
Type locality research for Costus pulverulentus 

Costus pulverulentus C. B. Presl, Reliq. Haenke - The type is "Haenke sn (holotype, PR = Prague, Czechoslovakia), locality 
unknown in Mexico". 
 
ROWLEE: GENUS COSTUS IN CENTRAL AMERICA – “8. COSTUS PULVERULENTUS C. Presl, Reliq. Haenk. 1:4I. I830 The 
original specimen of C. pulverulentus was collected in Mexico by Haenke, no more definite locality being mentioned.” 
 
Thaddeus Haenke was a Czech botanist who accompanied the Malaspina Expedition (1789-1794) which left Cadiz, 
traveled to Montevideo, then around the tip of South America and up the Pacific coast to Acaupulco, Mexico.  Then the 
expedition continued north to Alaska, back to Acapulco, and across the Pacific to the Philippines.  The expedition 
returned to Peru in 1793 before returning to Spain.  Haenke left the expedition there and continued to explore parts of 
Peru, Brazil and Bolivia where he settled for several years.  He later died in 1816 at Cochabamba, Bolivia. His botanical 
collections of 15,000 specimens were found in Cadiz after his death and many were brought to Prague in 1821. 
 
This short paper contains my research to date to try to determine the actual type locality for the species Costus 
pulverulentus.  This is of some importance to me because I have noted that the plants of this species are quite different 
in Costa Rica and Panama than the form found in Mexico and I have come to believe that they are two different species.  
If so, which form is the REAL C. pulverulentus? 
 
A short description of his journey and the disposition of his collections can be found in The Useful Plants of the Island of 
Guam, William Edwin Safford, published by the Smithsonian in 1905, available on line by Google Books.   
 

 
 
  



Further about the manuscripts from the Malaspina expedition: 
 

 

 
 
Haenke traveled on the vessel Descubierta which sailed from Panama 15 Dec, 1790, following the coast to the north to 
Acapulco.  Volume II of The Malaspina Expedition 1789-1794,Volume II / Panama to the Philippines: Journal of the 
Voyage by Alesandro Malaspina, was published in 2018 by Routledge, for the Hakluyt Society, and I was able to rent a 
Kindle edition for 30 days on Amazon.com.  Below is a summary of the voyage: 
 
15-Dec-1790 – departed from Panamá to the Otoque Islands off the coast 
 
21-Dec-1790 – they reached Punta Burica, the Golfo Dulce of Costa Rica and the Isla del Caño area where they were 
beset by calm or unfavorable windes and spent several days in this region at sea.  “in twenty days of sailing, we had 
made thirty leagues to the west and lost a little less than this to the south”. 
 
7-Jan-1791 – The Descubierta separated from its sister ship, the Atrevista, which took a route farther off shore toward 
Acapulco, while the Descubierta followed closer to the coast, heading toward the Golfo de Nicoya in Costa Rica.  The 
journal mentions Haenke being aboard the Descubierta 8-Jan-1791. 
 
18-Jan-1791 – Haenke went to shore in a “pinnace”(small boat) to Realejo (now called Corinto on the Pacific coast of 
Nicaragua) “to make up, to some degree, for the length of the last passage with new scientific excursions.  The numbers 
of volcanos in sight, a country not yet frequented by scientists, even our lack of time, were further incentives which 
increasingly stimulated their keen love of natural history.”  A cabin boy, Jose Cardero, became “a valued addition to the 
scientific corps as an artist” – Carmen Sotos Serrano, Los Pintores de la expedición de Alejandro Malaspina, Madrid 1982, 
pp 40-46. 
 
 



21-Jan-1791 – “After an expedition of two days which was both tiring and instructive, Pineda and Haenke had already 
returned from the summit of Volcán Viejo……  Don Tadeo [Haenke], who narrowly escaped being bitten by a rattlesnake.”  
This is now known as the San Cristóbal Volcano and is located about 30 km northeast of the port of Realejo, Nicaraugua. 
 
29-Jan-1791 – “By the 29th Pineda and Haenke had also rejoined us on board, bringing a vast amount of useful 
information and many specimens for the three branches of natural history.” 
 
30-Jan-1791 – The Descubierta set sail for Acapulco, arriving there 27-Mar-1791 
 
28-Mar-1791 – In Acapulco, “Pineda and Haenke started to organize their collection and explore the surrounding area.”  
 
30-Mar-1791 – Malaspina travels by horseback to Mexico City, arriving 5-April.  No mention of Haenke. 
 
15-Apr-1791 – Malaspina returns from Mexico City to Acapulco arriving 19-April 
 
19-Apr-1791 – Malaspina in Acapulco, “Don Tadeo Haenke had carried out the excursion to Puerto del Marqués and 
related tasks.  The natural history collections , especially in regard to fish, had been much enlarged by Don Antonio 
Pineda; Haenke had made botanical excursions to all areas in the vicinity”  NOTE: Marqués is only 12 km to the 
southeast of Acapulco.  
 
22-Apr-1791 – “Supplies of water and wood were replenished and the ships [the Atrevida had rejoined the Descubierta at 
Acapulco] were cleaned on the outside and, since we managed at the same time to come close to finishing the charts, 
manuscripts and natural history collections that had to be sent to Madrid, it seemed our agreed plan could not fail to be 
implemented.”  So the Haenke collections up to that date were to be sent to Madrid from Acapulco – ie: all sent from 
“Mexico”. 
Further on in the journal for that date, is a lengthy discussion by Malaspina of the “desire to extend our longitudes to the 
opposite coast and to examine any points of interest to national shipping and defense as far as possible with the officers, 
instruments and time at the expedition’s disposal, naturally also inclined us to look at the region of the continent 
between the mouth of the Guazahualcos in the Sea of the North and the port of Ventosa in the Sea of the South.” 
Malaspina discussed the plans for exploration of the coast to the north and the decision to divide resources between the 
two vessels.   
 
On page 110 of the Kindle Edition of the published journal is a chart showing the assignment of crew and instruments: 
 



 
 
 
The “Specialized Branches” listed above would remain in Mexico exploring the areas of interest outlined in the journal 
and wait for the two vessels to return to Acapulco from their northern voyage up the coast of California to Alaska and 
back.  Pineda remained in Mexico, but Haenke was assigned to the voyage on the Descubierta. 
 
25-Apr-1791 (dated entry) – “On the 29th, all the plans, paintings and boxes fo natural history specimens that made up 
the latest shipment of the results of our work were ready Not [sic] as methodically as we had managed in Lima, but at 
least with the dispatch, efficiency and versatility required by our desire to earn our Soereign’s approval. 
 
Below is the list of items that were transported from Acapulco to Mexico City to be shipped on to Madrid: 



 
 
1-May-1791 – Both vessels set sail toward Alaska, with Haenke on board the Descubierto. There are several notations in 
the journal during the following days of Haenke documenting “natural history” of sea creatures and birds.  There were 
no further indications of coastwise exploration in Mexico on the voyage to the north.  They reached Alaska in August and 
then returned to the south.  They were back in Acapulco on the 19th of October, 1791.  NOTE: I did not include in this 
summary the numerous other notations in the journal of the explorations in California and onward to Alaska and 
return since I was only interested in the Costus pulverulentus type collection by Haenke in “Mexico”. 
 
20-Oct-1791 – “Señor Haenke began his botanical expeditions.”  (Page 359, location 6881 of the journal, Kindle edition) 
 
10-Nov-1791 –Malaspina commented on Pineta’s results while they were on the voyage to Alaska and back.  “Don 
Antonio Pineda and Don Luis Neé, with tireless activity, had enriched their natural history colleciotns, covering some 400 
leagues of varied terrain, extending from Acpulco to Mexico City by Chilpancingo, Tixtla, Rio Azul, Real de Taxco and 
Cuernavaca, and from Mexico City to Guanajuato by San Juan Teotihuacán, Zempoala, Pachuca, Real de Monte, Santa 
Rosa, Ixmiquilpán, Querétaro, the hot springs of Atotonilco el Grande and San Bartolo, Queréjuaro, Acámbaro, the hot 
springs of Ucarco, Salvatierra and Salamanca. …. they left thirteen boxes of specimens in the capital for the Real 
Gabinete in Madrid, having also enriched the important account of their voyages….” 
Several members of the crew received promotions and Pineta was given a pension by the King.  
 
“The commanding officer of the Atrevida, Don Tadeo Haenke Don Fernando Quintano and Don Francisco Viana took 
advantage of this last circumstance to make a scientific excursion to Mexico City …… 
 
15-Nov-1791 – Haenke and Pineta both listed as officers/members of the Descubierta. 
 
19-Dec-1791 – a shipment back to Spain via Mexico City included “The continuation of Don Tadeo Haenke’s botanical 
treatise” and “Continuation of Don Tadeo Haenke’s herbarium” and botanical and insect illustrations by José Guio. 



On 20-December-1791 the two vessels departed from Acapulco on the voyage across the Pacific to Manilla.

  



 
 
 

CONCLUSION 

Based on the foregoing information I think it likely that the type specimen for Costus pulverulentus by Haenke was 

collected either in Nicaragua near Realejo on his excursion to the Volcán Viejo or in Mexico in the area around Acapulco.  

The former seems more likely to me because the species is rarely if ever found in the Acapulco area, based on collection 

data on GBIF and on inaturalist observation data.  All of Haenke’s collections during this part of the voyage were 

annotated as being from “Mexico”, but that is probably due to the fact that they were shipped from Mexico City back to 

Spain.  This was verified by conducting a search on GBIF to see if other countries during this part of the voyage 

(Nicaragua or Guatemala, for example) were listed for his 1791 collections.  I also looked at the specimen sheets for 

several Haenke collections and it appears that none had original collection numbers or other annotations prior to Presl’s 

organization of the material. 

Below is an illustration of Costus pulverulentus that is annotated as being from a separate expedition in New Grenada 

(which included present day Panama) that could have been mixed up with the Malaspina expedition which took place 

during the same years.  It is the form found in Panama and Costa Rica, and possibly also in Nicaragua, and the artist’s 

name is not shown. 

  



An illustration can be found at the link below from Mutis, J. C., Drawings of the Royal Botanical Expedition to the new 
kingdom of Granada, t. 597 (1783-1816).  
http://www.rjb.csic.es/icones/mutis/paginas/laminadibujo.php?lamina=984 
 

 

  
 
 
Note that the time period includes the time of the Malaspina Expedition, and I think it is possible that this illustration 
was somehow mixed up with that expedition, considering the political intrigue described above.  The illustration is 
consistent with known examples of the species C. pulverulentus in Costa Rica and Panama, except that the color of the 
bracts is green in the illustration.  The illustration is NOT consistent with the examples of this species I have found in 
present-day Mexico.  I have not seen any plants in Mexico with the corolla lobes curled outwards as shown in this 
illustration or with a stamen this far exceeding the labellum. 

http://www.rjb.csic.es/icones/mutis/paginas/laminadibujo.php?lamina=984

