Casearia sylvestris Sw.
FLACOURTIACEAE

Samyda parviflora L.
Casearia parviflora L.
Anavinga samyda Gaertn. f.

Synonyms:

General Description.—Wild-coffee, also known
as crack-open, cafeillo, café silvestre, sarnilla,
corta-lengua, guayabillo, guassatonga, and
papelite, is a shrub or small tree usually 2 or 3 m
in height, but occasionally reaching 10 m or more.
On clay soils, the plant relies for absorption and
support on extensive lateral roots that are white,
moderately stiff, and have a corky bark. The plant
may have a single or multiple stems with nearly
smooth, thin gray bark and a moderately branchy
habit. The sapwood is light brown and the
heartwood is dark-brown, fine-textured, hard,
heavy, and strong. The twigs are long and slender,
often horizontal or drooping. The previous year’s
growth often has tufts in the leaf axils of what
were the fruit stalks. The alternate leaves have
petioles 2 to 8 mm long and ovate to lanciolate
blades 4 to 13 cm long by 2 to 5 cm broad with a
wavy edge and a long-pointed tip. Tiny white,
cream, or greenish flowers are crowded (20 to 50)
on short stalks in the leaf axils. The flowers smell
like a mixture of honey and urine. The fruits are
globose or slightly flattened, 3 to 4 mm in
diameter, splitting open on three valves to reveal

wild-coffee

usually three brown seeds covered with a red or
red-orange aril (author’s observations, Croat 1978,
Howard 1989, Liogier 1994, Little and Wadsworth
1964).

Range.—Wild-coffee is native to Cuba, Jamaica,
Hispaniola, Puerto Rico, the Virgin Islands, the
Lesser Antilles, Trinidad and Tobago, Mexico
through Central America, and South America as
far south as northern Argentina, Uruguay, and
Bolivia (Howard 1989, Instituto de Botanica
Darwinion 2002, Killeen and others 1993, Little
and Wadsworth 1964).

Ecology.—Wild-coffee grows on soils of all
textures derived from nearly all parent materials.
However, it does not grow on swampy ground and
usually not on excessively drained sites. In Puerto
Rico, wild-coffee grows in areas receiving from
about 900 to over 3000 mm of annual precipitation
(author’s observation). However, in southern
Brazil, wild-coffee grows even in annually flooded
areas called varzeas (Universidad do Extremo Sul
Catarinense 1999). In Nicaragua, the species
grows from near sea level to 1,300 m in elevation
(Stevens and others 2001). Wild-coffee
demonstrates an intermediate tolerance to shade,
being able to survive and grow slowly under a
forest canopy that is not too dense but requiring
partial sunlight to reproduce. Plants growing in
pine plantations and natural secondary forests in
Puerto Rico held similar concentrations of N, P,
and ash in their leaves, but K levels were nearly
twice as high in natural forest (Lugo 1992). Wild-
coffee is common in brushy pastures, early
secondary forests, roadsides, fence rows, and
gallery forests of stream bottoms (author’s
observation, Little and Wadsworth 1964). It is one
of the principal arborescent species of the Llanos
(plains) of the Orinoco area of Venezuela (van Os
2000).

Reproduction.—Under favorable conditions,
wild-coffee is able to flower and fruit at a young
age, about the second year as a sprout or at about 1
m in height. Although individual plants do not



flower continuously, members of the population
may be seen flowering throughout the year (Little
and Wadsworth 1964, Stevens and others 2001). In
Panama, the species flowers principally in August
to December with sporadic flowering during the
dry season. The fruits mature in about 1 month
(Croat 1978). A collection of fresh fruits (seed +
aril) from Puerto Rico weighed an average of
0.0286 + 0.0021 g/fruit. They vary considerably in
size (coefficient of variation = 60.5). Air-dry seeds
from the same collection averaged 0.0011 +
0.0001 g/seed or 909,000 seeds/kg. Sown on peat,
these seeds germinated at 31 percent between 20
and 103 days after sowing (author’s observation).
In southern Brazil, 84,000 seeds/kg were reported
and a low rate of germination (Universidad do
Extremo Sul Catarinense 1999). Germination is
epigeal. Just one or two fruits per inflorescence are
ripe at any time. The only method of seed
collection known to the author is to hand-pick the
tiny ripe fruits (capsules split exposing the red aril)
and wet sieve to separate the seeds. Birds disburse
the seeds. Natural seedlings are rare to common.
Plants past the seedling stage have a high survival
rate. Damaged plants coppice readily.

Growth and Management.—Wild-coffee has a
moderate growth rate and lives for at least 20
years. Artificial reproduction is usually by seeds,
but cuttings can also be rooted. Recommended
spacing for plantings in Brazil is 4 by 4 m
(Universidad do Extremo Sul Catarinense 1999).
Because it becomes established as part of the early
secondary forest or in disturbed openings of more
advanced forest, management to promote
regeneration of the species might include the use
of clearcuts or group selection in closed forest and
protection of open land from fires.

Benefits.—The wood of wild-coffee is used for or
is suitable for fuel, fence posts, stakes, small poles,
rustic carpentry, and tool handles (Little and
Wadsworth 1964). The species is recommended
for urban planting as a food source for birds (Rio
Grande Energia 2002). It is a honey plant (Little
and Wadsworth 1964). Leaves of wild-coffee
contains 2.5 percent essential oils with a pleasant
aroma. They also contain caprionic acid, saponins,
alkaloids, flavonoids, and a host of other
chemicals. Extracts (particularly of the leaves) are
used in traditional herbal medicine to treat a large
number of different ailments (Universidad do
Extremo Sul Catarinense 1999). Laboratory
experiments have confirmed antiseptic, antitumor,
antiulser, and abortive activity (Basile and others
1990, Carvalho, and others 1999, Itokawa and

others 1990, Silva and others 1988). A commercial
perfume and a weight-loss product contain extracts
of wild-coffee (Fontovit 2002, Multinivel do
Brasil S.A. 2002).
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