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Introduction

On 1 April 2002, I joined Lisa Williams, South Texas Land Steward for The Nature Conservancy, for a half-day botanical survey of the Julio Martinez property a few miles north of Roma in southwestern Starr County, Texas.  Mr. Martinez met us upon our arrival and graciously spent about an hour showing us around the place, pointing out roads and fencelines, patches of virgin brush, areas that had been root-plowed in the past, which tanks held water and which didn't, and other useful information.  Then he turned us loose for the rest of the day.

The principal goal of our visit was to locate a population of star cactus (Astrophytum asterias), a very rare species that Mr. Martinez suspected was present on the property.  Lisa and I never did find that particular species, but we found many others of conservation interest, including:



Runyon's huaco (Manfreda longiflora)



Chihuahua balloonvine (Cardiospermum dissectum)



dumpling cactus (Coryphantha macromeris var. runyonii)



Fitch's hedgehog (Echinocereus reichenbachii var. fitchii)



peyote (Lophophora williamsii)

The status of these species and their populations on the Martinez property will be discussed later in this report.


Setting

The Martinez property is located along US Rt. 83 a few miles north of Roma in southwestern Starr County. Access is via a gate on the east side of the highway at a point 2.1 roadmiles north of its junction with R. M. 650 just north of Roma.  From the highway, the property extends westward for a little more than a mile, and it is probably about half a mile wide along the north-south axis.  The entire tract lies on the Roma-Los Saenz West 7.5' Quadrangle (USGS, 1965).  It is underlain by Eocene sandstones and clays of the Jackson Group (Brown et al., 1976), which have eroded into gently rolling topography, with higher points in the west and lower points along Arroyo Roma, a drainage that contains water only during those rare occasions when rain falls in Starr County.  Soils are mapped on sheet 48 of the county soil survey (Thompson, 1972) and will be discussed below as occasions arise.


Areas Examined

Only four sites were examined during this brief survey (Figure 1).  One (number 2 in Figure 1) was the site at which star cactus might have been seen in the past; its survey consumed most of our field time.  The others sites were selected in an effort to capture the spectrum of Tamaulipan Thornscrub vegetation and plant species present on the tract.

Area 1.  Our first stop was at a stock tank near the eastern edge of the property.  We didn't expect to find any rare plant species in this habitat, but water is a powerful attractant in an area in the throes of a seven-year drought.  The pool in the tank was about 75 or perhaps 100 feet in diameter on this date and at least 2 feet deep toward the center.  Surrounding the tank were several concentric rings or bands of vegetation.  Outermost slopes supported a woodland or tall shrubland of retama (Parkinsonia aculeata), most of which were in vigorous flower despite the persistent drought.  Downslope, on heavy cracked clay along the dry margin of the tank, eryngo (Eryngium nasturtiifolium) and other low annuals were seasonally abundant, along with Bermudagrass (Cynodon dactylon).  Saturated clay in shallow water and along the wet edge supported a dense, more or less continuous colony of spikesedge (Eleocharis palustris).  A single clump of cat-tail (Typha sp.) was observed in deeper standing water.

Area 2.  The adjacent upland, with somewhat gravelly calcareous saline clays of the Catarina Series, supports a medium stature shrubland of blackbrush (Acacia rigidula), amargosa (Castela erecta) and lotebush (Ziziphus obtusifolius) with emergent taller shrubs and small trees such as mesquite (Prosopis glandulosa).  It is in this area that star cactus might have been seen in the past.  The site proved to be particularly rich in cactus species, including relatively rare species such as dumpling cactus (Coryphantha macromeris var. runyonii), Fitch's hedgehog (Echinocereus reichenbachii var. fitchii) and peyote (Lophophora williamsii) and more common species such as Scheer's fish-hook (Ancistrocactus scheeri), strawberry pitaya (Echinocereus enneacanthus), hook-spine cactus (Ferocactus setispinus), biznaga de chilitos (Mammillaria heyderi), tasajillo (Opuntia leptocaulis) prickly-pear (Opuntia lindheimeri), dog cholla (Opuntia schottii), glory-of-Texas (Thelocactus bicolor var. bicolor) and sacasil (Wilcoxia polsegeri).  However, no star cactus came to light.  It is possible that drought conditions had allowed this low-growing species to shrink just below the surface of the soil.  A second survey during wetter weather is strongly recommended.

At the eastern edge of this area, deeper saline clays on flats along a minor drainage support a different type of vegetation dominated by two low-growing halophytes, saladillo (Varilla texana) and Billieweed (Billieturnera helleri).  This vegetation continued upslope a short distance onto gravelly soils, where the two characteristic species then mixed with blackbrush.  Saladillo - Billieweed shrublands sometimes include another of the region's rare plants, Runyon's huaco (Manfreda longiflora), and indeed we did find four individuals, all with last fall's inflorescences, at scattered points.  Star cactus has also been found in such vegetation, but once again it eluded us on this date.

Area 3.  This area offered a chance to examine representative vegetation on Copita soils, which are calcareous, moderately alkaline, light brownish-gray, fine sandy loams with no gravel (or only very little) exposed at the surface.  Gentle slopes here supported a medium-stature thorn shrubland dominated by blackbrush and cenizo (Leucophyllum frutescens).  Other components included tasajillo, chapote (Diospyros texana), Spanish dagger (Yucca treculeana), desert yaupon (Schaefferia cuneifolia), fiddlewood (Citharexylum sp.), allthorn (Koeberlinia spinosa), colima (Zanthoxylum fagara), and a shocking number of sacasil, most of which were in flower.  Openings among these shrubs supported lower shrubs such as oreja de perro (Tiquilia canescens), ratany (Krameria ramosissima) and rubberstem (Jatropha dioica), along with a few grasses such as threeawn (Aristida purpurea), slim tridens (Tridens muticus var. muticus) and red grama (Bouteloua trifida).  Patches of bare soil are common during drought.  One rare plant species, Chihuahua balloonvine (Cardiospermum dissectum) was locally common in this area.  

Area 4.  Lastly examined was the vegetation of the bottom of a drainage that had been impounded in the past and still supported a patch of woodland or very tall shrubland.  Soils are mapped as Copita fine sandy loam, but an unmappable inclusion may be pertinent in the immediate area.  Surrounding the old tank is an impenetrable tall thorn shrubland of granjeno (Celtis pallida), huisache (Acacia smallii), mesquite, allthorn, chapote, colima and other shrubs.  Toward the center of the old tank were a few large sugar hackberry (Celtis laevigata) and black willow (Salix nigra), some of which were 30 to 40 feet tall. Because soils in this area are deeper and less droughty than those of other areas, many herbaceous species were up and detected here that weren't seen elsewhere.  However, no rare species came to light.

Plant Species of Conservation Interest

As mentioned above, five plant species of interest were encountered during this survey of the Martinez property.  Four are globally rare, although none is a federally-listed "endangered" species.  The fifth species, peyote, is a special case.  Each of these species is discussed below.


Runyon's huaco (Manfreda longiflora)

This aloe-like succulent perennial has a very narrow range that includes Hidalgo and Starr counties, Texas and northern Tamaulipas.  (There is also an unconfirmed report from Jim Hogg County and an erroneous report from Cameron County.)  Runyon's huaco consists of a basal rosette of narrow succulent leaves usually up to four or five inches long and seldom more than half an inch wide, of a dark green color dotted with tiny purple splotches, and, in mid-summer, a leafless flowering stalk normally about a foot tall.  The flowers are pale to dark pink and are quite showy.  A line drawing was provided with the original description (Rose, 1922); a Nature Conservancy photograph is reproduced here as Illustration 1.

On this date, we found four of the previous season's stems of Runyon's huaco in the saladillo-Billieweed shrubland at the eastern edge of area 2, at N26o26.815', W099o00.398' (+/- 10.4 feet) and vicinity.  Some of the stalks bore capsules that still contained seeds.  A survey during late summer might reveal a much larger population.


Chihuahua Balloonvine (Cardiospermum dissectum)

This perennial herbaceous (non-woody) vine is actually easier to find during drought periods than at other times, because its deeply-dissected foliage turns a deep reddish-purple that contrasts strongly with that of the shrubs it twines into.  Chihuahua balloonvine is locally frequent in Starr County and adjacent parts of western Hidalgo and eastern Zapata counties.  It also has been collected at widely scattered points in Chihuahua and Tamaulipas.  A copy of a Nature Conservancy photograph, with the background removed, appears as Illustration 2.

Chihuahua balloonvine was seen in some abundance at area 3, within a polygon defined by GPS points N26o26.935', W099o01.173' (+/- 13.6 feet); N26o26.942', W099o01.171' (+/- 13.6 feet); N26o26.951', W099o01.170' (+/- 11.3 feet); and N26o26.965', W099o01.174' (+/- 11.5 feet).  Leaves of all individuals were of the purplish color mentioned above.  No flowers or fruit were present.


Dumpling Cactus (Coryphantha macromeris var. runyonii)

Unlike those of its less conspicuous relatives, the stems of dumpling cactus form clusters one to three or even four feet in diameter, making it almost impossible to overlook in the field.  A black and white photograph appears in Benson (1982); color photographs appear in Weniger (1984) and Everitt & Drawe (1993) as Mammillaria runyonii; a Nature Conservancy photograph is reproduced as Illustration 3

For decades, due in large part to poor communication among botanists on opposing sides of the Rio Grande, dumpling cactus was thought to grow in the wild only in Starr County.  (A literature report from Cameron County is erroneous, based on the location from which Robert Runyon shipped a plant rather than the spot where he actually collected it.)  Although it is rather common in Starr County, and although it does not seem to suffer from commercial collection, that very narrow range caused it to be considered a species of considerable conservation concern.  But recently, Guadalupe Martinez-Avalos, an authority on the cacti of Mexico, reported dumpling cactus from three locations in Tamaulipas and three locations in Nuevo Leon, which suggests this cactus is much more widespread and common than previously thought.  Nonetheless, The Nature Conservancy will remain interested in dumpling cactus, at least until further information from Mexico convinces us that such interest is misplaced.

A small population consisting of 5-10 plants was observed in the cactus-rich gravel in the western part of area 2, at GPS points N26o26.860', W099o00.512' (+/- 12.2 feet); N26o26.907', W099o00.439' (+/- 11.4 feet); and N26o26.887', W099o00.433' (+/- 16.6 feet).  Most of the individuals were somewhat concealed in the shade of thorny shrubs.  Most were on the small side, the largest being only about 8 inches in diameter.  However, several tiny juveniles were also noted, suggesting that successful reproduction/germination happens from time to time.  None of the plants was in flower on this date.


Fitch's Hedgehog (Echinocereus reichenbachii var. fitchii)

The range of this cactus includes Jim Hogg, Starr, Webb, and Zapata counties and adjacent Nuevo León and Tamaulipas.  A color photograph of a flowering specimen appears in Everitt & Drawe (1993) as Echinocereus fitchii.  No line drawings are readily available, but a drawing of var. reichenbachii appears in Benson (1982).  A Nature Conservancy photograph of var. fitchii is reproduced here as Illustration 4.

Fitch's hedgehog proved to be rather common at area 2.  About 25 plants of various sizes were observed in the gravelly western portion, at GPS points N26o26.856', W099o00.487' (+/- 26.3 feet); N26o26.907', W099o00.484' (+/- 16.3 feet); N26o26.887', W099o00.433' (+/- 16.6 feet); and N26o26.846', W099o00.422' (+/- 11.4 feet).  Additional plants were seen in the saladillo-Billieturnera flat to the east, at N26o26.820', W099o00.403' (+/- 11.0 feet).


Peyote (Lophophora williamsii)

Peyote ranges from South Texas (Jim Hogg, Starr and Webb counties) and western Texas (Brewster and Presidio counties) south to San Luis Potosí and Querétaro.  Although fairly widespread, this small and well-known cactus is threatened throughout its range by collection for use by Native Americans in religious rituals and by other Americans in search of an altered consciousness.  It has no status as an "endangered species," but it is treated by other authorities as something akin to a controlled substance.  A color photograph of a flowering specimen appears in Everitt & Drawe (1993); numerous black-and-white illustrations appear in Benson (1982); a Nature Conservancy photograph is reproduced as Illustration 5.

Four peyote plants were noticed in the gravelly, cactus-rich, western part of area 2, in partial shade under mesquite and lower shrubs at GPS points N26o26.851', W099o00.496' (+/- 12.2 feet) and N26o26.907', W099o00.439' (+/- 11.4 feet).  About 10 additional plants were seen in heavier clay soils among saladillo and Billie-weed in the eastern part of area 2, at GPS point N26o26.815, W099o00.398 and vicinity.


Summary

This brief survey of the Martinez property provided quite a bit of information about some of the unusual plants of the Lower Rio Grande Valley, and I am very grateful to have had the opportunity.  However, I suspect that on that date many other interesting plants were hiding from the drought.  Only about 100 plant species were seen on 1 April 2002, and I'm sure a second survey in a wetter time would be even more productive.  Such a survey should focus on revisiting the possible star cactus location; determining the true size and significance of the population of Runyon's huaco; and hunting for other as-yet-undetected rarities such as prostrate milkweed (Asclepias prostrata) and Zapata bladderpod (Lesquerella thamnophila) that could be in the area.
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Table 1.  Plant species of conservation interest observed on the Julio Martinez property, Starr County, Texas, 1 April 2002.

Plant Species
Global Rank
Occurrence Number

Runyon's huaco (Manfreda longiflora)
G2
 015

Chihuahua balloonvine (Cardiospermum dissectum)
G2
002

dumpling cactus (Coryphantha macromeris var. runyonii)
G5T2*
019

Fitch's hedgehog cactus (Echinocereus reichenbachii var. fitchii)
G5T3*
026


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

*The rank of dumpling cactus (Coryphantha macromeris var. runyonii) is G5T2, meaning that the species (Coryphantha macromeris) as a whole is ranked G5 but this particular variety (runyonii) is ranked G2.  Similarly, hedgehog cactus (Echinocereus reichenbachii) is ranked G5, but this variety (var. fitchii) is ranked G3.
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Figure 1.  Portions of Julio Martinez property visited during botanical survey on 1 April 2002.

Base map: Roma-Los Saenz West Quadrangle (USGS, 1965).
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Illustration 1.   Runyon's huaco (Manfreda longiflora); Nature Conservancy photograph.
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Illustration 2.  Chihuahua balloonvine (Cardiospermum dissectum); Nature Conservancy photograph.
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Illustration 3.  Dumpling cactus (Coryphantha macromeris var. runyonii); Nature Conservancy photograph.
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Illustration 4. Fitch's hedgehog cactus (Echinocereus reichenbachii var. fitchii);

Nature Conservancy photograph.
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Illustration 5.  Peyote (Lophophora williamsii); Nature Conservancy photograph.


Plant Species Observed on Julio Martinez Property,


Starr County, Texas, 1 April 2002


Trees and Shrubs

guajillo
Acacia berlandieri

blackbrush, chaparro prieto
Acacia rigidula

huisache
Acacia smallii

baccharis
Baccharis sp.

Billie-weed
Billieturnera helleri

coma
Bumelia celastrina

amargosa
Castela erecta ssp. texana

sugar hackberry
Celtis laevigata

granjeno
Celtis pallida

chapote
Diospyros texana

joint-fir
Ephedra antisyphilitica

Texas kidneywood
Eysenhardtia texana

desert olive
Forestiera angustifolia

guayacan
Guaiacum angustifolium

broomweed
Gutierrezia sarothrae

barreta
Helietta parvifolia

tulipan del monte
Hibiscus martianus

leatherstem
Jatropha dioica

coyotillo
Karwinskia humboldtiana

allthorn
Koeberlinia spinosa

calderona
Krameria ramosissima

Texas lantana
Lantana urticoides

desert lantana
Lantana macropoda

cenizo
Leucophyllum frutescens

oreganillo
Lippia graveolens

Berlandier wolfberry
Lycium berlandieri

Barbados-cherry
Malpighia glabra

retama
Parkinsonia aculeata

palo verde
Parkinsonia sp.

snake-eyes
Phaulothamnus spinescens

Texas ebony
Pithecellobium ebano

honey mesquite
Prosopis glandulosa

sauz, black willow
Salix nigra

desert yaupon
Schaefferia cuneifolia

saladillo
Varilla texana

palma pita, Spanish dagger
Yucca treculeana

colima
Zanthoxylum fagara

shortleaf zexmenia
Zexmenia brevifolia

lotebush
Ziziphus obtusifolius


Cacti

Scheer's fish-hook cactus
Ancistrocactus scheeri

dumpling cactus
Coryphantha macromeris var. runyonii

Fitch's hedgehog
Echinocereus reichenbachii var. fitchii

strawberry pitaya
Echinocereus enneacanthus

hook-spine cactus
Ferocactus setispinus

Rio Grande barrel
Ferocactus sinuatus

peyote
Lophophora williamsii

Heyder's nipple cactus
Mammillaria heyderi

nipple cactus
Mammillaria sphaerica

tasajillo
Opuntia leptocaulis

prickly-pear
Opuntia lindheimeri

dog cholla
Opuntia schottii

glory of Texas
Thelocactus bicolor var. bicolor

sacasil
Wilcoxia polsegeri


Forbs

cardinal-feather
Acalypha radians

peonia
Acourtia runcinata

plains ragweed
Ambrosia confertiflora

Butler's sand-parsley
Ammoselinum butleri

prickly-poppy
Argemone sanguinea

hierba del marrano
Aster subulatus

straggler daisy
Calyptocarpus vialis

Chihuahua balloonvine
Cardiospermum dissectum

annual least-daisy
Chaetopappa sp.

devil-weed
Chloracantha spinosa

barba de chavato
Clematis drummondii

parralena
Dyssodia pentachaeta

yerba de tago
Eclipta prostrata

eryngo
Eryngium nasturtiifolium

glinus
Glinus radiatus

bitterweed
Helenium elegans

duckweed
Lemna sp.

American false-mallow
Malvastrum americanum

Runyon's huaco
Manfreda longiflora

snapdragonvine
Maurandya antirrhiniflora

blackfoot daisy
Melampodium cinereum

fiddleleaf nama
Nama jamaicense

pink nama
Nama sp.

cucumberweed
Parietaria pensylvanica

false ragweed
Parthenium hysterophorus

mudflat petunia
Petunia parviflora

fogfruit
Phyla sp. (P. nodiflora?)

milkwort
Polygala sp. (P. glandulosa?)

Devil's claw
Proboscidea sp.

dock
Rumex sp.

Cuban germander
Teucrium cubense

Texas desert-rue
Thamnosma texanum

oreja de perro
Tiquilia canescens

vervain
Verbena sp.


Grasses and Grass-like Plants

red grama
Bouteloua trifida

sandbur
Cenchrus spinifex

Bermudagrass
Cynodon dactylon

Durban crowfoot
Dactyloctenium aegyptium

perennial spikesedge
Eleocharis palustris

annual spikesedge
Eleocharis parvula

curlymesquite
Hilaria belangeri

Rocky Mountain bulrush
Schoenoplectus saximontanus

slim tridens
Tridens muticus

cat-tail
Typha sp.
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