Billbergia 'Bill's Baby' by Derek Butcher in Bromeliaceae Nov/Dec 1998

There was great excitement in the Butcher household in July which is surprising because usually this is a quiet month with Bromeliads, just waiting for Spring. JG 29002 was coming into flower and what a magnificent inflorescence it was with many large bright red scape bracts contrasting with a white farinose scape. It stayed like this for days with us waiting for the petals to open so that we could get a photograph or two and dissect a little bit. John Catlan and Genny Vauhkonen had previously flowered this plant and their photograph of its inflorescence meant we just had to have one plant too. In trying to name it from the photograph I toyed with the idea of it being Billbergia oxysepala or even violacea because John had said the plant had come from a very old collection in northern NSW. I thought it just had to be a species in the Helicodea group.

So July saw me filling in my worksheet and the wandering through Lyman Smith's key, time and again, getting almost matches but not quite. While looking at the petals I noticed pale blue lines in the upper part of the predominantly yellow-​green petals and I remembered seeing similar colouring in Billbergia macrocalyx. I was now convinced that I had a hybrid in front of me, and one done some 30 years ago by Bill Morris when he crossed B.macrocalyx with B. rosea (then venezuelana). It's name came into being only 20 years ago when Grace Goode and Olwen Ferris felt the plant needed a name. Not wanting others to go through the traumas of tracing the identity of this plant, I would like to take this opportunity of describing this rather large 'Baby'.

Plant-
tubular, to 1 metre high with about 8 leaves.

Leaf Sheath -
large, up to 25cm long and 10cm wide.

Leaf Blade-
to 75cm, 5cm wide, green with pale green spots in the upper half, sparsely spined, with irregular farinose bands predominantly in the lower half.

Scape-
1 cm thick, farinose, semi-pendent.

Scape Bracts- mainly clustered below the inflorescence, 17cm to 10cm long, 12mm to 4mm wide, shiny red #26 with lepidote covering on the outside.

Inflorescence-simple, ovoid, l5cm long, 5cm wide, with 25-30 flowers.

Floral Bracts-
similar to upper scape bracts for the first 3 or 4 flowers (first exceeding the flower, the last exceeding sepal) reducing drastically to a 3mm by 3mm triangle red-brown in colour. 

Sepal-
lancelike, 23mm long, 11 mm wide, green with pinkish overlay. 

Petal-
ligulate, 65mm long, 6mm wide, greenish-yellow #81 with light blue tip #58, pale blue veined in top 3rd, becoming coiled almost like a watch spring in Queensland, but straight in Adelaide!

Pistil-
5cm long, including green spiral stigma.

Ovary-
top-shaped, 12mm long, 8mm wide, lightly ribbed, farinose covering.

Billbergia 'Bill's Baby' (Billbergia JG 29002)  by John Catlan

The story for me begins on the 9th of January 1996.
I'm at Mike Symmons' place and I find a large unnamed Billbergia, it's like nothing I've ever seen before. No, he has none to spare, but he throws all the old mothers on the compost heap. So, I'm in the compost heap, up to my arm pits sorting through while Mike stands surveying his kingdom he pronounces "You know, you're welcome to anything I haven't got".

Anyway, I find the old mother with a dead flower bract. This plant was in an old collection Mike acquired many years ago.

Later I forwarded a plant to Derek Butcher for identification. He has to grow and flower the plant but in the mean time Neville Ryan tentatively identifies the plant as Billbergia 'Bill's Baby' and at a later date Bill Morris identifies a non-flowering plant as Billbergia 'Bill's Baby'. I didn't tell Derek any of this because I try not to influence his decisions and prefer he comes to his own independent conclusion. It also helps to stretch his abilities and is good for character development.

Off the cuff identification of hybrid bromeliads is fraught with disaster, but we now have three people whose opinion I value, independently identify this Billbergia and it is not fair to the people concerned to ask for an off the cuff opinion and then quote it as a fact, there is a difference.

From now on, Billbergia JG 29002 is Billbergia 'Bill's Baby' and anyone who disagrees has to prove it is not. It should be remembered, plants vary among themselves because of environmental differences.

The plant is approximately 1 metre tall, foliage is straight and green, banded, with a few not very obvious white spots. The inflorescence is 22cm long (9"), 20cm wide (8") and the scape is 64cm (2'2"). The scape bracts extend back along the scape giving the impression that the inflorescence is 40cm (18") long. Each individual flower is 7.5cm (3") long.

The quality of the scape bracts lasted from the 2nd of April (when it emerged) for 28 days. It looks like a Helicodea type, but a characteristic of this plant is that one of the three flower petals never recoils correctly. The plant is a pleasure to grow, the scape bracts have size, colour and lasting abilities. Another quality Australian hybrid.
