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CATALOGUE

Common name: Algafil.

Etymology: Spanish. Commercial name.

Chronology: Mendoza and Pino (1964) did research with algafil and identified it
as Chlorella sp.

Distribution: Not provided.

Habitat: Not provided.

Uses: Increases the pigmentation in egg yolks of Leghorn hens.

Note: Byproduct of fermentation. Commercially prepared by Abbot de Mexico,
S.A. laboratories. Not produced in Mexico anymore.

Common name: Amoxtli (Figure 1).

Etymology: Nahuatl, amox-tli, writing book (Karttunen 1992:11).

Other names: amomoxtli, amoxtle, gelatina de agua ‘water jelly’.

Chronology: Sahagtin in 1571 (1971:221, fo. 220) writes: “There are urronas? float-
ing in the water, called tecuitlatl or acuitlatl or acoquitl or amomoxtli, of a
light blue color; when thick, you spread it on ashes on the floor and make
‘cakes’. You can toast it and eat it.” (“Hay unas urronas, que se crian sobre el
agua, que se llaman tecwuitlatl o, acuitlatl, o agcoquitl, o amomoxtli, son de
color azul claro, después que esta bien espeso, y grueso, cégenlo, tiendenlo en
el suelo sobre ceniza y después hacen unas tortas de ello y tostadas las comen.”)

Ortega (1972:93, 95) claims that, “Someone from that place [Zumpango Lake] told
us it was called gelatina de agua ‘water jelly’ or amoxtle.” Ortega named it
Nostoc commune Vaucher ex Bornet et Flahuault.

Castello Yturbide et al. (1986:73, 190), quoting Mrs. Guadalupe Sanchez, from
Tldhuac, D.E: “Diega, my grandmother, had a canoe, she would row among
the chinampas ‘floating gardens’ to collect amoxtle: she was the only one who
knew how to prepare it. She died in 1966.” (“Mi abuelita Diega tenia su canoa,
se iba remando entre las chinampas a recoger el amoxtle; s6lo ella lo sabia
preparar. Murié en 1966.”)

Distribution: State of Mexico: Laguna de Zumpango, M.M. Ortega 65, 12 Oct. 1970
(MEXU 86).

Habitat: Floating on the lagoon.

Uses: Edible.

Note: It is no longer eaten by the people of Zumpango. It is still used in Bolivia
(Halperin 1967) and Perti (Aldave-Pajares 1969). The Zumpango lake was dried
out and re-filled with recycled water.

Common name: Chilacaxtli (Figure 2).

Etymology: The original Mexican term for it is not known; nevertheless, Karttunen
(1992:3, 51, 52) mentions the terms: chilach-tli, seed of the chili pepper plant;
ach-tli, possessive of —achyo, seed.; chil-li, chili pepper. Possibly, seed of the
chili pepper.

Other names: Chilacastle, chilacascle.

Chronology: Robelo (chilacascle, 1941:384) and Santamaria (chilacastle, 1978:491)
consider it to be a plant that grows on the surface of acequias ‘causeways’ and
stagnant water: Azolla caroliniana Willdenow [Azolla filiculoides Lamouroux].
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FIGURE 1.— Amoxtle [Nosctoc commune Vaucher ex Bornet et Flahault] water jelly
floating on the Zumpango Lake.

Espinoza Abarca et al. (1985:61-62) collected this plant in Mixquic, D.F. in Decem-
ber, 1980; it was used as green manure and was identified as Azolla filiculoides
Willdenow in symbiotic association with Anabaena azollae Strasburger
[Trichormus azollae (Strasburger) Komarek ef Anagnostidis].

Distribution: Federal District: causeways near the town of Mixquic. Michoacéan:
Mpio. Morelia: Morelia, G. Arsene 3177, 4 Oct. 1909 (MEXU 185015, 186276, as
chilacaxtli).

Habitat: Gutters, causeways.

Uses: Green manure.

Note: There is confusion between the terms chilacastle and chichicastle. Bravo
Hollis (1930:7) indicates that the first term is used both for Azolla and for Lemna,
and it is used as duck food. But Lot et al. (1999:37) attribute the term only to
Lemna gibba Linnaeus whose vernacular name is: chilacastle, lenteja and
lentejilla, terms used in the Federal District, and used as duck food and as
manure on the chinampas. Martinez (1979:284) says the term chichicastle
referes to L. gibba. For Espinoza Abarca et al. (1985), Azolla filiculoides is a plant
that captures atmospheric Nitrogen through its symbiosis with Anabaena. The
oldest reference to chilacaxtli is found on a herbarium sample collected by G.
Arsene (a priest) in 1909 and identified as Azolla caroliniana, a synonym of
Azolla filiculoides. Surely, the chilacaxtli or chilacastle is used as green ma-
nure [Azolla] and chichicastle [Lemna] as duck food. It is easy to be confused
because Azolla and Lemna frequently grow together and tend to intertwine
(Bravo 1930:7).
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FIGURE 2.— Chilacastle floating on the canals of Mixquic, Xochimilco, D.F. (March 23,
1972).
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Common name: Cuculin (Figures 3, 4).

Etymology: Possibly a Nahua term. Orozco y Berra (1798:153) indicates that cuculito
del agua ‘water cuculito’ is a derivation of the Mexican term cuculin. Robelo
(1941:362) states that the cocolli is a corn and bean tamal®, prepared with
honey and used by the Indians of the Valley of Mexico during religious cer-
emonies.

Other names: Cuculito del agua, cocol, cocolin, cocol de agua "water cocol’.

Chronology: Molina in 1555 (1966:328) states that the name cuculin, means water
viscosity or edible thing which grows among certain aquatic plants.

Hernandez between 1571-1575 (1959:395) writes: “For the Indians, cocolin, a strong
smelling manure, is a brown substance produced in the Mexican lake, which
floats on the water and looks and smells like slime, from where the name comes.
Indians sell it and use it as food when they are extremely hungry because it
has a fetid smell and is not a good thing to eat.” (“Llaman los indios cocolin o
sea cieno de olor fuerte, a cierta sustancia parda que produce el lago mexicano,
que flota sobre el agua y es semejante al limo y de olor parecido también, de
donde le viene el nombre. Lo venden los indios y lo emplean en sus comidas
para saciar su gula de cualquier manera, pues exhala un olor fétido y es
alimento danino.”)

Orozco y Berra (1798:153) writes: “The Indians call it water foam and it is eaten
today under the name of cuculito de agua ‘water cuculito’ which is a deriva-
tion of the Mexican word cuculin.” (“Los indios le llaman espuma del agua y
consumen el producto actualmente con el nombre de cuculito del agua palabra
estropeada del mexicano cuculin.”)
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FIGURE 3.— Cocolin [ Phormidium tenue (Meneghini) Gomont] collected from the Sosa
Texcoco canals (October, 1982).

FIGURE 4.— Tamal made of cocolin.
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FIGURE 7.— Detail of the Upsala Map (16th century). In the upper left hand corner,
people collecting algae can be seen.

Sahagtin in 1571 (1971:221, fo. 220) wrote: “There are some urronas growing on
the water which are called tecuitlatl (Figure 8) or acuitlatl or agoquitl or
amomoxtli, they are light blue, and when they are thick enough, the people
spread this thing over ashes and afterwards they make “cakes” which are
toasted and eaten (Figure 9).” (“Hay unas urronas, que se crian sobre el agua,
que se llaman tecuitlatl o, acuitlatl, o acoquitl, o amomoxtli, son de color
azul claro, después que esta bien espeso, y grueso, cogenlo, tiendenlo en el
suelo sobre ceniza y después hacen unas tortas de ello y tostadas las comen.”)

Herndndez between 1571-1575 (Hernandez 1649, 1959:408-409) wrote: “The
tecuitlat, a substance much like mud growing in some places of the Mexican
lake, floats to the surface from where it is collected with nets or shovels. Once
out of the water, the Indians make small ‘cakes’ which are put to dry on fresh
herbs until completely dry and afterwards these cakes are kept for about a
year as if it were cheese. These cakes are eaten when needed, with roasted
corn or with the popular tortillas. Each area were this slime is collected pro-
vides the owner with good profits. It tastes like cheese, and this is how the
Spaniards call it, although it is not as good as cheese, it smells a little like mud,
itis of a green color which turns black, it can be eaten only in small quantities
and only instead of salt or to give some flavor to corn. Tortillas made of this
slime are not good: Spaniards, who eat almost anything, especially in these
lands, do not eat these tortillas.” (“Brota el tecuitlat, que es muy parecido al
limo, en algunos sitios del lago mexicano, y gana el punto la superficie de las
aguas de donde se saca o barre con redes o se apila con palas. Una vez extraido
y secado un poco al sol, le dan los indios forma de pequenas tortas; se ponen
entonces otra vez al sol y sobre yerbas frescas hasta que se seca perfectamente,
y se guarda luego como el queso por sélo un afo. Se come cuando es necesario
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FIGURE 8.— Images from the Florentine Codex interpreted by Ortega (1972:87). Tenate or
basket made of woven ixtle and palm leaves, with small loaves of bread made of
ixcahuitl. Below, filaments of the alga tecuitlatl; also, the fish spear used by fishermen to
collect the foamy substance or tecuitlatl may be seen.

FIGURE 9.— Images from the Florentine Codex interpreted by Ortega (1972:87) and
Dibble and Anderson (1963:fig. 227). Two blue-green plates (in the original) prepared
with tecuitlatl.

con maiz tostado o con las comtines tortillas de los indios. Cada venero de
este limo tiene su duefio particular, a quien rinde a veces una ganancia de mil
escudos de oro anuales. Tiene sabor de queso, y asi lo llaman los espafioles,
pero menos agradable y con cierto olor a cieno; cuando reciente es azul o verde;
ya viejo es de color de limo, verde tirando a negro, comestible sélo en pequefia
cantidad, y esto en vez de sal o condimento del maiz. En cuanto a las tortillas
que hacen de él, son alimento malo y ristico, de lo cual es buena prueba el
hecho de que los esparioles, que nada desprovechan de lo que sirve al regalo
del paladar, sobre todo en estas tierras, jamas han llegado a comerlas”).
Pomar in 1582 (Pomar and Zurita, 1941) wrote: “...neither fish nor birds reproduce
here, and those birds which come from Florida in winter eat a small fish which
can be found almost all year round, and a kind of food called tecuitlatl made
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(1854) was the first scientist who discovered that algae (Oscillarias and dia-
toms) were the main component in this Mexican product. Ortega (1987:174)
wrote that the vulgar name of tecuitlatl, which had been directly recorded
from various informants in the Valley of Mexico, actually belongs to blue-
green freshwater algae, which includes the Phormidium tenue or cuculito del
agua ‘water cuculito’. Farrar (1966:341) writes, based on historical facts, that
the inhabitants of Tenochtitlan ate large amounts of blue-green algae [Cyano-
phyceae] of unknown species. He also states that, today, there are large
quantities of Cyanophyceae closely related to toxic algae such as Microcystis
and Anabaena. In spite of all this, it appears that tecuitlatl is being eaten with
no harm to human health. It is possible that changes to the environment caused
by urban growth have radically altered the natural habitat of the Valley of
Mexico, and edible species have been substituted by toxic ones.

Common name: Tizatl ‘white dirt’ (Figures 10, 11).
Etymology: Nahua language. Tiza-tl, a type of varnish or white dirt (Molina

1944:113; Siméon 1988:546; Karttunen 1992:241). Robelo (1902:167) wrote,
“Spanish for tiza or tizar, an Aztec word composed of tizatl (white dirt) a
mixture of fossil microorganisms.” Corominas and Pascual (1983:512) included
the definition, “some white powder that silver craftsmen and other persons
use to clean gold and silver jewelry.” The word tiza is absent from the dictio-
naries of the classic period as well as from ancient editions. It can be found in
the 1843 edition, but the definition says, “ashes of a deers’ antlers, to which in
1869, is added white dust used as marker, which can be used to clean metals.”
Today, the word tiza is very well known in places where Spanish is spoken,
especially as a name for limestone and chalk, and it is used to write on waxed
surfaces, on cloth, etc. The terms tigatl, varnish or white dust, can be found in
the Nahuatl Dictionary by Molina in 1571 [Molina 1966:508], together with
the word ticayoa, ‘to be full of varnish’ or ‘of white dirt,” and ticauia, ‘to
varnish with white varnish,” from where the Mexican name Tizapan comes. In
Mexico, the word tiza is used, and also tizar, which is a more refined word...
and tizate is used in other places. The sound of this last word is like that of
many Aztec words (tomate, petate, metate, achiote, etc.) although sometimes
the original accentuation is kept and the ending t! is eliminated. Ximénez in
1615 (1888:282) describes in detail the shape and elaboration of the Mexican
tigatlialli (of the term tlalli, dirt). If we had not had this information we would
have believed that, given that coal can be used in the same way, its name would
have been used for white chalk, and we would have supposed that the term
came form tizo, tizon, which comes form the Latin titio, -onis: chalk burnt al-
most completely...these terms undoubtedly come form titio, as well as atizar,
but we have renounced the use of this etymology. In Asturias, the term “tiz” is
used for tiza, white natural or artificial stone, which is a combination of the
Mexican term tiza and the local synonym xiz [gis], from gypsum.

Other names: Tetizatl (tetl, rock; tizatl, white dirt), tizatlalli (tlalli, clay), tisar,

tizate, tiza, tierra blanca ‘white dirt’, tierra de diatomeas 'diatomaceous dirt’,
diatomita ‘diatomite’, ‘diatom dust’. Chimaltizatl (chimalli, escudo: specular
stone). Atizatl (a-tl, water: agua-tizatl). The verb “entizar,” to paint with “tiza”
or chalk. Robelo (1941:37) writes: Tiza-a-pan (tiza, tizatl; atl, water; pan, in:
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mean chalk, or hydrate anhydrite, or hydrate calcium sulfate. The tizatlalli,
or white soil or dirt, is similar to the albayalde, or to basic lead carbonates
called “cerusita” or “ceruse” and has been used as the base in white paint.
Preto (1985) is doubtful of the medicinal uses, stating that it might be talcum
powder, a very common mineral which cannot melt, is of leafy texture, and is
very soft. Also, Dibble and Anderson (1963:243-244) did a similar interpreta-
tion of these names, which were included in Florentine Codex. Nevertheless,
Ehrenberg (1854, 1869, the original quotes are in German) was the first scien-
tist who demonstrated that the tizatl is made of diatoms, although he too, just
as Prieto (1985), had doubts about its medicinal uses. Ehrenberg (1854:374)
also did a translation of Hernandez’ work which he analyzed in his 1869 re-
search (pp. 2, 4, 5, 6): “There is a kind of clay called atizal, white or whitish, it
is mixed with clay and turned into adobes ‘building material’, it is not good
for anything else.” He also writes: “I had to inform about the elements con-
forming this dirt, white as snow, but without knowing where it came from or
where it had been extracted from. It was formed by polygastric, mostly
Bacillariophytes [Bacillariophyceae], of 38 recognizable species. After more
experiments and research on this white powdery substance (like flour), pub-
lished in Microgeologie (Ehrenberg 1854), the number of forms found in this
Mexican substance called tisar went up to 115 organic species, their drawings
can be found on table 33, figures 7-17. Workers for Mr. Castillo told him that
the Indians around the Ixtlahuaca area, between the Valley of Toluca and Lerma,
sell this type of clay for different purposes. According to Dr. Buckhart, Dr.
Castillo says that the Indians use the tisar, which they call tizate, for different
things, but especially as polish for metals, cutlery, etc. They wash the tisar,
and make round things with it, which are then taken to the market. In Europe,
they use the polishing schist (black-blue rock) for the same purposes. Painters
also use it to paint walls in rooms, to prepare the walls before applying the
color...the tiza is formed by very fine and fragile particles, like dust, but with
sharp edges ...it forms flat white deposits which the indians collect and wash.
But there are some layers of tiza, which are so pure that do not need to be
washed...of what can be seen from Dr. Castillo’s information, the Indians wash
the dirt that is going to be sold, they make white balls with it. It can also be
thought that they make ornaments with these balls, which they sell. And as
the stone that was sent to me is natural and not artificial, and has no adhesive
material. I am sure the natives do not make the balls with loose dirt but with
stones, just as they find it. They sculpture, and they sell it. If the stone is turned
to powder, it is impossible to shape it without using something like clay to
join the particles. Besides, the name tiza is an old name, while the idea that
white dirt is organic is new. Tizatl and tizatlalli mineral dirt which gave an-
cient Mexicans their white pain when they added clay and kneaded it.” It is
possible that there was a mix-up with the term at the beginnings of the 20t
century or even before that. When C. Ehrenberg received a sample from Anto-
nio del Castillo (a Mexican geologist) (Eherenberg 1876:119), there was doubt
about the nametag on the sample. The tag said “tiza from Toluca,” yet was it
porous stone or microorganisms? Today, several authors have reconfirmed
that the origin is from diatoms (Rico-Montiel et al. 1993).
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