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Fig. 1: Euphorbia hadramautica, a mature plant with a prostrate habit and a terminal cluster of linear-lanceolate leaves.

Euphorbia subgenus Athymalus in Somalia
by Susan Carter

erect habit, showing the spiral arrangement of the leaf-scars. huge genus Euphorbia can be divided

- ? TP into four Subgenera - Chamaesyce, Esula,

—

Fig.2: Euphorbia hadramautica, a mature plant with an almost M olecular studies have shown that the

Athymalus and Euphorbia, each divided again into
a number of Sections. The smallest subgenus is
Athymalus, which has seven sections. One of these
is section Pseudacalypha, comprising about a dozen
small species, primarily from northeast Africa and
the southern Arabian Peninsula, with several being
endemic in Somalia.

All the Somali species occur in dry, rocky terrain
and are characterised by their small size (less than
30 cm tall), and their fleshy stems. Some have
developed further, with stems becoming thicker,
succulent, and tuberculate. An outstanding
feature of them all is the peculiarity of the nectary
glands, usually numbering less than 5 in each
cyathium. At first sight, there sometimes appears
to be an unnatural distortion of their shape - until
it becomes, with more examples, an obvious
distinction of a particular species, together
_ - ; 4 with differences in leaf shape and the specific
st A SR UL development of a tuberculate stem. Seeds of this
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Fig. 3: Euphorbia hadramautica, a young plant, with an erect

habit and showing a period of rapid growth produced during
a wet season.

group are all conical, with horizontal constrictions,
a feature which helps to define the group.

Two species are herbaceous, as annual or
short-lived perennials that can grow up to 50 cm
high, but are usually much shorter - Euphorbia
acalyphoides and E. systyla. E. acalyphoides is hardly
noticeable amongst sparsely growing grasses,
with a somewhat fleshy stem and branches, and
ovate-lanceolate leaves to about 5 cm long, all
parts covered with spreading hairs. Cymes of the
1-to 2-branched synflorescences have cyathia with
only 4 nectary glands, which are distinctively red.
There are two subspecies — subsp. acalyphoides
and subsp. cicatricosa. Subsp. acalyphoides is wide-
spread from the Arabian Peninsula southwards into
northeast Africa, and then through Sudan to as far
as Tanzania; in Somalia it occurs in coastal areas in
the sandy soils of the southeast. Subsp. cicatricosa
is found further north in more gritty soils, to the far
northwest and most commonly, close to Ethiopia.
This is a shorter plant, with a more swollen stem,
prominent leaf-scars and often purplish, tessellate
markings —an indication of its relationship with the
tuberculate-stemmed species.

A closely related species is Euphorbia systyla, an
annual herb to 50 cm high, with spreading branches
which are slightly woody, but not swollen. Its leaves
are linear-lanceolate, and it differs markedly by
its many-branched synflorescences and with the
whole plant being minutely pubescent. Its cyathia
are deep crimson, including their 4 nectary glands.
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This species favours rocky, sandy soils, and is known
only from northern Somalia and across the Arabian
Gulf into coastal regions of the Yemen.

All the other species of this interesting group
have developed a prominently swollen stem with
tuberculate markings or obvious tubercles, together
with specific developments of the nectary glands.
The simplest of these is Euphorbia hadramautica,
with 4 nectary glands, again distinctively red. It
is a perennial, probably short-lived, with a fleshy
(succulent) stem upto 10cmlongand 2 cm thick.The
stem is tuberculate, marked with spirally arranged,
closely packed, prominent leaf-scars and is crowned
by a cluster of linear-lanceolate, pubescent leaves
with undulate margins, mostly less than 9 cm long.
The nectary glands are pubescent on the outer,
lower surface.This species is found quite commonly
throughout the northern regions of Somalia and
in arid regions of Ethiopia, on exposed, gritty soils,
where it usually adopts a prostrate habit. As the
name suggests, it also occurs in the Hadramaut
region of southeast Yemen including Socotra, as
well as further east into Oman.

Obviously related is the more well-known
(at least to succulent enthusiasts!) Euphorbia
longituberculosa, which can grow to 30 cm high,
with a thick taproot merging into a swollen,
succulent, tuberculate stem to 8 cm high and
4 cm thick. The tubercles are arranged in tight
spirals, often purplish coloured, and several
fleshy branches radiate from the stem apex to
produce further, less succulent branches to 5 cm
long, crowned by linear-lanceolate leaves, or with
clusters of cymes (synflorescences). The stems of
these fork repeatedly, with rays (cyme branches) up
to 6 cm long. The cyathia are 2.5 mm in diameter,

Fig. 4: Euphorbia longituberculosa, a plant in a dry season, showing
the remains of a branching inflorescence, upper centre-right.
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Fig. 5: Euphorbia longituberculosa, a mature plant, with a short
main stem producing swollen branches, which rebranched to
produce numerous cymes.

with only 2 nectary glands. These are whitish
and have become specialised, with edges curling
inward and joining laterally at the base to form a
tube (or pocket), about 2.5 mm deep within the
involucre. This pocket becomes filled with nectar.
The species is widespread, in usually seasonally
flooded, sandy soils in areas of southern Yemen
and northeast Africa, from Djibouti, Somalia, south

Fig. 6: Euphorbia longituberculosa, a young plant with prominent
tubercles, linear-lanceolate leaves, and a terminal inflorescence
with developed capsules.

through eastern Ethiopia and into northeast Kenya.
In Somalia it occurs throughout the north, and
inland south-westwards in hilly areas away from
the coastal plains.

A close relative is the slightly smaller perennial,
Euphorbia etuberculosa, an endemic species in
Somalia, known only from the northwest. This
forms a bushy plant that can spread up to a

Fig. 7: Euphorbia globulicaulis, with a half-buried globular stem marked with small tubercles and showing ovate leaves with undulate

margins and developing cymes beginning to flower.
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Fig. 8: Euphorbia globulicaulis, a developing synflorescence,
with ovate leafy bracts and white cyathia with far-extruded
stamens.

metre wide. Its swollen stem is short, to 5 cm
high and 2.5 cm thick, marked with prominent
leaf-scars. Low-growing fleshy branches rebranch
repeatedly, with linear-lanceolate leaves up to
6 cm long, and produce a dense synflorescence.
Its cyathia are just 2 mm in diameter, and very
similar to E. longituberculosa, but with the 2
nectary glands only shortly united to form a
double inner‘pocket’ within the involucre, which
fills with nectar. The species favours rocky slopes
and gritty soils in low thorny scrub.

There are three more small, closely related
species which are, so far, known only from a few
scattered sites in northern Somalia. They each
possess swollen tuberculate stems, with differences
lying in their leaves and also in the modification
of their single nectary glands in the cyathia. The
most readily identifiable species is Euphorbia
globulicaulis, with a small tuberous root, which, as
its name suggests, produces an almost spherical
succulent stem, only a few centimetres in diameter.
Its surface is sparsely marked with tiny tubercles,
and it is crowned by a basal rosette of subsessile
ovate leaves 1-2 cm long with rounded apices
and undulate margins. A cluster of short, swollen
branches are also marked with small tubercles,
and a few cymes appear on short peduncles, each
forking several times, with bracts similar to the
leaves, but much smaller. The cup-shaped cyathia
are only 1.5 mm in diameter, white, and with only
1 nectary gland. The lateral and inner margins of
this are joined and curled inwards, to form a tube,
or pocket, 1 mm long on the inside of the involucre,
which faces outwards to hold a shining blob of
nectar. The stamens are far extruded. This little
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Fig. 9: Euphorbia globulicaulis, showing cyathia with extruded
stamens and stigma, and a globule of nectar from the single
gland of the white cyathium.

species is known from just a limited area in the far
northeast of Somalia, amongst low thorny scrub
on open, rocky limestone slopes.

Euphorbia adenochila is also known only from
the northeast, but closer to the coast at higher
altitudes. It is smaller than E. globulicaulis, but
with a large tuberous root merging into a short
tuberculate stem, branching at ground level and
crowned with a cluster of 2 cm long ovate leaves
with undulate margins. The few, short branches
are densely covered in prominent over-lapping
tubercles, producing an almost scaly appearance.
Cymes are few, branching several times, with
cyathia similar to those of E. globulicaulis but
more widely cup-shaped.The inner margins of the
single nectary gland curl over, like a lip, to protect
the nectar in a short pouch, well down within the
involucre, and visible on the outside as a small
swelling. This species is confined to very sparse low
scrub on rocky limestone soils.

Fig. 10: Euphorbia adenochila, with its apical cluster of leaves.
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The third species in this closely related group,
E. scyphadena, is known only from further south
in eastern Somalia, at lower altitudes and in a
different habitat, amongst the crumbling rocks
of gypsum hills bordering Ethiopia. It appears as
a slightly larger plant, perhaps because of less
harsh environmental conditions than the other
species from the more arid north. Its underground
tuberculate stem produces several short, erect,
fleshy, conspicuously tuberculate branches at
ground level, each rebranching several times to
produce stems to 10 cm high, bearing leaves to
1.5 cm long with undulate margins, and a few
cymes from their apices. The cymes fork up to 5
times, with rays up to 2 cm long and bracts similar
to the leaves but smaller. Cyathia are also similar
to those of E. globulicaulis, but slightly larger at
about 2 mm in diameter, with wide, cup-shaped
involucres containing a single gland. The lateral
margins of this curve inwards and join to form an
erect tube, visible on the outside of the involucre
as a pouch for holding the nectar.

These last two apparently insignificant little
species are difficult to determine as truly distinct
from each other, and from the more easily

recognisable E. globulicaulis. Known only from
the limited material known so far, they may all
eventually prove to be more widespread, with
their adaptations dependant on local ecological
conditions; or possibly they are trampled by grazing
herds of camels and goats, or soon devoured in
such an arid region. One factor unites all three -
the single gland of the cyathium with its peculiar
pocket-like structure for containing the nectar. All
three are endemic species of Somalia.
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Fig. 11: Euphorbia adenochila, with leaves and cymose bracts ovate with undulate margins, and white cyathia with extruded stamens.
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