


In his monography about the Northamerican 
agaves, Howard Scott Gentry writes that Agave 
nayaritensis GENTRY is known only from one single 
locality in the centre of the Mexican state of 
Nayarit: from “Mirador del Aguila”, about 22 kilo-
metres north of the state capital of Tepic along the 
Mexican highway Mex-15.

We visit this locality end of May 2002 to realize 
how the “true” Agave nayaritensis GENTRY looks like 
at the type locality. With our binoculars we can 
spot some light yellowish-green big rosettes of this 
species in the nearby cliffs. Only with a lot of luck 
and using our climbing skills we manage to get 
closer to these plants to study them more in detail. 
Someone has to be aware that here (at this time 
of the year) you’re in a really tick-contaminated 
area. It’s no real fun to crawl through the brush 
knowing that these nasty insects are all over you. 
A subsequent check of your clothes and your body 
as well as the removal of the little creatures with a 
tick-plier is absolutely advisable.

The plants we see at the type locality look more 

than stunted. The big, few-leaved and often some-
how etiolated rosettes only survived here because 
they occupy a niche: the vertical cliffs! That’s why 
none of the omnipresent cattle can come even close 
to feed on these plants.

That’s why we start searching for the plants in 
the surrounding area. Sure enough, we nd a con-
siderably bigger population growing in the basalt 
cliffs around the Salto de Jumatán. There we nd 
plants which do great credit to this agave species: 
long, rather thin, yellowish-green and soft leaves 
with dense, small marginal teeth; the chestnut 
brown to black ~1 cm long terminal spine; the ino-
rescence with its stout peduncle and the widely 
spreading umbels. At this time of the year the car-
mine red umbel arms bear a mass of ripe, yel-
lowgreen small seed capsules. Unfortunately we 
missed the time of the owering, so we have to 
come back next year a little bit earlier to document 
also the ower of this plant species for our habitat 
data base (www.agavaceae.com).

Agave nayaritensis GENTRY is a very attractive plant 
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Fig. 1 Agave nayaritensis GENTRY, in habitat east of Escuinapa, March 2001, all photographs by the authors



but seldom found in cultivation.  Gentry writes 
that he collected young plants and sent them to 
different recipients but that he didin’t hear any-
thing from those people, so he believes that the 
plants did not survive. We too think that this spe-
cies might be very difcult in cultivation, particu-
larly if the plants are taken home from the wild 
(today an illegal act anyway). It would be more 
than difcult to simulate the habitat conditions of 
these plants, which are plants of the subtropical to 
tropical hot and humid lowlands.

But why did we want to realize how this agave 
species looks like at the type locality?

Because we once stumbled over exactly this agave 
species somewhere else: In March 2001 in southern 
Sinaloa, about 200 kilometres north of the (until 
now) only known locality!

In March 2001 we were on the trail of Agave orni-
thobroma GENTRY and Agave impressa GENTRY. East of 
Escuinapa in southern Sinaloa. Of course it’s dan-
gerous these days to travel in the foothills of the 
Sierra Madre Occidental in Sinaloa (we heard  of 
armed attacks, massacres on poor farmers, grow-
ing areas of poppies and marijuana where you 
can easily get killed by armed guards), however, 
we couldn’t stop ourselves searching for “our” 

plants even in these areas. Since we already made 
some successful trips into this disreputable area, 
we went to a locality for Agave ornithobroma GENTRY 
east of Matatán, where we found those plants. We 
took some really bad roads (we better should call 
them “cow tracks”) through the mountains east 
of Escuinapa to get back to the Mexican highway 
Mex-15. Along the way we met a farmer on his 
horse to whom we talked for a while. On that occa-
sion we mentioned that we were looking for a spe-
cial maguey (=agave) with white stripes (Agave 
impressa GENTRY). After some thinking he nodded  
pointed to the southwest and said that he saw 
some of those plants growing on the tafelberg over 
there. So we climbed this mountain and found... 
two different species of agaves! Agave impressa 
GENTRY (of which we found on this tafelberg very 
“impressive” specimens - see cover page), and, the 
reader can imagine it, an agave with light yellow-
green, soft leaves, small, regular marginal teeth, 
a short, dark brown spine, and rather short and 
stout inorescences!

Agave nayaritensis GENTRY in southern Sinaloa!

However, the very astonishing fact is, that we 
didn’t nd any hybrids despite a very thorough 
search. Astonishing because agaves are well know 

Fig. 2 Agave nayaritensis GENTRY,  seed capsules on red umbel,
          May 2002, near El Salto de Jumatán, Nayarit

Fig. 3 Agave nayaritensis GENTRY, growing sympatrically together
          with Agave impressa GENTRY, March 2001



for the fact that they hybridize with each other if 
the owering times coincide. This would be the 
case here with Agave impressa GENTRY! But we were 
unable to nd any hybrids.

To be sure about the new locality for Agave nayari-
tensis GENTRY we compared our eld notes with 
Gentry’s description. Table 1 shows some differ-
ences but we classify them as within the range of 
variation. Nowadays it’s unfortunately very fash-
ionable to describe new agaves which only margin-
ally differ from already known species. We don’t 
want to take the same line and consider the plants 
east of Escuinapa as Agave nayaritensis GENTRY.

   Type Gentry  Escuinapa  Salto de Jumatán

habit   acaulescent  acaulescent  acaulescent
      rarely on up to 10 cm
       high stems

suckers   rarely surculose  no suckers observed no suckers observed

leaves   lanceolate   lanceolate   lanceolate
   few-leaved  9-18(-40)   
   85-115 cm long  70-100 cm long  70-90 cm long
   12-15 cm wide  12-15(-18) cm wide  12-15 cm wide
   widest above middle widest at 2/3  widest at middle
   surface asperous  surface asperous  surface asperous
   light green  light yellowish green light yellowish green
      glaucous tint at base glaucous tint at base
     
marginal teeth  1-3 mm long  2-4 mm long  ~2 mm long
   1-1.5 cm apart  1.2-2 cm apart  0.3-0.5 cm apart
   regularly spaced  regularly spaced  regularly spaced
   dark brown  dark brown  dark brown

spine   9-15 mm long  12-20 mm long  10-12 mm long
   dark brown  dark brown to black  dark brown
   non-decurrent  non-decurrent  non-decurrent
   short narrow groove grooved to the middle grooved to the middle

panicle   3-4 m tall   (1-)2-3.5 m tall  2-2.5 m tall
   diffuse   diffuse   diffuse
   oval in outline  oval in outline  oval in outline
   14-15 widely spreading 10-15 widely spreading ~15 widely spreading
    umbels   umbels   umbels
   umbels size not  umbels 25-55 cm long umbels up to 40 cm long
    described   up to 35 cm wide  up to 35 cm wide

owers   small, 40-45mm long not observed  not observed
   on small bracteolate
   pedicels (see Gentry’s
   description)

capsules   unknown   16-20 mm long  25-28 mm long (fresh)
         20-25 mm long (dry)
      10-12 mm wide  12-14 mm wide (fresh)
         10-12 mm wide (dry)
      dark brown  dark brown
      open 2/3 to the base open 2/3 to the base

seed   unknown   not observed  5 mm x 3.5 mm x <1 mm
         black
         matte
         with surface pattern

Tab. 1 Comparison table between Agave nayaritensis GENTRY plants of three different localities

Fig. 4 Agave nayaritensis GENTRY,  in fruit, May 2002, near
           El Salto de Jumatán, Nayarit



Fig. 5 Agave nayaritensis GENTRY,  on volcanic rocks east of 
          Escuinapa, Sinaloa, March 2001

In addition, table 1 shows also data of capsules 
and seed which were unknown to the science until 
now. 

The here presented photo documentation further-
more shows very nicely that it’s possible that 
a few-leaved agave can become a rather many-
leaved plant if the conditions are more ideal. It 
also shows how the two agave species grow sym-
patrically together.

We assume that the area of distribution of this 
agave species, which is not used by the locals for 
any purpose, is a lot bigger than what was believed 
until today. We believe that in this 200 kilometre 
long area many more populations can be found 
on the volcanic cliffs with northern, northeastern, 
or northwestern exposition. Since this area is not 
enough explored, and because there are not enough 
passable roads, it is certainly good for some more 
botanical surprises.
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