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Search for the Mysterious Lost Plant 
 

Dave Skinner with Carla Black 

skinnerd@nettally.com 
 

The species Costus vinosus is fairly well known in cultiva-
tion, but until November 2015 there was some doubt as to 
whether it still existed in the wild.  I searched the type lo-
cality along the Rio Guanche in Colon Province of Pana-
ma in 2012, but found it mostly deforested, converted to 
pasture land.  No plants of this species were found there.  I 
also checked the collection records  in Global Biodiversity 
Information Facility (GBIF) and only two other localities 
were listed for the species, with records in the 1980’s and 
the most recent one in 2004 in a seemingly unlikely place 
with little remaining forest.  Based on the known infor-

mation, the 
species was 
assessed as 
“Critically En-
dangered” and 
possibly extinct 
in the wild in 
the IUCN Red 
List.  The spe-
cies is very 
distinctive with 
its dark green 
waxy leaves, 
purple on the 
undersides, and 
the large cups 
on the basal 
sheaths. If it 
were very com-

mon, this species would be well represented in the records, 
as seems unlikely that botanists who explore the forests of 
central Panama would pass by this unusual plant without 
making an herbarium specimen. 

Rarely is it found in flower in cultivation, but the mys-
tery only deepens when it does flower, because the only 
two examples I have seen  produced two completely dif-
ferent-looking flowers.  I saw it at Marie Selby Gardens 

in Sarasota, 
Florida in 
2000, and the 
flowers there 
were solid 
yellow in 
color - not at 
all like the 
description 
by Paul 
Maas, who 
first named 
and de-
scribed the 
species in 

1976. He described it with a corolla “creamy to pink” 
and a labellum “wine red with two orange-yellow streaks 
in the middle.”   Then in 2012, the famous plantsman 
John Mood in Hawaii brought his plant to flower, and it 
had flowers consistent with the  Maas description. 

 

Distinctive large cups on the basal 
sheaths of Costus vinosus  

 

 Yellow flowered form of Costus vinosus 

 

John Mood’s plant 

mailto:skinnerd@nettally.com
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The Purpose of HSI 
The purpose of HSI is to increase the enjoyment and under-
standing of Heliconia (Heliconiaceae) and related plants (in the 
families Cannaceae, Costaceae, Lowiaceae, Marantaceae, Mu-
saceae, Strelitziaceae, and Zingiberaceae) of the order Zinger-
berales through education, research and communication. Inter-
est in Zingiberales and information on the cultivation and bota-
ny of these plants is rapidly increasing. HSI will centralize this 
information and distribute it to members. 
 
The HELICONIA SOCIETY INTERNATIONAL, a nonprofit 
corporation, was formed in 1985 because of rapidly developing 
interest around the world in these plants and their close rela-
tives. We are composed of dues-paying members. Our officers 
and all participants are volunteers. Everyone is welcome to join 
and participate. HSI conducts a Biennial Meeting and Interna-
tional Conference. 
 
Membership dues are (in $US): Individual $40, Family $45, 
PDF $25, Student $10, Contributing $50, Corporate $100, Sus- 
 

taining $500, Lifetime Member $1000. Membership fees con-
stitute annual dues from 1 July through 30 June. All members 
receive the BULLETIN (usually published quarterly) and spe-
cial announcements. Join or renew your membership at 
www.heliconia.org. 
 
HSI Officers and Board of Directors for 2014-2016 
Carla Black, President and Membership; David Lorence, Treas-
urer; Jan Hintze, Secretary, Membership and Etlingera Cultivar 
Registrar; Dave Skinner, Costaceae Cultivar Registrar and 
Conservation Centers; Colton Collins, Webmaster; Chelsea 
Specht, Student Grants; Bryan Brunner, Heliconia Cultivar 
Registrar; Sandra Barnes, Archivist; and Directors: W. John 
Kress, Vinita Gowda, Timothy Chapman, Carlos Castro and 
Annop Ongsakul. 
 
The HSI BULLETIN is the quarterly publication of the  
HELICONIA SOCIETY INTERNATIONAL. 
Inquiries: Jan Hintze, admin@heliconia.org.  
Website: www.heliconia.org 

So in November 2015, three HSI members, Carla Black, 
Marianne Akers and I set out to look for this species in the 
most recently documented site. Though Carla’s house is 
an 8-hour drive from our destination, for over 30 years 
Marianne has lived within 15 minutes of our goal. She 
was enthusiastic about hosting us and about joining us in 
the search. So Marianne took time out from her volunteer 
botanical education duties at Summit Garden, Panama’s 
only public botanical garden and zoo. 
 
Some time before the trip Paul Maas had given me the 
general directions to his 2004 observation of the species, 
which was high on a ridge that looked mostly deforested 
in Google Earth images.  This seemed to be an unlikely 
place, as his original description of the habitat along the 
Rio Guanche was “in rocky vegetation in forest shade, 
near river.”  But we went to the vicinity, found a small 
forest patch along a creek that was little more than a ditch, 
and ventured in.   After walking down along the creek 
bed, navigating around discarded tires and other trash for 
about 10 minutes, this is what we saw:   

The Costus vinosus we found here were actually growing 
in the wet mud and water at the edge of the creek.  There 
were several plants here, but none in flower.  One plant 
had an older inflorescence that had (thankfully) produced 
seeds. After spending some time at this site I walked fur-

ther down the creek 
bed looking for 
more, until I came to 
an area where the 
forest had been com-
pletely cleared and 
there was evidence 
of some recent ma-
chete work.  I found 
one more plant of 
Costus vinosus in 
that area.  Clearly 

the workers had no 
respect for this rare 
and endangered spe-
cies. 
 
So we had verified 
that the species still 
existed in the wild, 
but only in a remnant 
forest patch in a very 
disturbed and vulner-
able area.  To cover 
all possibilities for 
finding Costus vi-
nosus, Carla had ar-
ranged for us to go with a local guide on a two-night trip 
deep in the more natural forests of the Chagres National 
Park.  Here we were hosted by a subsistence farmer who 
had small pastures along the Rio Boqueron - the original 
Camino Real route used by the Spanish conquistadors 
to cross the Panamanian Isthmus. 

 

The first sighting! 

 

Pant at ridge site 

 

 Machete chopped Costus vinosus  
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After meeting Juan Carlos Amado at the end of the road 
at precisely the appointed hour, we packed our gear on 
his horse and walked an hour and a half to his small 
homestead. He and his scattered neighbors actually live 
inside Chagres National Park. Because they were there 
before the park was established and because the govern-
ment didn’t buy out landowners as they set park bounda-
ries, Juan Carlos and people like him are allowed to con-
tinue living inside national parks and to maintain their 
past level of farming activity. 
 
Juan Carlos sometimes helps with organized backpacking 
tours that travel the Camino Real, but this was the first 
time he hosted his own guests, and it was certainly the 
first time tourists had stayed under his roof. Subsistence 
farming is hard work, but Juan Carlos has made himself 
comfortable with a 5-room house. For over a decade he’s 
had a solar system that powers a few lights, and more 
importantly, the radio - bringing him music and news 
from the outside world. Two sets of bunk beds are usual-
ly used for storage, but the lower level of each was 
cleared off and made up with real mattresses and clean 
sheets. It was more than I expected! Juan Carlos keeps 
pigs, chickens and cattle, fencing himself in his house 
rather than fencing them into pens. He’s single, so is ac-

customed to work in the kitchen, and he did some fine 
cooking for us on an open fire. A water pipe to the house 
is in the plans, but because it wasn’t quite ready we took 
turns going down to the creek to bathe - which was much 
nicer than standing under the same water in a shower 
stall!  
 
We were up early in the morning and headed out after the 
domestic animals (and we) were well-fed. The route fol-
lowed the course of the Rio Boqueron and the Camino 
Real. In the ‘70’s and ‘80’s there had been magnesium 
mining in the area, and so we enjoyed trails on wide 
roadbeds and avoided wet feet as streams passed through 
culverts. But soon we left the disturbed zone behind and 
we walked mostly in the shallow river, with brief respites 
of dry ground along the shore.  

 

Juan Carlos’ house 

Country living 

On this route through primary forest, we were happy to 
find about a half dozen more plants of Costus vinosus 

scattered over a 2 km stretch along the trail.  None of 
these plants were in flower nor did they have any old in-
florescences. We did not find any small seedlings, ei-
ther.  It appeared that the only way these plants were per-
petuating the species was by asexual propagation of the 
fallen stems or natu-
ral increase of the 
rhzomes. Thus we 
had verified that the 
species is still extant 
in the wild, but nev-
ertheless vulnerable 
and in danger of ex-
tinction.  I am hoping 
to return to Panama 
earlier in the season 
to see if these plants 
are in flower and to 
solve the mystery of 
the two different 
flower colors.                                    
                                    

 

Carlos’ 5-legged horse 

The Rio Boqueron Costus vinosus  

Magnesium mining infrastructure 
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More images of plants seen on this Panama excursion 

Magnificent wine-colored, wine glass-shaped ligules on 
this Costus vinosus  

Boqueron Heliconia curtispatha 

Boqueron Heliconia latispatha 

Boqueron Heliconia lutea 

Boqueron Heliconia sp. in the H. latispatha group 
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More images of country living in a Panama jungle 

Momma hog and bacon bits 

Juan Carlos 

Country kitchen 

Juan Carlos drinking from heliconia leaf cup 

Camino Real Rio Boqueron was the pathway for this adventure 

Country living room 


