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rescences of this species. I could, therefore,
conclude that Paraguay is home to genuine
Butia yatay.
Investigating Across Two Borders
When first attempting to come to terms
with variations seen in the Butia yatay/
Butia paraguayensis complex, I found
great difficulty making any determination
from sketchy herbarium specimens. The
only way to resolve it was to intensely
collect from the populations in southern
Paraguay and northern Argentina.
Glassman (1979) suggested that B. paraguayensis may only be a smaller variety of
B. yatay since the species is complex and
extremely variable. After spending field
time with both buteas, I found evidence
that disagrees with Glassman’s theory. I
found both species are distinct in their
own right. Hybridization, though, is still a
possibility with crosses and back crosses
between the two species or with other
Butia forms that I am in the process of
describing. In order to understand this
questionable “hybridization,” I needed to
first understand both parents.
Putting it All Together at MBC
Fortunately I was able to collect seeds
from populations over a broad range to
introduce into MBC’s collection for further
research. Together with the observations I
carefully documented in the field and new
herbarium specimens I made, I have everything I need to finally piece together the
scientific picture of this intriguing palm
puzzle. Look for my results in an upcoming
research paper in 200__. ■
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My most recent trip to Panama in 2004 came about
the “groove” Zamias.
after a friend sent me digital images of some unusual
Panamanian cycads. Because MBC had undertaken
several expeditions to Panama in the past, I didn’t
place any priority on these plants until I showed the
photos to one of my cycad-savvy friends. He was
shocked to learn of cycads growing on beaches
near saltwater, and encouraged me to contact the
original photographer to obtain more information
about the plants.
It turned out that the person who originally
discovered and photographed the plants, Gregg
Hamann, was an avid cycad enthusiast. To my surprise, he was willing to fund and assist on a 10-day
expedition to Panama to document and collect seeds
of this intriguing plant for MBC’s Cycad Collection.
With considerable additional help from Dr. Alberto Taylor,
cycad researcher at the University of Panama and long-time
MBC collaborator, and cycad horticulturist, Greg Holzman, the
expedition was planned in record time. In September 2004 we
headed off to investigate the islands and the mainland of Bocas
del Toro in western Panama for the reported cycads and collect ripe
seeds from both palm and cycad populations.
This was my first trip to Panama and I was amazed at the rich plant diversity
packed into such a small country—and how much we could accomplish in such a
short time. For palms, we collected 259 seeds representing six taxa and seven new
accessions, including Colpothrinax cookii, a new taxon for MBC. But it was the
cycads that gave us our most exciting find.
We located, as Gregg’s original photos promised, a beautiful “groove-leafed”
Zamia cycad species, not only thriving on salt-laden beaches but also inland in a
very different habitat. With that discovery came a lot of taxonomic confusion. We
could confidently identify a mainland population of Zamia skinneri and and found
one that resembled Z. neurophyllidia, but there were other populations with significant differences. At least undescribed species are present that I working with
my fellow collaborators to describe. We were able to document and collect from
four island populations and two mainland populations including the plant’s pollinator beetles.
Panama, I learned, is world famous for its biodiversity—one of the richest in the
Americas with over 10,000 vascular plant species. I was thrilled from having experienced just fraction of it. They say that a Panama experience can only be surpassed
if you come back, and I am very much looking forward to it. ■

