NOTES ON EcoNOMIC PLANTS

Ethnobotany of Clibadium L. (Compositae,
Heliantheae) in Latin America.—Reported ap-
plications as barbasco and medicines, common
names, users, and distribution of species of Cli-
badium (Compositae) in Latin America are sum-
marized based upon literature reports and label
data obtained from examination of over 7000
herbarium specimens.

Clibadium L. (Compositae, Heliantheae) is a
genus with interesting patterns of distribution
and complex generic relationships. It comprises
twenty-nine species (Arriagada in prep.) distrib-
uted from southern Mexico throughout Central
America, Caribbean and Lesser Antilles, and
northern South America, from sea level to 3400
m, with high concentrations of species in Colom-
bia, Costa Rica, and Ecuador. The genus is woody
with small, usually loosely aggregated heads, her-
baceous phyllaries arranged in 1-5 series, recep-
tacle usually paleaceous throughout, white to yel-
low 2—4-lobed ray corollas, white 4-5-lobed disc
corollas, purple to black anthers, and chromo-
some numbers all n = 16 (1, 2).

Clibadium is an important element in the Neo-
tropical flora. First, the included species are
shrubby, and in some cases woody, which makes
them conspicuous and encountered often in many
regions; floristic workers, therefore, frequently
must deal with taxa of this group. Second, the
drupe-like fruits are also used as food by birds
(Feisinger et al. 2182 ECON) which indicates a
significant role in wildlife resources and ecology.
Third, species of Clibadium are used as a fish-
poison by Indian tribes throughout Latin Amer-
ica, thus having an ethnobotanical role with
medical potentials for the active compounds.

Some species of Clibadium have been reported
to be used as fish-poisons and as medicines by
Indians tribes throughout Latin America (3, 4,
5, 6, 7, 8). Local people and natives often refer
to fish-poison plants as “barbasco,” which is a
generic term in spanish-speaking countries of
South America for ichthyotoxic plants. Addi-
tional local names may also be used for these
plants.

One of the first reports indicating the use of
Clibadium species as fish-poisons comes from
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Ernst (9) who reported C. sylvestre (as C. asper-
um) and C. surinamense as the species broadly
used from Panama and the Guyanas to the Upper
Orinoco region. Clibadium sylvestre (as C. as-
perum) was also mentioned by Pulle (10) as a
common fish-poison distributed in the West In-
dies, Surinam and French Guyana, Brazil, and
Venezuela as used among Tusmani and Temi
Indians in the Orinoco region. Other species of
Clibadium also have been mentioned (8, 9, 11)
as being used as barbascos and as medicines: C.
eggersii (as C. polygynum) from Guatemala; C.
armanii (as C. rotundifolium from north and
south Brazil; and C. peruvianum (as C. hetero-
trichum) and C. surinamense (as C. strigillosum)
from Peru.

Recent chemical analyses (12, 13, 14) have
isolated ichthyothereol and its acetates from C.
arboreum (as C. erosum) and C. surinamense.
These active compounds previously were known
only from C. sylvestre (15, 16). In spite of the
chemical evidence, few field reports have men-
tioned the use of C. arboreum and C. surina-
mense as fish-poison (Archer 2684, US; Leakey
181, NY; Oldeman 3220, P). Probably, ichthyo-
thereol is produced in minute amounts or, it is
locally restricted to chemical races that are not
recognized and used by natives. Despite the scarce
evidence about their use as fish-poison, the iso-
lated compounds strengthen the taxonomic re-
lationships within these species and with the ge-
nus Ichthyothere. Some acetylenic compounds
(tetrahydropyrans) suggest close relationship be-
tween Ichthyothere and Clibadium (1).

The available literature cites Clibadium syl-
vestre as the species within the genus being broadly
used as fish-poison as compared with C. suri-
namense. Local natives identify C. sylvestre and
C. surinamense and the naming system used re-
flects this distinction but at the same time the
relationship between them based on their chem-
ical properties. Clibadium sylvestre (as Cliba-
dium asperum) is known as “ware koenamie”
(true barbasco) and C. surinamense as “oeman
koenami” (false barbasco) (10).

The following information, obtained from the
labels of over 7000 herbarium specimens, illus-
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trates the use, users, and some of the common
names for the broadly distributed fish-poison
plant: Clibadium sylvestre.

Brazil. The Uaica Indians use the fruiting heads
“udishihimok,” the leaves (‘“udihenuk’) and,
whole plant (““udishihi™) as a fish-poison for small
fish (Prance et al. 10529, ECON). The plant
(“‘canabed” or “maku”) is also cultivated by the
Maki Indians (Prance et al. 15555, ECON). The
Portuguese name for the species is “cunambi,”
or “cunanbi,” meaning barbasco.

Colombia. Used by natives to stop bleeding,
to cure wounds, and as barbasco to kill fish (Gar-
cia & Echavarria 232, MO, McDaniel 11799,
FSU). The Huitotos Indians cultivate this plant
(“diare™) in the Cara-Parana region (Ranghel-
Galindo 40, COL). It is also cultivated by the
Choc6 Indians together with manioc and platan-
os and locally named ‘“huaca” and “catalina”
(Gentry & Fallen 17253, COL). It is considered
toxic to cattle (Romero Castaneda 6144, NY).
The barbasco is commonly prepared using the
tops of plants crushed with soil and mixed with
water to stupify fish (Smith 5058, US); also, the
mascerated and pounded leaves are put into a
basket which is dipped into standing water, which
stupifies the fish (Zarucchi 1304, ECON, GH).

Ecuador. Commonly cultivated and used by
the Lowland Quichua Indians to stupify small
fish (Marles & Palacios EE 39, F). Quichua name:
“Panga ambi” (Mexia 7256, US; Prance et al.
10529, US) and as pain killer (Gentry 9811, CAS).
The Waorani Indians use it as fish-poison (Davis
& Yost 924, ECON). Clibadium sylvestre is also
cultivated by the Kofan Indians (Martin 61,
ECON). It is broadly cultivated in house gardens
by the Colorado Indians (Cazalet & Pennington
5169, NY), the Secoya, and Siona Indians (Vick-
ers 210, F) and the product sold. Several kilo-
grams of leaves are mashed by the Shuar Indians
in water and the water agitated until foam ap-
pears (Limback 120, CAS). The Secoya Indians
use C. sylvestre mixed with mashed-up fruits of
Bactris gasipaes and shaped into balls, that later
are thrown into streams as bait to poison fish.
Natives identify C. sylvestre as “to’teo” or “to’te
€0 (Secoya name for pounded poison). Cliba-
dium sylvestre is sometimes mixed with finely
chopped meat and thrown to the water where
after a few minutes the effect is observed. Most
accounts describe the fish as stunned and some-
times dying almost immediately, rising to the
surface (17).
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Panama. There are only few reports of C. syl-
vestre being used as fish-poison in Panama (Allen
857, F, MO, NY, US; Allen 4582, GH, MO).
Probably this is true because natives use different
plants and fishing techniques. One of the most
commeon plants used is Piper auritum, which is
found throughout lowlands of Panama and used
to attract and trap fish without poisoning (18).
Clibadium sylvestre is illegally used to intoxicate
fish (Hartman & Duke 3866, OS). Its use has
been banned by the Panamanian government be-
cause it kills small as well as large fish (19).

Peru. Clibadium sylvestre is commonly named
“huaca’ or ‘““common barbasco,” but also known
locally as “wasu,” “apach” (Brown s.n., ECON),
and “Chichka™ (Woytkowski 35187, CAS). It is
cultivated and the crushed leaves used for fish-
poison (Killip & Smith 26834, F, Seibert 2022,
US; Woytkowski 35185, F). Also, the whole plant
is mascerated and used as fish-poison (Mexia
6506a, NY). Clibadium sylvestre is cultivated by
the Culinas Indians, who may have brought the
plant from their former home in Brazil (Rutter
& Barozo-Ferreyra s.n., OS).

Venezuela. Plants (““conambi” or “Kuma”) are
cultivated and used by Arekunas Indians to kill
fishes (Cardona Puig 2848, NY). The cultivated
plants are crushed and mixed with soil for use
as a fish stupefactant (Clark & Clark 7674, MO).

Surinam. Clibadium sylvestre has been cited
(20) as used mixed with Piper spp. and it is known
as “Warakabakoro™ or “tona” by natives.

It is probable that the current broad distri-
bution of C. sylvestre could have been increased
by migration (27) and domestication by native
Indians who cultivated the taxon in house gar-
dens in Amazonia, Panama and northern South
America [e.g., probable introduction in Vene-
zuela by the Culinas Indians who migrated from
Brazil (Rutter & Barozo-Ferreyra s.n., OS), the
Chocé Indians probably migrated from Brazil to
Panama (5, 6)].
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Merremia discoidesperma (Convolvulaceae)
seeds as medicines in Mexico.—During a visit
to the Sunday market in Cuitzelan, Puebla, on
26 June 1994, one vendor was found offering a
variety of plant products as remedies for human
ailments. Among drawings of human internal
anatomy, stacks of seeds and fruits, and mixtures
in plastic bags, I noticed the largest collection of
Merremia discoidesperma (Donn.-Sm.) O’Do-
nell seeds I had ever seen. The vendor assured
me that this was not a native Mexican plant [see,
however, the map of its native range (Fig. 1) and
Gunn 1977], but a miraculous imported seed
called “tomate marino” or “‘castaiia de la India.”
Used properly, he said it would cure a variety of
illnesses plaguing humans. Because compara-
tively little about use of this species is recorded
in the literature, I asked more questions.

The procedure for using the seeds that were in
his mounded display was straight forward. Two
seeds are chosen from those available and placed
in a glass of water. When one seed is found that
floats and one that sinks, the selection is made.
This, the vendor assured me, was a vital step.
The floating seed was called the “macho”; the
sinking seed the “hembra.” The two seeds were
then to be placed in a glass of water and left to
soak overnight. The following morning the seeds
were to be removed and the water where they
had floated was to be drunk. A critical final step
was that the seeds were to then be carried in the
small bag by the person seeking the cure. This
sequence of events was said to cure hemorrhoids,
circulation problems, varicose veins and high
blood pressure.

The same basic procedure, with the omission
of drinking the water, was recorded by Gunn (/)
for the Veracruz area of Mexico [see also (5)]. At
the time Gunn wrote the paper, however, it was
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Fig. 1.

not recorded which seed was properly to be called
the “macho” and which the “hembra.” Also,
Gunn (/) and McDonald (5) knew of only that
hemorrhoids were treated by the seeds. In ad-
dition, Williams (7) recorded the use of the seeds
as a remedy against snakebites in Nicaragua. The
common name (see below) in Costa Rica perhaps
suggests a snakebite usage there.

Neither Miguel Angel Martinez nor Christina
Mapes of the Jardin Botanico of the Universidad
Nacional Autonomo de México, who have been
studying the markets in this town for some years,
had ever seen or heard of this member of the
Convolvulaceae there. When I returned to the
same market place the following Sunday hoping
to get more information, the vendor was not
present. Thus, we have no direct data on the
origin of the seeds and how long this product has
been sold as a remedy in Puebla. Still, the exis-
tence of these remedies and uses in the Gulf re-
gion of Mexico over the past 20-odd years in-
dicates that they have been in use there for some
time. Perhaps some or all the uses predate Eu-
ropean arrival.

People in temperate zones have been fasci-

Known distribution of Merremia discoidesperma (boxes) and locations where plants have recently
been found in markets (X).

nated by these seeds since at least the time of
Clusius in the 1600’s and perhaps thousands of
years because the seeds are carried north by sea
currents. Still, only two recent articles deal with
the species outside a floristic context, those pub-
lished by Gunn (I) and Williams (7). Gun (1, 2)
also mentions the seed as precious among drift
seeds due to their rarity and says it is known in
Europe as “Mary’s bean” or “crucifixion-bean.”
Both common names are allusions to the cross
on the surface. The seed apparently floats as far
north as Ireland, the Hebrides, the Orkneys and
Shetland Islands where it is regarded as a gift
from God. Thus, two distinct parts of the World
use the seeds against ailments for what appear
to be different reasons.

To the scientific community the species has
been known from Central America since it was
originally described as Ipomoea discoidesperma
by J. Donnell-Smith in 1889. Knowledge among
the natives of MesoAmerica is markedly older.
In Guatemala the seeds are called “quiebra-ca-
jete” (6). From several places along the Carib-
bean shores (3) the seeds are known as “almor-
rana” or “tomate de mar” (note the similarity
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to “tomate marino” of Cuitzelan). Costa Ricans
call the seeds “‘contraveneno.” The type collec-
tion for the species was made in Bayamo (also
spelled Bayamon), Cuba. Although no recent
specimens have been seen Hispaniola, it was col-
lected in Haiti by Ekman and in the Dominican
Republic by Abbott and Ekman (3). Liogier (4)
records the common name “cacorne noir” and
says that it is “rara en maniguas costeras.” When
Gunn (1, 2) reported the drift seeds on the Wotho
atoll in the Marshall Islands, he assumed that
they originated in Chiapas, Mexico, where they
had been reported (6). The species has also been
collected near Golfito on the Pacific coast of Cos-
ta Rica as well as in Monte Verde.

Known distribution: Mexico (Veracruz, Bea-
man 5172 XAL; Chiapas. Martinez S. 15281
XAL), Guatemala (Alta Verapaz, Huehueten-
ango, both (3), Peten. Contreras 8944 XAL),
Nicaragua (Zelaya. Stevens 12722 MO), Costa
Rica (Alajuela. Haber & Bello 1879 MO; Pun-
tarenas. Burger and Matta 4766 F, MO). Cuba
(Oriente, Wright isotype MO), Haiti (du Nord)
and Dominican Republic (Samana) (3).
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