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Chrysalidocarpus decipiens

HENK BEENTJE AND JOHN DRANSFIELD

Herbarium, Royal Botanic Gardens Kew, Richmond, Surrey, TW9 34E, UK

Readers of the bulletin of the Southern Cali-
fornia Chapter of the International Palm Society,
the Palm Journal, will be well aware of the hor-
ticultural interest in Chrysalidocarpus decipiens
Beccari. C. decipiens is one of the grandest palms
there is. Native to the central plateau of Mada-
gascar, it is now rare in the wild and, perhaps
surprisingly, it has only relatively recently become
widespread in cultivation outside Madagascar. In
fact we know of no mature adult palms in culti-
vation outside its native country.

Early Confusion

The name Chrysalidocarpus decipiens was
established by Beccari in 1906, based on speci-
mens collected by the English missionary, the Rev-
erend Baron (after whom Neodypsis baronii is
named), from ‘“‘Central Madagascar’ (probably
Andrangolaoka, east of Antananarivo) and by the
German plant collector, Hildebrandt (after whom
Dypsis hildebrandtii is named), from Ankafina
forest near Fianarantsoa, in the southern plateau
area. At this time (1906) the fruit was still
unknown.

Eight years later, in 1914, more specimens had
been collected, notably by the French collector
Perrier de la Bathie, and Beccari could amplify
his description of C. decipiens when he wrote his
monumental work “Palme del Madagascar.”
Unfortunately he mixed two palms in his descrip-
tion—true C. decipiens, including some fruiting
material, and Neodypsis basilongus of Jumelle
and Perrier, a more coastal species with ruminate
endosperm that was held to be typical for Neo-
dypsis.

Since the resulting “species” combined char-
acters from two genera, Beccari felt it necessary
to establish a new genus Macrophloga. The result-
ing species, Macrophloga decipiens (Beccari)
Beccari existed for eight years, until Jumelle sorted
out the confusion and put all the constituent parts
back in their proper species.

However, this is not the end of the story. During

our research on the palms of Madagascar over
the past eight years, it has become increasingly
apparent that the major differences between groups
of species that allow us to define and maintain
genera as distinct from each other just do not exist
in the group of palms, the Dypsidinae, to which
Chrysalidocarpus belongs. A wealth of new spe-
cies and complete material of many of the pre-
viously described species have provided the evi-
dence that has forced us to regard all members
of the Dypsidinae as belonging to a single large
and very varied genus Dypsis. The extremes of
this genus are very distinct but they are connected
to each other by series of intermediates that have
completely blurred any previously conceived
boundaries. The dreaded name changes that will
ensue have not yet been formalized so we can
continue in the mean time to use the name Chry-
salidocarpus decipiens. Our complete findings
will be published as a book on the palms of Mad-
agascar, we hope in 1995.

C. decipiens in Cultivation

Within Madagascar, this wonderful squat “bot-
tle” palm, Chrysalidocarpus decipiens, is grown
in gardens on the plateau, but only rather rarely.
There are fine examples in the Parc de Tzimbazaza
in the center of the capital, Antananarivo, as illus-
trated in Nancy Edmonson’s article in the May
1993 issue of the Palm Journal, and a few young
individuals in gardens on the road between the
airport at Ivato and the capital. South of Tana,
in the nearby town of Ambatolampy there are
some really splendid old trees along the roadside
near the town center. When one sees mature trees
of C. decipiens, one wonders why so few people
grow them. Who needs Hyophorbe when there is
such a fine alternative? There is another feature
of the palm that should particularly excite palm
growers in the cooler tropics and subtropics and
of which growers in southern California are already
aware. Chrysalidocarpus decipiens is a palm of
the high plateau of Madagascar, an area that is
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decipiens in open native scrub south of Ambositra.

Cultivated hillslope south of Ambositra; Chrysalidocarpus decipiens survives as a small population here.

1.



3. Henk Beentje stands beside an almost mature individual of Chrysalidocarpus decipiens in cleared land south of Ambosi-

tra. 4. Two stems of Chrysalidocarpus decipiens in cleared land south of Ambositra. 5. A fine clump of mature Chry-

salidocarpus decipiens, south of Ambositra. 6. A lone individual of Chrysalidocarpus decipiens growing beside a river on
the plateau north of Antananarivo.
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7: Large population of Chrysalidocarpus decipiens growing in open vegetation on a rocky hillslope west of Ambositra. Photo

by David DuPuy. 8.

relatively cool and, at times, quite dry. Here is a
palm that should do really well in, for example,
southern California or coastal New South Wales,
perhaps even in the south of France. Another

extraordinary feature of the palm is that in early-

growth, while the palm is still establishing itself in
a rosette phase, the still underground stem forks,
apparently dichotomously, and two aerial stems
can develop. In the July 1993 issue of the Palm
Journal, mention is made of Mardy Darian’s
remarkable C. decipiens with seven trunks; in the
wild we have not seen more than two equal sized
trunks growing together, but it is always difficult
in the wild to decide whether small shoots at the
base of a palm represent suckers or seedlings. A
few mature individuals in Tzimbazaza retain paired
stems, but it seems that, quite often, one of the
pair is weaker than the other and may eventually
die.

Where does this palm actually survive in the
wild and what is its natural habitat?

Flowering and fruiting Chrysalidocarpus decipiens, west of Ambositra. Photo by David DuPuy.

Distribution in the Wild

All of our records of Chrysalidocarpus deci-
piens in the wild are from the high plateau at
elevations of 1200-2000 m above sea level. We
have observed the palm growing beside water
courses, on steep slopes among boulders, and on
the tops of plateaux. In all localities where we
have observed it, the vegetation has already been
much modified by man, and regeneration of the
palm seems very limited indeed. In one locality
south of Antananarivo, we found a population of
about 50 individuals of varying age scattered in
scrubland composed of native Madagascar species
and in man-made grassland. Nearby there was a
rare relict stand of high-plateau primary forest, a
forest composed of small-leaved trees with much
moss and the scrambling bamboo, Hickelia mad-
agascariensis, but with no palms at all. Perhaps
C. decipiens is adapted to growing in rather open
habitats such as steep slopes and boulder fields,
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rather than in closed primary forest, and this may
provide a clue as to why it seems to perform so
well in subtropical gardens. However, we have
observed it once north of Ranomafana in remnants
of wet forest and once in submontane mist forest
with low canopy east of Ambositra.

Our observations suggest that this is a palm of
restricted distribution and with limited regenera-
tion in the wild. Even though it may occur in
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remoter areas in some abundance, as has been
reported by a friend for an area west of Ambositra,
its survival in the wild must be a cause for concern.
Yet, as a horticultural subject, it promises to be
a popular, easily grown and adaptable species for
subtropical gardens, the only major requirement
for-which is space—space to develop its splendid
trunks and spreading crowns of plumose leaves.

CLASSIFIED

PALMS. Indoor, cold-hardy, or tropical. 300+ species. Air mail shipped in original container
(no bare rooting). Grown in temperate and sub-tropical zones in our own essentially sterile palm
mix on raised benches. Certified to ship to all states requiring inspections. We now ship worldwide.
Catalog $6 (refundable). Excellent condensed reference. THE GREEN ESCAPE-P, P.O. Box
1417, Palm Harbor, FL 34682.

COLD HARDY PALMS. Rhapidophyllym hystrix—=Sabal minor—Sabal palmetto—Trachy-
carpus fortunei—Serenoa repens—Zamia floridana. SORRY, we sold out of Needle Palms
last year. We are now booking orders for Spring 1994 (domestic and foreign) shipment. CRE-
ATIVE NATIVE, P.O. Box 713, Perry, FL 32347. Phone: (800)628-4831/(904)498-2359.
Fax: (904)498-1913. Wholesale Inquiries Welcome.

UTOPIA PALMS AND CYCADS. Specializing in Rare Palms and Cycads. Seed and Seedlings
from all around the world. Lot 4 Ninderry Slopes Road, VALDORA, Qld. 4561, AUSTRALIA.
Ask for CLAYTON YORK. Int. Phone 61 74 466205. Int. FAX 61 74 463966.

CYCADS—BUY, SELL, TRADE. Please send for mail order price list. Free to Palm Society
members. Many species of cycads and other plants (rare succulents, caudiciforms, rare bulbs,
etc.) listed. Encephalartos kisambo, E. tegulaneus, E. bubalinus, E. horridus, etc. GUY WRIN-
KEL/EXOTIC PLANTS, 11610 Addison St., North Hollywood, CA 91601. Phone: 310(670)-
8637.

FOR SALE. Howea forsteriana sprouted seeds. Premium quality, super clean, all shells removed.
Free from palm-seed borer. JOHN LOK, P.O. Box 212, Dargaville, NEW ZEALAND. Phone:
+65-9-439 8074. Fax: +64-9-439 8075.

SEED SERVICE. Rare Palm Seed for the hobbyist or commercial grower. No order too small.
Please ask for my FREE catalogue of Palm Seed. SEED SERVICE, INGE HOFFMANN, 695
Joaquin Ave., San Leandro, CA 94577 USA. Tel/FAX (510)352-4291.






