Palicourea crocea (Sw.) J.A. Schultes
RUBIACEAE

Synonyms:
Psychotria crocea Sw.
Palicourea reparia Benth.
Palicourea croceoides Ham.

cachimbo

Palicourea coccinea Poiteau ex DC.

Palicourea crocea DC. var. riparia (Benth.) Griseb.
Palicourea brevithyrsa Britt. & Standl.

General Description.—Cachimbo is a medium to
large shrub also known as red palicourea, yellow
palicourea, yellow-cedar, tapa camino, ponasi,
bois de I’encore, bois cabrit, and bois fou-fou
(Little and others 1974). There is some ambiguity
in the classification of this species. Liogier (1997)
separates P. crocea and P. croceoides on the basis
of flower color; Howard (1989) treats them as a
single species under P. crocea. We will follow
Howard for the purposes of this description. The
stems of cachimbo are green when young,
changing to gray. The inner bark remains green.
The wood is moderately hard and brittle. There are
usually several sprouts from the base and long
straight branches arising from major stems.
Cachimbo develops a robust, shallow lateral root
system with abundant fine roots. Foliage is
relatively sparse and concentrated near the
growing tips. The plant is glabrous or nearly so.
The leaves are elliptic, 7.0 to 14.5 cm long and 3.5

to 5.5 cm broad, and pointed at both ends with a
petiole 0.5 to 1.0 cm long. The tubular flowers are
grouped in cymes. Flower color ranges from
yellow to red. The fruits are ovoid to globose, 4 to
6 mm in diameter and dark red, purple, or black.
They are faintly sweet with a grassy flavor. There
are two seeds per fruit when perfectly developed.
The seeds are black or grayish with a hard, bony
shell, and hemispherical, with a groove on the flat
side and three ridges on the rounded side.

Range.—The natural range of cachimbo extends
from southern Mexico through Central America
and South America to southern Brazil and
Paraguay on the mainland and includes the Greater
and Lesser Antilles in the Caribbean (Howard
1989, Liogier 1997)

Ecology.—Cachimbo grows in areas receiving
precipitations ranging from 1500 to over 4000
mm/yr. Soils where it grows are usually loams to
clays derived from volcanic or sedimentary parent
material. Elevations may be a few meters above
sea level up to 1,000 m (Little and others 1974).
Cachimbo requires disturbance to establish itself.
It grows well in tree-fall gaps, landslides, artificial
openings, and under thin forest canopies. It
competes aggressively with forbs, other shrubs,
and young trees. When the canopies close and
shade becomes dense, existing plants decline and
eventually disappear. Labron (1977) calls the
species a “gap opportunist.” Cachimbo was a
principal species in abandoned pastures in the
Luquillo Mountains, Puerto Rico, 60 years ago,
but not in abandoned shade coffee plantations
(Zimmerman and others 1995). The species grows
slowly on nutrient-poor substrate (as in landslide
areas), but responds to N and P fertilization under
those conditions (Fetcher and others 1996).

Reproduction.—Cachimbo flowers and fruits
irregularly throughout the year (Little and others
1974). The fruits in one Puerto Rican sample



weighed an average of 0.1488 + 0.0055 g/fruit.
Seeds cleaned from the sample averaged 0.0314 +
0.0048 g/seed or 32,000 seeds/kg. Thirty-five
percent of these seeds germinated between 39 and
84 days after sowing in commercial potting mix.
Palicourea flowers are pollinated by humming
birds and the fruits are dispersed by frugiverous
birds (Taylor 1996). Bees were also observed to
visit the flowers (Labron 1977). Cachimbo suffers
relatively little seed loss to pathogens and
predators and germinates at a higher percent after
natural dispersal than without it (Myster 1997).
Seedlings are common and widespread in suitable
habitat. There is no significant difference between
seasons in seedling appearance, but regardless of
season, seed germination is always higher in the
open than in closed canopy areas (Labron 1977).
Transplanted wildlings survive and grow poorly
(personal communication with F.N. Scatena, IITF,
Rio Piedras, PR)

Growth and Management.—Cachimbo grows
slowly (a few cm) the first year and rapidly (1 m
or more per year) for about 2 years in openings
(Labron 1977). After about 3 years, seedlings
sown under an open canopy had accumulated
about 20 times more biomass than seedlings sown
under closed canopy conditions. The above-ground
to below-ground ratio of the open-canopy plants
was 4.8 (Labron 1977). Cachimbo may reach 6 m
in height and 7.5 cm in stem diameter (Howard
1989, Little and others 1974). No annual rings are
visible. However, single stems last about 10 years,
and plants can continue to regenerate with new
sprouts. Plants cut during plantation cleaning and
trail clearing quickly regain their former height
(author’s observation). Scatena and others (1993)
present an equation to predict oven-dry above-
ground biomass (To) from diameter at breast
height (D) and height (H): To = exp(0.752 In
(D*H) — 2.362) where R* = 0.861.

Benefits.—Cachimbo is a food source for several
species of song birds (Devoe 1989). It is higher in
the major nutrients in its tissues than most of the
trees and shrubs with which it is associated
(Scatena and others 1993) and is probably a good
recycler of nutrients and a good forage plant.
People in some areas of Puerto Rico use crushed
cachimbo leaves to stop bleeding (Labron 1977).

References
Devoe, N.N. 1989. Differential seeding and

regeneration in openings and beneath closed
canopy in sub-tropical wet forest. Ph.D.

dissertation. Yale University, New Haven, CN.
307 p.

Fetcher, N., B.L. Haines, R.A. Cordero, D.J.
Lodge, L.R. Walker, D.S. Fernandez, and W.T.
Lawrence. 1996. Responses of tropical plants to
nutrients and light on a landslide in Puerto Rico.
Journal of Ecology 84(3): 331-341.

Howard, R. A. 1989. Flora of the Lesser Antilles,
Leeward and Windward Islands. Vol. 6. Arnold
Arboretum, Harvard University, Jamaica Plain,
MA. 658 p.

Labréon, M. L. 1977. An autoecological study of
Palicourea riparia Bentham (RUBIACEAE): an
ecologically important species in the recovery of
a disturbed tropical rain forest in Puerto Rico.
Ph.D. Dissertation. University of North
Carolina, Chapel Hill, NC. 238 p.

Liogier, H. A. 1997. Descriptive flora of Puerto
Rico and adjacent islands. Vol. 5. Editorial de la
Universidad de Puerto Rico, San Juan, PR.
436 p.

Little, E.L., Jr., R.O. Woodbury, and F.H.
Wadsworth. 1974. Trees of Puerto Rico and the
Virgin Islands. Vol. 2. Agriculture Handbook
449. U.S. Department of Agriculture,
Washington, DC. 1,024 p.

Myster, R.W. 1997. Seed predation, disease and
germination on landslides in neotropical lower
montane wet forest. Journal of Vegetation
Science 8(1): 55-64.

Scatena, F.N., W. Silver, T. Siccama, A. Johnson,
and M.J. Sanchez. 1993. Biomass and nutrient
content of the Bisley Experimental Watershed,
Luquillo Experimental Forest, Puerto Rico,
before and after Hurricane Hugo, 1989.
Biotropica 25(1): 15-27.

Taylor, C.M. 1996. Palicourea (Rubiaceae).
www.mobot.org/MOBOT/Staff/Research/taylor
//palihome.html. 9 p.

Zimmerman, J.K., T.M. Aide, M. Rosario, M.
Serrano, and L. Herrera. 1995. Effects of land
management and a recent hurricane on forest
structure and composition in the Luquillo
Experimental Forest, Puerto Rico. Forest
Ecology and Management 77(1-3): 65-76.



John K. Francis, Research Forester, U.S.
Department of Agriculture, Forest Service,
International Institute of Tropical Forestry, Jardin
Botanico Sur, 1201 Calle Ceiba, San Juan PR
00926-1119, in cooperation with the University of
Puerto Rico, Rio Piedras, PR 00936-4984



