
Astragalus columbianus Barneby
Columbia milk-vetch

Fabaceae - pea family
status: State Sensitive, Federal Species of Concern, BLM 

sensitive
rank: G3 / S3

General Description: Taprooted, low, sprawling perennial with reddish 
s tems. Leaves  pinnately compound with 5-13  leaflets .
 
Floral Characteristics: Flowers  2-10 per raceme, 18-19 mm long, 
brilliant white, becoming c reamy or yellowish with age. Banner greater 
than 16  mm. Banner and wing petals  much longer than keel. C alyx 
11-12 mm with short black hairs , teeth about 1/2  the length of the tube. 
Flowers  mid-March to early May.
 
Fruits: Sess ile pods  shiny green or red where exposed to direc t sun, 
succulent when young, 2 .5-4  cm long, curved 1/4-1/2  turn. Dry fruits  
black, obcompressed except for the laterally flattened, long beak. Fruits  
split open through beak while s till attached to the plant. Fruits  develop 
mid- to late-A pril and mature through mid-June.
 
Identif ication Tips: Most eas ily identified with mature fruits . To 
determine if the s tipules  are fused, look at the very lowes t s tipule on the 
s tem. Astragalus  speirocarpus  occurs  in s imilar habitats  but flowers  later 
(beginning mid-A pril), has  flowers  that are often smaller (12-20 mm), 
with purple-tipped keels , calyx teeth scarcely 1/4  as  long as  the tube, 
and fruits  that are s trongly coiled into a ring. A. columbianus  has  fruits  
that are merely curved and calyces  with teeth 1/2  as  long as  the tube.
 
Range: Restric ted to an area approximately 40  x 8  km (25 x 5  mi.) along 
the C olumbia River.
 
Habitat/Ecology: Shrub s teppe habitats  from 130 to 700 m (420-2320 
ft), on sandy or gravelly loams, s ilts , rocky s ilt loams, and lithosols . 
A ssoc iated spec ies  inc lude big sagebrush (Artemis ia tridentata), s tiff 
sagebrush (Artemis ia rigida), bluebunch wheatgrass  (Pseudoroegneria 
spicata), and milk-vetch (Astragalus  caricinus , A. purshii, A. speirocarpus , 
A. succumbens ). A. columbianus  inc reases  following low-intens ity fires  
and may colonize dirt roads . However, populations  in dis turbed or burned 
areas  generally do not pers is t.
 
Comments: Habitats  and portions  of populations  have been los t through 
orchard development. Due to the ephemeral nature of some populations , 
suitable habitats  within its  range should be inventoried periodically, 
even if pas t inventories  produced negative results .
 
References: Mastrogiuseppe & Gill 1983; Sauer et al. 1979.

Adapted from Field Guide to the Rare Plants of Washington
http://www.washington.edu/uwpress/search/books/CAMFIE.html
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