as flavouring.   The shoots of germinating seeds are eaten. 
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Growing pawpaw

 Pawpaws are tropical and will grow from sea level up to about 1700 m altitude in the tropics.  In 

cooler regions they have to be planted but in humid tropical regions are commonly self sown.  

Sunlight allows seeds to germinate when forest is cleared.  Plants cannot stand frost.  They need a 

night temperature above 12°C.  Also they cannot stand water-logging.  Plants die after 48 hours 

in standing water.  It needs a pH between 5-8.  

 Pawpaws can have male and female trees and these have round fruit.  If round fruit are wanted then 

male trees must be kept.  If both male and female flowers occur together in the one flower then 

fruit are long.  With long fruited kinds, male trees are not needed and can be cut down. 

 Pawpaw seeds grow easily and plants grow quickly.  Fresh seeds can be used, or if dry seeds are 

used they should be soaked before planting.  Seeds should be planted with a temperature of 24-

30°C.  To produce well they need a reasonably fertile soil.  Seeds can be sown directly or the 

seeds can be put in a nursery and the seedlings transplanted.  Seeds in a nursery should be about 1-

2 cm deep.  Seedlings can be transplanted when they are about 20 cm high.  Plants should be about 

3 m apart.  

 Fruit can be eaten ripe and raw.  Green fruit can be cooked as a vegetable.

 The young leaves can be eaten cooked, but are bitter.  Pawpaw leaves can be used to wrap meat 

while cooking and the papain helps make the meat tender.  Male flowers can be cooked and eaten.   

The dried seeds can be used as a spice.



Watermelon Citrullus lanatus
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Growing watermelon
 A tropical plant.  They grow best on the coast in the tropics but will grow up to about 1000 m 

altitude.  They will not stand water-logging and do well on sandy soils.  Plants are frost sensitive.  

Seed will not germinate below 21°C.  Temperatures between 24-30°C are suitable.  Fruit are 

sweeter in arid warm areas.  

 Plants are grown from seed.  They are suitable mainly for the dry season.  A spacing of 1.5 to 2 m 

is suitable.  They grow easily from seed.  They do best when fully exposed to the sun.  Seed can be 

dried and stored.  If too much vegetative growth occurs picking out the tip to produce side 

branches with more fruit.  

 Plants grow quickly.  Harvesting commences after 4-5 months.  The main fruit season is November 

to January.  The ripeness can be picked by tapping the fruit to get a dull sound, the part of the fruit 

on the ground changes from green to light yellow and the tendril near the base of the fruit becomes 

dry.

 The fruit is eaten raw when ripe.  Small unripe fruit can be cooked as a vegetable.

 Seeds are also eaten. They are dried, soaked in salt water then roasted.  Oil is extracted from the 

seeds. 
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Growing African plum
 A deciduous tree.  It can be 8-14 m tall.  It has a heavy rounded crown.  The trunk is clear.  It can be 1 m 

across.  The bark is pale brown or grey white.  It has long cracks along it and the ridges are sticky.  The 

base of old trees has scales.  The leaves occur opposite one another.  They are compound leaves arranged 

like the fingers on a hand with 5 leaflets.  They are leathery and shiny.   Each leaflet can be 5-18 cm long 

and 3-7.5 cm wide.  They have a common leaf stalk which can be 22 cm long.  The base of the leaflet is 

wedge shaped and the tip is rounded.  The flowers have a smell.  They occur in dense bunches of up to 20 

on a long stalk.  The flower bunch can be 12 cm across.  Each flower is cream with one hairy violet lobe.  

The outer case of the flower bud forms a hairy cup around the base of the fruit.  The fruit is smooth and 

oblong and 3 cm long.  It is green marked with white dots.  The fruit turn black when ripe.  The pulp is 

edible.  Inside there is a hard nut with 1-4 seeds. 

 It is a tropical plant.  It grows in the lowlands and the highlands.  It occurs in coastal woodlands in East 

Africa.  It is generally at lower altitudes and can be in savannah.  It grows in the Sahel.  It requires a high 

water table.  It suits areas with a rainfall between 700-2,000 mm per year.  It grows naturally in areas with 

minimum temperatures of 10°C and maximum of  31°C.  It grows from sea level to 1900 m altitude in 

Tanzania.  It tends to be on alluvial soils or near watercourses.  It can grow in arid places.  It grows in 

Miombo woodland in Africa. 

 Plants are grown from seed.  Because several seedlings can grow from each nut and these can be pricked 

out as separate plants, it is probably best to grow seedlings in a nursery and separate them before planting 

into the field.    To collect seed the fleshy part of the fruit should be removed then the seed soaked in cold 

water for 24 hours to quicken germination.  Germination can be slow.  It can take 3 months for seeds to 

germinate.   Seed are best sown fresh but if dry stored for 1 year before planting the germination time is 

shortened to 1.5-2 months.  Plants can be grown from root suckers.  Plants can be budded. 



Using African plum
 Plants only grow at a medium rate.  Plants can be topped or can regrow from plants which are cut back.   It 

probably takes 5-10 years till first fruit are produced.  Fruit take 8-10 months to reach maturity.   Fruit ripen 

April to August in Zambia, January to April in Tanzania and December to June in the Sahel.  Fruit are 

harvested by climbing and shaking the branches.  

 The pounded pulp of the fruit is put in a basket and water is strained through it repeatedly.  The extract is 

then concentrated by boiling.  The ripe (black) fruit are eaten fresh.  

 The fruit are also candied or made into jam and wine.  

 Young leaves are cooked and eaten with peanut paste and salt and pepper.  

 Fruit can be sun dried and stored for later use.  

 The fruit are used to make a drink substitute for tea or coffee.  

 The seeds inside the hard shell are edible.

Harvesting fruit by climbing Collecting fallen fruit

Enjoying ripe fruit



Mango Mangifera indica

The tree

Fruit

Fruit

Fruiting branch
Market bundles

Flowers



Growing mango

 A tropical and subtropical plant.  It grows from sea level up to 1300 m altitude in the tropics.  It 

does best in areas below 700 m and with a dry season.  Rain and high humidity at flowering 

reduces fruit set.  It thrives best where temperatures are about 25°C but will grow with 

temperatures between 10 and 42°C.  Temperatures of 0°C will damage young trees and 

flowers.  Low temperatures (10-20°C) at flowering time will reduce fruiting.  Mangoes can 

grow on a range of soils.  In wetter areas soils with less clay are better.  They can withstand 

occasional flooding.  A soil pH of 5.5 to 6.5 is best.  Soils with pH above 7.5 cause plants to 

develop iron deficiency. 

 Trees are grown by planting fresh seed and they can be transplanted.  Mangoes vary in their 

ability to breed true from seed.  When more than one seedling emerges from the seed some of 

these are asexual and breed true.  Clean seed germinate best if they are treated at 50°C for 20 

minutes, then planted on their edge with the round bulge upwards and near the soil surface.  The 

husk around the seed should be removed.  Seeds germinate in 3-6 weeks.  The strongest growing 

seedlings from this seed are used and the others thrown away. A spacing of 6-12 m between 

plants is used.  Wind protection is advisable to prevent fruit rubbing and getting damaged.  Trees 

should only ever be lightly pruned as fruit develop on new growth and heavy pruning can reduce 

flowering.  



Mobola plum Parinari curatellifolia
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Growing Mobola plum

 A tree which grows up to 12-20 m tall.  The trunk is clean.  The bark is rough and fire resistant.  

The young branches are hairy.  The leaves are simple and oblong.  They are 4-11 cm long by 2-5 

cm wide.  They narrow towards the base.  The upper surface is shiny dark green and the lower 

surface is dull and covered with felt.  The veins are conspicuous and run straight to the edge of the 

leaf.  The flower buds occur in sprays at the ends of the branches.  The flowers are pale green and 

have a strong sweet scent.  The fruit are 2.5-4 cm long.  They are olive green covered with rough 

grey spots.  They become yellowish-red when ripe.  The flesh of the fruit clings to the kernel.  The 

fruit are edible.  There are 2 subspecies.

 A tropical plant.  It is native to tropical Africa.  It is common on sandy soils and in open deciduous 

woodland.  It is very sensitive to frost and cold.  It grows in areas with an annual rainfall between 

700-1,500 mm.  It is often in poorly drained soils with a high water table.  Plants can re-grow after 

fire.  It grows in areas between sea level and 2,100 m above sea level.  It can grow in arid places. 

 Plants can be grown from seeds.  Seeds should be collected fresh from fruit on the tree.  The flesh 

is removed and the seeds dried in the shade.  The seeds are sown shallowly.  The seedlings need to 

be transplanted carefully to avoid damage to the taproot.  They can be transplanted after 2 years. 

 Trees from seed can reach 3.9 m after 9 years.  Fruit production often only occurs every second 

year.  Fruit matures in 250 days. 

 The fruit are eaten.  The fruit are gathered after they fall.  The skin and seeds are discarded but the 

pulp eaten. The fruit are used to make drinks - both intoxicating and non intoxicating.  

 The seeds are used for flavouring and as raw nuts. 
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Growing Malay apple

 A tropical plant.  They grow in coastal areas in the tropics and up to 1000 m altitude.  It is a 

rainforest species.  They need fertile soil, plenty of moisture, and good drainage.  They are 

sensitive to frost.  It does best in an open sunny position.  It can tolerate drought but does best 

where there is an absence of drought.  It does not grow on atolls.  It will grow with soil pH of 6.1 

- 7.4.  

 Trees are normally grown from seed.  Seeds need to be fresh.  Where termites are a problem 

damaging seedlings, growing them in light shade reduces the problem.  Plants can be grown by 

budding, grafting, layering or cuttings.  Aerial layering is probably the most common method for 

vegetative propagation.  A spacing of 10 m between trees is suitable.

 The fruit can be eaten fresh or cooked.  They are also used in jam and pickles.  

 The young leaves while still red are eaten.

 The flowers have also been recorded as being eaten.  They are preserved in syrup or eaten in 

salads. 



Sugarcane Saccharum officinarum
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Growing sugarcane

 It is a tropical plant.  It occurs throughout the country of Papua New Guinea.  It needs a 

temperature over 21°C for sprouting.  It is frost sensitive.

 Plants are mostly grown from tops of canes.   They can be grown from sections of the stalk or 

division of the root stock.   It requires a good fertility and good rainfall.   Plants can be ratooned or 

cut back if the soil fertility is high.   Tall varieties need staking.

 The stems are chewed.

 The flowers can be cooked and eaten before the flower opens.

 The stems are the source of cane sugar.  This is used as a sweetener in many foods and drinks.  It 

can be squeezed out and concentrated by boiling.  
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Growing guava

 A tropical plant.  Guavas thrive in both humid and dry tropical climates.  They do best in sunny 

positions.  They grow wild and are also cultivated.  In Papua New Guinea it grows well from sea 

level up to 1600 m and occurs up to 1900 m.  It is killed by frost.  They fruit better where there is a 

cooler season.  Temperatures near 30°C give best production.  They are very widely distributed in 

open places and secondary forests and can become weedy under some conditions.  They produce 

better in soils with good organic matter.  They prefer a well drained soil but can stand some water-

logging.  A pH of 5 to 7 is suitable.  It can tolerate a pH from 4.6-8.9.  Trees cannot tolerate salty 

conditions. 

 They are mostly grown from seeds but seedling trees vary in quality.  Seeds remain viable for a year 

or longer.   Seeds germinate in 2-3 weeks but can take 8 weeks.  Selected trees can be propagated 

by budding or grafting.  They can also be propagated by layering, root cuttings or stem cuttings if 

hormones are used.  Suckers can also be used.  Using vegetative methods of propagation enables 

better fruit kinds to be preserved.  In the lowland tropics trees are self sown.  As fruit are produced 

on new season's growth, pruning does not affect fruiting greatly.  Trees should be managed to give 

the maximum number of new vigorous new shoots. Trees can be pruned for shape.   Trees can be 

grown at 2.5 m within rows and 6 m apart between rows. 
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Growing pomegranate

 A shrub.  It grows up to 2-6 m tall.  It has short thorns.  It can grow up to 10 m tall.  Usually trees lose 

their leaves at one season during the year.  The trunk is covered by reddish-brown bark.  Trees often 

sucker near the base.  The leaves are opposite, entire and 8 cm x 1.5 cm.  Leaves narrow towards the base.  

It has large scarlet flowers.  These are at the ends of branches.  1-3 flowers occur together.  The fruit is 

round, leathery skinned and up to 10 cm across.  It is yellow brown in colour.  Inside there are angular 

hard seeds in a juicy yellow pulp.  The seeds are 10 mm long.  There are many named varieties. 

 A Mediterranean climate plant.  It is native from SE Europe to the Himalayas.  It suits drier subtropical 

climates.  It suits areas with a long hot dry summer and cool winter.  A temperature of 35-38°C is best 

for good fruit development.  A humid climate affects fruit formation.  They can tolerate some salinity. 

Trees are severely damaged by temperatures below -11°C.  It grows in the drier parts of West Africa.  It 

can grow in arid places.  It grows in Miombo woodland in Africa.  It suits hardiness zone 8-11.

 They are easily raised by seed.  They are best propagated by layering or grafting but cuttings or root 

suckers can be used.   Cuttings root easily.  Cuttings 30 to 50 cm long of one year old wood can be used.  

Pruning of sucker growth and surplus branches is needed.   A spacing of 4-5 m is suitable. 

 Plants grow quickly.  Trees bear after about 2-3 years.  Fruiting is seasonal.  The season tends to be Dec to 

May.  The tree loses its vigour after about 15 years but trees can live for many years.  The pomegranate is 

self-pollinated as well as cross-pollinated by insects.  Cross-pollination increases the fruit set.  Fruit 

matures 5 to 7 months after flowering.   Fruit need to be picked when mature to prevent splitting.  Fruit do 

not ripen further after harvesting.  Fruit develop a distinctive colour and have a metallic sound when 

tapped, when they are ripe. A well maintained tree can produce 150-200 fruit in a year. 

 The juicy pulp around the seeds is eaten.  The juice can be used for a drink.  It provides a red colour. 
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Growing coconut

 A tropical plant.  Mainly in coastal areas but occasionally up to 1000 m in the tropics.  

Temperatures of 27°-32°C are best with a daily range of 5-7°C.   They need a minimum 

temperature of over 18°C to bear fruit.  They need over 1000 mm of rain/year preferably 1500 

mm.  Soils need to be well drained.  It requires plenty of sunlight.  Sunlight of 1,800 hours per year 

gives good growth.  It is salt tolerant.  It can tolerate soils with pH between 5-8.

 Seeds should be selected from regular bearing palms that produce more than 80 nuts per year.  

Selected nuts are sprouted in a nursery, then planted out.  Seeds that have not germinated within 3 

months are usually rejected.  Seedlings are ready for transplanting when they have 3-4 leaves 

(about 1 year).  The nut should be planted in a hole 0.6 x 0.6 m.  A spacing of about 7-8 m is 

suitable.  Temperatures need to be above 15°C for nuts to germinate. Early germinating nuts, give 

early production in the field.  They can commence production after 6-8 years.

 The liquid of fresh nuts is drunk.

 The flesh is eaten, and the "apple" in sprouting nuts is eaten.

 The flesh is grated and used in cooking as "coconut" milk.

 The young shoots at the top of the palm can be eaten.  This kills the palm. It is fried or added to 

curries. 

 The sap from the flower stalk can be tapped for the sugary juice.

 The oil can be extracted from the kernel. 



Spices to make foods more tasty
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Growing ginger

 It is a tropical plant.  It is mainly grown from sea level up to 1900 m altitude in the tropics but 

will grow at higher places.  It needs a loose fertile soil.  It does best with plenty of humus.  It 

requires a rainfall of 1500 mm or more per year.  It does best where there is a short dry season 

and a good hot temperature.  It cannot stand water-logging.  

 A portion of the rhizome is planted 5-7 cm below the surface of the soil.  Sometimes light shade 

is used but it can be grown without shade.

 It takes 12 months to mature.  It is harvested several times.  The young shoots are cut when about 

7.5 cm high.

 The underground rhizome is eaten raw or in salads.  

 The young shoots are spicy and can be eaten.  These young shoots are eaten as a vegetable.  They 

are also pickled. 

 The rhizome can be dried and powdered.   These old roots are used as a spice.  They are 

preserved in syrup.  

 Oil of ginger is used as a flavouring.  

 Ginger is used for drinks. 
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Growing turmeric

 It is a tropical plant.  It is widespread in coastal areas up to 1000 m altitude.  It needs a hot moist 

climate and a well drained soil.  The soil needs to be loose for good rhizomes.  Plants can grow in 

the shade but the yield is lower.  Plants are drought and frost tender.  It needs a temperature above 

13°C.  

 Plants are normally grown from pieces of the rhizome.  Pieces with one or two buds are used.  

Larger side tubers are best.  They are planted 6-8 cm deep.   The distance between plants needs to 

be 30-40 cm.   They can also be grown from seed where these occur.   The roots are harvested as 

the leaves start to die back. 

 Leaves appear above ground in about 4 weeks.  The crop is harvested in about 9-10 months when 

the lower leaves turn yellow.  When the roots are harvested they are put in boiling water for an 

hour.  This assists drying and avoids sprouting.  They are then dried in the sun.  The outer layer is 

removed by rubbing. 

 The orange coloured rhizome is used as seasoning especially in curry.  They are also used for 

food colouring.  They can be used fresh or boiled and dried.  

 The young shoots are also eaten.



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

This information has been produced by Bruce French in 2013 


