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On 27 July 2005, I joined Lisa Williams and Debbie Benesh for a quick look at a population of plains gumweed (Grindelia oolepis) on a vacant lot on the industrial fringes of Brownsville, Texas. This population was discovered several years ago by, I believe, Tom Patterson, and has actually been mapped by someone at Texas Parks and Wildlife as occurrence 024. Our visit followed about a week or so after the passing through the area of the northern edge of Hurricane Emily, which reportedly dropped about three inches of rain in southern Cameron County but did no real damage. It probably did cause some floral activity among the gumweeds slumbering in that grassy vacant lot, because most of them were in bloom. Although the flower heads of Grindelia oolepis aren't the largest or showiest in the genus, they were big enough to allow us to see at a glance just how large this gumweed population is. I would estimate the number to be in the high hundreds, perhaps approaching 1000 individuals or small clumps. It is certainly among the largest populations of this species currently known.

This site is a flat grassy field that appears to get mown on a semi-regular basis. It is triangular in shape, with major streets on two sides and a large warehouse on the third. Both streets are bordered by drainage ditches about 1-3 feet lower than the pavement. Major components of the "grassland" included buffalograss (Buchloe dactyloides) and the exotic Kleberg bluestem (Dichanthium annulatum); natives and exotics seemed to be intermixed throughout except at the east end (the narrow tip of the triangle), where Kleberg bluestem was almost monoculturous. Poking up out of the grass layer were scattered honey mesquite (Prosopis glandulosa); these sprouts were only abut two feet high at the time of our visit but were tall enough to snag passing trash bags. Carolina wolfberry (Lycium carolinianum) and sea oxeye (Borrichia frutescens), two salt tolerant shrubs, were also rather frequent on the site, although mowing has kept them, like the mesquite, a bit shorter than might otherwise be the case. Grindelia oolepis occurred all over the site except for the Kleberg-dominated eastern tip, a small Rumex-filled pit, and the ditches along the edges.

Like all of Cameron County, this part of Brownsville is underlain by alluvial deposits of the Rio Grande delta. On the McAllen-Brownsville Sheet of the Geologic Atlas of Texas (Brown et al., 1976), the deposits at this particular spot are mapped as "dominantly mud" as opposed to "dominantly silt and sand."  Soils are mapped on the southeast quarter of sheet 80 of the Cameron County soil survey (Williams, Thompson & Jacobs, 1977). One mapping unit is present: Benito-Urban Land complex. Benito clay is a deep, poorly drained, saline, calcareous, moderately alkaline Udorthentic Pellustert that in normal situations is flooded for several weeks after heavy rains. In urban settings such as this, however, water is funneled off by drainage ditches. Despite the passage of Hurricane Emily a week before, this site was dry at the time of our visit.

The future of this site remains uncertain. It is apparently owned by Tex-Mex Cold Storage, which operates a large warehouse on the property immediately to the west.  Somebody from some kind of seed bank should get permission to collect a mess of seeds from the site while it's still intact. A piece of property in such a location won't lie vacant forever.
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Table 1.  Plant species observed on the Tex-Mex Cold Storage property, Cameron County, Texas, 27 July 2005. Exotic (non-native) species are indicated with asterisks.

Woody Plants

sea ox-eye
Borrichia frutescens

Carolina wolfberry
Lycium carolinianum

honey mesquite
Prosopis glandulosa

lotebush
Ziziphus obtusifolius

Herbaceous Plants

western ragweed
Ambrosia psilostachya

variedleaf anoda
Anoda pentaschista

narrowleaf milkweed
Asclepias linearis

hierba de zizotes
Asclepias oenotheroides

buffalograss
Buchloe dactyloides

bundleflower
Desmanthus acuminatus

*Kleberg bluestem
Dichanthium annulatum

low wild-mercury
Ditaxis humilis (Argythamnia humilis)

plains gumweed
Grindelia oolepis

common sunflower
Helianthus annuus

water-clover
Marsilea sp. (in ditch)

anglepod melochia
Melochia pyramidata

paspalum
Paspalum sp. (in ditch)

knotweed leaf-flower
Phyllanthus polygonoides

wild-petunia
Ruellia sp.

dock
Rumex chrysocarpus (in pit)

senecio
Senecio riddellii

bristlegrass
Setaria sp.

silverleaf nightshade
Solanum elaeagnifolium

Texas nightshade
Solanum triquetrum

white tridens
Tridens albescens

yellow rain-lily
Zephyranthes pulchella (in ditch)

Total: 26 species
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Figure 1. Tex-Mex Cold Storage property, Cameron County, Texas, 27 July 2005. Base map: Brownsville East 7.5' Quadrangle (USGS, 1983).
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Figure 2. Soils of the Tex-Mex Cold Storage property, as mapped in the soil survey of Cameron County (Williams, Thompson & Jacobs, 1977).

Symbol
Mapping Unit
Classification

BU
Benito-Urban Land complex
Udorthentic Pellusterts
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