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ABSTRACT 
Carissa macrocarpa (Eckl.) A. DC. is documented as occurring outside of cultivation in 

Texas.  Several colonies were found growing on shell middens in Nueces County.  It is suspected that 
seeds were dispersed from landscape plantings in the Corpus Christi area.  Carissa macrocarpa has 
moderate invasive potential along the Texas coast. 
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Carissa macrocarpa (Eckl.) A. DC. (Apocynaceae), commonly known as Natal plum, was 
recently documented as naturalizing in Nueces County, Texas.  The species has not been previously 
reported outside of cultivation in Texas (Correll & Johnson 1970; Hatch 1990; Jones et al. 1997; 
Turner et al. 2003). 
 

Carissa macrocarpa is native to the coastal region of Natal, South Africa.  It was introduced 
into the United States in 1886 by the horticulturist Theodore L. Meade.  In 1903, David Fairchild of 
the Office of Foreign Seed and Plant Introduction of the United States Department of Agriculture 
imported a large quantity of seeds from the Botanical Garden at Durban, South Africa.  Several 
thousand seedlings were raised at the then Plant Introduction Garden at Miami and distributed for 
testing in Florida, the Gulf states and California.  Extensive effort was devoted to following up on the 
fate of the plants in different climatic zones.  Carissa macrocarpa was introduced into Hawaii in 
1905 and over the next few years was extensively distributed throughout the islands.  It was planted 
in the Bahamas in 1913.  It first fruited in the Philippines in 1924 and is grown to a limited extent in 
India and East Africa. The species is valued mainly as a protective hedge, while the fruit is edible and 
suitable for fruit salads, cakes, puddings ice cream, pies, and tarts.  The summary information above 
on Carissa macrocarpa is taken from Morton (1987). 
 

Carissa macrocarpa (Fig. 1) was found growing on shell middens in Nueces County.  It is 
suspected that seeds were dispersed from landscape plantings, possibly by birds, in the Corpus 
Christi, Texas area.  Three colonies (averaging 3 x 3 meters) were documented at this site.  These 
colonies are reproducing vegetatively with branches rooting low to the ground.  Elsewhere in the 
USA, Carissa macrocarpa is known to be naturalized only in Florida, where Wunderlin and Hansen 
(2010) report that it occurs in seven counties. 
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Voucher specimen: USA. Texas. Nueces Co.: Padre Balli Park (Nueces County park lands), north 
end of Padre Island, jct of Windward and Lee Ward Drive, 17 May 2010, Singhurst 18265 (BAYLU). 
 

Shell middens (or shell mounds) in the mid-Gulf coast of Texas are located on the back side 
of dunes and are composed of shells (clams, oysters, whelks) with inter-dispersed sand.  The middens 
support an assemblage of calciphilic plants.  The dominant flora of the shell middens includes 
Opuntia stricta, Dalea emarginata, Heterotheca subaxillaris, Indigofera miniata, and Yucca 
treculeana.  Other common associates include Aphanostephus skirrhobasis, Chamaecrista 
fasciculata, Chamaesyce sp., Chloris sp., Croton punctatus, Cyperus sp., Dichanthelium sp., 
Distichlis spicata, Gaillardia pulchella, Ibervillea lindheimeri, Orobanche ludoviciana, Rhynchosia 
americana, Oenothera drummondii, Paspalum sp., Plantago hookeriana, Portulaca pilosa, and 
Sporobolus pyramidatus.  See Slater and Kincaid (2004) for a discussion of the botany of shell 
middens in Florida. 
 

 
 
Fig. 1. Carissa macrocarpa (Natal plum) in Nueces County, Texas 
 

 
Carissa  macrocarpa (Figs 1, 2) is a vigorous, spreading woody shrub with abundant, 

gummy-white sap.  It may reach a height of 4.5–5.5 m and an equal breadth.  The branches are armed 
with stout, double pronged thorns of up to 5 cm long.  Leaves are evergreen, opposite, broad-ovate, 
2.5–5 cm long, dark green, glossy, and leathery.  Flowers are sweetly fragrant, white, 5-lobed with 
tubes to 5 cm and are borne singly or few together at the tips of branches.  The fruits are ovoid to 
spheroid, to 6.25 cm long and 4 cm wide.  Upon ripening, the tender smooth skin turns a bright 
magenta-red.  The fruit contains 6–16 small, flat, brown seeds.  
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      Fig. 2. Carissa macrocarpa (Natal plum) in flower. 
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