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On the morning of 21 March 2003, Lisa Williams, The Nature Conservancy's Tamaulipan Thornscrub Project Director, took me to a couple of ranch properties in South Texas for a quick look at some of their botanical resources.  Both properties are located in southwestern Hidalgo County; both are owned by Betty Perez, a long-time advocate of conservation in South Texas.  Lisa wanted to show me a very large population of Chihuahuan balloonvine that had been discovered on one of the tracts, and she was hoping I'd have time to conduct a more thorough survey to see what other unusual plant species might be present.  Unfortunately, time was very limited, and I'm afraid I didn't find anything that Betty and Lisa didn't already know about.  Nonetheless, I've written something down in the hope that I'll have another opportunity during which I can take a longer look.


Setting

Both of these properties lie along La Joya Road, the county road that leads north from the 90o turn in F. M. 2221 about 6.3 miles north of its junction with US Rt. 83 at La Joya.  The 2000-acre northern unit lies on both sides of that road, with gates on either side at a point 5.0 roadmiles north of its junction with F. M. 2221.  The 400-acre southern unit lies some distance east of La Joya Road and is accessed via a gate about 3 miles north of F. M. 2221.

Both properties lie on the more or less level plain formed by the Goliad Formation (Pliocene), just west of the upper edge of the Rio Grande Delta (Brown et al., 1976).  Unlike much of the Goliad plain, this portion has a fairly well-defined drainage system; a shallow wet-weather branch of La Joya Creek bisects the northern unit. Undrained potholes, typical of much of the Goliad plain in the Lower Rio Grande Valley, are rare here.

Soils are mapped on sheets 51, 52 and 61 of the county soil survey (Jacobs, 1981).  The most extensive mapping unit is McAllen fine sandy loam, which covers most of the upland area.  Potholes are ringed by Randado-Cuevitas complex, Ramadero sandy clay loam, and, in the deepest part, Rio clay loam.  Ramadero sandy clay loam is also mapped along the tributary of La Joya Creek that bisects the northern tract.  Other mapped soils that are either of minor areal coverage or are mostly in cultivation are mentioned in Table 1; see the soil survey for details.

On this date, Lisa and I visited only three spots in the northern unit, and I spent a little more than an hour in one small part of the southern unit (Figures 1a and 1b).  We did not, unfortunately, have time to examine representatives of vegetation on all the different soils, a task that will have to wait for next time.


Highlights

About 111 plant species were observed during this initial visit, but many more are either already known from the sites or would be discovered with additional survey effort.  Three of those species could be considered quasi-rare, i.e., not "endangered" or "threatened" but nonetheless of conservation interest:


Chihuahuan balloonvine (Cardiospermum dissectum)


Mission fiddlewood (Citharexylum spathulatum)


Vasey's adelia (Adelia vaseyi)

Each is discussed below.

Chihuahuan balloonvine.  This perennial herbaceous (non-woody) vine ranges patchily from Durango, Chihuahua and Tamaulipas north into the Lower Rio Grande Valley, where it is locally frequent in southwestern Hidalgo, southern Starr and southeastern Zapata counties.  Unlike most South Texas plants, Chihuahuan balloonvine is actually easiest to find during drought periods, when its deeply-dissected foliage turns a deep reddish-purple that contrasts strongly with that of the shrubs it twines into.  A copy of a line drawing by Linny Heagy, commissioned for a book on the rare plants of Texas to be published soon by the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department, appears below as Illustration 1.  

Lisa brought me to the Perez property to see its large population of Chihuahuan balloonvine, and I was duly impressed.  We examined a 1000-foot stretch of mostly open mesquite (Prosopis glandulosa) woodland on McAllen fine sandy loam along the east side of the drainage in the northern unit (see Figure 1a), and it seemed that Chihuahuan balloonvine turned up under or within every shrub-- a slight exaggeration, of course, but only slight.  Certainly hundreds of individuals were observed, all of them vegetative at this season.  GPS points that define the site include N26o25.010', W098o26.908'; N26o24.990', W098o26.914'; N26o24.971', W098o26.926'; N26o24.972', W098o26.942'; and N26o24.804', W098o26.942'.  Structure of the woodland was variable but generally not impenetrable.  Mesquite trees or tall shrubs about 3 meters tall formed an open canopy.  Cover was denser, perhaps 50 percent, at 2 meters and below, where common components included huisachillo (Acacia schaffneri), Mission fiddlewood (Citharexylum spathulatum), coma (Sideroxylon celastrinum), lotebush (Ziziphus obtusifolius), Berlandier's wolfberry (Lycium berlandieri) and blackbrush (Acacia rigidula).  Oddly, granjeno (Celtis pallida) was only occasional to frequent, not common to abundant, in this stand of brush.  The ground layer was mostly absent at the time of this survey, with patches of bare soil conspicuous among the shrubs.

Mission fiddlewood.  According to an increasingly small number of botanists, this medium to tall shrub is endemic to the southern tip of Texas, where it occurs only in Hidalgo, Starr and Zapata counties.  Most authorities, including Jones, Wipff & Montgomery (1999) and botanists at NatureServe, no longer recognize Mission fiddlewood as distinct from Mexican fiddlewood (Citharexylum brachyanthum), which occurs elsewhere in South Texas and much of northern Mexico; the two "species" are separated by little more than leaf pubescence characters that in other plant groups would be deemed to be of little or no taxonomic consequence.  Splitters would say that Mission fiddlewood, with its glabrous leaves, is replaced somewhere in central or western Starr County and on the other side of the Rio Grande by Mexican fiddlewood, with its finely glandular-puberulent foliage.  Lumpers would say, "Yeah, right."  I'd say that narrowleaved fiddlewoods as a complex are locally common in shrublands on the Goliad Formation in Hidalgo and Starr counties, so common that it's hard to find a stand of brush from which they are absent.  At any rate, a color photograph of Mexican (or boxthorn) fiddlewood appears in Everitt & Drawe (1993); a line drawing of Mexican fiddlewood appears in Vines (1960) and is presented below as Illustration 2.

This shrub was observed at sites 1 and 3 in the northern unit and in the only area examined in the southern unit.  It is common on both McAllen fine sandy loam and Brennan fine sandy loam, and should be expected in just about any stand of reasonably old brush on the properties.

Vasey's adelia.  This is a rather tall, sparingly branched shrub with toothless obovate leaves clustered at the tips of short knobby spurs.  It ranges from southern Tamaulipas to southern Texas.  In the Lower Rio Grande Valley it appears to be most common along the Arroyo Colorado in Cameron County; it is less common but still regularly encountered on the Goliad plain of Hidalgo and Starr counties.  A color photograph of Vasey's adelia appears in Everitt & Drawe (1993); a line drawing is provided in Vines (1960) and is reproduced below as Illustration 3.

Lisa took me to area 3 (see Figure 1a) to show me the population of Vasey's adelia that Betty Perez had shown her.  It lies in the extreme northeast corner of the property, at GPS point N26o25.160', W098o25.246' and vicinity.  We saw 4 or 5 adelia shrubs during our fifteen-minute stop, but Lisa told me that Betty Perez told her that the population consists of 30 or 40 plants.  The site is a rather nondescript level upland, with soils mapped as Brennan fine sandy loam.  Vegetation is a stand of comparatively old mixed thornscrub in which the dominant species were not readily apparent. Important taller shrubs and small trees included Texas ebony (Pithecellobium ebano), granjeno and coma; important medium-stature shrubs included huisachillo, cenizo (Leucophyllum frutescens), coyotillo (Karwinskia humboldtiana), Torrey croton (Croton incanus) and mejorana (Salvia ballotiflora).  Fans of the local flora will be just as interested to know that baby bonnets (Coursetia axillaris), a globally common shrub that is rare in south Texas, is locally common in this patch of brush.


Summary

Only the more obvious of the botanical resources of the Perez properties were encountered during this brief visit.  One of those obvious resources is the very large population of Chihuahuan balloonvine, a quasi-rare vine of South Texas and northern Mexico.  The Perez population is the largest known in Texas, and therefore has considerable conservation and research value.  Other resources will come to light with additional survey effort-- or with conversations with Ms. Perez and others who are already well acquainted with the plant life of the properties.
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Table 1.  Mapped soils of the northern unit of the Betty Perez Ranch, Hidalgo County, Texas.  Source: Soil survey of Hidalgo County (Jacobs, 1981).  Since boundaries of the southern unit were not available at the time of this writing, soils of that unit could not be determined; however, they are likely the same as those of the northern unit.

Symbol
Mapping Unit
Classification
Range Site

3
Brennan fine sandy loam, 0-1% slopes
Aridic Haplustalfs
Sandy Loam

35
McAllen fine sandy loam, 0-1% slopes
Aridic Ustochrepts
Gray Sandy Loam

36
McAllen fine sandy loam, 1-3% slopes
Aridic Ustochrepts
Gray Sandy Loam

38
McAllen sandy clay loam, 0-1% slopes
Aridic Ustochrepts
Gray Sandy Loam

50
Ramadero sandy clay loam
Ustollic Paleargids
Ramadero

51
Randado-Cuevitas complex, 0-3% slopes
Ustollic Paleargids-Ustollic Paleorthids
Shallow Sandy Loam

60
Rio clay loam
Typic Argiaquolls
Clay Loam
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Illustration 1.  Chihuahuan balloonvine (Cardiospermum dissectum). Source: The Nature Conservancy.
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Illustration 2.  Mexican fiddlewood (Citharexylum brachyanthum), which is very similar to Mission fiddlewood (Citharexylum spathulatum).  Source: Vines (1960).
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Illustration 3.  Vasey's adelia (Adelia vaseyi).  Source: Vines (1960).
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Figure 1a.  Areas examined, northern unit of Betty Perez Ranch, Hidalgo County, Texas, 21 March 2003.

Base map: McCook 7.5' Quadrangle (USGS, 1963).
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Figure 1b.  Area examined, southern unit of Betty Perez Ranch, Hidalgo County, Texas, 21 March 2003.

Base map: McCook 7.5' Quadrangle (USGS, 1963).

Table 2.  Plant species observed on the Perez Ranch, Hidalgo County, Texas, 21 March 2003.  Codes in nativity / habit (N/H) column: N = native; E = exotic; T = tree; S = shrub; WV = woody vine; P = perennial; PV = perennial vine; A = annual.


Trees, Shrubs and Woody Vines

Scientific Name
Common Name
N/H
N Unit
S Unit

Acacia berlandieri
guajillo
NS
x


Acacia minuata (A. smallii, A. farnesiana)
huisache
NS/T
x


Acacia rigidula
blackbrush, chaparro prieto
NS
x
x

Acacia schaffneri (A. tortuosa)
twisted acacia
NS
x
x

Acacia sp. (A. wrightii?)
acacia
NS/T
x


Adelia vaseyi
Vasey's adelia
NS
x


Aloysia gratissima
whitebrush
NS
x
x

Aloysia macrostachya
vara dulce
NS
x


Amyris texensis
Texas torchwood
NS
x


Carlowrightia parviflora
carlowrightia
NS

x

Castela erecta var. texana (C. texana)
amargosa, goatbush
NS

x

Celtis pallida
granjeno, spiny hackberry
NS/T
x
x

Cercidium macrum (Parkinsonia texana var. macra)
palo verde
NS/T
x
x

Citharexylum spathulatum
Mission fiddlewood
NS
x
x

Cocculus diversifolius
orientvine
NWV
x


Condalia hookeri var. hookeri
brasil
NS
x
x

Coursetia axillaris
baby bonnets
NS
x


Croton incanus (C. torreyanus)
Torrey croton
NS
x
x

Diospyros texana
chapote, Texas persimmon
NS
x
x

Ephedra antisyphilitica
clepe, jointfir
NS

x

Eysenhardtia texana
Texas kidneywood
NS
x
x

Forestiera angustifolia
panalero, narrowleaf elbowbush, desert olive
NS
x
x

Gochnatia hypoleuca
chomonque
NS

x

Guaiacum angustifolium (Porlieria angustifolia)
guayacán
NS
x
x

Hibiscus martianus (H. cardiophyllus)
tulipan del monte, heartleaf hibiscus
NS
x
x

Jatropha dioica
sangre del drago, leatherstem
NS
x
x

Karwinskia humboldtiana
coyotillo
NS
x
x

Koeberlinia spinosa
allthorn
NS
x
x

Lantana macropoda
desert lantana
NS
x


Lantana urticoides (L. horrida)
Texas lantana
NS
x
x

Leucophyllum frutescens
cenizo
NS
x
x

Lycium berlandieri
Berlandier's wolfberry
NS
x
x

Malpighia glabra
Barbados cherry
NS
x
x

Pithecellobium ebano (P. flexicaule)
ebano, Texas ebony
NS
x
x

Prosopis glandulosa
western honey mesquite
NT/S
x
x

Randia rhagocarpa
crucillo
NS
x
x

Salvia ballotiflora
mejorana, shrubby blue sage
NS
x
x

Schaefferia cuneifolia
agrito, desert yaupon
NS
x
x

Sideroxylon celastrinum (Bumelia celastrina)
coma
NS
x
x

Tiquilia canescens (Coldenia canescens)
oreja de raton 
NS
x


Trixis inula
American trixis
NS
x
x

Viguiera stenoloba
skeletonleaf goldeneye
NS
x
x

Wedelia texana (W. hispida, Zexmenia hispida)
hairy zexmenia
NS
x


Yucca treculeana
Spanish dagger, palma pita
NS
x
x

Zanthoxylum fagara
colima, lime prickly-ash
NS
x
x

Ziziphus obtusifolia
clepe, lotebush
NS
x
x


Cacti

Scientific Name
Common Name
N/H
N Unit
S Unit

Echinocactus texensis
horse-crippler, manca caballo
NS
x


Echinocereus enneacanthus
strawberry pitaya
NS
x
x

Opuntia leptocaulis
tasajillo, pencil cactus
NS
x
x

Opuntia sp. (O. engelmannii?) 
prickly pear
NS
x
x

Wilcoxia polsegeri
sacasil
NS
x



Grasses and Graminoids

Scientific Name
Common Name
N/H
N Unit
S Unit

Bouteloua trifida
red grama
NP
x


Cynodon dactylon
Bermudagrass
EP
x


Eleocharis sp. (E. palustris?)
spikesedge
NP
x


Eragrostis sp.
lovegrass
NP?

x

Pennisetum ciliare (Cenchrus ciliaris)
buffelgrass
EP
x


Scirpus saximontanus (Schoenoplectus saximontanus)
dwarf bulrush
NA
x


Setaria sp. (S. leucopila?)
bristlegrass
NP
x


Setaria sp. (S. texana?) 
bristlegrass
NP

x


Forbs

Scientific Name
Common Name
N/H
N Unit
S Unit

Abutilon incanum (A. fruticosum)
Texas Indian-mallow
NP
x
x

Acourtia wrightii (Perezia wrightii)
peonia
NP
x


Aphanostephus ramosissimus
lazy daisy
NA
x
x

Argemone sanguinea
prickly-poppy
NA
x


Argythamnia humilis var. humilis (Ditaxis humilis var. humilis)
low wild-mercury
NP
x
x

Calyptocarpus vialis
straggler daisy
NP
x


Cardiospermum dissectum
Chihuahuan balloon-vine
NPV
x


Celosia nitida
albahaca
NP

x

Chloracantha spinosa (Aster spinosus)
devil-weed
NP
x


Cirsium texanum
Texas thistle
NA
x


Cissus incisa
ivy treebine
NP
x
x

Clematis drummondii
barba de chivato, old man's beard
NPV
x


Convolvulus equitans
common bindweed
NPV
x


Cynanchum barbigerum
bearded swallow-wort
NS
x
x

Dalea pogonathera
dalea 
NP
x


Dyschoriste crenulata
snake-herb
NP

x

Dyssodia pentachaeta (Thymophylla pentachaeta)
parralena, dogweed
NP
x


Euphorbia sp. (Chamaesyce sp.)
matspurge
NP
x
x

Evolvulus alsinoides
blue evolvulus
NP
x


Gamochaeta sp. (Gnaphalium sp.)
cudweed
NA
x
x

Helenium sp. (H. elegans?)
sneezeweed
NA
x


Heliotropium angiospermum
heliotrope
NP
x


Herissantia crispa
herissantia
NP
x


Ibervillea lindheimeri (I. tenuisecta)
balsam gourd
NPV

x

Ipomaea rupicola
morning-glory
NPV
x


Justicia pilosella (Siphonoglossa pilosella)
hairy tube-tongue
NP
x
x

Lepidium virginicum
smooth pepperweed
NA

x

Lesquerella lasiocarpa
hairyfruit bladderpod
NA
x


Malvastrum coromandelianum
three-lobe false-mallow
NP
x


Melampodium cinereum
blackfoot daisy
NP
x


Menodora heterophylla
redbud menodora
NP
x


Nama hispidum
sand bells, rough nama
NA
x
x

Nama jamaicense
fiddleleaf nama
NA
x
x

Nicotiana repanda
fiddleleaf tobacco
NA
x


Oxalis dichondrifolia
ponyfoot oxalis
NP
x
x

Oxalis stricta (O. dillenii)
yellow sour-clover
NP
x


Parietaria pensylvanica (P. obtusa)
cucumberweed
NA
x


Parthenium hysterophorus
false ragweed
NA
x
x

Phyllanthus polygonoides
knotweed leaf-flower
NP
x


Physalis sp.
ground-cherry
NP
x
x

Rivina humilis
pigeonberry
NP
x
x

Rorippa teres
yellow cress
NA
x


Sarcostemma cynanchoides
twinevine
NPV
x


Senna bauhinioides (Cassia bauhinioides)
two-leaf senna
NP
x


Sida abutifolia (S. filicaulis)
spreading sida
NP
x


Simsia calva
bush sunflower
NP
x


Solanum triquetrum
Texas nightshade
NPV
x
x

Teucrium cubense
Cuban germander, coastal germander
NA
x


Tidestroemia lanuginosa
espanta vaquero
NA

x

Verbena quadrangulata (Glandularia quadrangulata)
beaked vervain, white vervain
NP
x


Verbena sp. (V. canescens?)
gray vervain
NP
x


Verbesina encelioides
cowpen daisy
NA
x


Summary

Trees, shrubs and woody vines 
46 species

Cacti
  
5 species

Grasses and graminoids 
8 species 

Forbs

52 species

Total

111 species
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