Billbergia ‘Chevalieri’
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I have described and given a name, in Bull. Soc. Nat. D'Hort. France (ser. 5, vol. 4: 209. 1931), to an unpublished species of Billbergia which had just bloomed in the greenhouse of the Botanical Garden of Liege, Belgium.

This species was labelled in the hothouse as well as in the herbarium, under the provisional name of Billbergia species maxima Barbacena Hort. It had been introduced from Brazil, (province of Barbacena, Minas Geraes ) into the Botanical Garden of Liege in 1879. Neither Prof. Edouard Morren, who died in 1885, nor Carl Mez, who had visited the garden in 1893, saw the plant in bloom, because neither one mentions it in his writings. Being convinced that our Billbergia was unpublished, I gave it a legitimate name. I preserved the name "maxima" which characterizes so well its vigor and its height.

The B. maxima Ch. Chev. belongs in the subgenus Helicodea characterized by a very mealy, pendulous inflorescence and petals curled back all the way to their bases. The plant is vigorous with its large green leaves, edged with extremely

sharp thorns, standing erect, forming a long tube enlarged at the base. The stem is covered, as are the rachis and the ovary, with a thick, white down and is embellished with eight to ten lovely, large bracts (15-18 cm. X 50-55 mm.) which are oval, lanceolate and of a beautiful intense rose color. At their axil, the flowers (twenty-five or more) grow in an attractive, loose, pendent raceme which is 20 or 25 cm in length. The ribbon shaped petals, which are overlapping before anthesis, and are violet-blue at the tip, roll back on the outside to meet the sepals.

The beauty of B. maxima prompted my predecessor, the late J. Marechal, to use it as pollen carrier in the crossing with B. pallescens C. Koch. In 1893 he obtained B. Xgravisiana Hort. Leod., so named in honor of the late August Gravis, the distinguished professor-director of the Botanical Garden of the University of Liege.

The very robust plant with its long, wide, dark green leaves, develops a vigor​ous stem which ends in a gracefully recurved inflorescence ornamented at the base with lovely large bracts of a bright carmine red, of which the three lower ones cover spikes of several flowers. The others, approximately a dozen, inserted directly on the axis have an ovary, sepals, and petals which show a great resem​blance to those of the mother plant.

In 1913, taking advantage of a flowering of B. maxima Ch. Chev., a rather rare occurence, - I used it as pollen carrier to fertilize a B.pyramidalis Lindl var fastuosa Beer of the subgenus Jonghea Lem. characterized by a dense inflores​cence at the top of an erect floral stem.

The pollination cross gave me three plants. The first two bloomed in 1917, and 1921 re​spectively; they resemble each other very much and were named B. x Marquis de Villalobar Hort. Leod.  inhonor of the Spanish Ambassador whose role during the World War I made him worthy of the gratitude of the Belgians. The plants, very vigorous, approach B. maxima in their large, erect leaves, but form a narrower tube, not swollen at the base. The stem is different; it is erect as in B. fastuosa except in its upper part which is slightly arched. Bracts are 10cm in height and have an intense shade of vermil​lion, pink-rose. The dense spike is composed of approximately twenty flowers with violet-blue corkscrew petals.

The third plant is definitely superior, as much in its habit as in its flowers.  It has been called B. X. Chevalier Hort. Leod.
The large and vigorous plant
( 1 metre ) appears in the form of a gigantic B. fastuosa Beer, with leaves more numerous, ample and erect, forming a long tube that is strongly flaring above. The stem ( scape ) which is shorter than the leaves turns almost hori​zontal near its apex. It is embellished at the apex with a dozen beautiful hood-shaped and cherry red, lance-elliptic bracts (15-17 cm. X 4-5 cm.) surrounding the base of the spike. The latter is arched, approximately 20 cm. long with 40 or more flowers set tightly together and each 9 cm. long. The ridged ovary is covered, like the stem and the sepals, with a white, very conspicuous down; the petals are shaped like ribbons of a beautiful, very dark purple color and are curling back after the anthesis.

