
Agave cordillerensis 1. Lode & G. Pino 
A new species for South America. 
)oe) Lode (Spa in) & Guillermo Pino 

In 2003, I wcnt to Pcru and 
observed the most comnl on of the 
agaves th a t we can find there: 
Agave umericanu var. expunsa 
(Jacobi) Gentry. Imm ediately I 
noted diffe rences between this and 
the taxon of M exican origin 
(Jalisco) whic h would have been 

• 

introduced in pre-Colombian tim e, but beca use I fe ll seriously ill, things stayed like 
that and nothing more was done. 

I conlinu ed my investigation during this time, and thell had th e occasion to return 
to Peru in 2007 10 clear up things. Together with G uillermo "~ino , eminent Peruvian 
specialist of succ ulent plants, we went to ohserve plants in habit at, and a rri ved a t the 
conclusion that this taxon is well and truly a South American onc. I-I ere a rc the 
results of this work . 

• INTROD UCTION 
Agave a",erictllla L. is a plant grown all over the world and we recognize some 

varieties like. A. a",ericalla var. oax acellsis Gentry, A. a",erica"a L. ssp. prolamericalla 
Gentry andA. a",ericana var. expan.\·a (Jacobi) Gentry. There are also different variegated 
plants grown and a similar species which is frequentl y confused: A. a",erica"a var. picla 
(Salm-Dyck) Terrae., named A. picla Salm-Dyck or A. illgells. All thi s brings about 
confusion, and in South America. it was given for fact that the agave found there. had 
grown and naturalized almost everywhere in the Andean zone as an introduced species 
from pre-Colombian times, and named A. americana var. expall.m . 

But here is the puzzle, why is this the only taxon grown and and no others have been 
brought for the same purpose? Some plants in habi tat seem not to be plants escaped from 
cultivation. but look more like autochtonous (nati ve) plants. 11 is necessary to recognize 
that thi s taxon was studied in detail within the framework of its use, but very little from a 
botanical point of view. Moreover, the inflorescence corresponds in no way to that of A. 
a",ericana. In brief, it was necessary to look morc carefully. With regard to A. america"a 
var. eXpUfJSa. Gentry illustrates the followi ng facts: "Thi s variety is only known as a 
culti var, introduced in Western Europe where it was described by Jacobi as grow ing in SI 
Gennain in Laye, Pari s, France". Thus, it would be the variety which we find everywhere 
around the Mediterranean Sea. and of which Gentry places the origin in the southwest of 
the United Stales and in Jalisco, in Mexico ... Between 1864 and 1867, Geneml Georg 
Albano van Jacobi described 78 species ofagaves to which have become an unbelievable 
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AglIl~ rordilltrtn);s. habitat. San JerOllImo de Sun;o. Peru (photo: J.L.). 

157 species (of which A, t'.XpDIIsa) and 18 furcracas. all completely described according 
to specimens grown in gardens and greenhouses in Europe. Unfortunately. the 
innorescence was not uSI.:d in thc descriptions at that time. Ho\\ard Scon Gentl)' was thc 
first one (1982) to include the inflorescence as the main character for classi fication . 

For my part. I continued to persist in the fact that the Mexican plants are not the same 
as those from South America, esscntially because of its shape. but especially because of 
its innoresccnce, which corresponds in no way to the plants which we find in South 
America. Furthernlore. Soth American plants produce seeds. while it is considered that 
"reproduction in the var, e:r:punsu is strictly vegetative ", 

In an article on the naming of Agaves. Jan Kolendo writes about Jacobi: "The problems 
with these works and those of other authors at that time is that names were based on often 
immature potted plants grown in cultivation in various European collections kept in very 
non Mexican condi tions." At the herbarium of San Marcos. Lima (USM). there are only 
three. obviously incomplete sheets considering the dimensions of the plant. There is a 
sheet with two leaves in the Missouri Botanical Gardens Herbarium, USA (MB) under the 
name of A. uhr"plu, but corrected as A. uII/ericu"u var. e.xpum;u. 

Weberb.1uer was the first to note that it " is apparently wild in some places", but adds .. 
that it is doubtful it is really native ..... 

On the Internet. photos taken in Colombia, show clearly. thanks to the inflorescence. 
that the Agaves of Colombia and that of Peru are identical. It is also reponed in Ecuador 

7 
CACfUS..AVlIfT\lIt£I __ ... TT 

1." ••• " ••• 1 C .. CT .. .s .... lI\ ['"TUIU 



AgQ'~ fnfluicana Descn Springs, Spain. Tne leaves 11ft typically nanened. (photo: J.L.). 
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l' Ago/we cordilluensis. clIlt.. l.ima. Peru. The young leaves 
look somewhat similar to those ofSanscvicria! (photo: 1.L.). 
AglI'~ 1IR1t'ricII IIII Desert Springs. Spain. TIle leaves are typically 
flattened and not canalicula1e (ph010 : 1.L.):+ 

and grown in Bolivia and in Venezuela (maybe even 
more investigation has to be done). 

In 2007, I sent my doubts on the Peruvian plant to an emi nent collector of agaves, Piet 
' van Meer who answered me "1 took a photo - of this plant in a small garden of Lima, and 
I thought that the inflorescence was bent because of the night-hum idity or something like 
that... My friend Guy -Xhonneux- in Colombia, who saw these agaves over thc years, has 
ncver notcd the diffcrcnce. but now. yes. I am convincl..'(i that they are different specics .... 
Obviously my friend! It confi nns my suspicions. but it is not su ffi cient. 

[ thus went to Peru to study the plants on the spot. Rather li ttle appreciated in parks in 
Lima because of the spi nes that can hun the passers-by, we saw it on road med ians and it 
is there where I was to begin my work. Nc)(t day, on the advice of my friend Carlos 
Ostolaza. famous Peruvian cactophile. I mect the best Peruvian specialist on succulent 
plants. Guillenno Pi no. Our passions converged at once and we organized a journey 
together to observe the plant in habital. 

A few days after, Guillenno, my Peruvian wi fe Mildred, and myself were in the small 
village of San Jeronimo de Surco, where the first plants came to light. Some are used as 
quickset hedges. the others seem escaped from cultivation, but a number of them appeared 
as wi ld. 

It is difficul t to fi nd plants in flowers, because the inflorescences are cut very early 
before flowering (between August and November) to be able 10 givc the juicy pulp to the 
cattlc. The dry inflorescences are also used as beams for light constructions. and as picket 
fence. In fac t. the forms of use are most numerous: food, drink. tex tile fibre and wood. all 
from a plant that does not need maintenance or watering and which easily propagates. 

Ncvenhc less, some practically inacccssible wild plants had inflorescences with seeds, 
that we needed to be able to bring back 10 the Museum of Nalural History Herbarium of 
Lima (USM). The most curious feature about this species in South America is the 
inflorescencc, which is bent, and the branches that foml a comma shape with a 
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Ag •• 'f! cordilltrtnsis. splOe closeup (photo : J.L.). 

t Ag4l''f! cordifltrtIPsis. 1)-pcaI ~ habilllt. 
San Jemrumo dc Surco. Peru (photo : J.L.). 

AgQI~ClmJil/trt"Ji~·. nO\\ering. habitat. San Jeronimo 
de SUTCO. I'eru. (photo : J.L.). -+ 
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Ag4l''f! {'ordiJlutnsis. capsules. Peru (photo : J.L.). 

Ag •• 'f! IlIP,..riclln4l.spinc closeup (photo : J.L.). 

AgIII't IIlrft ricllnll . capsules. Spam. (photo : J.L.). 
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characteristic buckle which easily distinguishes it from the group Americana. To do this 
we nceded to climb to approximately 2100 m in altitude. 

Photos taken by Piet Van Dcr Meer in Colombia. as well as plants of Ecuador, present 
the same mark of identification. The most characteristic use of this species is that. 
according to Van Dcr Meer, the bent branches are used to make basket arches in Colombia 
(pers. comm. 2(07). 

For mc. as for Gui llenrro (but also for Piet). all these features confinrr that it is indeed 
a new species. The plant being present in Colombia and in Ecuador (probably also in 
Bolivia and in Venezuela), it would be i11 infonrred and undiplomatic to describe it as 
AgOl'e pertll·iana. I chose the name Agave arlSlralis at firs t but discovered that this name 
had already been used by Steudel in 1821 - il became FIIT'Craea c/lbensis. Agm'e atfdina 
was also used to define what became Furcrueu unt/iIlU ... To describe it \\ ith a name \\ hich 
speaks about itself, both in its origin and its main habitat. I chose the name of Agu~'e 
cordilleTl!"s;~' J. Lode & G. P{no . 

• RESU LTS 

Agave cordillerellSis J. Lode & G Pino sp. novo 
Planta succulenta acaulis prolifern. rosula 2·2.5 m alta 2.5-3.5 m diam. Folia effusa recla 
vel leviter reclinata non renexa. 120-180)( 17-21 cm, griseo-glauca vel caesia conspicue 
lonatim dealbata, lanceolata ensiformia prope basin nonnihil angustatn. rigida, apicem 
versus canaliculata, margine ondulato dentibus nigris armato, :)upm mLlmillus upplunatis 
3·7 mm insertis, 10-47 mm distantibus, spina tenninali atrobnmnca subulata 2-3 cm 
10nga. Scapus noriferus inc\inatus 8· 10 m, 20-45 bracteis triangularibus acuminatis 1740 
cm longis ... estitus. Innorescentia angusti-paniculata 14·20 ramis lateralibus 
umbcllifonrribus rhachidi deorsum retrocurvata trifurcata 50-80 cm longa. Flores erecti, 
7.5-8.5 cm longi perianthio smaragdino. tepalis ercctis triangularibus, 23-28 mm longis, 
ebumco--fulvescentibus; stamina filamentis navovirentibus supra dimidium tubi perianthii 
insertis. an\heris viridibus 20·28 mm longis; gynoccium ovario 23-28 mm, pisti ll0 
tubulare alboviride 5·7 cm stigmat i trilobato 2-3 mm diam. Capsulae oblongac vel 
c1avifonrres. 60-80 mm longae 28·35 mm diam. apicibus oblusis. Perianthium siccum 
mox eaducum. Semina discoidea nigra 8-10 mm. 

T)·pe locality: PERU, Dept Lima. Pro\'. Huaroc hiri, Disl. Surco. central Rd .. Km 67. 
from the village of San Jer6nimo de Surco up to the waterfalls of Palakala. in dry 
mountainous "ood of Schimls mol/e L. and Caesalpinia linclOria (Kunth) Dombey ex 
OC. on unstable stony ground at 45°, northern exposure, growing together with cactaceae: 
Echillopsis pel1lviana (Brilton & Rose) Friedrich & ROlrle),. Haageocereus acram/lIIs 
(Vaupel) Backeberg. Cleistocactlls acamhurtls (Vaupel) DR Hunt. Armalocerells 
matllcallellsiJ Backebcrg et Marllcana "ayne; (Otto) Britton & Rose; succulent plants like 
Oxalis pedmrclllaris Kunth. Portlllaca sp .. Jatropha macrallllw MUll . and Eclre\'eria 
c"iclensis var. backebergii (Pocllnitz) Pi no. 2160 m, S I 1°53'36", W76~6' 23", Cc!. 25. 
20(H. TYPE: Jotl Lode n~007·01 (G Pino /744) (HOLOTVPE: USM216437). 
The native Qucchua name of A tort/illerells;s, is "Killiw" in Huascoy. Huaral. 
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Distrib utio n: 

Peru: Opt. Lima, Prov. Huarochiri: all along the main road from Surco (216Om. in alt.), 
city of Matucana. up to crossing the city of San Mateo (3700 m. alt.); Pro\,. Huaral, Oist. 
Atavillos Alto. Valle del Rio Chancay, Road from Acos to Pacaraos; Prov. Canta. Dist. 
Canta, Road to Lachaki; Opt. Hminuco, Prov. Ambo: Huancahuasi (2 1 00-22oom. in alt.) 
Ferreyra 6908, USM 214784; Opt. Ancash. Prov. Bolognesi: Cerro Chacchash, near 
Chiquian (3260m alt.) Cerrate 348, USM 125066; Prov. Yungay, Mancos, Callej6n of 
Huaylas, E. Smith 4885, USM 186724; Opt. Junin : Rio Mantaro (between Huancayo
Ayacucho); Opt. Piura: Ayabaca; Opt. Cuzco: Urubamba, Moray, Salinas, Maras, Lucre
Huacarpay; Opt. Huallcavelica; Opt. Ayacucho; Opt. Cajamarca, Prov. Cajamarca: 
Cajamarca-Chilete road, 5Km of Cajamarca. on rocky hillside 45° growing together with 
Peperomia d%belia Rauh & Kimnach, PqJerom"ja nivalis Miq. and Malucano ollreijlal"a 
Ritter, 07°12'15S 78°30'24W(2970 m. alt.) G.Pino 203. 

Ecuador: coastal zone, desert and inter-andine semi-desert (0-500 m and 1500-3500 m. 
alt.), Prov. of Azuay, Bolivar, Cotopaxi, Imbabura, Los Rios, Pichincha. Chota, 
GuayUabamba, Potato, Yunguilia-Jubones, Malacates y Vilcaballlba, Chanchall, Le6n, 
Valley of Catamayo, Cerro Ahuaca 2 km of Cariamanga. Prov. Loja, 2000-2480m. 
Considered as introduced and grown. Together with Schinw. malle, Acacia macraconl/w, 
Caesa/pinia tinctaria, Opllnlia spp. 

Colombia : Via de Leiva, Opt. Boyaca (Van der Meer & Xhonneux pers. comm. 2007). 
Bolivia : presence is confirmed. 
Venezuela : suspected but presence ullconfinned . 

• DESCRI PTION 
Plants acaulcscent, common ly suckcring, rosettes 2·2.5 m x 2.5·3.5 Ill . Leaves erect, 

ascending, generally not refl cxed, 120·1 80 x 17·21 cm; glaucous-gray to blui sh, typically 
cross·zoned, elongated to lanceolate, slightly shrunk near the base. canal iculate, smooth 
10 slightly rugose, sti fT; margins nearly straight, anned, teeth single on a flattened bulb, 3-
7 mm, 10-47 mm apart, black; terminal spine dark brown to blackish, subulatc, 2·3 cm. 
Scape 8·10 Ill. Inflorescences paniculatc, not bulbiferous (not observed), with 2045 
acuminate triangular bracls 6·10 cm wide at the base, 2·3-5 cm wide in the middle x 17-
40 cm long, crect, then reflexed; with 14-20 umbellate lateral branches, dividing into a 
fork 3 (4). typically curved downwards, but fomting a loop, thus allowing the flowers to 
be upright. Flowers erect, 7.5-8.5 cm; pedicel 14-16 mm with a triangular braet of 5·8 mm, 
perianth green emerald, erect lobes, 23-28 mm, 4-6 mm wide on the base, 4 mm wide in 
the middle, yellow to orange; stamens long-exserted; filaments inscrted above mid 
perianth tube at 11- 13 mm from the base. erccl. greenish-yellow, 5-7 cm; anthers dull 
green, 20-28 mm; ovary 23·28 mm, pistil tubular 5·7 cm, diam 1.5-2 mm, light green, 
stigma trilobed, 2-3 mm diam .. Capsules short-pedicellate, oblong to clavate, 60-80 mm 
long and 28·35 mm large, apex rounded. Perianth remains quickly fa ll ing. Seeds shiny 
black, (6) 8-10 mm. 
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• DISCUSSION 
A recently described species is not necessarily an unknown species! Actually, the plant 

is probably grown in many botanical gardens and private collections all over the world. 
under the erroneous name of Agul'l! umericunu or its variety t!xpunSQ. Only the 
inflorescence can a llow a correct identification. 

The description of AgQI'1! um t>.ricQ" Q is to be reconsidered, because it may include 
characteristics of the Peruvian plants mistaken for Aguve umericu"u. 

On the olher hand, according to the geographic conditions, Agul'e cordillere,,-"i.~ can 
vary in size: according to Cerrate ( 1988 ), resenes measure hardly 2 m of diam. at 3800 
m in all., while the plants of the coastal zone can exceed 3 m. in diam . 11 was obsef'\ied at 
about 4000 m (Middendorf. 1974). as spontaneoDs plants <" ild) on the side of mountains. 
together" ith Bromeliads). 

ThInks: 

Text: J. L. & G. Pino, Photos: J.L. and M. Canales Azabache 
E-mail : gpi noltQ.hotmail.com 

I would like 10 thank Guillenno Pino for having panicipated in the investigation and realizing the 
diagnosis in Latin. 10 Mildred Canales A:r.abache. my wife, for her active and fruitful searches, to 
her sisler Ruth Canales A:r.abache. for her photos which eon linned my suspicions. to her fami ly for 
their wann v.cleome. to Carlos Ostotua and his wife for their k.indno::,) alld tn;lp. tu the staff of the 
Parque de las Leyendas. to Piet Van Der Meer and Guy Xhonneu'i( for their infonnations from 
Colombia. to Juan Tebes. for harvesting f1o\o\-ers and immature fru its. 

NB. Please lIole t hat only the prot01ogue in Spanis h refers to the description of the 
specles. 
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COMPARATIVE TABLE 
between A. americana, A. u. vac. expa"sa & A. cordillere"sis 

Trunk 

Leaves 

Foliar Margin 

Marginal 
T«th 

Terminal 
Spiny 

Stem of the 
inflorescence 

Braets of the 
inflorescence 
-

Branches of tttC 
inflorescence 

Flowcrs 

-

Capsules 

Perianth dry 
on capsules 

Seeds 

(J. Lode & G Pino, 2007) 

A. an/erica,," L A. america,," vaT. 
expulua 

acaulcscent or short with a short trunk 

erected, erected 
some tipically bent 

lanceolate to lanceolate-acuminate 
narrowly obovate 

flattened sometiines canaliculalc 

sometimes cross-zoncd cross-zoned 

~gI>t g>o:n ., gIauoous goy light green to gIaun.5 grey 

straight to almost urKIulatc slmighl to crcnulate 

5- 10 mm 5-8 mm 

direct ly on margin 011 a prominent bulb 

conical conical, 2-3 cm 
or subulale, 2-6 cm 

erected erected 

triangular 5· 15 cm triangular 10·15 cm 

horizontal horizontal 

anthers yellow anthers pale yellow 
30-36 mm 28--32 mm 

filaments 60·90 mm filaments 65·70 mm 
inserted at 5·] 0 mm inserted at 8·9 mm 
from the base from the base 

ovary 30-45 mm ovary 35-40 mm 

obovate wi th pointed no capsu les, viviparous 
'pex 

persisting 

6·8 mm 
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A. cordillertmsis 

acaulescelll 

n.'curved towordr olllSide 

lanceolale 

always canalicufaf~ 

always cross-=oned 

greyish-hlue 

almost slroigllllO undulate 

3-7 mm 

on a jlallened bulb 

sl/blllare. 2-3 cm 

typically bent 
to hal/ging dowlI 

triangular -acuminale 
J 7·4Qcm 

forming a loop 

anthers greenish 
2(J.28 mm 

filaments 50·70 mm 
inserted at J J -/3 mm 
from Ihe base 

ovary 23·28 mm 

club-shaped lI'ilh f(RflJded 

apex 

quickly Ja/Jillg off 

8· /0 mm 


