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This plant is alive and well, and growing in the Munich Botanic Garden, Germany, according to Jo Bogner, the curator. It has therefore survived in Europe for some 115 years, including two world wars, making it one of the oldest surviving hybrids on record. This saga begins in 1882 where, on page 238 in La Belgique Horticole, supplied to me by Dr. G. Samyn of Belgium, we read, "The hybrid made by Monsieur Fr. Wiot with Billbergia nutans fertilized by B. baraquiniana" was certainly successful. The hybrids flowered in July 1882 with the characters of form and coloration really intermediate between the two parents. The petals in particular colored as for B. nutans, and closely coiled as in B baraquiniana".

The plant appears on page 250 of La Belgique Horticole in 1$85 where it is given a name. "Billbergia nutans was fertilized by B. baraquiniana and is well known under the name of B. Windi (note the one "i"). It was obtained from DMM Jacob-Makoy at Liege."

My next reference is from the German Gartenftora in 1889 in an article by L. Wittmack where Billbergia Windii is described from a drawing (currently at Kew Gardens) by Edouard Morren. Billbergia " baraquiniana" eventually became Billbergia decora.
Let us now move to more recent times when, in 1955, Charles Hodgson of Melbourne, Australia, sent a plant called Billbergia "meadie" to the Adelaide Botanical Gardens. Shortly afterwards, a botanical painting was done of this plant (figure 5). Its parents were stated as Billbergia nutans and Billbergia `speciosa.'

In years past, Billbergia `speciosa' was a popular name and was used for at least 5 different plants, which in turn became Quesnelia marmorata, Billbergia pyramidalis, Billbergia elegans, Billbergia amoena, and Billbergia amoena var. minor. None of these plants are in the subgenus Helicoideae which has the watch​spring petals, yet figure 5 has a similar petal arrangement to the line drawing by Morren at Kew. Very few recent hybrids include Billbergia nutans in their makeup, and only some of the old hybrids survive. However, in my experience the watchspring phenomenon is only inherited from the Helicoideae group. The parentage of Billbergia "meadie" is therefore suspect.

Where did Charles Hodgson get his plant? The investigation moves to the USA because this was where Charles Hodgson got most of his plants. He was a regular contributor to the BROMELIAD SOCIETY BULLETIN in the early 1960's.

In the BROMELIAD SOCIETY BULLETIN, May/June 1956, page 47 we read, "For many years E.O. Orpet exchanged seeds with Theodore Mead of Florida and he introduced into California Billbergia X Meadii which is one of the favorite billbergias of western growers."

In the BROMELIAD SOCIETY BULLETIN 1962, page 71, Giridilian mentioned the hybrid Billbergia `Theodore L. Mead' but gave no parentage.

Victoria Padilla in her book Bromeliads published in 1973, mentions and describes Billbergia `Theodore L. Mead' on page 124 but not Billbergia Meadii. On the same page she described Billbergia `Windii' indicating that she believed them to be different. However, I am not sure whether she was conversant with the plant because the photograph on page 125 originated in Czechoslovakia. Her description of Billbergia `Theodore L. Mead' is as follows. "A very popular hybrid with long-lasting inflorescence that blooms several times a year. A medium-sized plant with spreading, soft-green leaves. The drooping inflorescence has large rose bracts and blue and green flowers."

At about the same time that Padilla's book was published, the editor of the Australian BROMELETTER (Nov/Dec) 1972, Olwen Ferris wrote, "B. `Theodore L. Mead' (often sold as B. "meadii") has a large drooping inflorescence and pots of this hybrid need to stand above bench level. It also makes a good subject for hanging baskets. Low spreading, soft-green leaves make a foil for the very large rose bracts and the blue and green flowers. Established colonies flower as each tube matures and not at any set time."

It would seem that both people were talking about the same plant and it would appear that `Theodore L. Mead' and "meadii" refer to the same plant. However, there is no apparent link between Billbergia X Windii and B. `Theodore L. Mead' although they seem very similar. Theodore Mead reputedly hybridized widely and was fond of Billbergia nutans as a parent, but he did not keep records, and only bequeathed problems. It is possible that he was successful with pollen from one of the Helicoidea group when he sent seed to E.O. Orpet. Alas, we will never know.

What we do know is that David Barry in his trip to Europe (BROMELIAD SOCIETY BULLETIN 1954, page 55), saw a range of plants not at that time in the U.S.A. We knew he brought back Vriesea X hoelscheriana because it is alive and well in Australia having been imported from David Barry. Contrary to common belief, this hybrid was not done by Richter and its parents are probably Vr. saundersii and Vr. guttata, not Vr. heterostachys v rubra x Vr. simplex v rubra as stated in the Preliminary Listing of all Known Cultivars. Its origin is possibly linked to the German Kittel at the turn of the century. Remember, he did name Billbergia X hoelscheriana.

Did David Barry Jr. also bring back Billbergia X Windii? Mention was made of him seeing this plant in Europe. I can find no trace in Australia and all our plants seem to link with Billbergia "meadii" and Billbergia `Theodore L. Mead.'

How close is Billbergia `Theodore L. Mead' to Billbergia Windii? I have translated the description of Billbergia Windii made in 1889 and this is as follows. All comments in brackets are based on my plant of Billbergia `Theodore L,. Mead' for comparison purposes:

"Leaves strap shaped, very long to 85 cm [50 cm], narrow, 30-33mm wide in middle [4-4.5 cm], the sheath a little wider, gradually tapering to a long tip, edges very weak and very [minutely] spined [ 1 mm long], spines 1 cm apart [5 mm], stronger toward the tip, pointed toward the front. Leaf blade top side almost smooth, dark green, shiny, [lepidote with barring]; underneath very weakly scaled [lepidote in lines], scarcely indistinct, grey cross-banded [none evident], Inflorescence forming a hanging spike. Scape 70-75 cm long [30 cm]. Scape bracts numerous, inside light rose, outside carmine, longish, lance-like [lower ones green tipped, all heavily lepidote]. Flowers large, 75 mm long [65 mm] to the tip of the stigma. Sepals longish, lance-like, acuminate, to 20 mm long, 5.5 - 6 mm wide [7 mm], and 7 mm wide at base [5mm], green, edges rose, the tip sky-blue, white farinose. Petals 2 X times longer than the sepals; long-​lineal, gradually narrowing to a point, 55 mm long, at anthesis wholly rolled back [not tightly], later straight, blade green, edges blue, 6 mm wide [7 mm], tip 2.5 mm wide. Stamens shorter than the petals, 55 mm long [40 mm], ribbon-like, stiff, parallel, yellow-green. Filaments 45 mm long [30 mm], linear, a little wide at base. Anthers 12 mm long, joined at the lower half in the middle of the back [2 mm from the bottom]. Style longer than the stamens, 62 mm long [46 mm], dark green with spreading, later spiraling, lobes 6.5 mm long [ 12 mm with a hint of blue]. Ovary thick, long or long-cylindric [oval], incised under the tip, shorter than the sepals, 7 mm diameter in the middle, 5 mm above, ribbed, green.

How significant are these differences? Note that no size is given for the scape bracts but in Morren's line drawing at Kew in the original article in 1889, they are much smaller than those of Billbergia `Windii' in Padilla's book. Should the old name of Billbergia X windii prevail?  I know that I could get further evidence by importing a plant from Munich Botanic Gardens but this would cost me over $300 Australian to get it to Australia because of quarantine and shipping costs. Please advise the writer if you have any less expensive suggestions.
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