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Introduction

In January 2002, a number of botanists and biologists from South Texas and northern Mexico convened at Camp Lula Sams in Brownsville to review the status of certain rare plant species on both sides of the border.  When the discussion turned to Texas ayenia (Ayenia limitaris), a federally-listed Endangered shrub protected at only one site, someone announced that Mike Heep had recently discovered a new population along Arroyo Colorado.  This was exciting news, since it seemed to offer a chance for conservation at another site.  

When I returned from the meeting, I e-mailed Mike to find out the location.  In his reply, Mike said he had indeed found Texas ayenia in not one but three new locations along Arroyo Colorado, one of which was C. B. Wood Park in Harlingen. 

On 22 February 2002, I returned to South Texas to join Nature Conservancy colleagues Lisa Williams and Lee Elliott for field work in several locations. Christina Mild, a local botanist, acted as guide for our visit to C. B. Wood Park and led us right up to the park's ayenia plants, which in their desiccated state we'd have never found on our own.  Later in the morning, Christina gave us a tour of the Harlingen Thicket, a conservation site less than a mile to the east of the park, to show us populations of other rare and interesting plant species. In all, it was a most productive morning, one that made clearer to me the botanical resources of the Arroyo Colorado area.


Setting

This small park lies on level uplands along the north and east banks of Arroyo Colorado at a bend about half a mile downstream from (southeast of) the U. S. Rt. 77/83 bridges in the southern part of Harlingen (Figure 1).  The northwestern part of the park has been cleared and hosts the usual recreational facilities, but the southeastern part supports a stand of native subtropical thorn woodland composed of ebony (Pithecellobium ebano), honey mesquite (Prosopis glandulosa) and numerous shrub species.  Park boundaries are not marked, so it is possible that some of this brush stand actually lies on private property. Bordering the park to the south and west are steep slopes leading down to the cleared channel of the Arroyo Colorado.  Those slopes and bottoms are apparently maintained by some other agency and are vegetated for the most part with exotic grasses such as buffelgrass (Pennisetum ciliare).

Like all of Cameron County, C. B. Wood Park is underlain by alluvial deposits of the Rio Grande Delta (Brown et al., 1976). On sheet 37 of the Cameron County soil survey (Williams, Thompson & Jacobs, 1977), soils of the park are mapped as Mercedes-Urban land complex.  Mercedes soils are deep, moderately well drained, calcareous Udorthentic Pellusterts found in many parts of the delta.  Surface layer and subsoils are all clays.  Soils of open areas have probably been modified, and many are compacted and crusted.  But within the remnant stand of native brush, soils are mostly litter-covered and have a loose upper layer fairly rich in organic material.  Elevation of most of the site is between 30 and 35 feet.


Plant Species of Interest

Three plant species thought to be globally rare are present at C. B. Wood Park.  Texas ayenia is probably the most significant, since it is a federally-listed Endangered species.  In Texas it is known from only a few sites in Cameron, Hidalgo and Willacy counties; its status in Mexico remains unclear, although it has been collected from adjacent Tamaulipas and northern Coahuila and is apparently disjunct in Durango.  The two other rare species, Vasey's adelia (Adelia vaseyi) and Bailey's ballmoss (Tillandsia baileyi), have no federal status, but the park's populations of both are quite large and also of conservation interest.

According to Mike Heep, the park's population of Texas ayenia probably consists of more than 100 plants, although no firm census has been conducted.  Christina directed us to one spot where she'd seen about 30 plants in the recent past.  This spot lies along both sides of a wide park trail recently cleared through the brush stand, at GPS point N26o10.353', W097o41.682' +/- 15.5 feet.  Texas ayenia occurs here under a fairly dense, mostly evergreen canopy dominated by ebony perhaps 4-5 meters tall, with coyotillo (Karwinskia humboldtiana), David's milkberry (Chiococca alba), colima (Zanthoxylum fagara), oreja de raton (Bernardia myricifolia), tasajillo (Opuntia leptocaulis) and other shrubs forming a fairly dense shrub layer.  The soil was covered with leaf litter but otherwise bare, supporting very little in the way of herbaceous cover. Many of the shrubs, including most the ayenia we saw, were leafless or nearly so due to winter and/or drought conditions.  We saw only 5 or 10 individual ayenia plants, all of them less than 1 meter tall, some with the remains of last season's fruiting capsules which allowed certain identification.  We were reluctant to thoroughly census the site, since such an effort would probably have resulted in accidental damage to leafless and thus almost invisible ayenia, and thus we did not find the additional clusters that Mike Heep has seen.  A detailed census should be conducted as soon as leaves return, preferably in the company of a representative of the Harlingen parks department.

A second species of interest at the park is Bailey's ballmoss, an epiphytic bromeliad that ranges from south-central Tamaulipas north to Kleberg County.  In Texas it is locally common in live oak (Quercus virginiana) woodlands on the coastal half of the South Texas sand sheet as well as in subtropical thorn woodlands along the banks of resacas and arroyos in the Lower Rio Grande Valley.  The population at C. B. Wood Park is one of the denser concentrations of Bailey's ballmoss that I've seen in the Valley; without much effort or smashing through the brush, we saw between 300 and 500 individuals, suggesting that the population could approach 1000 individuals.  GPS points at which Bailey's ballmoss was noted include N26o10.394', W097o41.707' +/- 14.0 ft.; N26o10.385', W097o41.694' +/- 19.4 ft.; N26o10.353', W097o41.682' +/- 15.5 ft.; N26o10.350', W097o41.657' +/- 17.9 ft.; N26o10.347', W097o41.653' +/- 19.4 ft.  We ran into a particularly large grouping in ebonies near the top of the arroyo cut at N26o10.334', W097o41.646' +/- 13.8 ft.  Most of the Bailey's ballmoss was found in the higher branches of ebonies, but some were observed only a few feet above the ground on the branches of small shrubs.  Many of the individuals we saw were in bud at the time of our visit.  The common but much smaller ballmoss, Tillandsia recurvata, is also frequent in the park.

The third rare species seen at C. B. Wood Park on this date is Vasey's adelia.  During the Camp Lula Sams meeting, many botanists from both sides of the border expressed the opinion that Vasey's adelia is not a rare species, or at least not in the class of Texas ayenia and Bailey's ballmoss.  Vasey's adelia is reportedly quite common in northern Tamaulipas, particularly in the Frontera Chica, and it has also proven to be quite common in some parts of South Texas, where it is known from the three delta counties as well as from a few sites on the Goliad Formation in Starr County.  It is certainly common in C. B. Wood Park, so common in fact that no effort was made to GPS individuals or even guesstimate the size of the population.  Several hundred plants were seen on 22 February 2002; all were vegetative at the time.  Vasey's adelia is similarly common at the nearby Harlingen Thicket.  According to local experts, it occurs with regularity along much of Arroyo Colorado in this part of the county.


Significance

The remnant brush stand at C. B. Wood Park is of considerable conservation significance.  Its population of Texas ayenia is particularly significant, since it is one of only two populations of this federally-listed Endangered species on public land.  Not only does it represent an opportunity for the in situ conservation, but it also might serve as a seed source for reintroduction of this rare species to other sites along Arroyo Colorado.  Such efforts could ultimately lead to the recovery of the species and its removal from the endangered species list.

The park's populations of Vasey's adelia and Bailey's ballmoss are nothing to sneeze at either.  Both are among the largest known, despite the small size of the park's remnant brush tract.  The density of both species is remarkable and demonstrates what is possible under optimal conditions.

It should be pointed out that the remnant brush stand at C. B. Wood Park is not as isolated as it might appear.  Similar remnant brush persists at Harlingen Thicket about half a mile to the east, and other patches are scattered along the banks of Arroyo Colorado.  Together they form the building blocks for a serious plant conservation effort in the area.
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Figure 1.  Approximate location of remnant brush tract along Arroyo Colorado at C. B. Wood Park in Harlingen, Cameron County, Texas.  Base map: Harlingen 7.5' Quadrangle (USGS, 1973).

Table 1.  Plant species of interest observed at C. B. Wood Park, Cameron County, Texas, 22 February 2002.

Plant Species
Global Rank
Occ. No.

Texas ayenia (Ayenia limitaris) 
G2
008

Vasey's adelia (Adelia vaseyi)
G3
028

Bailey's ballmoss (Tillandsia baileyi)
G2
029


Explanation of Global Ranks

G1 = less than 6 occurrences known globally; critically imperiled, especially vulnerable to extinction

G2 = 6-20 occurrences known globally; imperiled and very vulnerable to extinction throughout its range

G3 = 21-100 occurrences known globally; either very rare and local throughout its range or found locally (even abundantly at some of its locations) in a restricted range (e.g., a single state or physiographic region), or because of other factors making it vulnerable to extinction throughout its range

G4 = more than 100 occurrences known; apparently secure globally, though it may be quite rare in parts of its range, especially at the periphery

G5 = demonstrably secure globally, though it may be quite rare in parts of its range

Table 2.  Plant species observed at C. B. Wood Park, Cameron County, Texas, 22 February 2002.


Trees, Shrubs & Woody Vines

Adelia vaseyi
Vasey's adelia

Amyris texana
chapotillo

Amyris madrensis
Sierra Madre torchwood

Ayenia limitaris
Texas ayenia, Tamaulipan kidneypetal

Bernardia myricifolia
oreja de raton

Billieturnera helleri
Billieweed

Borrichia frutescens
sea ox-eye

Carlowrightia parviflora
narrowleaf carlowrightia

Castela erecta var. texana
amargosa

Celtis pallida
granjeno

Chiococca alba
David's milkberry

Cissus incisa
ivy treebine

Cocculus diversifolius
orientvine

Colubrina texensis
Texas colubrina

Cordia boissieri
anacahuite

Dalea scandens (D. thrysiflora)
low dalea

Diospyros texana
chapote

Ericameria austrotexana (Xylothamia palmeri)
South Texas ericameria

Guaiacum angustifolium
guayacán

Hibiscus martianus (H. cardiophyllus)
tulipan del monte

Kalanchoe sp.
kalanchoe

Koeberlinia spinosa
allthorn

Lantana sp. (not L. horrida)
lantana

Leucophyllum frutescens
cenizo

Lycium berlandieri
Berlandier wolfberry

Phaulothamnus spinescens
snake-eyes

Phoradendron tomentosum
mistletoe

Pithecellobium ebano (Chloroleucon ebano)
Texas ebony

Pithecellobium pallens
tenaza

Prosopis glandulosa
honey mesquite

Randia rhagocarpa
crucillo

Serjania brachycarpa
shortfruit serjania

Sideroxylon celastrinum (Bumelia celastrina)
coma

Solanum triquetrum
Texas nightshade

Tillandsia baileyi
Bailey's ballmoss

Tillandsia recurvata
common ballmoss

Trixis inulae
trixis

Viguiera stenoloba
narrowleaf skeletonbush

Yucca sp. (Y. treculeana or Y. torreyi)
palma pita, Spanish dagger

Zanthoxylum fagara
colima


Cacti

Acanthocereus pentagonus
barbed-wire cactus

Echinocereus sp. (blanckii / papillosus complex)
alicoche

Ferocactus sinuatus
Rio Grande barrel cactus

Mammillaria sp. (M. prolifera?)
nipple cactus

Mammillaria sp. (M. multiceps?  M. robertii?)
nipple cactus

Opuntia engelmannii var. lindheimeri
Lindheimer pricklypear

Opuntia leptocaulis
tasajillo


Grasses & Forbs

Bouteloua trifida
red grama

Chloris cucullata
hooded windmillgrass

Cooperia sp.
rain-lily

Dyssodia pentachaeta (Thymophylla pentachaeta)
parralena

Helianthus ciliaris
blueweed

Panicum maximum
guineagrass

Panicum hallii (either var. hallii or var. filipes)
Hall's panicum

Parthenium sp.
false ragweed

Pennisetum ciliare (Cenchrus ciliare)
buffelgrass

Solanum sp. (S. elaeagnifolium?)
nightshade

Ruellia sp.
ruellia

Salvia coccinea
tropical sage

Scutellaria sp. (S. drummondii?)
annual skullcap

Trichloris pluriflora (Chloris pluriflora)
false Rhodesgrass
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