Learn About Leaves
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Lots of people don’t stop to look at leaves. Some people think they are boring. Learning about leaves is fun, and you will find that they are not at all simple.

Here is a picture of a leaf which IS simple.
The leaf is called “simple” because it only has one blade. 
Some leaves have more than one blade. These blades are called “leaflets”.
This leaf has a smooth margin.
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Another thing to look at on a leaf is the midrib, which as you can see is in the middle of the leaf.
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Look carefully and you will see that the leaf also has tiny veins coming out of the midrib. Can you think why a leaf needs veins?
There is a special word for the stem of a leaf: a petiole.
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Here are three leaves which are also simple. Look at the margins of the leaves. They are not smooth. They are serrated. 
These leaves come from the same tree. The yellowish colours probably just show that those leaves are a bit younger.
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These two simple leaves come from the same tree, but they look quite different. This is because one photo is of the top of the leaf and the other is of the bottom. The green side is on top, and the grey is on the bottom. Can you think why the green side is on top?
You can see the midrib and the veins clearly. Look how short the petioles are.
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Now we are going to look at a different kind of leaf. 

This leaf has three blades coming out of the petiole. A leaf with more than one blade is called compound.
There is a special word for leaves with three blades. They are called trifoliate. This word comes from the Latin words for “three” and “leaf”. We will learn later how important Latin words are in naming things in nature.
Look how long the petiole is on this example.

The shape of the blades is called lanceolate. This seems a strange word until you think about – or look up – the English word “lance”.

Here are more pictures of trifoliate leaves:
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This leaf grows on a tree with beautiful little berries:
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And this one is from a beautiful tree which is quite rare on the Melville Koppies:
If you ask yourself if all these trifoliate leaves grow on trees or plants which are all related to one another then the answer is yes. They all belong to a big and important group which scientists call Rhus.
Now we will look at leaves which are extremely compound:


This is a leaf where the blades have got blades. Every leaflet has made leaflets of its own.
These leaves are called bipinnately compound, which means “twice compound”. Here is another one:
If you think these two leaves come from plants which are related to one another, you are right. They both come from trees in the group Acacia.
_______________________________________________________________________

Now walk around near the Melville Koppies lecture hut and see if you can find leaves which look like these. Be careful with the Acacias – they have thorns!
________________________________________________________________________

Names of plants and trees
All the leaves in the pictures are from trees and plants which have many names. People who know them often call them by a name in their own language. This can be confusing if you don’t speak the other person’s language. So since the late 1700s scientists have tried to give a standard scientific name to every plant they described so that everyone would know what they were talking about. Everyone around the world now accepts the scientific names. The scientific names are usually made up of words from the ancient Latin and Greek languages. The other names are called “common names”.
Here is a list of scientific names for the plants whose leaves are in the pictures:
	Figure 1
	Kiggelaria africana

	Figure 2
	Celtis africana

	Figure 3
	Brachylaena rotundata

	Figure 4
	Rhus lancea

	Figures 5, 6 
	Rhus pyroides

	Figure 7
	Rhus leptodictya

	Figure 8
	Acacia robusta

	Figure 9
	Acacia caffra


Now you need to do some research at school or at home. Here are tables of common names for each of the plants and trees. For each one fill in the language of the common name, and try to find out what the common name means in the language you are using at school. Warning: we haven’t put the languages in the same order in each table. We have mixed up IsiZulu, Afrikaans, SeSotho, and other official languages! Another warning: sometimes there is more than one common name in the same language!
Kiggelaria africana:

	Common name
	Language?
	Meaning?

	isiKlalu
	
	

	Wilde Perske
	
	

	Lekgatsi
	
	

	Wild peach
	
	

	Mphahlasilo
	
	

	Speekhout
	
	

	umVethi
	
	

	Mufhatha-vhufa
	
	


Celtis africana:

	Common name
	Language?
	Meaning?

	Witstinkhout
	
	

	Mumvumvu
	
	

	umVumvu
	
	

	White Stinkwood
	
	

	Modutu
	
	

	Mothibadifate
	
	

	Mbholovisi
	
	

	inDandwazane
	
	


Brachylaena rotundata:
	Common name
	Language?
	Meaning?

	Bergvaalbos
	
	

	Moswana
	
	


What can you conclude about this tree from the fact that it has only one name in an African language?
Rhus lancea:

	Common name
	Language?
	Meaning?

	iNhlangutshane
	
	

	Mosilabele
	
	

	Karree
	
	

	umHlakotshane
	
	

	Mushakaladza
	
	

	Mosabele
	
	

	Rooikaree
	
	


Rhus pyroides:
	Common name
	Language?
	Meaning?

	Koditshane
	
	

	inHlokoshiyane
	
	

	Taaioom, Gewone Taaibos
	
	

	Mutasiri
	
	

	Motshakutshakhu
	
	

	Mogodiri
	
	

	Fire Thorn Karree, Common Wild Currant
	
	


Rhus leptodictya:
	Common name
	Language?
	Meaning?

	Mountain Karree
	
	

	Klipkarree, Basterkarre, Bergkaree
	
	

	Motshotlwane
	
	

	Mushakaladza
	
	

	Monhlohlo
	
	


Acacia robusta:
	Common name
	Language?
	Meaning?

	umNgamanzi
	
	

	umNgampunzi
	
	

	Muvumba-ngwena
	
	

	Mungamazi
	
	

	Moga
	
	

	Brakdoring, Enkeldoring
	
	

	Mooka
	
	

	Brack Thorn Acacia
	
	


Acacia caffra:
	Common name
	Language?
	Meaning?

	Motholo, Moroba-diepe, Radiepane
	
	

	Mbvhinya-xihloka
	
	

	Morutlhare
	
	

	umTholo
	
	

	Katdoring, Gewonehaakdoring
	
	

	Hook Thorn Acacia
	
	

	umThole, umNyamanzi
	
	

	Muvunda-mbado
	
	


Now go to a garden, or even the pavement and see if you can find leaves like the ones you have seen here. You will probably not find the same ones, because all the trees on Melville Koppies are indigenous (grow naturally in South Africa) and lots of the trees in our gardens and on our pavements are exotic (come from other countries).
For example, there are two trees which have bipinnately compound leaves, the Jacaranda (purple flowers) and the Black Wattle (yellow flowers). The Jacaranda is from South America. The Wattle is from Australia. Although the Wattle is an Acacia, it does not have thorns. All our South African Acacias have thorns and most Australian ones don’t.
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