Observations on three poorly known

Kohaito plateau,

f the nine species of Aloe known
to grow in Eritrea, two are local
endemics and six are region-
al endemics. Several of these
species, however, are poorly
known, having been rarely
observed. In some cases, the
flowers have never even been
photographed! We have been lucky to make new
observations on three poorly known Eritrean
aloes: A. schoelleri, A. steudneri and A. eumas-
sawana and would like to share our observations
in order to fill in some of the gaps in the taxo-
nomic descriptions and ecology of three of these
species. All three are threatened due to habitat
destruction caused by agricultural development
and/or because of their very restricted area of
distribution and small populations.

Aloe schoelleri SCHWEINFURTH (1894)

Aloe schoelleri has a very restricted distribution,
being known only from one place in Eritrea, the
Kohaito plateau (14°52’N, 39°26’E). This is a

Aloe schoelleri,
steudneri & Aloe eumassawana

windy, high altitude area (about 2600 m) vegetated
primarily with Becium grandiflorum, Juniperus
procera, Cadia purpurea, and Rumex nervosus
as well as three other Aloe species: A. camperti,
A. elegans and A. percrassa. Apparently, very few
people have ever seen this plant in habitat, and
the flowers seem never to have been observed
until now. In fact, a description of the flowers is
missing from the original publication of the spe-
cies, so we were fortunate to find one plant in
bloom. All other plants seen had their inflores-
cence damaged by humans or livestock.

We observed A. schoelleri growing almost
exclusively in sandy soil and in rock crevices on
the edges of cliffs around the Kohaito plateau. The
species is known only from the type collection and
the growth form and flowers have never before
been documented with illustrations. Young plants
are stemless, but mature plants develop a pros-
trate stem about 8 cm thick by 30 em long clothed
with persistent leaf remains. Plants are solitary or
grow in small groups. Rosettes have 25-35 (max
40) leaves that occur in dense rosettes. They
are spreading, triangular, 40-52 x 9-14 cm, very
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Aloe schoelleri

fleshy and gray-green. Under dry conditions, the
leaves become slightly canaliculate (meaning they
roll up to form a longitudinal groove) towards the
tip in dry conditions, but when watered the leaves
become tender and green and unfurl. The unspot-
ted leaves have tough, flexible margins that are
uniformly dark red (turning a bright, flesh-colored
red in well-watered plants) with rather few, small,
often blunt, dark red teeth, 5-8 cm apart and
0.5-1 mm long.

These plants produce one or two un-branched
inflorescences, initially growing obliquely and
then rather abruptly bending upward to grow ver-
tically erect, 50-80 cm high. Each raceme is 30-45
cm long, conical and very densely flowered (with
15 flowers per cm). The flower bracts are ovate
to elliptic with an acute apex and well developed,
enfolding % of the bud’s length. They are 18-24 x
8-10 mm, with numerous dark longitudinal lines
down the center. The perianth is either a glabrous
pale yellow with a greenish central lobe line or a
pale pink-orange with a brownish central lobe line
(both illustrated here). The flowers are cylindrical
trigonous, tapering towards the mouth, 26-32 x
6-8 mm across the ovary, with the outer tepals
free for 15 mm. The pedicel is 2-7 (up to 10) mm
long. The anthers are exerted (stick out) 12-14
mm, and the stigma is exerted 12-15 mm. The

leaf sap dries to a red-tinged bright brown color.
A. schoelleri flowers from February to April.
Until recently we had only been able to observe
that the ovary is green, but recent success at seed
production allows for the capsule description. It is
ovoid, 15-18 mm long and 7-9 mm wide, drying
at maturity, and the seeds are approximately 4 x 2
mm and dark brown with paler, narrow wings.

Aloe steudneri SCHWEINFURTH (1894)

This species is a regional endemic found only
in Eritrea and Ethiopia®3, but Aloe steudneri
seems to have a disjoint distribution within the
region. In Eritrea it is reported from only one
place: the top of Mt Endertai, part of the larger Mt
Saber (15°48'N, 38°47’E), while in northwestern
Ethiopia it is known from the Simien Mountains,
points separated by about 500 km of ragged and
mountainous terrain. Interestingly, although the
plant was first collected in the Simien Mountains
by Steudner in 1862, the description of the spe-
cies was based on a plant collected in Eritrea by
Professor Penzig in 1891. Also, the first reliable
description of the species was based on a plant
collected in Eritrea, again by Penzig, and that
subsequently flowered at La Mortola (Italy) in
19121, Apparently no one has seen the Eritrean
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plants since, and all recent pictures and reports
on this species are of the Ethiopian populations.
Further investigation will be required to clarify
if the Eritrean and Ethiopian populations of A.
steudneri are indeed the same species or, rather,
closely related subspecies.

The altitude range of this plant’s habitat is
reported to be between 2600-3150 m. However,
we have found that the Eritrean population of
A. steudneri occurs at 2400-2500 m, and in fact
all plants were found to grow only at the top of
the mountain, on the north side of a very steep
slope. The plants seemed to prefer the shade of
trees such as Olea and Juniperus and shared
their habitat with an alien species readers of the
Journal know well: Opuntia ficus-indica. We
counted only about 80 plants of A. steudneri, and
interestingly, no juveniles were observed. When
we tried to figure out why there were no young
plants or spent flower stalks, we discovered that
the local farmers were not able to describe the
inflorescence, suggesting that this population of
Aloe steudneri is not flowering. It may be that the
opuntia encroachment combined with physical
damage to the plants from livestock and other
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agricultural activities are posing a concrete threat
that may be responsible for decline and possible
near-extinction of this species.

Two plants were collected from Mt Saber and
brought to Asmara where they did flower, making
this description possible. We were able to cross-
pollinate them

and one plant Flowers of Aloe schoelleri from bud to after pollination. becomes yellow-
produced cap- Note the well developed bracts. ish when mature

with outer lobes
free to base. The
seed capsule is
/ A\ ovoid, 25-30 x

sules and seeds.
Sadly, no germi-
nation occurred
and those two p
plants are now Y -
dead. Adult :
plants in habitat
have a decumbent stem about 9 cm thick to 30 cm
long clothed in persistent leaf remains. Most plant
are solitary rosettes, though occasionally the stem
branches to produce clumps of two or three heads.
Plants have very numerous leaves, 40-60 x 8-12
cm, which are slightly recurved, spreading, blue
or gray-green, and not spotted but with tenuous,
alternating, longitudinal lines of a darker, but still
pale, shade of green. Leaves have slightly cartilagi-
nous margins that turn white-green to pinkish-red
in dry conditions. The margins also support very
numerous (11-13 per 10 em), forward pointing,
white-green (pinkish-red in dry conditions) soft
marginal teeth, each 1-2 mm long. The leaf sap
dries to a yellow-tinged brown.

A. steudneri flowers during March and April.
The inflorescence is erect with 1-5 cylindrical,
sparsely-flowered racemes that grow 10-40 cm

long and have 2—4 flowers per cm. The bracts are
ovate-lanceolate, 10-13 x 5-7 mm, and enfold
the base of each flower for half the length of the
pedicels. The pedicels are 8-18 mm long and the
perianth is glabrous, cylindrical and 36-38 x 7-9
mm. The pink-reddish flowers have a greenish tip

when in bud that

12-14 mm and
green to black-
ish-brown when
mature. The seeds are about 3 x 4 mm and black-
ish brown with whitish wings.

Aloe eumassawana CARTER,
GILBERT & SEBSEBE (1996)

A. eumassawana is a local endemic reported
to grow at sea level in the coastal area near the
port of Massawa* and Hirgigo (15°31'N, 39°26'E),
a village 15 km south of the port of Massawa.
The description of A. eumassawana was based
on dry material collected in 1972, and very few
people have seen the plant in habitat. In fact, the
species seems to have been wrongly reported by
Carter, Gilbert and Sebsebe* to grow freely on
coastal bushland, when, in fact, we found this
species only in the graveyard just outside Hirgigo
village (probably planted on graves by relatives of
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the deceased). The original authors did not visit
the area where A eumassawuana was growing
but based their description of the species on dry
material kept in Kew and from a picture of the
plant taken by Mr Hillmann in Hirgigo. Apparently
this photo was misleading, because at the edge of
the Hirgigo graveyard there are very old graves
that have been taken over by the surrounding
bush. Simply looking at such a picture, it would
be easy to think that the plants grow naturally in
the Acacia bushland, and this may explain the
mistake of the original authors.

We traveled extensively along the coastal area
north and south of Massawa, and we were not
able to find any addi-
tional populations of
A. eumassawana. It
seems that this species
does not exist naturally
outside the graveyard
of Hirgigo. Even the
other locality men-
tioned by Reynolds!,
Tumalo (Otumlo,
Hetumlo), is a grave-
yard—the tomb of a
holy man, Sidi Hascim
El-Morgani.  Doubts
therefore remain on
the real origins of A.

eumassawana and where (or if!) it naturally
occurs in Eritrea.

Plants are stemless or nearly so, suckering pro-
fusely and forming large clumps. The leaves are
relatively few per rosette (13-16), but large. They
are shallowly canaliculated (grooved), erect, 40—
50 x 8-10 cm, and their tips are slightly incurved.
The leaf color is a uniform tender green in the
rainy season changing to dull gray-pink when dry.
Occasional leaves have a few small, oblong, pale
green spots. The leaf margins have whitish, often
brown-tipped teeth (5-7 per 10 cm) about 3 mm
long. Sap produced form a broken leaf dries to a
pale yellow color.

Aloe steudneri flowers from bud to after pollination.
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Aloe eumassawana

A. eumassawana flowers in December and
January, usually with a single, erect inflorescence,
120-125 cm high, having 1-2 erect branches. The
racemes are 15-25 cm long, cylindrically conical
and very sparsely flowered (1-2 per cm). The
reflexed bracts are 6-7 x 2-4 mm, and the pedi-
cels are 4-7 mm long. The perianth is minutely
pubescent (downy), pale scarlet with a pale yellow
tip in mature flowers and has a greenish tip when
in bud. It is cylindrical-trigonous, curved slightly
upwards towards the tip, 25-30 x 7-9 mm, and
its outer lobes are free for 9-12 mm. We have not
seen the capsule or seed. <
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