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Aponogeton distachyos 
(Water Hawthorn or Cape 

Pondweed) 
 
Text and Photographs by Bob Mitchell 

This aquatic has its own family Aponogetonaceae and is reputed to be an ancient plant.  Pollen has been found in the 
Cretaceous in North America and Greenland but its distribution now is subtropical Australasia and South Africa.  There are 45 
species, seven of which are from South Africa.  Aponogeton distachyos is widely grown in cultivation and is native to the winter 
rainfall areas of South Africa.    

  Aponogeton distachyos was named by Carl Linnaeus the Younger 
(1741-1783) in Supplementum Plantarum 32: 214 in 1782 and had been 
grown in Europe since the 17th century. 
According to Stearn the generic name is derived from the healing spring of 
Aqua Aponi in Italy, while the specific name relates to the two spikes in the 
flower structure. 
  Aponogeton distachyos is a tuberous, aquatic plant whose leaves 
have long petioles allowing it to grow in excess of 50 cm of water: the 
leaves floating on the surface.  These are elongate-oval with parallel veins 
and very similar to our native pondweed, Potamogeton.  The white scented 
flowers are held proudly just above the water level and as the name 
suggests have two spikes and with six or more dark brown or black 
stamens to each flower.  Aponogeton distachyos grows in ponds and 
ditches from Nieuwouldtville to Knysna.  It features in six of my eight South 
African Wild Flower Guide Series, three of which are listed below.  In the 
wild when the rivers dry up the tubers remain dormant till the next 

rains.  The flowers and tubers are edible and there is a recipe for a mutton stew in www.plantzafrica.com below.  The leaves are 
reputed to sooth burns.  
Aponogeton distachyos is beautifully illustrated in the South African Wild Flower Guide Series and in Andrews’ Botanical 
Repository 290 (1803) and in Curtis’ Botanical Magazine 1293 (1810). 
Cultivation.  Aponogeton distachyos is hardy in milder area in Britain 
where it can flower intermittently the year round.  It is best grown in full 
sun.  It is an aquatic plant and can grow in quite shallow water as with 
us in the Rhododendron House.  It is also planted in aquariums. 
Propagation.  Is by division in the spring.  Seed can be produced and in 
prime conditions can cause a problem as in Australia where it has 
naturalised. 
Position.  Aponogeton distachyos is growing in the stream in the 
Rhododendron House and easily viewed from the east pathway.  
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