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Traditional medicines in sport
Soccer star Teko Modise revealed startling details in 
his 2017 biography about muthi rituals performed by 
the Orlando Pirates team before games. The secrecy 
surrounding such practices makes quantitative data 
collection	difficult,	but	a	recent	study	published	in	the	
Indilinga African Journal of Indigenous Knowledge Systems 
(Mulungwa et al. 2018) explored the use of African 
traditional medicines and rituals in South African football 
by	interviewing	five	former	professional	players.	Three	
of these study participants were Sotho, while the other 
two were Ndebele and Tswana, hailing from Limpopo 
Province, North West Province and Mpumalanga. 

All indicated that they had used traditional medicines for 
treating illness and injuries, enhancing their own sport 
performance, and partaking in team rituals. Some of 
the substances mentioned are known to have harmful 
effects,	however,	while	lack	of	knowledge	about	the	
ingredients in traditional medicines administered by 
the team sangoma may put players in breach of World 
Anti-Doping Agency (WADA) rules. For example, although 
cannabidiol from cannabis (dagga) is permitted, it is very 
difficult	to	extract	in	pure	form	from	the	plant’s	other	

components, which are 
prohibited in sport. These 
banned substances may be 
detected in urine samples 
for weeks or months after 
cannabis use. 

Fish parasite 
named 
after Xena, 
warrior 
princess

Worldwide, the 
crustacean genus 
Elthusa comprises 
33 species, all 
of which are 
parasites	of	fish.	
Most attach 

themselves inside their 
host’s gill cavities, although two 

species inhabit the mouth cavity. Previously only 
one species was known from South Africa, but a recent 
survey discovered three new species, described in the 
open-access journal ZooKeys (Van der Wal et al. 2019). 

The research team from North-West University – Serita 
van	der	Wal,	Prof.	Nico	Smit	and	Dr	Kerry	Hadfield	–	
named	one	of	these	species	after	the	fictional	character	
Xena, the warrior princess, because the females 
appeared particularly tough. Additionally, the holotype 
(the	first	specimen	used	for	the	identification	and	

description of the previously unknown species) is an egg-
carrying female.

Formally recognised as Elthusa xena, this new-to-
science species is so far only known from the mouth of 
the Orange River, on the west coast of South Africa. It 
was	recovered	from	an	intertidal	Super	klipfish,	Clinus 
supercilious,	and	is	in	fact	the	first	time	an	Elthusa species 
has	been	recorded	from	any	klipfish	species.	To	describe	
the new species, the scientists borrowed all South African 
specimens	identified	as	belonging	to	the	genus	Elthusa 
from both the French National Museum of Natural 
History in Paris and the Iziko South African Museum in 
Cape Town.
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