Aloe lukea

By Brian Kemble

In 2015, a new species of Aloe from
Uganda was described in the Cactus and
Succulent Journal, and this beautiful plant
has found its way into the horticultural
trade in California. This is a montane
plant that grows at an elevation of 7,000
to 9,000 feet (2,100 to 2,700 m) in the
far northeast corner of Uganda, near the
border of South Sudan (to the north) and
Kenya (to the east). The habitat has been
described as “shrubby moorland grading
into shrubby grassland’; and after rains it
can look quite lush, though fires can be a
threat at dry times of the year.

The new species, Aloe lukeana, was named
by Tom Cole, who has spent many years
exploring Uganda and investigating the
Aloe species found there. Along with
Tom Forrest, he co-authored the book
Aloes of Uganda in 2017, covering the
22 species and 2 subspecies known in
the country. While some of these are
encountered from time to time in
horticulture, many are little known
outside their native areas of occurrence.
The name /ukeana was chosen to honor
Tom Cole’s brother Luke, who died in an
accident while visiting Uganda in 20009.

The flowers of the plant shown above right
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Aloe lukeana in flower at the Ruth Bancroft Garden in Walnut Creek, CA

Young plants of Aloe lukeana are usually single-headed and stem-
less, with a diameter that could be as much as 70 inches (1.8 m),
though 55 inches or less (1.4 m) is more typical. With age, the
plants develop a stem, and this may attain a height of as much as
5 feet (1.5 m). Though plants often remain single-headed, they
may also sometimes divide at the apex to become multi-headed.
The leaves are canaliculate (that is, concave in cross section on the
upper surface, and convex on the lower surface), and they arch
outward. They are usually between 20 and 28 inches long (50 —
70 c¢m), though occasionally more than this, with a width of
about 5 inches (12 - 13 cm). The leaf color is green without spots,
and the texture is smooth. There are small pale triangular teeth
about 1 cm apart along the margins, and these are about .12 to
.2 inch long (3 - 5 mm).



In its habitat, Aloe lukeana flowers in
June, July and August, but its area of
occurrence is so near to the equator
that there is little change in day length
through the year, so the seasons there
are instead tied to the timing of the
rains. In California, plants generally
flower in autumn, between late
September and early December.
Though a given rosette often produces
one inflorescence each year, it may
sometimes produce two or even three
in succession. The inflorescences rise
to a height of up to 30 inches (75
cm), with up to about 15 branches
(the lowest ones are longest and are
often re-branched), each ending in a
raceme of tubular flowers.

The buds point upwards and are
tightly clustered in a cone or a head,
but as the flowers open successively
(beginning with the lower-most),
they pivot so that they first angle
downward and then become pen-
dulous. The pedicels (the stalks of
the individual flowers) are up to .7
inch long (17 mm), and the flowers
themselves have a length of about
1.38 inches (35 mm). While the
flowers are basically tubular, holding
nectar within, they are fused only in
their basal one-third, separating above
this into 6 overlapping tepals, with

W =N =\ 74

Araceme with red-orangé flowers
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Aloe lukeana atSan Marcos Growers in Santa Barbara

each of these flaring outward at the mouth. The flower color is
generally red to orange, with the open flowers sometimes a little paler
than the buds. Occasional plants may have yellow flowers, these being
green-tipped at the bud stage.

The stamens protrude only slightly beyond the mouth of the flower,
with the style extending a little beyond this. After pollination, the
flowers swivel upward so that the oval seed capsules are held erect.
Within are three chambers holding stacks of seeds with small papery
winged margins, and these spill out when the capsule browns and dries
at maturity.

This species has not been in cultivation for very long, and it is uncertain
just how cold tolerant it is, though overnight lows a little below freezing
have not harmed it. It grows well with periodic watering during the
summer months, and it tolerates our winter rainfall in California as long
as it has good drainage. It can be grown in full sun or in partial shade,
but too shady of a position should be avoided.
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A raceme with green-tipped buds and yellow flowers

A plant with densely clustered racemes






