HYBRID ANALYSIS by Bernard Stonor.in Bromeletter 14(4): 11-12. 1977

By this expression I mean the resolving of a hybrid into its component species. Unfortunately there are no definite rules to assist us in this fascinating occupation. We can guess at the parentage of a plant and be sure that we are correct but it still remains a guess. The case of the Billbergia hybrid Elvenia Slosson is an example of the dangers involved in guesswork. Some years ago a grower considered that this hybrid was possibly B. nutans X B. vittata and made the cross to test his theory. I received some of the seedlings and when the plants flowered we both agreed that the flowers were identical with those of Elvenia Slosson. According to the information in "Bromeliads" by Victoria Padilla, B. Elvenia Slosson is

B. nutans X B. albertii ? B. albertii is a synonym for B. macrocalyx  ( B. ‘Albertii’ is said to be distachia x nutans – see Cultivar Register 1998) and the hybrid described in the book does not sound like the plant grown here. B. vittata seems to be the most likely choice but we can never be sure of this.

Now we have a query from W. Morris about the plant known to us as Billbergia ‘Bob Tail’, which was originally imported as B. ‘Henry Teucher’, to which bears no resemblance whatever. If this plant is a puzzle to a grower as ex​perienced as Mr. Morris, what hope have the rest of us in tackling the problem of its origin? I think one difficulty in this case is that we don't know if it is a primary hybrid or a more complex one. From the colour of the foliage it has been assumed that one of the parents must be B. euphemiae var. purpurea. I used to believe this .nyself but now I am not so sure. There are certainly factors which point to this species being present, principally the manner in which the foliage colour is passed on to its hybrids. For instance: B. ‘Elvenia’ x B. ‘Bob Tail’ produced a wide variety of hybrids, one of which was almost identical with one clone of B. amoena var. viridis x B. euphemiae var. purpurea. Assuming of course that the latter hybrid was itself correctly named. On the other hand there are a number of discrepancies in this theory, in the case of the plant itself, euphemiae is a strongly stoloniferous - species, ‘Bob Tail’ is not. In fact I now have a 4" pot which contains six growths of ‘Bob Tail’ quite comfortably, five of which are flowering. Foliage colour is very variable too, depending on growing conditions, light, temperature, etc.

It is the floral characteristics which are the basis of all plant classification and here we find a number of problems to confuse us. The scape, for its entire length, is bright red in ‘Bob Tail’, where does this come from? The floral bracts are large, the lower ones longer than the flowers. In euphemiae the floral bracts are small and pale. ‘Bob Tail’ has flowers on short pedicels, those of euphemiae are sessile. So at least one parent must have pedicellate flowers. The petals are plain green or yellow-green and there are very few Billbergias with plain green petals. Some varieties of distachia, which is not likely to be involved, B. amoena var. viridis and B. viridiflora. The inflorescence is glabrous, no white scales or mealy substance such as is found in euphemiae.

So we are left with a plant which appears to have obtained its colourful foliage from euphemiae var. purpurea, while the flowers are of entirely different origin.

I wonder if B. leptopoda can be involved, the way the leaf tips curl certainly suggest this, but the absence of stolons is a difficulty. I think the principal clues to the species in this hybrid's make up are the all green petals, large floral bracts, pedicellate flowers and a smooth, red scape. Does anyone have a Billbergia with these features ?

The size of a hybrid does not always seem to be closely related to the size of the parent. I have B. amoena var viridis hybrids which are not much more than half the size of B. amoena var viridis itself. Some Billbergias too are variable in size and there is no way of telling whether a normal sized clone was used as a parent of the cross. Euphemiae is described in the books as having leaves 1 ft. long _ which would be about the size of my plant of ‘Bob Tail’.

The inflorescence is upright at first, becoming slightly pendant as it develops and is simple with few flowers. In general appearance it reminds me rather of B. leptopoda. There is no blue in the flower, but it often happens that flowers of a hybrid lose a lot of the colour present in the parents. One hybrid sent to me a few years ago has very pale green, almost white petals, yet the plant has most of the characteristics of B. amoena.

In spite of all the contradictions, my own belief is that the parents of ‘Bob Tail’ would probably be B. euphemiae var purpurea and B. amoena var. viridis with

B. leptopoda also a possibility. None of the leptopoda hybrids I have here are stoloniferous but there would have to be a plant without stolons in the hybrid to account for this. We can never be certain about what will emerge when we start mixing up genes, so there can never be any certainty about the parents of a hybrid unless the person who made the cross can supply the details of the plants used and even this is not an absolute guarantee. The parents themselves might be incorrectly named. And how many of us can say we have no wrongly named plants in our collection? It is problems such as this which provide much of the interest in growing Bromeliads and I think it would be a good idea if more attention was given to tidying up some of the nomenclature. I hope more members will send in their queries and views on this subject.

Margaret River, W.A.


Note. Bill Morris has always been of the opinion that this is a species because of his seed raising efforts

