More about Cryptanthus `It' By Larry Giroux in CSJ 23(3): 116-118. 2008

I was recently sent a copy of a letter from Thelma O'Reilly of La Mesa California, the Features Editor for the Cryptanthus Society Journal.. She had received the letter from William T. Drysdale on February 24, 1994. William Drysdale was a close friend of Edward Hummel and his family and acquired the information he wrote about in this letter from conversations with Hummel. Following the passing of William Drysdale earlier this year at the age of 92, Thelma O'Reilly contacted Herbert Kelly, the heir of the personal belongings and writings of William Drysdale, for permission to have this letter published. It is here published in its entirety.

This letter adds additional information and confirmation as to the origin of Cryptanthus `It' and its reversed form Cryptanthus `Ti'. To prefix Drysdale's letter, I am presenting some of the history that we know about these two plants.

In the Volume XIV, No.2, Summer 1999 of the Cryptanthus Society Journal, Harry Luther described Cryptanthus arelii, in the article Cryptanthus arelii. "Old" New Species From Bahia, Brazil. He wrote the following:

"A number of undescribed taxa in the genus Cryptanthus have circulated in cultivation for many years. Because this species was not treated by Ramirez (1996) in her monograph of Cryptanthus and is widely cultivated in several color morphs, it is time to place it on record.

Cryptanthus arelii H. Luther, sp. nov.

TYPE: Brazil. Bahia, 5 km south of Palmeiras on Highway 24, terrestrial under bushes, Jan. 1982, R.L. Frasier, E.M. C. Leme & J. Kent s.n. legit: flowered in cultivation SEL 87-242, 11 Feb. 1997, H. E. Luther s n. (Holotype: HB; Isotype: SEL,US).

In 1948, Mulford B. Foster collected a cryptanthus (Foster 2466) in the Monte de Burro range near Maracas, Bahia. This collection, except for having somewhat narrower, green leaves, appears to be conspecific with C. arelii. Although the original material seems to have disappeared from horticulture, a variegated sport was selected and propagated and has achieved wide distribution as C. `It' (R. Foster, 1987). A later mutation was named C. `Ti"'

In the Volume IV, No. 1, Winter 1989 issue of the Cryptanthus Society Journal, 10 years prior to Harry Luther officially describing Cryptanthus arelii, Bob Whitman and Warren Loose described and registered the two mutations ​Cryptanthus `It' and Cryptanthus `Ti' for their developers Robert Wilson and Edward Hummel. The following are the comments that were included in the published descriptions of these two plants.

Cryptanthus `It'  Mutation: of species #2466 Developer: Robert Wilson, Miami, Florida. Distinguishing characteristics: Olive green center with some translucent pink stripes, wide pink margins. In good light, pink coloration to center of plant shows orange cast.
Slight banding toward center of plants.
Special notations: A mutation (?sport) of a plant collected by Mulford Foster in the Monte de Burro range of Maracas, Bahia, Brazil on October 19, 1948, collection number 2466. Listed in the International Checklist of Bromeliad Hybrids, The Bromeliad Society, Inc. 1979. Earliest documentation: Bromeliads in Cultivation, Robert Gardner Wilson and Catherine Wilson (1964).

Cryptanthus `Ti' Mutation: of Cryptanthus ‘It’ Developer: E. Hummel

Distinguishing characteristics: Margins of a deep olive green, center section of orange, rose, red to hot pink in proper light with some darker olive stripes - center section somewhat translucent. Leaves glabrous on surface except close to center of plant, which shows somewhat frosted bands. Underside of leaves densely fused with scales with variegation showing through. Special notations: According to oral histories with Paul Hutchinson and Bob Cole a reverse mutation of C. `It' occurred at Hummel's nursery in the late 60s or early 70s. He named the new cultivar Cryptanthus `Minnie Belle' in honor of his wife. In a pre - 1974 price list (no date appears on list) John Garretson, California, offered C. `Ti' as a "tissue cultured mutant" of 'It' for $100. He listed C. `Ti' again in 1974 for $15. Both names are listed in the International Checklist of Bromeliad Hybrids, The Bromeliad Society, Inc. 1979. Earliest documentation: John Garretson, California, Price List (1974).

Letter to Thelma O'Reilly from William Drvsdale February 24, 1994

Good Ol’ ‘It'

Cryptanthus `It' had a meteoric rise to prominence in the plant world of the late 1960s. For many it was the only bromeliad they knew. It is, of course, a mutation.

The all green form was brought into this country by Mulford Foster, collection number 2466, from its home on the Monte de Burro range near Bahia Brazil in 1948. Robert Wilson of Fantastic Gardens in Miami obtained a specimen; and, at his nursery around 1964, it sported so as to bear a broad band of shocking pink at the leaf edges. This reduction of the green area reduces the amount of photosynthesis taking place so that the plant is slow to reach maturity which may result in a plant of 18 inches up to nearly 2 feet across. E.C.Hummel acquired a plant from Bob Wilson with whom he did a great deal of trading. Since it was in such great demand he (as did Horace Anderson also) had it tissue cultured. This technique at that time was in its infancy and was very likely done by Dr. Murashiga at the UC Riverside campus since Murashiga was the leading practitioner of this technique. It was, in the case of Cryptanthus `It' a questionable success since the fee was quite steep. Of course, if it were a complete success there was great profit to be made. In this instance the majority of the resultant plants did not resemble Cryptanthus `It', but were a solid green, many were albino, a small number were carbon copies of Cryptanthus `It' and some had the color patterns of `It' reversed. It was clever of someone to invert the spelling of `It' to `Ti' which name this form is almost universally known; however, Hummel named the selection Cryptanthus `Minnie Belle', which name for purists has priority. Subsequently, Hummel listed it as C. `Ti' also.

The tissue cultured plants that did duplicate Cryptanthus `It' proved to be highly unstable so that on a single mature plant and all at the same time would bear offsets some of which were all green, others were albino, as well as those colored like C. `It' and C. `Ti'.

William Drysdale

