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ABSTRACT.- Francisco Herndndez’s “History of the Plants of New Spain”, written
during the second half of the 16" century, is the main source of historical and
ethnobotanical knowledge about the plants that were known during colonial times
in Mexico. Despite the importance of this work, the lack of a universal system of
nomenclature at that time makes it hard to identify many of the plants encountered
in this volume. Currently, more than 2,000 plants remain unidentified and several
previous identifications are questionable. Historical investigation of the uses of
species belonging to the genus Ramirezella (Leguminosae) resulted in an
identification proposed for Herndndez’s “Cicimatic” as Ranmiirezella strobilophora
(Robinson) Rose, a conclusion in accord with Herndndez’s description, illustration
and reported medicinal use. A Cicimatic was also mentioned in the work of
Sahagtin (“General History about the Things of New Spain”), indicating that it was
most likely a valuable plant during colonial times in Mexico. If Ramirezella
strobilophora is the Cicimatic of Hernandez, the ethnobotanical traditions
maintained over more than 400 years may indicate the potential pharmacological
value of this species.
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RESUMEN.- La obra de Francisco Herndndez “Historia de las plantas de la Nueva
Espafia”, escrita en la segunda mitad del siglo XVI, es la principal fuente de
conocimiento histdrico y etnobotanico sobre las plantas que se conocian durante
los tiempos de la Colonia en México. A pesar de la importancia de este trabajo, la
falta de un sistema de nomenclatura universal en aquel tiempo hace dificil la
identificaciéon de algunas de las plantas. Actualmente atin quedan més de 2,000
plantas por identificar, ademdas de varias con dudosas identificaciones, que
requieren especial atencion de los taxénomos. Una investigacion sobre el posible
uso de especies en el género Ramirezella (Leguminosae) durante los tiempos de la
Colonia en México permite proponer una identificacién para el “Cicimatic” de
Francisco Herndndez como Ramirezella strobilophora (Robinson) Rose. Esta
conclusién se basa en la descripcién botdnica, en la ilustracién y en uno de los
usos medicinales reportados por Hernandez. Debido a que un Cicimatic también
se menciona en el trabajo de Sahagtn (“Historia general de las cosas de la Nueva
Espaiia”), es posible suponer que se trataba de una planta valiosa durante los
tiempos de la Colonia en México. Si R. strobilophora corresponde al Cicimatic de
Hernéndez, las tradiciones etnoboténicas que se han mantenido por mas de 400
afios podrian usarse como indicativas de un verdadero valor farmacolégico de la
especie.
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ied (1,544). Based on the short but accurate botanical data provided by Hernandez
as well as the occasional figures, identifications have been proposed for 98 names
to the level of family, 249 to genera, and 667 to species (Flores and Valdés 1979).
These names were compiled by Valdés and Flores (1984) in the seventh volume of
The Complete Work of Francisco Herndndez. The remaining 530 of the studied names
were not identified. The more than 2,062 names for which either no botanical com-
ment has been given (Flores and Valdés 1979), or whose taxonomic identity is
doubtful, stress the need for the participation of taxonomic specialists who could
interpret Hernandez’s work.

In revising the genus Ramirezella (Leguminosae, Papilionoideae), it was noted
that one species, R. strobilophora (Robinson) Rose, has many common names and
traditional medicinal uses in Mexico (Ochoterena-Booth 1991). Distributed prima-
rily along the Pacific slope of the Sierra Madre Occidental, from southern Sonora
and Chihuahua to Nicaragua, R. strobilophora is known by 11 common names: Nowd
(Chihuahua); Cuahuexutl, Ejote de Monte or Dichi-kuu (Guerrero); Frijolillo
(Guerrero, Morelos and Oaxaca); Periquito Azul Grande (Morelos); Flor de Paloma
or Ie-paloma, Gallinita (Oaxaca); Choreque (Chiapas) and Choncho (El Salvador).
The root of R. strobilophora is used by indigenous groups in northwestern Mexico
as a catalyst in the fermentation of Agave to prepare the beverage that the Warihios
call batari (H. S. Gentry 2404, F, MEXU, US). The Raramuri (Taraumaras) use it for
the same purpose during the fermentation of maize to produce tesgiiino (R. Bye
2847, COLO). In Oaxaca (Mexico) the bark of the liana is ground with water to
treat fuegos (M. Sousa 7069 et al., MEXU), a kind of ulcer of the mouth (cold sores).
In addition to this medicinal use, the boiled or toasted fruits are eaten locally (M.
Sousa 7069 et al., MEXU; J. L. Viveros and A. Casas 332, MEXU). The present-day
uses of Ramirezella strobilophora, as well as the great number of common names,
motivated bibliographic research on the possible uses of this species during colo-
nial times.

METHODOLOGY

Due to the morphological similarity between the genus Ramirezella and
Phaseolus (the common bean), descriptions and illustrations of Herndndez that
refer to beans (frijoles) were compared to species of Ramirezella. These were lo-
cated using the indices of the History of the Plants of New Spain (Herndndez 1959).
All descriptions that clearly did not correspond to Ramirezella were ruled out. The
works of de la Cruz (1964, first edition 1552) and Sahagun (1969, first edition 1590)
were then consulted using Hernédndez’s names in addition to beans (frijoles). The
current ethnobotanical information of Ramirezella strobilophora was obtained from
the notes on the labels of herbarium specimens.

RESULTS

Great resemblance was found between Ramirezella strobilophora and the illus-
tration of the “Cicimatic” (Fig. 1A) from the History of the Plants of New Spain
(Herndndez 1959). The similarity of the illustration was corroborated by the de-
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