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On 2 June 2003, I joined Lisa Williams, The Nature Conservancy's Tamaulipan Thornscrub Project Director, for a quick look at the flora of the Armando Vela property at La Gloria.  This is not a huge property by South Texas standards, but it turned out to be very interesting botanically.  Lisa warned me that it was; she'd been there before and had found an odd cactus and a couple of quasi-rare Sand Sheet endemics.  She showed me populations of all three, and in the process we found another quasi-rare plant species.  It was well worth the visit, and the property should be of interest to anyone curious about the flora of the southern tip of the South Texas Sand Sheet.


Introduction

This property is a 28-acre rectangle located about one third of a mile west to about two thirds of a mile northwest of the junction of F. M. 755 and F. M. 1017 at La Gloria, a crossroads hamlet in the northeastern corner of Starr County, Texas.  The entire tract lies on the La Gloria 7.5' Quadrangle (USGS, 1972), at elevations between 320 and 335 feet above mean sea level.  This very gently undulating topography is typical of most of the South Texas sand sheet, a region of stabilized sand dunes that moved inland from the Gulf of Mexico during the Holocene.  It is of interest to note that La Gloria is near the southern tip of this sand sheet, that areas just a few miles to the south are underlain by caliche and sandstone of the Goliad Formation; see Brown et. al., 1976.

According to the county soil survey (Thompson, 1972), two soils are present.  Higher parts are mapped as Falfurrias fine sand, a deep, somewhat excessively drained, Typic Udipsamment assigned to the Sandy Mound range site.  Very slightly lower areas are mapped as Comitas fine sandy loam, a deep, well drained, Arenic Aridic Hapludalf assigned to the Loamy Sand range site.

Vegetation of the property is a mesquite (Prosopis glandulosa) savanna typical of the South Texas Sand Sheet.  Common shrubs on higher sites (Falfurrias soils) include colima (Zanthoxylum fagara), catclaw (Acacia greggii), prickly pear (Opuntia engelmannii) and tasajillo (Opuntia leptocaulis).  On lower sites (Comitas soils), granjeno (Celtis pallida) and brasil (Condalia hookeri) are locally common.  Cover by woody plants is variable throughout.  The greatest diversity lies in the ground layer, where scores of species are present, at least during the growing season.  It would be difficult to guess the dominant species, since so many species are involved, many of them forbs rather than grasses.  And in the most interesting area, gopher mounds and other bare sand hummocks make up a sizable portion of the surface.

The entire 28 acres is part of a larger pasture that continues beyond the unfenced eastern boundary.  Grazing pressure was only moderate at the time of this visit.


Plant Species of Interest

The South Texas Sand Sheet is rife with Texas endemics, i.e., plant species found nowhere but Texas (Table 1).  Some of these species are found only on the Sand Sheet of Kenedy, Brooks and portions of adjacent counties.  Others range north to the post oak woodlands on Eocene sands near San Antonio, or northeast along the Pleistocene barrier island systems near Rockport and Ingleside.  Some are relatively rare, and others are essentially pasture weeds.  Most lie somewhere between those extremes.  Texas endemics found on the Vela property at La Gloria on this date include: 


Cory's croton (Croton coryi)


stinking prairie-clover (Dalea obovata)


hairy wild-mercury (Ditaxis pilosissima)


weak sunflower (Helianthus debilis subsp. runyonii)


smallflower milkvine (Matelea parviflora)


bushy horsemint (Monarda fruticulosa)


yellow clammyweed (Polanisia erosa subsp. breviglandulosa)


duraznillo or Texas peachbush (Prunus texana)


Texasgrass (Vaseyochloa multinervosa)

A couple of these species, Duraznillo and smallflower milkweed, are somewhat rare from the global perspective and are of conservation interest to The Nature Conservancy. Duraznillo, a small to medium-sized shrub that has been reported from 15 counties (Aransas, Atascosa, Bastrop, Bexar, Brooks, Goliad, Gonzales, Hidalgo, Kenedy, Kleberg, Llano, Mason, San Patricio, Starr, Victoria and Wilson) from the Lower Rio Grande Valley north through the San Antonio area and onto the Llano Uplift near Marble Falls.  All populations of which The Nature Conservancy is aware are very small, perhaps because duraznillo is very palatable to wildlife and some livestock.  The population on the Vela property seemed rather typical.  During our hour-long search, we found a single individual toward the northern end of the tract, roughly 100 feet south of the northern fence and about 50 feet west of the two-track road on the east edge of the property, at GPS point N26o43.563', W098o31.681'.  It was located in an open patch of herbaceous plants, mostly Cory's croton (Croton coryi) and bushy horsemint (Monarda fruticulosa), on hummocky Falfurrias fine sand.  That shrub was about 2 feet tall and heavily browsed.  We were unable to relocate the one or two other shrubs that Mr. Vela had shown Lisa during her previous visit.

Smallflower milkvine, on the other hand, was easy to find on the Vela property during this visit.  It seemed to be rather ubiquitous in open, forb-dominated herbaceous vegetation on hummocky Falfurrias fine sand.  We saw literally dozens of individuals, perhaps even 100, which is a large number for a population of this species.  Many of the plants were in flower, and some were in fruit.  Conditions in this pasture must have been ideal for this species at the time.  In addition to Starr County, smallflower milkvine also occurs in Atascosa, Brooks, Dimmit, Duval, Frio, Hidalgo, Jim Hogg, Jim Wells, Karnes, Kleberg, La Salle, Live Oak, Webb and Zapata counties.  Curiously, no photographs of this not unattractive wildflower have been published.  Digital images taken by Conservancy biologists are available and will be routed with the electronic copy of this report. 

A third species of minor conservation interest, a species not endemic to the state, was also detected.  South Texas rushpea (Pomaria austrotexana) was found in the shade of mesquite and granjeno on what are probably Comitas soils on a lower part of the landscape in the northwestern quarter of the tract, at GPS point N26o43.358', W098o31.734'.  Only about five plants were observed, and none of them was in flower or fruit at the time.  This perennial (almost shrublike) legume is known from sand sheet portions of Brooks, Hidalgo, Kenedy, Jim Hogg, Starr and Zapata counties, as well as adjacent Tamaulipas.  A line drawing appears in Simpson (1998) and is reproduced below.

In the view of many people, the most interesting plant reported from the Vela property is a cactus that I can't identify.  It's some kind of yellow-flowered alicoche, a cactus that forms loose clumps with stems an inch or two in diameter that initially creep along the ground and point upward toward the tips.  The identity and proper scientific names of cacti are in many cases very problematic, and this yellow-flowered alicoche is no exception.  The species in question usually goes by the scientific name Echinocereus papillosus, although Echinocereus berlandieri is sometimes used.  Some botanists think that two varieties of the species occur in South Texas, Echinocereus papillosus var. papillosus and Echinocereus papillosus var. angusticeps; Weniger (1984), for example, provides color photographs of both varieties.  The former variety, they say, grows in Cameron, Hidalgo, Jim Wells, McMullen, Starr and Webb counties as well as northern Mexico, while the latter is limited to Hidalgo, Jim Hogg and Starr counties.  Some experts, such as Anderson (2001), do not recognize the two varieties and interpret all the different-looking forms as normal variation within a single species.  In my view, this difference of opinion will be settled only by genetic analysis of material taken from a statistically significant and unbiased subset of as many populations as possible.  

At any rate, some kind of yellow-flowered alicoche is present, and Mr. Vela and various visitors have all seen it.  Lisa showed me a clump in the southern part of the tract, under a small motte of Berlandier wolfberry (Lycium berlandieri) at GPS point N26o43.280', W098o31.707.  Several other clumps have been seen in the area by others.


Summary

Lisa was right-- this little property really does have a lot of interesting plants.  Detailed information about the flora of the South Texas Sand Sheet is hard to come by compared to other parts of the state, and every opportunity to take a look at the vegetation of this area is greatly appreciated.
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Figure 1.  Armando Vela property near La Gloria, Starr County, Texas.  Base map: La Gloria 7.5' Quadrangle (USGS, 1972).
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Figure 2.  Soils of Armando Vela property near La Gloria, Starr County, Texas.  Co = Comitas loamy fine sand; Fa = Falfurrias fine sand.  Source: Starr County soil survey (Thompson, 1972).
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Illustration 1.  Duraznillo or Texas peachbush (Prunus texana).  Source: Vines (1960).

[image: image4.jpg]FiG. 2. Pomaria austrotexana B. B. Simpson. A, Flowering and fruiting branches showing the
attitudes of the flowers and fruits. B. Leaflet with glandular-punctate trichomes and short, cyrled
trichomes on the lower surface. C. Flower, front view showing the attitudes of the petals and the
declined stamens and style between the lateral petals. D. Flower, lateral view showing the almost
bilabiate aspect. E. Gynoecium showing the covering of multicellular projections and punctate
trichomes on the ovary and partially up the style. E. Fruit tip showing the dispersion of the glandular-
punctate trichomes and the small, sparse, multicellular projections.




Illustration 2.  South Texas rushpea (Pomaria austrotexana).  Source: Simpson (1998). 

Table 1.  Texas endemics (species found only in Texas) known from the South Texas Sand Sheet. (Note: Some of these species also occur in deep sands in other parts of South Texas, such as the Ingleside Barrier or the post oak belts on Eocene formations.)

Common Name
Scientific Name

Amelia's sand-verbena
Abronia ameliae

Elmendorf's onion
Allium elmendorfii

Runyon's onion
Allium runyonii

sand brazoria
Brazoria arenaria

bristle-free leastdaisy
Chaetopappa imberbis

crown coreopsis
Coreopsis nuecensis

false crown coreopsis
Coreopsis nuecensoides

Cory's croton
Croton coryi

Parks' croton
Croton parksii

Texas hiddenflower
Cryptantha texana

hairy wild-mercury
Ditaxis pilosissima

Texas crabgrass
Digitaria texana

ashy dogweed
Dyssodia tephroleuca

velvet spurge
Euphorbia innocua

hoary milkpea
Galactia canescens

Parks' gaura
Gaura villosa subsp. parksii 

Correll's bluet
Houstonia correllii

sand-belt bluet
Houstonia subviscosa

weak sunflower
Helianthus debilis subsp. runyonii

Rio Grande woollywhite
Hymenopappus artemisiifolius var. riograndensis

bigflower bladderpod
Lesquerella grandiflora

shortcrown milkvine
Matelea brevicoronata

smallflower milkvine
Matelea parviflora

bushy horsemint
Monarda fruticulosa

Falfurrias evening-primrose
Oenothera falfurriae

"Mexican" evening-primrose
Oenothera mexicana

Hooker's palafoxia
Palafoxia hookeriana

Jones' nailwort
Paronychia jonesii

Lundells' nailwort
Paronychia lundellorum

South Texas phacelia
Phacelia patuliflora var. austrotexana

South Texas clammyweed
Polanisia erosa subsp. breviglandulosa

Kleberg knotweed
Polygonum striatulum

Texas peachbush
Prunus texana

roughseed sea-purslane
Sesuvium trianthemoides

Padre Island dropseed
Sporobolus tharpii

Lindheimer's tephrosia
Tephrosia lindheimeri

Coastal Bend greenthread
Thelesperma nuecense

Texasgrass
Vaseyochloa multinervosa

Table 2.  Plant species of conservation interest observed on the Armando Vela property at La Gloria, Starr County, Texas, 2 June 2003.

	Plant Species
	Global Rank

	*small yellow-flower alicoche (Echinocereus papillosus var. angusticeps)
	G3T1

	*yellow-flower alicoche (Echinocereus papillosus var. papillosus)
	G3T3

	smallflower milkvine (Matelea parviflora)
	G3 or G4

	South Texas rushpea (Pomaria austrotexana)
	G3

	duraznillo (Prunus texana)
	G3


* Note: Only one variety (not two) of Echinocereus papillosus is present on this property, but its identity remains uncertain.  Both possible options are provided here until the variety is determined.


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

T rank is used to indicate the global rank of varieties and subspecies.  In the case of Echinocereus papillosus var. angusticeps, the rank is G3T1, meaning that the species is ranked G3 and the variety is ranked T1 (=G1).

Appendix 1.  Plant species observed on the Armando Vela property, Starr County, Texas, 2 June 2003.


Trees, Shrubs and Woody Vines

Gregg acacia
Acacia greggii

granjeno, spiny hackberry
Celtis pallida

orientvine
Cocculus diversifolius

Texas colubrina
Colubrina texensis

brasil, bluewood condalia
Condalia hookeri

chapote, Texas persimmon
Diospyros texana

panalero, desert olive
Forestiera angustifolia

allthorn
Koeberlinia spinosa

Texas lantana
Lantana urticoides (L. horrida)

Berlandier wolfberry
Lycium berlandieri

mistletoe
Phoradendron tomentosum

honey mesquite
Prosopis glandulosa

duraznillo, Texas peachbush
Prunus texana

American trixis
Trixis inula

colima, lime prickly-ash
Zanthoxylum fagara

lotebush
Ziziphus obtusifolius


Cacti

yellow-flower alicoche
Echinocereus papillosus [var. unknown]

tasajillo, Christmas cactus
Opuntia leptocaulis

prickly-pear
Opuntia engelmannii [var. unknown]


Grasses and Grass-like Plants

three-awns
Aristida spp.

fringed signalgrass
Brachiaria ciliatissima (Urochloa ciliatissima)

sandbur, grassbur
Cenchrus spinifex (C. incertus)

hooded windmillgrass
Chloris cucullata

upland flatsedge
Cyperus sp.

tumble lovegrass
Eragrostis sessilispica

Hall's panicum
Panicum hallii

paspalum
Paspalum sp.

little bluestem
Schizachyrium scoparium

bristlegrass
Setaria sp. (S. ramiseta?)

purple sandgrass
Triplasis purpurea

Texasgrass
Vaseyochloa multinervosa


Forbs (Broad-leaved Herbaceous Plants)

cardinal-flower
Acalypha radians

Berlandier's trumpets
Acleisanthes obtusa

lazy-daisy
Aphanostephus skirrhobasis

prickly-poppy
Argemone sanguinea

dwarf ayenia
Ayenia pusilla (A. pilosa)

scarlet spiderling
Boerhavia coccinea

wine-cups
Callirhoe sp.

Texas carlowrightia
Carlowrightia texana

American basketflower
Centaurea americana

partridge-pea
Chamaecrista sp. (Cassia sp.)

goosefoot
Chenopodium sp. (C. berlandieri?)

ivy treebine, cow-itch
Cissus incisa

barba de chivato
Clematis drummondii

Texas bull-nettle
Cnidoscolus texanus

dayflower
Commelina sp.

scratch-daisy
Croptilon divaricatum

silverleaf croton
Croton argyranthemus

Cory's croton
Croton coryi

toothed croton
Croton glandulosus

bearded swallow-wort
Cynanchum barbigerum

stinking prairie-clover
Dalea obovata

tansy mustard
Descurainia pinnata

hairy wild-mercury
Ditaxis pilosissima (Argythamnia mercurialina var. pilosissima)

mystery wild-mercury
Ditaxis sp. (Argythamnia sp.)

wild buckwheat
Eriogonum multiflorum

rabbit-tobacco
Evax candida

blue evolvulus
Evolvulus alsinoides

Indian blanket, gaillardia
Gaillardia sp.

weak sunflower
Helianthus debilis

netvein herissantia 
Herissantia crispa

camphor-daisy
Heterotheca sp.

Lindheimer balsam-gourd
Ibervillea lindheimeri

morning-glory
Ipomaea sp.

smallflower milkvine
Matelea parviflora

bushy horsemint
Monarda fruticulosa

sandbells
Nama hispidum

yellow evening-primrose
Oenothera laciniata complex

Texas palafoxia
Palafoxia texana

ground-cherry
Physalis sp.

phlox
Phlox sp. (P. drummondii?)

plantain
Plantago sp.

yellow clammyweed
Polanisia erosa var. breviglandulosa

South Texas rushpea
Pomaria austrotexana

Mexican-clover
Richardia brasiliense

twinewine
Sarcostemma cynanchoides

sensitive-briar
Schrankia sp. (Mimosa sp.)

skullcap
Scutellaria sp.

Lindheimer sida
Sida lindheimeri

vervain
Verbena sp.


Summary

Trees, shrubs and woody vines
16 species

Cacti
 3 species

Grasses and grasslike plants
12 species

Forbs
49 species

Total
80 species
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