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Abstract: A new subspecies of Sideroxylon mascatense (A.DC.) T.D.Penn. in the Western Hajar 

Mountains, differing from the type subspecies in the colour of the mature fruit, is described.  The 

two colour forms are genetically isolated, showing that these two are distinct taxa. 
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1. Introduction 

Sideroxylon mascatense (A.DC.) T.D.Penn. is distributed from SW Pakistan to NE 

Africa.  It is present in Afghanistan and Baluchistan (Pakistan), Oman, Saudi Arabia, and 

Yemen in the Arabian Peninsula, and in Djibouti, Ethiopia, and Somalia in NE Africa [1–

7].  It is typically a shrub or large tree found from 550–2100 m (meters) in its native range 

of distribution.  In Oman, populations occur above 1000 meters in the Hajar Mountains in 

northern Oman and in the Dhofar mountains in southern Oman [4,8]. 

Two fruit colour forms, black and yellowish-brown (at maturity), are found in the 

populations of Sideroxylon mascatense.  In Pakistan and Afghanistan, the fruit is described 

as black in colour [5,6], while in Ethiopia and Somalia, the fruit is described as yellowish-

brown [3,9].  Chaudhary [1] does not give the colour of fruit; he notes that the Saudi 

Arabian plants belong to subsp. arabica Chiov., but we have not been able to locate the 

publication where that subspecies may have been described.  Both the black and the 

yellowish-brown forms coexist in Oman [4,10,11] and are well known by the local 

habitants of the Western Hajar mountains.  The yellowish-brown form is known as 

“hegimt” and the black form as “būt” (Arabic), a name also used for the Sideroxylon 

mascatense plant in general.  The distribution of Sideroxylon mascatense in the Western Hajar 

mountains is shown in Figure 1. 

Research on population genetics of Sideroxylon mascatense showed a significant level 

of genetic differentiation between the two forms.  Cluster analysis showed two main 

clades, one with mostly specimens of black coloured fruit, and the other with mostly 

specimens of yellowish-brown coloured fruit [12].  Morphologically, mature fruit colour 

is the only trait that visibly distinguishes the two forms. 

2. Materials and Methods 

A detailed study of the morphology of Sideroxylon mascatense was performed during 

a larger study on its population genetics and distribution, and its associated plant 

communities in Oman [8].  This included surveying 114 quadrats in the Western Hajar 

Mountains.  Out of a total of 513 specimens of Sideroxylon mascatense studied, only 172 had 

mature fruit.  Of these, 158 specimens had black fruit and 14 had yellowish-brown fruit.  

The population genetics of the samples was analysed by AFLP fingerprinting (see details 

in [12].  The yellowish-brown form was genetically distinct from the black form and is 

described here as a new taxon.  

In the protologue of Monotheca mascatensis (basionym of Sideroxylon mascatense 

(A.DC.) T.D.Penn.) Candolle describes the fruit as immature and does not give any colour 
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… “bacca immature 3 lin. longa, ovoidea-globosa.” (A.DC., Prodr. [A. P. de Candolle] 8: 

152 1844 – type from Mascate, Aucher-Éloy 4916 & 4917, G-BOISS !, K !).  Our fieldwork 

showed that the black fruit form is the more common of the two; we are, therefore, 

maintaining the black fruit form as the type subspecies. 

3. Description and Taxonomic Treatment 

Sideroxylon mascatense (A.DC.) T.D.Penn. subsp. hajarense E.Hopkins, R.Al-

Yahyai, & Ghaz., subsp. nov.  

TYPE: Sultanate of Oman, Western Hajar Mountains, Saiq Plateau, 1914 m, N23° 4' 

0.4188” E57° 37' 39”, 30 June 2021, E. Hopkins 518 (ON, holo.; E, K, iso.). Figure 2. 

Morphologically, subsp. hajarense differs from the type subsp. mascatense, primarily 

in the yellowish-brown colour of fruit at maturity as opposed to the mature black fruit of 

the type subspecies.  

 

Figure 1. Distribution of Sideroxylon mascatense subsp. mascatense, represented by black dots, and 

Sideroxylon mascatense subsp. hajarense, represented by white dots, on the Western Hajar 

mountains of Oman. 

3.1. Description 

Large evergreen woody shrub up to 2 m tall, spreading up to 2.4 m in width.  Bark 

grey, mealy, lateral branches ending in spines.  Leaves alternate, 5.8–4.2 × 3.2–12 mm 

(millimeters), oblong-ovate to spatulate, base tapering into a short petiole 1–2.5 mm, 

margins entire; lamina grey-green above, grey-green-sericeous beneath or glabrous.  

Flowers pale yellow, in axillary clusters, sessile, 3.9–4.5 mm across. Sepals 5-lobed, 

sericeous.  Petals 5-lobed. Stamens exserted.  Fruit a fleshy berry, globose, 10–11.5 mm in 

diameter, with a short apical point, 1-seeded, yellow-brown when ripe, edible (Figs. 2, 3). 
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Figure 2. Sideroxylon mascatense subsp. hajarense at 1914 m elevation on Jebel Akhdar in the 

Western Hajar Mountains of Oman. 
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Figure 2: (a) Fruit of Sideroxylon mascatense subsp. mascatense. (b) fruit of Sideroxylon mascatense 

subsp. hajarense. (c) Flowers of S. mascatense subsp. mascatense. (d) flowers of S. mascatense subsp. 

hajarense. 

3.2. Habitat 

Rocky hillside with sparse vegetation of small to medium shrubs, woody and 

herbaceous perennials on rocky clay soil with boulders and exposed rock face.  Growing 

alongside Vachellia gerrardii subsp. negevensis (Zohary) Ragup., Seigler, Ebinger & Maslin, 

Ziziphus hajarensis Duling, Ghaz. & Prend., and Olea europaea subsp. cuspidata (Wall. & 

G.Don) Cif. 

3.3. Phenology  

Flowering January through July; fruiting April through September.   Observations 

based on many field trips throughout the Western Hajar Mountains. 

3.4. Etymology  

The new subspecies is named after the Hajar mountains, where it is found and which 

is also the type locality. 
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10 mm 
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4. Discussion 

The new subspecies is representative of the larger community of Sideroxylon 

mascatense in the Western Hajar Mountains of Oman.  The overall size and canopy 

architecture of specimens vary depending on water availability and grazing pressures.  

Specimens are known to grow to heights exceeding 4 m and grow gregariously, 

sometimes growing in clusters exceeding 4 m in width.  Leaves vary in morphology due 

to water availability and grazing pressures.  The more heavily-grazed lower branches 

have much smaller leaves and are heavily armed with spines, while the growth on the 

tops of the trees out of the reach of grazing animals has larger leaves and fewer spines.  

The fruit of Sideroxylon mascatense can vary from 6–19 mm in diameter, depending on 

water availability.  Specimens of Sideroxylon mascatense subsp. mascatense dominate the 

communities with S. mascatense subsp. hajarense occurring less frequently. 
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