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Field observation has demonstrated that within Guajiquiro Municipio the
guachipilin occupies a narrow habitat within the fertile slopes between 1700 m
and 1900 m of elevation. Settlements in Honduras that bear the name “Guachipilin”
are found at elevations ranging from 690 m to 1500 m (Instituto Geografico Nacional
1990). The geographical distribution of the toponym suggests that the tree’s habi-
tat extends beyond this 200 m zone. Another possible explanation is that the
toponym’s wide dispersal reflects guachipilin’s cultural importance rather than
its favored habitat.

GUAJIQUIRO MUNICIPIO

Most of Guajiquiro’s population resides in loosely-bound hamlets, called aldeas
and caserios, that are scattered throughout the northern third of the municipio at
elevations between 1700 m and 2100 m. The aldea and caserio are indigenous settle-
ment forms that persist throughout Central America’s highlands, distinct from
the agglomerated-grid settlement model that the Spanish imposed throughout
much of Latin America (West and Augelli 1989). The dispersed nature of these
settlements creates a landscape in which Lenca communities are closely embed-
ded within the systems of soil, water and forest resources that they depend upon
for their subsistence.

The Lenca refer to this upland zone as the tierra fresca, ‘cool land’, or tierra
arriba, ‘upland’ (Figure 1). Settlements located below approximately 1700 m are in,
what the Lenca call, tierra calida, ‘warm land’. Both the uplands and lowlands are
occupied by milpas, some teetering on steep 40% slopes, fallow patches of briars
and ferns called guamil, moist, grassy clearings for cattle grazing sometimes called
chaguites, and a variety of forest patches present in varying stages of manipulated
succession.

Forest types include broadleaf cloudforest, generally found above 2000 m on
slopes with a northeast aspect. These forests are the primary targets of govern-
ment protection. They contain towering, buttressed trees (12 m-40 m high) and the
rich epiphytic growth common in moist, tropical lowland environments. Mixed
pine-broadleaf forests prevail between 1800 m and 2000 m. Several species of pines
form this forest’s patchy canopy and support masses of epiphytes. Interspersed
evergreen oaks and a broadleaf tree/shrub understory complement the pine cover.
Pine forests cloak soil-poor slopes below 1700 m. This description of elevational
zones is misleading, especially above 1700 m, because of the patchwork nature of
temporal patterns of forest clearance. One slope may support several forest types
representing several different stages of succession.

MILPAS

Tierra fresca contains the municipio’s thickest, most fertile topsoils, known lo-
cally as suelo franco. The Lenca employ shifting cultivation on these clay loams
and produce the traditional maize, beans, and squash crop trio found throughout
much of highland Middle America. Annually, the Lenca clear forest or guamil for
new milpas in February and March. They prepare and plant their milpas during
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April and May, the last two months of the dry season and harvest in October and
November, the final months of the wet season.

The Lenca rotate their arable land through up to three vegetative stages, milpa,
guamil, and forest, for periods of varying duration (Figure 5). Traditionally, the
duration of each stage depends on factors including slope angle, soil quality, and
a family’s caloric demand. To determine the timing of guamil or forest clearance
the Lenca also consider the mix of plants present. For example, a guamil patch in
which frijolillo plants (Acacia angustissima, Fam. Leguminosae, Subfamily
Caesalpinioideae) are dominant is considered suitable for clearance. A guamil patch
where blackberries, Rubus are dominant is not yet ready for clearance.

FIGURE 5.— Milpa, guaymil, and pine forest cloak a gentle grade in tierra arriba (photo
by Scott Brady).
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Milpa stages customarily ranged from 2-10 years, as did the guamil and forest
fallow period. Protected area land use restrictions intended to allow forest regen-
eration have shortened the duration of the fallow cycle. By prohibiting the clearance
of forested land and land where forest is regenerating, protected area restrictions
force farmers to clear guamil patches earlier than usual. Agricultural extension
agents in the municipio work to reduce forest clearance by promoting the cultiva-
tion of tree crops, like apples and peaches, as a means to allow permanent
cultivation rather than shifting cultivation. Protected area restrictions have only
recently begun to be enforced. The fines meted out have only penalized forest
clearance. They have not yet prevented it. Similarly, the lack of a dependable mar-
ket for apple and peaches has prevented farmers from abandoning shifting
cultivation.

Lenca milpas support the full range of vegetation lifeforms. Verdant, herba-
ceous, food plants, like maize and several varieties of beans, sprout up through
the dark ash, stumps and skeletons of burnt forest. Their milpas also include inter-
cropped living trees. Lenca traditionally have practiced de facto agroforestry by
encouraging the growth of fabaceous tree species for soil fertility and erosion pre-
vention in their milpas (Figure 2). Frijolillo, and guachipilin, are the two
predominant milpa tree species.

Rather than planting guachipilin, the Lenca manage for the plant’s presence
in their milpas. They refrain from clearing the plant when clearing guamil or forest
patches for milpa preparation. This is similar to the practice of the Huastec Maya
of Veracruz State in Mexico who also manage for the plant, which they call chicath
(Alcorn 1984). Like the Lenca, Huastec farmers consider the tree an indicator of
milpa yields. An abundance of Diphysa pods portends abundant bean and maize
yields.

Alcorn (1984) also found that the Huastec care for the tree because of its mul-
tiple uses. They use leaves, shoots, and bark from the chicath to ameliorate
conditions that range from diarrhea to boils. Recent research by Guatemalan
ethnopharmacologists confirmed Diphysa’s medicinal qualities (Caceres et al. 1990,
1993a, 1993b, 1995). Various preparations of Diphysa bark acted against dermato-
phytic infections, gastrointestinal disorders, and strains of gonorrhea.

The high costs and lack of information about chemical fertilizers have limited
the adoption of these by the Lenca of Guajiquiro. They continue to depend on
fallowing for restoration of fertility; and, make room in their milpas for two faba-
ceous trees, the guachipilin and frijolillo, that, in symbiosis with Rhizobium, fix
nitrogen (Budowski 1987). Enforcement of protected area land use restrictions and
the efforts of agricultural extension agents probably will not diminish the func-
tion of guachipilin in the Lenca agricultural landscape. The Lenca will continue to
rely on the tree for soil improvement. The tree’s monetary value beyond the milpa
will further persuade farmers to include it in their plots.

HOUSES

Similar to the Huastecs, the Lenca also value the multiple uses of guachipilin.
The tree’s durable trunk is an essential construction material for their houses. The
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salvage guachipilin corner posts from abandoned house sites when constructing
new bajareque houses.

Bajareques with guachipilin corner posts dot the hills throughout Guajiquiro
municipio. Guachipilin trees, however, do not grow throughout Guajiquiro’s up-
lands. The distribution shown on Figure 4 notwithstanding, in Guajiquiro
guachipilin trees primarily grow in milpas, guamil, and secondary forests found
on the clay loam slopes located between 1700 m and 1900 m of elevation. Lencas
farming in this zone profit by selling the guachipilines that they have tended in
their milpas. The cost of one guachipilin corner post is 100 Lempiras ($7 US). A
typical bajareque house includes eight corner posts. This makes gauchipilin corner
posts the second most valuable component of a bajareque house, after the 3,000
roof tiles that cost 1 Lempira each.

Aregional authority previously predicted that the Lenca’s acculturation would
include the wholesale adoption of the Spanish adobe house at the expense of the
bajareque (West 1998). Recent interviews and field observation suggest that the
transition is proceeding only slowly. However, should Lenca throughout Guajiquiro
exclusively adopt adobe or substitute the recently introduced cinder blocks for
the walls of their houses, the architectural function of guachipilin will decrease
and, similar to the thatch roof, the distinctive contorted horcones will recede from
the Lenca landscape. A third function of the guachipilin appears to be less vulner-
able to substitution, and figures to remain.

SPIRIT

A final purpose of the guachipilin tree links Lenca milpa agriculture to Lenca
folk housing, and to their faith in the immortality of the human spirit. The tree
functions in Lenca religious ritual. Many Lenca of Guajiquiro craft guachipilin
crucifixes for gravesites. They believe the durable wood is an appropriate, and
lasting, symbol of a lost loved one’s enduring spirit (Figure 7). In this context a
reciprocal relationship has developed between the Lenca and the guachipilin. They
sanctify the tree by transforming its wood into crosses that embody the human
spirit. Conversely, the Lenca bestow a natural characteristic of the tree, its durabil-
ity, on the human spirit. Masses of guachipilin crosses stand in formation in the
municipio’s cemetery bearing witness to this man-plant relationship. The Lenca
have endowed the tree with meaning that figures to allow it to persist in their
landscape

CONCLUSION

Despite the guachipilin’s utility to the Lenca, development agents in the
municipio who promote agro-forestry and prevention of soil erosion ignore the
tree, and the potential benefits of incorporating the plant into their projects. A
local tree nursery, sponsored by an extension agency to supply seedlings for refor-
estation and erosion prevention projects, provides some endemic Pinus seedlings,
but concentrates on introduced trees like Eucalyptus and Casuarina. Felker and
Bandurski (1979) reported similar disinterest in tropical fabaceous trees twenty
years ago. Agronomists ignore trees like guachipilin because they do not produce
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FIGURE 7.— Guachipilin crucifixes in Guajiquiro’s cemetery (photo by Scott Brady).

edible fruit. Silviculturalists ignore them because they cannot be managed as a
forest crop. Honduras’ national forestry school omitted guachipilin from its list of
one hundred useful tree species (Benitez Ramos and Montesinos Lagos 1988).
Should the guachipilin’s utility remain unnoticed by outsiders working in
Guajiquiro Municipio, the tree will persist in the Lenca landscape because of the
interrelated purposes it serves.
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