
Ipomoea sphenophylla Urban (Statia 
Morning Glory) is endemic to Saint Eustatius, 
an island in the Lesser Antilles of the eastern 
Caribbean. Specimens were first collected in 
April of 1884 by F. W. R. Suringar, with the 
type specimen reportedly collected on Signal 
Hill. The specimens collected contained fruits 
but not flowers. The original species description 
by Urban was based upon one of the specimens 
collected by Suringar and did not include 
a description of the flower (Urban 1908 in 
Howard and McDonald, 1995). Boldingh made 
a subsequent collection of a sterile specimen in 
1908; he also reported that Suringar’s original 
collections were deposited at Leiden and at the 
Krug & Urban Herbarium in Berlin (Boldingh 
1909 in Howard and McDonald, 1995). The 
specimens of Suringar, including the holotype, 
have been destroyed or lost; only a single sterile 
specimen collected by Boldingh remains in 
Europe (Howard and McDonald, 1995). 

In preparing the Flora of the Lesser Antilles, 
there were several unsuccessful trips to Saint 
Eustatius that attempted to locate living 
plants of Ipomoea sphenophylla (Howard and 
McDonald, 1995). In 1994, I. sphenophylla 
was found growing on the boundary of an 
oil terminal. Specimens were collected by 
J. Faber and sent to R. A. Howard and J. A. 

McDonald, who designated the material as 
a neotype and deposited it at the Harvard 
University Herbarium. An emended description 
of the species was also supplied, detailing the 
characteristics of the cotyledons, a swollen 
root system, and dimorphic flowers (Howard 
and McDonald, 1995). The flowers were 
described as including a more common morph 
that contained a normal funnelform corolla. An 
abnormal morph was also described; containing 
a 3–5 polypetalous corolla, with the tube split 
from the base to the limb margin. Howard and 
McDonald (1995) stated that is was not known 
whether the two floral morphs were collected 
from separate plants, or perhaps that one morph 
was a mutant branch of the other morph. The 
fertility of the two floral morphs was also 
unknown (Howard and MacDonald, 1995).

During our recent study of the pollination 
biology of Ipomoea sphenophylla we 
encountered by chance a single plant with 
dimorphic flowers, some polypetalous and some 
with funnelform corollas. The plant was located 
at the collection site of the neotype specimen, 
on the eastern border of the oil terminal and 
the northwest side of Mary’s Glory. In 2012, 
the plant with dimorphic flowers produced no 
seeds despite the production of hundreds of 
flowers. Perhaps this plant was the vegetative 
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descendant or a sibling of the dimorphic plant 
collected by Faber. Whatever the case, the 
current dimorphic plant likely harbors some 
type of variable genetic background, such as an 
unstable somatic mutation, that yields somatic 
floral dimorphism. It should also be noted that 
the polypetalous flowers are ineffective in 
transferring pollen by native pollinators. Floral 
visitors to the polypetalous flowers, including 
both the pollinators of funnelform flowers as 
well as nectar robbers, move directly to the base 
of the flower to access nectar without contacting 
the reproductive organs.

We observed the floral morphology of 
78 plants in our study of the pollination of 
Ipomoea sphenophylla. We encountered 
approximately twice that number of plants 
during our sampling, including over 50 plants 
on Mary’s Glory (S. Bush and H. Madden, 
unpubl. manuscript). We did not encounter any 
additional polypetalous plants; all produced 
funnelform flowers with fused petals. We 
conclude that Ipomoea sphenophylla produces 
flowers with a funnelform corolla, and that a 
polypetalous morphology is not a characteristic 
of the species. 

We emend the species description of Ipomoea 
sphenophylla by removing the reference to the 
polypetalous morph.

Ipomoea sphenophylla Urban, Symb. Antill. 5: 
474. 1908, emended. TYPE: NETHERLANDS 
ANTILLES. St. Eustatius: East boundary of 
Statia Terminals N.v., on the northwest side 
of Mary’s Glory, oct. 27, 1994, Jan Faber 
s. n., (Neotype, designated by Howard and 
McDonald [1995], A).

Robust liana, to 8 m tall, stems pendent from 
short tree canopies. Roots napiform to carrot-like, 

to 3 cm diam. and 6 cm long. stems branching 
profusely above, to 8 m long, 1 cm diam. at the 
base, old growth grayish, rough, and moderately 
furrowed, lateral fissures occasional, 4–7 mm 
wide, new growth chlorophyllous, terete, ca 2 
mm diam., smooth, glabrous. leaves petiolate, 
petioles 4–25 mm long, 1–2 mm diam. grading 
into the basally attenuate lamina, sulcate, 
lamina narrowly or broadly ob-elliptic, 2.0–5.8 
cm long, 7–30 mm wide near the apex, margin 
entire or slightly and irregularly crenulate, 
apex obtuse or subemarginate, conspicuously 
mucronate, base definitely cuneate, green, 
coriaceous, glabrous; venation pinnate, midvein 
thickened and conspicuous below, 1–2 mm 
wide. Inflorescence a simple or compound cyme, 
flowers 1–5; peduncle stout, terete, 1.0–1.8 cm 
long, 1–1.5 mm diam. green, smooth, glabrous; 
secondary peduncles and pedicels spindly, 5–20 
mm long, 0.3—1.0 mm diam., greenish, smooth, 
glabrous; sepals unequal, outer elliptic, 5–7 mm 
long, ca. 3 mm wide, pink, somewhat concave, 
smooth, glabrous; inner subovate, 6–8 mm 
long, ca. 5 mm wide, concave, pink, smooth, 
glabrous; corolla funnelform, 2.2–2.5 cm long, 
interplical aestivation valvate, bud rotund, tube 
2.0–2.3 cm long, ca. 4 mm diam., stout and 
coriaceous, lavender, glabrous, limb somewhat 
perpendicular to tube, 1.8–2.6 cm wide, rotate 
with slightly 10-lobate margin, pink-lavender, 
glabrous, stamens included, unequal, inserted 
at base of tube, 1.4–2.1 cm long, white; style 
reaching to corolla throat, ca. 2 cm long, white. 
Fruit globose, 6–7 mm diam., seeds obovoid, 
4 mm long, 2.8 mm wide, dark brown, coma 
7–8 mm long, tannish. Cotyledons opposite, 
bright green, bilobed, 10–15 x 11–15 mm, the 
free portion of the lobes 5–10 mm long, apex 
rounded, sinus obtuse. 

282 HARvARD PAPERS IN BoTANY vol. 17, No. 2

Literature Cited

howard, r. a. and J. a. MCdonaLd. 1995. Ipomoea sphenophylla Urban recollected and neotypified. Harvard 
Pap. Bot. 7: 69–72.

noteS

Ipomoea sphenophylla is currently found 
in the northern hills of St. Eustatius, in a dry 
evergreen forest. Most plants occur in the 
national park or on the property of the oil 
facility. The species contains considerable 
morphological variability, a large portion 
of which is heritable. Therefore a genetic 
bottleneck in the recent past is unlikely (S. 
Bush and H. Madden unpubl. manuscript). The 
recent development of a trail system within the 
national park has increased encounters with 
Ipomoea sphenophylla; many of the currently 

known plants were discovered during normal 
duties within the park by one of us (H. Madden). 
Current known populations include those located 
on Mary’s Glory (17˚30'40"N, 062˚59'56"W; 
elevation 190–210 m), Signal Hill (17˚29'83"N, 
062˚59'53"W; elevation 190–220 m), on the 
road to Gilboa Hill (17˚30'44"N, 062˚59'10"W; 
elevation; 55–100 m), and on Gilboa Hill 
(17˚30'77"N, 062˚59'08"W, elevation 153 m). 
Plants are in flower from December to April; 
pollinators include hawkmoths, hummingbirds, 
and butterflies.


