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Introduction

More than a million visitors a year come to admire the Big Five and other animals in the famous parks of the Tanzania/Kenya borderlands: Serengeti, Masai Mara, Tsavo, Amboseli, Ngorongoro, Lake Manyara, Arusha and many others. Thousands arrive to climb Africa’s highest mountain, Kilimanjaro, and her smaller sister Mount Meru. Yet others come to bask on the beach, with an occasional visit to a coastal park such as Shimba Hills.

The essential background to all this amazing animal life is the rich world of plants in East Africa – something on which all other life depends. And the most visual component of that plant life is the trees: flat-topped acacias, strangling figs, the amazing baobab, whispering palms, and many more. This book takes readers on a tree safari, from the coast to the highest mountains, and shows a range of East African woody wonders along the way.

The book includes 100 of the most common and noteworthy of the more than 2,200 East African tree species. Distinguishing features are highlighted in bold text to enable quick ID; habitats are given for each tree (see also the habitat map on page 7); likely areas and reserves for spotting the trees are given, and readers are alerted to similar species (where applicable) that could cause confusion. Finally, notes are provided for each species, detailing local and traditional uses and any other aspects of interest.

100 Trees to see on Safari will help tourists and locals alike appreciate the beauty of East African trees, as well as learn about their general importance and particular uses. Although this guide features only an overview of a much broader topic, it will provide readers with a taste of East Africa’s rich tree flora and, it is hoped, an appetite for more!
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Sutirta Budiman/Unsplash

Giraffes, such as these in Kenya’s Masai Mara National Reserve, browse on trees of all heights.
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Harshil Gudka/Unsplash

Doum palms, providing much-needed shade for elephants and other mammals, line the watercourses in Samburu National Reserve, Kenya.

What is a tree?

Everyone knows what a tree is but individual definitions may vary. Some people regard a tree as being any plant capable of providing shade in which one can sit. In the Kew plant glossary, a tree is more scientifically defined as a ‘perennial woody plant with secondary thickening, with a clear main trunk’. In general, what differentiates a tree from a shrub is the tree’s single main trunk, plus some height, usually at least 2–3m above ground level.

A note on common and scientific names

Trees are listed in this book under their locally common name, coupled always with their scientific (Latin) name, as well as a selection of alternative and local common names.

Botanical common names, in particular, can vary from place to place, or refer to a number of different species: the Swahili ‘Mgunga’, for instance, is used for a whole range of Acacia tree species; ‘Msokote’ can mean seven different Grewia tree species; and ‘Mtengeji’ can stand for Canthium glaucum, Catunaregam spinosa, Psydrax recurvifolia, Pyrostria phyllanthoidea, Rytigynia celastroides or Vangueria loranthifolia.

Scientific names, however, are permanently linked to just a single species, and are recognised universally.

How to use this guide

The trees in this guide have been arranged by habitat (coast, dry bushland, etc.). Each of the seven habitats forms a section of the book and is colour-coded for ease of use. Furthermore, within each section the trees are arranged in ascending order of the altitude at which they habitually grow, with the sequence determined by the highest occurrence of each species.
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Habitats

East Africa is rich in plant and animal diversity, precisely because its habitats are so varied. This is as a result of factors such as varying altitude, rainfall regimes, soil types and landforms. This guide has been organised according to the region’s main habitats: coast, dry bushland, savanna/woodland, riverine/wetter habitats, dry forest, moist forest and high mountain. The habitat map (right), although much simplified for quick reference, aims to show where the various vegetation types occur.
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	Coast (Altitude: 0–2,350m)
	p. 14




Although the coastal strip is narrow, the habitat embraces conditions that range from coastal swamps to adjacent wet forests, which are kept moist by the sea breezes and the monsoons. The monsoon comes twice a year: the long rains arrive in March lasting through May, and the short rains occur between October and November. Where the forest survives it is lush and rich in species.

At the interface between sea and land, mangroves reign supreme. This is a harsh environment where the trees’ roots have to cope with alternating fresh and salty water, and where leaves and stems have to tolerate salt spray. These hardy trees are not only a refuge for birds, they also provide shelter and brood chambers for fish and crustaceans.
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USDOD, Wikimedia Commons

Tana River delta, Kenya
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Seasonal pond, Boni Forest, Kenya



	Dry bushland (Altitude: 0–2,750m)
	p. 22




Further inland, dry bushland forms a broad belt. It consists, in its natural state, of an almost continuous stand of shrubs and small trees, 2–7m tall and often spiny. Bushland is the setting for famous reserves such as Tsavo National Park, which are home to magnificent game, including many browsing animals that live off the trees. There is much to see here: not just the game, but trees such as the spectacular baobab, beautiful terminalias and iconic acacias. There is significant diversity in the habitat as well, so that the trees found on rocky hills differ from those along rivers, and those growing on the flat differ from those on steep slopes. Differences in underground water levels further influence the distribution of trees.

The climate here is one of long dry periods with two rainy seasons, when the bush transforms into a flowering paradise – and the bush roads change into quagmires.
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Juliet Beentje

Mount Ololokwe, Kenya



	Savanna/woodland (Altitude: 450–2,680m)
	p. 50




The terrain of this habitat is flat or consists of gentle hills, and the climate is drier than both the coast and the higher regions. Savanna features grassland dotted with the occasional tree or groups of trees. It is also known as plains, wooded grassland or tree grassland. Where the trees become more continuous but the climate is still too dry to support forest, woodland develops. This is not as diverse as forest, with only a few tree species dominating, and, unlike real forest, undergrowth is sparse and woodland is still dominated by grasses.

There are no clear borders between dry bushland and savanna: these habitats grade into – or grow out of – each other. Several of the featured tree species can be found in both habitats. There is even a theory that, in the past, there was a cycle in which vegetation changed between bushland and savanna – brought about by elephants, before they were poached on an industrial scale. Species-rich bushland was the ‘climax’ type vegetation, and would attract the large herbivores in such numbers that they would leave the ground almost bare – resulting in savanna, which is grassland with a few trees or bushes dotted here and there. The elephants would move on and recovery back to dense bushland would take hundreds of years – at which time the elephants would return to enjoy the rich food again.
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Professor X/Public domain

Tarangire National Park, Tanzania
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Isolated Boscia in savanna, Kenya



	Riverine/wetter habitats (Altitude: 0–3,000m)
	p. 66




Some species like growing along rivers: these are the riverine trees. Whether it is the higher moisture in the soil, the greater likelihood of water throughout the drier seasons, or the richer soil along streams, these trees might grow in such habitats for one, or all of these reasons. These trees may also be found far away from rivers, but there is usually a reason for this that may not be immediately apparent, such as high groundwater. Because of these trees, which often form a narrow belt along streams, the presence of water may be deduced from a distance. Sometimes their dispersal mechanism (the way their seeds are distributed) is also linked to water: the seeds may float, or the fruits may ripen when the water table is high enough to provide a good substrate for young plants.
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Daryl and Sharna Balfour/Images of Africa

Tsavo East National Park, Kenya
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Masai Mara National Reserve, Kenya



	Dry forest (Altitude: 600–3,150m)
	p. 90




There is some dry forest at the coast, where several species can be found; but this type of forest is more common inland, for instance on the side of mountains away from the prevailing winds. The coastal species can be found inland, up to an altitude of at least 1,500m; other species grow much higher, and pencil cedar grows at least up to the treeline.

On mountains inland there is often a clear distinction between ‘wet’ sides – exposed to prevailing winds, where moist forest is the result of a regular supply of rains and moist air from clouds – and ‘dry’ sides – away from the prevailing winds, where the seasonal influence is much stronger, and where the distinct dry seasons result in lower diversity of trees, as well as different species combinations.
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Mathew’s Range, Kenya
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Juliet Beentje

Ndoto Mountains, Kenya



	Moist forest (Altitude: 1,000–3,350m)
	p. 110




There is good wet forest on the coast, such as in Shimba Hills National Reserve, and also in the highlands above, say, 1,200m – but not much in between. On the high mountains wet forest occurs on the side facing the prevailing winds, usually the eastern side: when the clouds coming in from the coast are driven upwards by the rising land, they gradually drop their moisture – and this is where the wet forest grows. Of course, this is also prime land for agriculture, and much of this forest type is now gone.
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Cyathea in Kieni Forest, Aberdares, Kenya



	High mountain (Altitude: 2,150–3,300m)
	p. 137




This habitat is the highest of them all and encompasses the high mountain peaks above 3,000m. It is a particularly tough habitat: by day there is high ultraviolet radiation and it can be very hot, while every night temperatures plummet, sometimes below freezing. In such a habitat, with ‘summer every day and winter every night’, plants have to adapt to enormous and rapid temperature changes, to very high UV radiation, and to a lack of water when it freezes. Not many plants can cope with such challenging conditions, and so tree diversity at these altitudes is fairly low. But the ‘tree’ species occurring higher than all the others, the giant groundsels, are the ultimate adapters – tough survivors in a tough environment.
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Anne Powys

Erica, Mount Kenya
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Dendrosenecio, Mount Kenya

Illustrated glossary
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All illustrations by Juliet Beentje


Glossary of terms

aerial roots, roots emerging from the plant above the ground

ant galls (in Acacia), inflated patches on the spine that are inhabited by ants, which actively protect the tree against browsing herbivores

black cotton soil, a dark clayey soil forming deep cracks when drying out, but swelling when wet – and turning to deep and very skiddy mud

cone, the fruit of a cycad or cedar, consisting of overlapping scales with the seeds in between

coniferous, having scale-like or needle-shaped leaves and fruit in cones, with overlapping scales (as in Afrocarpus) or fruit with a fleshy outer skin (as in Juniperus)

coppicing, a vigorous resprouting of trees that have been cut down

deciduous, pertaining to plants that lose all their leaves for part of the year

ellipsoid (fruit), having a 3-dimensional shape that is widest in the middle with two equal rounded ends

entire margin, not toothed or lobed

glands, small resinous structures on leaves or stems, differing in colour from the rest of the structure

latex, sticky milky juice in the branches and sometimes in the leaves as well

leaf-branches or pinnae, where a leaf is divided not just into leaflets but into small branches carrying leaflets, these branchlets are called pinnae (see page 11)

leaf-nodes, points on the stem where leaves are (or used to be) attached

leaf-scars, marks on the stems where leaves have fallen off

leaflets, separate parts of a divided leaf

lugga, streambed that is mostly dry but carrying water in the wet season(s)

male or female trees, the individual trees of some species are either male or female, such as in the coast cycad; most other species have both male and female parts on individual trees

miombo woodland, woodland characterised by leguminous trees with divided leaves, such as species of Julbernardia and Brachystegia

pioneer species, those plants that thrive in areas that have been cleared

pistil, comprising the ovary, style and stigma,
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