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Will the REAL Costus barbatus
PLEASE STAND UP!

Dave Skinner
skinnerd@nettally.com www.gingersrus.com

Most ULS, readers over the age of about 45 will remem-
ber the television show “What's My Line”, where three
contestants, claiming to be an individual with some
unusual occupation, try to fool a set of panelists. At the
conclusion of the panelists’ questioning and guessing
which one is the real person, the moderator exclaims,
“Will the real Mr. Jones please stand up! Then it is re-
vealed whether they were able to fool the panelists. In
my search for Cosrus barbatus 1 sometimes felt like
one of those panelists.

If you do a Google image search for Costus barbatus
the plant you will get in every image you find will be
like the one shown below. This plant was introduced to
US horticulture many years ago by the USDA in Mi-
ami, Florida. Someone 1dentified it as Cosrus barbatus
and the name has stuck ever since. As I eventually
learned, this plant is not really Costus barbatus. In
Australia, it is usually tagged by its presumed correct
name, Costus comosus var. bakeri

Presumed Cosius comosus var. bakeri

When I first learned about all this I began to wonder, what
does the REAL Cosrus barbarus look like, and where can [
find it. I studied Dr. Paul Maas® monograph on Costus, pub-
lished in 1972 (with an update in 1977) in the New York Bo-
tanical Gardens Flora Neotropical series. As I compared the
plant in horticulture against the description by Dr. Maas, it
became clear to me that there was an error in identification.
The horticulture plant has very short ligules, the bract mar-
gins do not dilacerate into fibers, and the corolla lobes are not
puberulous.

According to Dr. Maas, the true Costus barbatus was only
found in the Central Valley area of San Jose, Costa Rica. The
problem with that is that the entire area is now hopelessly
urbanized with houses, roads and shopping malls, and nary a
patch of native forest to be found. There were a few other
collection location records at the National Biodiversity Insti-
tute of Costa Rica (INBio), so in many trips to Costa Rica I
searched for a plant that might fit Maas’ description of Costus
barbarus and each time I came up with blanks. A search of
the nearby Orosi Valley, Lankester Gardens, Parque Nacional
Tapanti and other locales resulted in finding in habitat some
beautiful Costus montanus and Costus curvibracteatus -close
relatives to C. barbarus, but not the right plant. An INBio
record for Cerro Nara, near Quepos, turned out to be a popu-
lation of Costus ricus, interesting because it added 100km to
its range, but still not what I was hoping to find.

I had begun to think that the species might be extinct since it
had such a limited recorded range in a now urbanized area,
and I had been unable to even find any photos, much less any
living plants in cultivation. As far as I could tell, only a dried
herbarium specimen of this species remained.

Then in a recent trip to Costa Rica [ set aside one day to make
a last ditch effort to find the plant. The holotype of this spe-
cies was collected at Curridabat, an eastern suburb of San
Jose. Another collection noted by Dr. Maas was at San Pedro,
another eastern suburb, and yet another collection somewhere
along the Rio Torres, which has its source to the east of San
Jose from the western flanks of the Volcan Irazu. The Rio
Torres flows right along the San Jose zoological park, but I
had already checked there and only found Costus pulverulen-
fus,
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So I decided that my only hope of finding this species
was to search the watershed to the east of San Jose for
any remaining forest patch. I went to Google Earth and
the Internet searching for any remaining forested areas
at a reasonable altitude in the same watershed to the
east of San Jose. Then | hired a 4 by 4 and driver, an
American Expat named Steve who was willing to help
me with my search at a reasonable price.

Steve and I systematically worked our way to every
patch of forest we could find, but most of them were
reclaimed coffee fields or simply pasture land with a
few trees still standing. After several hours we had not
seen a single Costus of any species. Then as we were
heading up a rocky road at about 1800 meters, below
Rancho Redondo, I saw a narrow driveway leading
back to the edge of a patch of forest on the right and
told Steve to turn there. At the end of the drive was a
gate to some private property but there was a cresk
nearby, so I got out of the car and looked down into the
creek bed and here is what I saw.

Costus barbatus, rediscoverad

I could hardly contain myself as I slid under the barbed
wire fence to get a closer look. Had I finally found it?
Or was this another false alarm? I started sorting
through the possibilities. It was definitely not Costus-
montanus, 1t reminded me of Costus curvibracieatus,
which [ had seen many times in various different forms,
but this was a new one if it was C. curvibracteatus. It
had the longer ligule and the hairy vegetative and
flower parts that barbatus was named for — the root
word for *bearded”. It had to either be Costus barbarus
or a new species!

It was a large patch with many plants at various levels
of maturity, and there should have been some seeds,
but all were sterile. Could it be that the pollinator is
extinet, or this is too high an altitude for the pollinator
Unlikely that it was a sterile hybrid since there were no
other Costus in the area to be found.

So when I returned home I began the process of the detailed
analysis in Table 1, comparing it against the C. barbatus de-
scription and the horticulture plant. Based on this analysis, I
have concluded that at long last I have indeed discovered the
real Costus barbatus. It may well be one of the last patches
remaining of this species, and the location will be shared with
the Biodiversity Institute of Costa Rica.

So what of the plant in US horticulture, that has been mas-
querading all these years as Costus barbatus? 1 have never
seen that plant in the wild and have no clue to its origin. I
guess that will be my next mystery plant search.

Bracts

Calyx and Bracteocle

Sheath and Ligule Leaf costa
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Table 1. Costus barbatus Comparison of Characters

Maas (in 1972) distinguishes C. harbatus from C. montanus by its ligule, longer and not acute triangular.

Maas (in 1977) distinguishes C barbarus from C. curvibracteatus by its bracts, longer ligule and puberulous corolla.

Cosfus barbatus characters per Maas,
(1972 & 1977 additions)

New plant in question

Plant sold as Cosrus
barbarus in US horti-
culture

Could it be Costus curvi-
bracteatus? (description com-
parison)

1.5-2.5 m tall

Yes, matches descrip-
tion

Yes

Similar range in height

Sheaths puberulous to villose, 10-17 mm

Yes, quite hairy

Glabrous to velutinous

Similarly described

Long Ligule 15-30mm, two lobed
rounded, hairy

Yes, most ligules were
20-25 mm in length,
distinctive purple mar-
gin

Short ligule, less than 5
mm, glabrous to veluti-
nous

Shorter Ligule 5-10mm,
truncate to slightly two lobed

Petiole 6-12mm, villose

Yes, about 8 mm

Glabrous to velutinous

Similarly described

Leaves 13-26cm long by 4.5-8.5 cm wide

Not measured but ap-
pear to match size

Larger leaves to 12 cm
wide by 40 cm long,

Larger leaves 20-35mm long
by 6-10mm wide

Leaves upper glabrescent

Yes, matches descrip-
tion

Yes

Similarly described

Leaves lower rather densely villose to-
wards base and costa

Yes, matches descrip-
tion

WVelutinous — very fine
dense soft hairs,

Similarly described

Inflorescence ovoid to fusiform, 4-10 cm
long by 2.5-4.5 cm wide

Yes, matches descrip-
tion

Yes

Fatter inflorescence -Ovoid
to broadly ovoid, 6-18mm
long by 3-9mm wide

Bracts 3-4 cm long by 2-4 cm wide, red,
coriaceous, broadly ovate, apex acute or
shightly rounded and sometimes reflexed

Yes, 3.5 cm long by 2.8
cm wide,

Yes

Similarly described

Bracts sparsely to rather densely puberu-
lous. margins fibrous, apex acute to
slightly rounded, sometimes reflexed

Yes, matches descrip-
tion

Glabrous to velutinous
at base, margins entire

Similarly described, glabrous
to densely strigose but no
mention of marging

Bract callus absent or inconspicuous

Yes, matches descrip-
tion

Yes

Similarly described

Appendages reflexed (In 1977 only, 1972
description does not mention appendages.)

Yes, but appendage not
distinct, small as in C.
barbatus description

Mo distinct appendage

Mo appendages mentioned

Bracteole 22-25mm, puberulous, margin
fibrous

Yes, 22mm, hairy and
fibrous margin

25mm, minutely pu-
berulous, margins entire

Similarly described

Calyx 13-15mm long, puberulous, margins
fibrous

Yes, 13mm, hairy and
fibrous margin

No, 18mm, minutely
puberulus, margins en-
tire

Similarly described

Calyx lobes shallow triangular

Y es, matches descrip-
tion

Calvx lobes deeply tri-
angular

Similarly described

Corolla 40hmm long, vellowish and orange

Yes, matches descrip-

No, totally glabrous,

Corolla glabrous (otherwise

at base, densely puberulous tion solid yellow the same)
Labellum tubular Yes, matches descrip- Yes Similarly described
tion
Yes

Stamen yellow, slightly exceeding label-
lum

Yes, matches descrip-
tion

Mot mentioned whether 1t
exceeds labellum
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The photo above at right, of a mature inflorescence of the plant rediscovered and believed to be Costus barbatus, closely
matches the illustration in Maas’ 1977 update to his Flora Neotropica Monograph Mo. 18 on new world Costaceae.
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Compare this photo of a younger inflorescence of the plant in question to the illustration on the right found in Maas’ 1972
monograph on new world Costaceae.

At left, an old inflorescence of the rediscovered
Costas barbatus.

Visit the Heliconia Society International web site at

www.heliconia.org




