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Theobroma bicolor, locally known as either Pataxte (Izabal) or Balamte (Alta Verapaz)
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Introduction to Theobroma bicolor, Balamte, Pataxte across Guatemala

Alta Verapaz, Huehuetenango, Retalhuleu, San Marcos, and Santa Rosa, and most likely also in Izabal. Not well documented for Peten.

Theobroma cacao {but not near the ocean). Theobroma cacao is common in Alta Verapaz (especially between Chipemech and Cahabon, 
and on most of the mountains around Cahabon, Izabal, Sacatepéquez, Solola, Suchitepéquez, Mazatenango, and a few places in Peten—
but rare.

Theobroma angustifolium pods are smaller, rot quickly, produce fewer seeds, and almost no one raises this species since all the other 
cacao species produce more food. There are very few trees remaining of this rare species. It is possible that the Classic Maya had 
Theobroma angustifolium, or possible that it was only brought to Soconusco from Costa Rica by the Spaniards.
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Color varies by how 
much sun was shining 
on the pod, and 
whether the pod is 
young or mature.

Municipio de Senahu, 
Departamento de Alta 
Verapaz, March 8, 2020.

Chapter 1

The Pods of 
Theobroma bicolor 
are totally different 
Shape and Texture 

than Pods of 
Theobroma cacao
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Theobroma bicolor, 
whose fresh young 
leaves are the same 
color as fresh young 
leaves of Theobroma 
cacao.

Dec. 8, 2014.

El Retiro, near Lanquin, a 
dozen kilometers from 
Semuc Champey
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What 
tree is 
this?

Is there 
any 
cacao 
tree in 
this 
photo?

Dec. 8, 
2014.

Chapter 2   It is easy to learn how to recognize trees of Theobroma bicolor
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Pataxte leaves, Dec. 8, 2014
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Theobroma bicolor, pataxte, balamte
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Aldea Plan de la Glorida, 
Municipio El Tumbador, 
Departamento 
de San Marcos

Long rows of parallel leaves, pointing downward.
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Pataxte, research garden of Armando 
Caceres, Samayac, Departamento de 
Suchitepéquez

Dec. 7, 2014.

The height of this vehicle lets you 
estimate how high this pataxte tree is.

Giant palm in the background and most 
other trees are taller.

To harvest cacao of Theobroma bicolor 
you do NOT have to cut off the pod 
yourself—once the pod is ripe it will 
detach itself from the tree and fall to 
the ground.
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Pataxte, Samayac, 
research garden of 
Armando Caceres, Dec. 7, 
2014.
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Secanante, 
Municipio de 
Cahabón, Alta 
Verapaz

Chapter 3

Size and Shape of Pods 
of Theobroma bicolor
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Some pods are wider than other 
pods.
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If kept in the sun, the harvested pods dry and turn into solid WOOD. So these pods can be used as drinking cups or serving bowls.
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Theobroma seeds sprout easily from the top of the dirt.

If the pod is not opened in time, the pulp inside 
“disintegrates”. But best to harvest the seeds 
before the pod rots.
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Here you can see that each of 
the five seeds is encased in a 
triangular shaped mass of 
edible material.

You make cacao only from the 
seeds, but the fresh pulp is 
edible raw—has no chocolate 
flavor since it’s raw and not 
processed. Chocolate flavor 
comes only from the seeds 
after they are processed.

When you cut the pod 
sideways, you do not see 
the layers of the seeds, so 
you also do not see the 
triangular shae of the 
surrounding pulp.
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Notice that the oval seeds are each inside 
a triangular segment of surrounding soft 
material.

This pod has begun to rot outside 
(because it was not cleaned and kept in 
the sun). And the pulp on the inside has 
dried out and begun to rot  and expose the 
seeds.
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The shape of 
the pulp around 
the oval seeds 
of Theobroma 
bicolor is 
triangular since 
that’s how they 
are positioned 
around the 
inside of the 
thick rigid shell.

However the 
actual seeds 
are oval—not 
triangular.

Senahu area, 
Alta Verapaz.
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Balamte 
seeds are 
slightly 
wider than 
seeds of 
Theobroma 
cacao.
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Pataxte is also 
grown and 
consumed in 
lowland areas of  
Izabal.



Hacienda La Esperanza, Jan. 
10, 2015.

EF100mm f/2.8 Macro USM 
lens with Canon EOS 6D 
camera.

Chapter 4

Flowers 
of Theobroma bicolor 

are a different color 
than White Flowers 

of Theobroma cacao
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Flowers of Theobroma 
bicolor, Aug. 8, 2016, 
Frutas del Mundo, Izabal.
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We thank Dwight Carter and the Maya people at Frutas del Mundo, Izabal, for hospitality during more than a dozen visits 
during the previous decade33



Freshly opened flowers of Theobroma bicolor, Frutas del Mundo, Izabal, excellent photo by Erick Flores.34
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For decades, dried, 
pressed flat 
specimens of 
plants in drawers of 
herbaria of 
botanical gardens 
and universities 
have assisted 
botanists around 
the world.

But this digital 
photo shows fuzz 
that is unlikely 
visible in a dried 
crushed flower 
flattened in a 
drawer.

Theobroma bicolor, 
Frutas del Mundo, 
Izabal, photo by 
Erick Flores.
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Samayac, Suchitepéquez, April 18, 2012



Samayac, April 18, 2012
Canon EF100mm f/2.8 Macro USM lens with Canon EOS-
1Ds Mark III camera.38
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Two different flowers on the same Theobroma bicolor branch.

We thank Regina Aguirre de Riojas for access and 
hospitality during our several visits to this area to 
study various edible plants.

42



Energetic ants 
wandering around 
different parts of the 
flower that has wilted 
to allow the fresh 
young balamte pod 
to issue out.

Notice the thick 
ridges alternating 
with a lower area—
very similar to cacao 
pods (but more 
pronounced on this 
balamte pod). The 
textile will then 
evolve into a much 
more complex 
surface for the 
maturing pod.

Finca La Esperanza, 
south of San Jose El 
Idolo, Suchitepéquez
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Young pod of Theobroma bicolor growing out of 
the pollinated flower. August 9, 2016.

Nice angle of precise photo by Erick Flores, who 
was photographer at FLAAR Mesoamerica for 
many years. 65mm macro lens on Canon EOS-1D 
X Mark II.

Frutas del Mundo, Izabal.
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Baby pod 
of 
pataxte, 
has a long 
time to 
grow 
larger 
than the 
adjacent 
large 
leaves.

Frutas del 
Mundo, 
Izabal.

Aug. 9, 
2016. We 
have been 
studying 
pataxte 
for many 
years.

45



Chapter 5       Botanical and Ethnobotanical documentation
Part I: Where has Theobroma bicolor been collected by Botanists in Guatemala and Mexico

Portal de Biodiversidad de Guatemala lists Theobroma bicolor for:

Alta Verapaz, Trece Aguas; near the Finca Sepacuite
Alta Verapaz, Chirujija Oxec; near the Finca Sepacuite
Alta Verapaz, Cubilquitz
Alta Verapaz, Chama

Huehuetenango, Between Ixcan and Río Ixcan; Sierra de las Cuchumatanes

Retalhuleu

Santa Rosa, Region of Platanares, between Taxisco and Guazacapan

So just as FLAAR has found LOTS of Theobroma bicolor in the mountains of Alta Verapaz, so have other botanists. Izabal is not listed by 
Portal de Biodiversidad de Guatemala. FLAAR has found and photographed pataxte pods and seeds in Izabal over a decade ago (Nov. 15, 
2014) that we show on the following page. Plus we have found and photographed Theobroma bicolor in several locations of Departamento 
de San Marcos. So the FLAAR teams have found and documented Theobroma bicolor where no botanist has ventured.

Villaseñor (2016: 239) curiously does not list Theobroma cacao whatsoever—only:
Theobroma angustifolium Sessé & Moc. ex DC. CHIS, TAB
Theobroma bicolor Bonpl. CHIS, GRO, OAX, TAB, VER

Balick, Nee and Atha (2000) do not list Theobroma angustifolium. 46



There used to be hundreds of Theobroma bicolor 
trees on the south side of Lago Izabal. There were so 
many pataxte trees there that the town was named 
Aldea Playa Pataxte and the creek was named Rio 
Pataxte.

But commercial African palm plantation took over 
this area and in 2014 we found only a few trees 
remaining (on the south-east side of the African palm 
plantation. I doubt that in 2026 very many remain.

As you can see from these pods, the local people still 
depend on pataxte for food that is not unhealthy junk 
food or processed food.
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Chapter 6

(Archaeology and Iconography)

The Classic Maya show Theobroma bicolor as 3-Dimensional Ceramic Figurines
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Chapter 5, Part II: 

       Botanical documentation
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Chapter 7

(Archaeology and Iconography)

Crescentia cujete pods are models for 
Tepeu 1 Bowls of the Late Classic Maya

Since Senaida Ba knows people in Tuzbilpec, Municipio 
de Senahu, Alta Verapaz, on several field trips that were 
focused on studying balamte we visited this area of the 
mountains of the Municipio de Senahu. This photo is 
Dec. 24, 2014.

Here the local people showed us seeds of Theobroma 
bicolor inside a bowl made from the dried outside of 
the seed pod of Crescentia cujete. In some areas this is 
called morro, in other areas jicarro—since there is a 
second species in drier areas of Guatemala names 
Crescentia alata.

These bowls are great because they are not plastic. 
Each pod is cut in half so each pod makes two bowls. 
The identical size and shape was the most popular 
ceramic bowl across the Maya Lowlands in Tepeu 1 
times. So those Tepeu 1 ceramic bowls were modeled 
by the Late Classic Maya as copies of the bowls made 
from Crescentia cujete pods.
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FURLÁN Vásquez, Andrea Leticia
   1996 Caracterización del fruto de Theobroma Bicolor y sus posibles aplicaciones. Tesis, Licenciatura en Ingeniería en Ciencias de Alimentos. 

Facultad de Ciencias y Humanidades, Universidad del Valle de Guatemala. 84 pages.

 Seeds of Theobroma bicolor has 24.42% proteins, 30.86% fiber, which is more than seeds of Theobroma cacao; the fat in T. bicolor, 25.48%, is 
less than T. cacao (Furlán 1996: v with more info on page 12-16ff). Seeds of Theobroma bicolor are used as an ingredient in harina del tiste, a 
popular drink in Guatemala. (Furlán 1996: vi and 31ff; 49ff).

 Downloadable, but locked (so you can’t copy-and-paste key paragraphs to cite).
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