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Abstract: The aim of this study was to determine the number of species of the genus Microcos in African countries. Species
of this genus are confined to wet equatorial forests and mountain forests. Therefore a centre of diversity of the genus Microcos
in Africa is found in the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Areas of lower species richness are Cameroon, Nigeria, Tanzania
and Uganda. Several types of distribution patterns of species of Microcos were distinguished.
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The genus Microcos was described by Linnaeus
(1753). Later on, it was included into the synonymy of
the genus Grewia as a separate section (Burret 1910,
1911, 1926). Microcos is distinguished by its preference
for wetter habitats, such as equatorial forests and tropical
mountain forests, while Grewia contains mainly meso-
phytes. The section Microcos was divided by Burret
(1910, 1911) into 3 subsections: Intergristipulae,
Digitatae and Pinnatifidae.

The genus Microcos contains about 60 species distri-
buted mainly in the Indo-Malaysian region and in
Africa, where it is represented by 18 species. These are
usually trees with undivided leaves. Flowers are
numerous, small and hermaphroditic, growing in
panicles composed of a large number of 3-flowered
cymes. In contrast, flowers of the genus Grewia are
conspicuous, with large sepals covered with stellate
hairs. Fruits are drupaceous. Species of Microcos are
used as food (fruits) or as material for bows and traps
as well as other tools. They are also used in medicine
and witchcraft of African tribes (Dalziel 1937).

The genus Microcos is in need of a critical revision
of its taxonomy and phytogeography (Bayer & Kubitzky
2003). It lacks a holistic revision, as the last one was
published in the 1920s (Burret 1926). So far there are
also no publications concerning its phytogeography.

Because our knowledge of the genus Microcos is so
poor, it seemed to be interesting to start its study with a
determination of the number of Microcos species in
African countries. No exact information concerning
their distribution was available before. Such an approach
helped also, to some extent, to recognize centres of diversity
of the genus, as well as gaps in our knowledge of its
distribution in Africa. Further studies of taxonomy and
phytogeography of the genus Microcos in Africa are
under way.

Data concerning the distribution of Microcos species
originated from 2 types of sources: (i) the literature listed
in Table 1; and (ii) our database. The database contains
information on 876 herbarium specimens from the
following herbaria: BR, CO, K, MO, POZG, UPS,
WRSL, WAG, which were on loan to PoznaÒ. Informa-
tion concerning the countries of origin was taken from
the herbarium labels, but identification of each specimen
was verified by using standard methods of α-taxonomy.

Our study has revealed that the centre of diversity
of the genus Microcos in Africa is in the Democratic
Republic of the Congo, with 15 species (Fig. 1). This
country is covered with wet equatorial forests, preferred
by these plants. Areas of lower species richness are
Cameroon (8 species) and Nigeria (5) in Western Afri-
ca, where the same type of vegetation occurs. Several C
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species are also found in Tanzania (6) and Uganda (5),
but in montane forests.

This study shows, however, that our knowledge of
the distribution of the genus Microcos in Africa is not
complete. The lack of data concerning Microcos in
Burundi and Benin as well as gaps in the distribution of
some species in the Republic of the Congo, Rwanda
and Malawi, shall be considered as resulting from a lack
of collections, rather than a real absence of this genus
in their floras.

One can distinguish several types of distribution
patterns of the species of the genus Microcos in the
African countries (see Table 1). The most common
species, occurring in 10 countries, are: M. malacocarpa
Mast. and M. barombiensis K. Schum. Four species are
endemic: M. adolfi-friderici Burret and M. evrardii R.
Wilczek, both found only in the Democratic Republic
of the Congo, M.†gilviflora Excell in Zambia, and M.
transzambesica Wild. in Mozambique. Seven species
are distributed in Western, Central and Eastern Africa,
few spreading south to Mozambique (e.g. M. barom-
biensis). Some of them show quite a disjunct distribution

Fig. 1. Map showing numbers of species of the genus Microcos
found in African countries

Table 1. Species of Microcos found in individual African countries (where literature not cited, information based only on herbarium data)
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malacocarpa ï ï ï ï ï ï ï ï ï ï 10
malacocarpoides ï ï ï ï ï ï 6
oligoneura ï ï ï ï ï ï 6
pinnatifida ï ï 2
africana ï ï ï ï ï ï 6
coriacea ï ï ï ï ï ï ï 7
barombiensis ï ï ï ï ï ï ï ï ï ï 10
floribunda ï ï ï ï 4
conocarpoides ï ï ï ï 4
sereti ï ï ï ï ï 5
mildbraedii ï ï ï ï ï ï 6
adolfi friderici ï 1
evrardii ï 1
louisii ï ï 2
schmitzii ï ï 2
calymmatosepala ï ï ï 3
conocarpa ï ï 2
gilviflora ï 1
transzambesica ï 1
microthyrsa ï ï 2
Total species 2 3 2 3 2 5 8 4 1 2 5 2 15 1 5 1 6 4 4 1 4 1
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(e.g. M. floribunda). Four species occur only in West-
ern and Central Africa (e.g. M. malacocarpa). M. louisii
R. Wilczek is distributed only in Central and East Af-
rica, while M. schmitzii R. Wilczek in the Democratic
Republic of the Congo and Zambia. Species limited to
East and South-East Africa are: M. calymmatosepala and
M.†conocarpa. Only M. microthyrsa reaches far south,
from Mozambique to the South Africa.

During the examination of the herbarium material
we noticed that many specimens had not been identi-
fied to species. Therefore it can be postulated that not
only more fieldwork in the under collected areas, but
also a taxonomic verification is needed for this genus
in Africa. We now conduct such studies on the taxo-
nomic classification of Microcos, based on α-tax-
onomy.
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