Portulaca waterbergensis
(Portulacaceae), an unusual
new species from the
Waterberg, Limpopo Province,
South Africa
Ralph Peckover
A new species, Portulaca waterbergensis, is described from the Waterberg, South Africa.
Photos by the author and as otherwise indicated.
Portulaca is a genus of around 100 currently
recognised species. The genus has an almost
cosmopolitan distribution. Members of Portulaca are
characterised by leaves that are alternate or rarely
opposite, linear, cylindrical to elongated, almost
globular, with wavy sinuate or entire straight margins.
These are bright green to reddish and glabrous to
slightly hairy and many are succulent. They can be
annuals or perennials.

There are four to many stamens and these can be in
colours ranging from white, yellow to purple. The
ovules develop after fertilisation and the seeds are
contained in the cup-shaped ovary. When mature the
capsular fruit dehisces horizontally, and the top lid
falls off. The seeds are then exposed, and raindrops or
wind will expel them from the receptacle. They are
thus distributed by water or wind to a suitable site to
germinate. Seed number can vary from a few to many.

The single or multiple flowers are borne terminally.
Each flower has four to many corolla lobes which are
free and can range in colour from white, yellow to red.

Some species of Portulaca have been horticulturally
selected and hybridised to become an important
horticultural addition to gardens.

Introduction

Fig. 1 A plant of Portulaca waterbergensis with
the typical white flower in habitat

Fig. 2 P. rhodesiana with pink flowers in habitat (Photo: B T Wursten)
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Fig. 3 (left) The tubers on the
underground stems of
P. waterbergensis
Fig. 4 (below left) Plant sections
of P. waterbergensis

In this contribution a rare
new species of Portulaca is
described from South
Africa, namely P. waterbergensis. Illustrations as
well as a comparative table
to distinguish it from the
morphologically
similar
P. rhodesiana are provided
(Figs.1 & 2; Table 1).

Taxonomic
treatment
Portulaca waterbergensis Peckover
sp. nov.
Diagnosis: Portulaca waterbergensis
resembles P. rhodesiana in having a
similar above ground growth form, but is
easily distinguished from that species by
being a much smaller plant, flowers
being of a different colour, white as
against pink, leaves far smaller (2mm
versus 4mm diameter), green as against
mostly red, and anthers and pollen lilac
as against yellow. P. waterbergensis
is a resprouting perennial with welldeveloped underground root tubers
whilst P. rhodesiana is an annual. Other
distinguishable features are provided in
Table 1.
Type: South Africa, Limpopo, Modimolle, Klein Elandsfontein 2428(CC), 4
December 2020, Peckover 305 (PRU,
holo!).

Perennial herb, prostrate or decumbent,
consisting of a mat of intertwining aboveground and underground stems. Stems
multiple-branched, glabrous, green,
0.5mm diameter, internodes 3-5mm long,
underground tubers cylindrical to almost
globose, up to 8mm long, 4mm in
diameter. Leaves with blade spherical, ca.
2mm diameter, upper surface green and
mottled with green and white, translucent
below, deciduous in winter; petiole ca.
1mm long, glabrous. Sepals 2, fleshcoloured, joined longitudinally, splitting at
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P. waterbergensis

P. rhodesiana

Distribution

South Africa, Waterberg region, Limpopo Province

Zimbabwe, South Africa (Limpopo and Mpumalanga
Provinces)

Habit

Small perennial herb with deciduous above-ground
and perennial underground stems

Small ephemeral annual herb with annual aboveground stems

Stems

Numerous, up to 20mm long and becoming
subterranean from sand being washed on top,
glabrous. Tubers, 8mm long and 4mm in diameter,
develop from these underground stems

Numerous, up to 70mm long and annual

Leaves

Opposite, succulent and with a green rounded apex,
almost globular, mottled green and white, ca. 2mm
diameter

Opposite, succulent and with a reddish rounded
apex, almost globular, mottled red, ca. 4mm in
diameter

Petiole

Almost non-discernible between the two opposite
leaves

Ca. 1mm long, clearly discernible between the two
opposite leaves

Flowers

Terminal, white, with 4 equally sized petals, 2×1mm

Terminal, pink, with 4 equally sized petals, 2×1mm

Stamens

There are 4; filaments white, anthers lilac with lilac
pollen

There are 4; filaments pink, anthers yellow with
yellow pollen

Table 1 Diagnostic differences between P. waterbergensis and P. rhodesiana

anthesis to release the petals. Flowers 5mm diameter,
white. Petals 4, 2.5 ×1.5mm. Stamens 4, white, free,
1.5mm long; anthers lilac with lilac pollen.
Ovary subglobose, 1.5mm diameter, with a single style
and stigma. Capsule subglobose, 1.5mm diameter;
seeds up to 12 per fruit, 0.2mm diameter, black.

On 20 January 2021, whilst looking for a small variety
of Euphorbia schinzii (Fig. 5) on my Waterberg
property, at the lowest point on rock pavements I
noticed the compact mats of a very small succulent.

Portulaca waterbergensis is morphologically most
similar to P. rhodesiana (Dyer & Bruce, 1949) (Fig. 2).
Both species have deciduous globular leaves, but those
of P. waterbergensis are half the size of P. rhodesiana.
However, the two species differ also in several floral
and vegetative features (Figs. 1 & 2; Table 1). The
flowers of P. waterbergensis are white (Fig. 1) whilst
those of P. rhodesiana are dark pink (Fig. 2). In
P. waterbergensis the anthers and pollen are lilac whilst
in P. rhodesiana these are yellow. The underground
tubers of P. waterbergensis (Fig. 3) are lacking in
P. rhodesiana. Diagnostic features to distinguish
between P. waterbergensis and P. rhodesiana are
provided in Table 1. Schematic illustrations of the
important plant parts of P. waterbergensis are depicted
in Fig. 4.
Portulaca waterbergensis is known only from the type
locality in the Waterberg, Klein Elandsfontein,
Limpopo Province, South Africa. The Waterberg is a
floristically diverse mountainous area with plants
adapted to the nutrient-poor sandy leached soils which
are derived from sandstones and conglomerates of the
Waterberg Supergroup.

Fig. 5 Euphorbia schinzii near the site of P. waterbergensis
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Fig. 6 A plant of P. waterbergensis at the end of May 2021 after the leaves have dropped

The plants had not yet begun to flower so I waited until
late February when the white star-shaped flowers
opened in the afternoon. The plants never grow higher
than 10mm above the stone grit and receive water even
when only a 1mm or so of rain falls. Around a month
after the last rains of the season have fallen in April, the
leaves start to shrivel and then only the perennial stems
remain (Fig. 6). When the rainy season starts again in
October, new fresh green leaves quickly develop from
these stems and later in the year the flowers become
apparent. On this farm the indigenous P. kermesina
occurs also on very shallow gravelly soil but this plant,

which is also a perennial, loses its leaves in winter but
is very different from P. waterbergensis as it has long
succulent cylindrical leaves as well as large carmine
flowers that open in the afternoon (Fig. 7) (Van Wyk
& Malan, 1988: 230).
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Fig. 7 Portulaca kermesina together with Euphorbia schinzii between rocks
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