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COLCHICACEAE

COLCHICUMALBOFENESTRATUM, A NEW SPECIES FROM NAM AQUALAND, SOUTH AFRIC A

Colchicum L. was until recently regarded as a strictly 
northern hemisphere genus comprising ± 90 species of  
acaulescent, often hysteranthous-leaved geophytes. Based 
on the results of the molecular studies in Colchicaceae 
by Vinnersten & Manning (2007), the genus was rede­
fined by Manning et al. (2007) to include all the species 
of Andmcymbium  Willd., ± 50 o f which occur in southern 
Africa with a further few species in the Canary Islands, 
North Africa and the Mediterranean. As presently circum­
scribed, Colchicum  is found in Africa, Europe and Asia 
and encompasses ± 150 species. The enlarged genus is 
well defined by its mostly reduced or absent stem, a con­
gested spike of erect, sessile or subsessile, bracteate flow­
ers with specialized androecial nectaries situated at the 
base of the filaments (secondarily lost in some species), 
by unusual 2^-porate pollen, and by the occurrence of  
idioblasts containing sulphur-mueopolysaccharides in 
some or all parts o f the plant.

Among the southern African species o f Colchicum , 
Muller-Doblies & Muller-Doblies (1984, 1990, 1998, 
2002) added 23 new species and three new subspecies to 
the traditionally recognised Androcymbium. Pedrola-Mon- 
fort et al. ( 1999a, b) contributed a further two new species 
and one new subspecies, and Manning & Goldblatt (2001) 
described one more new species. During the compilation 
of an account of the monocotyledonous flora of the Suc­
culent Karoo region. South Africa (Snijman et al. 2008) it 
became evident that three collections in the Compton Her­
barium (NBG) represent a very distinctive species from 
Namaqualand that still remains unnamed. First collected 
in 1986 by Dr E.G.H. Oliver, a well-known Cape bota­
nist. this new species is recognised by its crispulate leaf 
margins and the white and green tessellated bracts, and is 
described as Colchicum albofenestratum.

Colchicum albofenestratum J.C.M anning & Snij­
man., sp. nov.

Plantae acaulescentes, cormo (8-) 10-23 mm diam. 
Folia 3, disticha; inferioribus 2 lanceolatis vel ovatis, 
20 45 x 6—30( 45) mm, patentibus, marginibus undu- 
latis vel crispulatis, hyalinis, cartilagineis, plerumque 
laevibus; supremo suberecto vel erecto, late ovato vel 
oblongo, acutato vel obtusato, carinato, 20 4 5  x 12-40 
mm. nervatura viridi, intervenio albo, margine piano 
vel leviter undulato, laevi, carina hyalina et cartilag- 
inea, laevi vel papi I lata; braeteis late ovato-oblongibus 
vel obovatibus. colore folium supremum simulantibus. 
Flores 1 vel 2, sessiles; perianthio unguiculato, ± 12 mm 
longo, ungue 5 -6 x 1.5-2.0 mm; limbo auriculato-cucul- 
lato, 7 x 3  mm. Stamina exserta; filamentis curvis, 7 mm 
longis, limbum tepali ± aequantibus; antheris oblongis,
5.5 6.0 mm longis. Ovarium subglobosum, ± 4 mm 
longum; stylo ± 7 mm longo.

TYPE.— Western Cape: 3118 (Vanrhynsdorp): Kners- 
vlaktc, Kwaggaskop, clay flats near railway line, (-BC ), 
20 August 1986, Snijman 1064 (NBG, holo.).

Acaulescent, cormous geophyte. Conn  40 55 mm 
deep, ovoid, (8 )10 23 mm diam., with crescent-shaped

basal crest, tunics brown, coriaceous. Leaves 3, disti­
chous, amplexicaul; lower 2 spreading or prostrate, lan­
ceolate to ovate, 20^45 x 6-30(^45) mm, apiculate, mar­
gin closely undulate or crispulate, hyaline, cartilaginous, 
smooth or rarely minutely eiliate basally; uppermost 
suberect or erect, thin-textured, broadly ovate-oblong, 
20-45 x 12^40 mm, acute or obtuse, keeled, conspicu­
ously tessellated, white with green rectangular veining, 
the green coloration usually coalescing and becoming 
solid distally, white windows collapsing when dry and 
thus ± excavated, margin plane or slightly undulate, 
smooth, keel hyaline and cartilaginous, smooth or pap­
illate; bracts broadly ovate-oblong to obovate, resem­
bling upper leaf in texture and coloration but tessellated 
throughout, lowermost slightly smaller than uppermost 
leaf, 15-40 mm long. Flowers 1 or 2, sessile; perianth 
± 12 mm long, clawed, tepal claw 5-6  x 1.5-2.0 mm, 
tepal limb erect, lanceolate, cucullate, basally auricu- 
late, 7 x 3(-6) mm. Stamens exserted; filaments curved, 
shorter to ± as long as tepal limb, 4 -7  mm long, appar­
ently green; nectary globular, ± I mm diam., appar­
ently darkly coloured; anthers oblong, 5.5-6.0 mm long. 
Ovary subglobose, ± 4 mm long; styloids erect, apically 
recurved, ± 7 mm long; stigmas apical, punctiform. 
Flowering time: mid to late July, rarely early August. 
Figure 6.

Distribution and ecology: Colchicum albofenestratum 
is currently known from just two localities on the Kners- 
vlakte, a broad undulating plain in southern Namaqualand 
that straddles the Northern and Western Cape Provinces, 
South Africa. In the northeastern Knersvlakte, the species 
has been recorded from the lower foothills o f the inland 
escarpment, ± 20 km SW of Loeriesfontein, Northern 
Cape, and in the southwest it is known from an area just 
north of the Soutrivier near the Farm Rooiberg, Western 
Cape (Figure 7). The single northeastern Knersvlakte 
plant examined has the tepals unusually broadened at the 
base, ± 5 mm wide, forming a conspicuous nectar cup. 
Unfortunately the apices have been eaten off and it is 
also not possible to determine how consistent these broad 
tepals are within the population. In all other respects it 
matches the Rooiberg plants exactly. Never abundant, 
C. albofenestratum  grows in stony, loamy sand among 
sparse, low, succulent shrubs in a climate marked by hot, 
dry summers and mild, rainy winters. Like most south­
ern African Colchicum species from the winter rainfall 
region, C. albofenestratum  flowers in winter, usually from 
mid to late July into August.

Working within the concept of the genus Andmcym­
bium. Muller-Doblies & Muller-Doblies (2002) recog­
nised several floral features as putative adaptations to 
pollination systems. From the form and size o f the tepals, 
the length o f the anthers, and the position and colouring 
o f the androecial nectaries, they inferred the existence of 
melittophilous, myophilous and mammal pollination syn­
dromes in several southern African species. In addition. 
Manning et al. (2007) hypothesized that the coloured 
or contrastingly textured bracts that characterize several 
Colchicum species with geoflorous inflorescences are
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FIGURE 7.— Known distribution o f  Colchicum albofenestratum.

FIGURE 6.— Colchicum albofenestratum , Snijman 2349  (PRE). A, 
plant; B, detached tepal; C, developing capsule. Scale bar: A, 10 
mm; B, C, 5 mm. Artist: J.C. Manning.

possible adaptations to rodent pollination. The impor­
tance o f these floral traits has since been confirmed by 
Kleizen et al. (2008) who found that Colchicum scabro- 
marginatum (Schltr. & K.Krause) J.C.Manning & Vin- 
nersten appears to depend exclusively on rodents for fer­
tilization, that C. coloratum J.C.Manning & Vinnersten 
subsp. coloratum attracts both rodents and birds, and that
C. hantamense Engl, is honey-bee pollinated. Based on 
these findings it seems likely that C. albofenestratum , 
with its broad, thin-textured, white and green tessellated 
bracts and apparently dark nectar, constitutes a further 
member o f the guild of rodent-pollinated geophytes that is 
now known from the Succulent Karoo.

Diagnosis and relationships: Colchicum albofenes­
tratum is distinguished by its markedly heterophyllous 
leaves, with the lower two leaves opposite, spreading or 
prostate, crispulate-edged and mostly aciliate, and the 
upper leaf and bracts broadly ovate-oblong and attrac­
tively patterned by vertical rows o f small, thin-textured, 
depressed, white interstices between green, longitudi­
nal and cross-veins. The solitary or paired flowers have 
tepals with a limb ± 7 mm long and almost equal to the 
filaments in length, large anthers 5.5-6.0 mm long, and 
apparently dark androecial nectaries.

The tessellated bracts and uppermost leaf o f C. 
albofenestratum are unique in the genus and are 
approached only in C. crispum (Schinz) J.C.Manning 
& Vinnersten, in which the uppermost leaf is white with

green veins in the lower half and the bracts are entirely 
white or flushed green apically. Colchicum crispum 
is the only other species known to have crispulate leaf 
margins but the margins in this species are copiously 
and coarsely ciliate, and the filaments are much exserted 
from the tepal limbs.

Species relationships within Colchicum remain 
incompletely understood. The detailed infrageneric 
classification of Androcymbium proposed by Miiller- 
Doblies & Muller-Doblies (2002), based on morphology 
that primarily reflects pollination syndromes, has not 
received support from the molecular studies by Man­
ning et al. 2007, which show that section Androcym­
bium is polyphyletic and that the attractively coloured 
or enlarged upper leaf and bracts appear to have evolved 
independently in at least two clades in section Andro­
cymbium. We are unable to speculate on the possible 
relationships o f C. albofenestratum  at present.

Other specimens seen

NORTHERN CAPE.— 3019 (Loeriesfontein): Kamdaniekop,
slopes SW o f  tumoflf to Kliprand, (-C D ), 12 July 1986, Oliver 8844 
(NBG).

WESTERN CAPE.— 3118 (Vanrhynsdorp): Kners-vlakte, Farm 
Rooiberg, sand at base o f  dolomite outcrop, (-B C ), 22 July 2005, Snij­
man 2022 (NBG); 31 August 2009 (fruiting), Snijman 2349 (PRE).
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OXAL1DACEAE

REDISCOVERY AND PHYLOGENETIC POSITION OF THE RARE OXALIS PURPURATA

The most recent major taxonomic work on southern 
African (halts  L. (Salter 1944) features a number of poorly 
known taxa collected from only one or two localities. A 
significant fraction of these species are described and only 
known from extremely poor data. Some, such as Oxalis 
incerta R.Knuth and O. linoides R.Knuth, are described 
from incomplete herbarium specimens that often lack bulbs 
or even flowers. Other taxa lack locality data, or appear to 
be merely aberrant forms of good species. Although these 
species were upheld by Salter (1944), he retained these taxa 
only in the interests of completeness, and expressed his 
gravest doubt about the validity of several.

Recent palynologieal (Dreyer 1996) and DNA 
sequence-based work (Oberlander el al. 2004, 2009) on 
the genus has clarified the status o f a number o f these taxa. 
In some of these cases a more definite answer to the uncer­
tain status o f these poorly known species was achieved. 
For example, Dreyer & Van Wyk (1996) placed Oxalis 
henrici F.Bolus in synonymy under the more widespread 
O. engleriana Schltr. on the basis o f a unique pollen type 
shared by both species. In other instances, new species 
such as O. hvgrophila Dreyer (Kumwenda el al. 2004) and 
(). saltusbeili Dreyer & Roets (Dreyer et al. 2009b), have 
been described that have clarified relationships between 
morphologically dissimilar taxa. Also, a phylogenetic 
scheme based on DNA data is in the process of being con­
structed for the entire southern African clade of Oxalis, of 
which some preliminary phylogenies have been presented 
in the literature (Oberlander et al. 2004, 2009). A number 
of poorly known taxa were not relocated after eight years 
of intensive collection, and could not be validated and/or 
systematically placed with any certainty on the basis of 
DNA data. This was not a problem for species that share

putative macro-morphological or palynologieal synapo- 
morphies, which would allow at least a tentative place­
ment. For some poorly known taxa, however, the paucity 
of even this knowledge meant that little could be changed 
w ith regards to their highly dubious taxonomic status.

Oxalis purpurata Jacq. represents one of these poorly 
known taxa. To our knowledge, this species has only been 
collected tw ice. Apart from the original description by Jac- 
quin (1798), Salter (1940) found a population of this spe­
cies growing amongst rocks in Vanrhyn's Pass, now on 
the border between the Northern and Western Cape Prov­
inces, South Africa. Due to this poor record, this species is 
placed in the Rare category (Dreyer et al. 2009a).

Taxonomically, Salter (1940) placed the species in sec­
tion Cernuae subsection Purpuratae based on the acau- 
lescent habit, the lack of an apical beak to the bulb, the 
smooth nature of the bulb tunics, and the basal peduncles. 
This position was upheld in his later monograph on South 
African Oxalis (Salter 1944). The other two members of 
this subsection, O. bowiei Lindl. and (). semiloba Sond., 
are both summer rainfall species associated with the 
coastal regions of the Eastern Cape and KwaZulu-Natal. 
The resulting biogeographic link between these summer 
rainfall species and (). purpurata seems unlikely if the 
current distributions o f the three species are compared. In 
addition, O. purpurata differs from both of the other taxa 
in not producing a contractile root and by bearing teeth on 
the filament bases, characters considered taxonomically 
important by Salter (1944).

Oxalis purpurata has not been rediscovered at Van­
rhyn's Pass after several years of visiting the site, and its
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