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CHAMAIRO: MUSSATIA HYACINTHINA—
AN ADMIXTURE TO COCA FROM AMAZONIAN
PERU AND BOLIVIA

TIMOTHY PLOWMAN

INTRODUCTION

The custom of chewing coca, whether whole coca Jeaves in the
Andes or pulverized coca in the Amazon, is a relatively well
known practice (Plowman, 1979, 1981). However, very little has
been written about the numerous admixtures employed in coca
chewing or about the plant masticatories employed as coca
substitutes,

.Coca-chewing peoples in different ecological zones have
flscovered many alkaline source materials which serve to
Sweeten” and potentiate the coca quid, apparently by increasing
the absorption of the alkaloids by the mucous membranes
(Rivier, 1981). The alkaline substances habitually added to the
coca quid are derived from mineral (limestone, clay), animal
(bones, sea shells) or vegetable (plant ashes) sources. The
Patticular materials used and their preparation vary greatly
from region to region, and some preparations may be very local.

The vegetable sources of alkali which serve as coca.adm1x-
tures include the following: ashes of leaves (Cecropia SPD-
Pourouma spp., palms), stems (Vernonia sp-) bark (Styra;
anthelminticum R. E. Schult.), roots (Vicia faba L.', Musa
Paradisiacum 1..), fruits (Theobroma Cacao L., Trichocereus
Sp.), infructescenses (Zea Mays L.) or whole plants (_C’_’em’f‘;'
dium Quinoa Willd., C. pallidicaule Aellen, C. ambrosioides =)
Unfortunately, we still know very little about the. chemic :
Compositions of the ash residues of these plant materials abou_
their preparations for coca chewing or about.thelr thrm?h
cology in the mouth, Only two studies have considered 1n dep
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the chemical composition and function of these alkaline addi
tives (Cruz Sanchez & Guillén, 1948; Rivier, 1981). o lend
Plants or plant derivatives may also be added to coca ¢ i
flavor or sweetness. In northern Peru, drieﬁl leaflets gf mtsqc o
(Abrus precarorius L.) are added as a Iicor1ce:-ﬂavor1ng to usilk;
in southern Peru, the foliage of pampa anis (T agetgs l{zisher
HBK.) is chewed with coca or alone against the cold ( o is’
1976). In the upper Amazon, tobacco paste or 'pti.)WOf he
frequently taken with the powdered coca c}}aracterls ic coca
region (Plowman, 1981). In the Colombian V'aupcs;kc of
powder is sometimes flavored with the aromatic smMarch
burning brea, the resin of Protium heptaphylium
Schultes, 1957), )
( A related to)pic of interest includes the plants th_Cha;i;
employed as coca substitutes. These plants are used prlmcoca
when coca chewers exhaust their supplies of coca leaf or b
powder. Although there are probably many such plaﬂt_s ‘Wd 0
remain undiscovered, about g dozen have been identifie I
date. Of these, a few are still known only by local vernac}lll. .
names and have not beep botanically identified. In the hig

. d
Andes, the leaves of Dodonaea viscosq 1., (Greenish, 1904) an

. 7
the foliage of Werneria dactylophylla Sch. Bip. (Hemsley, 1907)
may be chewed, The latter i

s chewed to resist the cold. At ICIQWI‘:
elevations in the Andean foothills of Peru, the Campa In lawn
chew the leaves of Cordia nodosa L., a well kno

myrmecophyte calleqd tabaco chuncho, to replace coca
(Schunke, pers. comm.),

In the upper Amazon, severa] species are employed as
substitutes for coc
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CHAMAIRO: AN OVERLOOKED ADMIXTURE TO COCA

coflggt S(:rlee}rne,d about chamairo in 1976 from the Peruvian plant
expedition 0s&. Schupke Vigo who was employed as my
Sohunke ha;smt.ant in the Huallaga valley of eastern Peru.
botanical aIl f:ll'St enco'untered chamairo during previous
observed tc;:) ecting work in the Chanchamayo valley, where he
coca. At thaatt the Campa Indians added chamairo bark to their
liana, of the Bt‘lme’ $chunk_e was able to identify chamairo as a
had h ignoniaceae, but he did not know the genus nor

Afte collectefi specimens for study.
was u“:'a%(;nstultmg several gen.eral works on Peruvian botany, 1
jear. 1 :_ 0 ﬁnd'any mention of chamairo. Later the same
coca’ parg llil met_w1th the plant whi!e consulting collections of
Swedon Ipf ernalia at the Ethn-ograflska Museum in Goteborg,
Which l{ad l;)und a piece of umdentified_ liana labeled yarnayru
Campa o ;en c'ollected. by Nordenskjéld in 1922 among the
(Specimenn the Rio Azotiqui (affluent of Rio Perené) in Peru
Yarnayr bno. 21.10.142). Nox:denskjti]d noted simply that
certain] 'dark' was chewed with coca. Yarnayru is almost
further Yﬂl1 entlf:al with chamairo, but I was not able to st1_1dy
identif e Goteborg specimen nor to attempt 2 botanical

2 1 1caF10n based on the wood anatomy.
cha ;tl{rnlng to Peru for field work in 1978, I diSf:overed
P airo ba1:k for sale by herb dealers in markets in Lima (La

rada) and in the central market of Tingo Maria. This strongly

i‘;ﬁgeSts thgt the plant is used by the general populace and is still
idely available. The material was sold as long strips of bark,
coiled and tied in small

:)Omenmes doubled over, sometimes

Unc'lles. Tt was very fibrous and tough in texture and reddish or
greyish brown in color. It had a bitter and astringent taste. In
both markets, chamairo was being sold as an admixture to coca
and was said to originate in the Chanchamayo region (Dept.
Junin),

In 1979, Dr. John
Campa ethnomedicine, provi
chamairo. Elick observed the !l
of Peru on the Pichis, Nazarat
most of the Campa coca users P

ogist working on
ded additional data on the use of
se of chamairo among the Campa
equi and Neguachi rivers. While
referred lime as a “sweetener” to

Elick, an anthropol
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: j ick
coca, there were several who seemed to like chamairo (Elick,
pers. comm.).

HISTORICAL RECORDS OF CHAMAIRO

While Tesearching the literature on coca and its uses, two esrbf,
references to chamairo were discovered. The historical record of
chamairo dates from the year 1790, when the Frar}clsc;ifs1
missionary Agustin Sobreviela encountered the plant du_l‘lflgtwo
travels on the Rio Apurimac in Peru, He wrote of meetm_g :
Indians who were traveling downstream to collect cha_mfﬂm:
“tree bark” which they sajd they chewed along with coca

Izaguirre, 1923; 325). .
( Tﬁe second report) appeared about 100 years later, Ohwe;
Ordinaire, a Frency explorer who traveled among the Campa

of eastern Peru, described the following encounter (Ordinaire,
1892: 131):

. ief
“Seeing my breathlessness and exhaustion, the Campa CI:eI
Pressed me to chew with my coca a dry bark which he gavem :of
did what he sajg and almost imm?diately felt a real sensation

well-being ang tranquility, The Campas make use of this bark,

bark, it only remains to remove, with i il,
fugosities of 3 calcareous appearance wh;
it
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A : ., .
i :;;tlﬁlal?ifm?;gl?alrc s qescrlptlon also appeared in Valdi-
(Vg;iizé.n . Maldoz ;d;r,e;l;;s;)'on Peruvian popular medicine
were ‘;’;’;;rl?eclls licnown als;:) in Bolivia. The most complete data
studied the ] y the Bpl1v1an botanist Martin Cardenas who
Expedition ié) la9nzt and its use during the Mulford Biological
zrows in_ the 1 Cardenas ( 1969: 396) reported that the plant
Province of ;eglon of Fhe Rio Enadere near Ixiamas, in the
Rurrenabaay tl:rralde in northern La Paz Department. In
and, as in ge ¢, the dry bark of .chamairo is sold in coiled strips
pottion of o oru, 1s c!osely associated with coca chewing. After 2
added and fi Czi.l is lightly chewed, a small picce of chamairo is
2 pinch of lna y formed together into a quid, to which is added
of the mix? ant ash wl}lch is carried in a cow’s horn, The effect

Glodens ure was said to rese'mble sweetened coca.
“Chamairoj attc_mpted to ‘explaln the derivation of the word
profix. ek , w’l,uch he l?cheved to be Quechua in origin. The
G s o ;mg , according to Cdrdenas, means “delight” and
torch for 1 11;1 .of forage grass “.rhlch is used to make a wick or
“wick of c;gl_tms,;’ fires. He thus interpreted “chamairo” to mean
. elight”, in reference to the pleasant effects produced

pon chewing the vine.
i Ij:?;‘:;?r Bolivian, Oblitas Poblete (1969), proYided additional

“Ch 10{1 on tht'a use of_ ch_amairo as a medicinal plant:
Wh ammr? is a liana which is found in the region of the Beni.

en chewing coca, it serves {0 sweeten the leaf and make it

mO 1 M . » . . »
re digestive, When drunk as an infusion, chamairo eliminates
tomachic and tonic and

fatlgue from the body. It is known as a S
§ much employed for colic and flatulence. The ash is used to
dust wounds which then heal easily. Coca leaf chewed with
chamairo is applied in a cataplasm to wounds, bruises, blows

and sprains.”

ATION OF CHAMAIRO

botanist to identify the genus and
atia in the Bignoniaceae, although
e also apparently collected an
¢ of Caupulican in La Paz

IDENTIFIC

Cardenas was the first
family of chamairo as Muss
he did not recognize the species. H
herbarium specimen in the Provinc
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Department with which he illustrated his brie'f zztcc:ou}ltthfi’sf
chamairo (Cardenas, 1969), However, no duplicates od'tion
collection have beep located among the Mulford Expe 1980
collections at the New York Botanical Garc.len (SCI}Oﬁ"ﬂd’dl nas:
pers. comm.), at other major U.S. herbaria, nor in CIar t?tuto
Personal herbarium which s now preserved at the Ins
iguel Lillo, Tucuman, Ar entina. _ .
Mli 1964, Dr. Gerald We?ss, an anthropologist at Florx(c:iia_l
Atlantic University, collected an ethnobotanical VOuc’her spebo
men of chamairg among the Campa Indians of the Rio Tam

tively identified as

Mussatia hyacinthing (Standl.) Sandw. by
Dr. Alwyn Gentry,

a specialist in Americap Bignomaceae;rA
second authenticating specimen was collected by Gen ;’;
Schunke ang Aronson in the Huallaga valley of Peru ne
Tocache. This collection was recognized in the field as chdm};”r ‘3
by Schunke ang botanically identified by Gentry as M. hya
cinthing, i

The genus Mussariy includes only two species: A, hyacinthin
which ran

ges from Mexico south to Guyana and Bolivia; and M.
Prieurei (DC)) Bur, ex K. Sc

hum., which occurs in the Guianas
and Amazonijan Brazil. To

o
my knowledge, there have been ’:1
of economije uses for either species, and,

according to Gentry (pers. comm.), the chemistry of Mussatia is
completely unknown,



Eileen Schofield for searching for specimens at the New York
Botanical Garden; and Dr. Kjell Zetterstrom for permitting me
to study specimens at the Ethnografiska Museum, Goteborg, I
am also grateful to Dr. John Elick for sharing his field notes on
Chan}airo and to Dr. Gerald Weiss for supplying the voucher
specimen to the Field Museum. Part of the research reported in
thls. paper was conducted at the Botanical Museum of Harvard
University under a contract with the United States Department
of Agriculture (No. 12-14-1001-230, R. E. Schultes, Principal
Investigator).
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PLATE 6.

leaves. C, fruit. From coo el

Plate 6, Mi i cinthina. A inflorescence. B,
ussatla W i 'ion of the Missouri Botapical Garden.

Flora of Panama. Used by permiss ) ‘
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