Dyckia Cultivars
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By and large Dyckias have had a chequered history with bromeliad growers. Of the 122 species plus 8 varieties currently recognised (Luther/Sieff Binomials List 1998) perhaps 30 species have limited popularity in cultivation, possibly more so in succulent collections and botanical gardens. These "prickly beasts" in a mixed Dyckia collection do hybridise very readily because the many bright tubular flowers are attractive to pollinators. Honeyeaters are often seen swinging on the inflorescences. While Benzing (The Biology of Bromeliads 1980 p156) suggests Hechtia may be wind pollinated, it is possible that in such a small area as a garden or botanical garden bed the number of hybrids arising may well be due to wind! Dyckias are prolific seed producers, the larger species' inflorescences of up to 100-200 flowers each setting 20-30 seeds per capsule. How many are viable is another story. Are Dyckias self​sterile?

There are, surprisingly, only 26 named cultivars (including hybrids) listed in the BSI's Bromeliad Cultivar Registry, 1998. Unnamed and undocumented cultivars seem to be grown more widely and some of these may be unidentified species (but unlikely if grown from seed). Probably many of these unknown forms originated as hybrid seed through the BSI and BSA seed banks or imported seed from botanic gardens. For instance, over the years Bromeletter's Seed List has offered such types as D. frigida x fosteriana, `Large Red', `brevifolia hybrid', 'green-tall golden spike', `Dark Chocolate', `Lad Cutak F2', `species (red leaves)', `fosteriana hybrid' as well as reputedly selfed species. Depending on the species and hybrid parents, such progeny may show considerable variation even in one seedling batch. Only from offsets can you assume authenticity.

Of course, identifying such clones can be frustrating as a number of species looks similar and keying out a hybrid is impossible. Such problems are not new, as Bernard Stonor exemplified in writing about a `Dyckia fosteriana hybrid' (so named) in Bromeletter Jan/Feb 1968 pp 15​16 and again in the Mar/Apr 1980 issue pp 11-13. Bernard concluded that his plant was possibly a D. encholirioides hybrid, a view shared by Derek Butcher who recently studied a flowering specimen from me of the same vegetative cultivar originally from Bernard.

Ruby Ryde, Sydney, used a Dyckia fosteriana hybrid ‘Wine leaf’ (so called) as the parent in her hybrid D. `Keith Ryde'. She confirmed, by photographs, that my clone looked remarkably similar to hers, both of which have been cultivated in Australia for at least three decades. Derek Butcher in Adelaide grows a D. `Big Red', originally from a cactus grower, and his clone is close to mine apart from the former's strongly branched inflorescence. Better documented is D. `Dark Chocolate' that Olwen Ferris distributed during her "nursery" days on the Gold Coast (Qld). Olwen states that D. `Dark Chocolate' was one of six different Dyckia offsets bought in 1950 from Wal Charley's "Jungle Bromeliadum" nursery at Mt. Tomah near Bilpin, NSW. Wal had nicknamed the cultivar `Dark Chocolate', presumably because either he did not know its true identity or because it was possibly his own hybrid. It is known that Wal Charley did hybridise bromeliads but there were no records kept. I have yet to compare my clone with D. `Dark Chocolate' but all four of these vintage cultivars may be linked. Is there an Aussie grower who knows the answer?

To help avoid such confusion, I am naming my particular clone as Dyckia `Port Wine', possibly a hybrid of D. encholirioides. A description follows;

Flowering Clump to 150 cm tall; growth habit dense mounding, rosettes 30-40 leaves, each to 50 cm diameter, no stolons, leaves incurving, seasonal greenish maroon to port wine colour, in full sun.

Leaves fleshy but rigid, sheaths orbicular 4 cm long, 6cm wide, mainly white, entire; blades to 20 cm long, spinose-serrulate, triangular, 25 mm wide at sheath, upper surface almost glabrous, wine red; beneath grey-​green, strongly lepidote with longitudinal lines of trichomes; spines white tipped, 3 mm long.

Scape to 100 cm long, 8 mm thick, bracts exceed the internodes and are narrowly triangular, reddish, spined, 30-50 mm long, glabrous on top lepidote underneath. Inflorescence usually simple to 60 cm long but with occasional 1 or 2 basal branches to 15 cm long; rachis finely floccose, orange, 5-ridged, internodes from 15 mm long but lessening near apex.

Floral bracts narrow triangular, spined, straw-like, lower ones exceeding the flowers, upper ones just exceeding the sepals.

Flowers tubular with spreading petals, sessile.

Sepals 10 mm long, 7 mm wide, orange, finely floccose on inside, outside lepidote on tip only.

Petals amber-orange, 15 mm long, 3 mm wide at base, 6 mm wide at platte, free, finely floccose.

Gynoecium filament ribbon-like, free from petal, 8 mm long, pale yellow, anther 2 mm long twisted yellow; pollen yellow; pistil 7 mm long, yellow, ovary 4 mm long.

Dyckia `Port Wine', like most in this genus, is tough, adaptable, and a picture to see over Spring and Summer when up to 30 spikes emerge from a clump's leaf axils, not centrally as in most bromeliads.

The advantages of registration are world-wide publicity through the BSI Bromeliad Cultivar Registry, the Australian Cultivar Checklist plus photos on the Internet Website http://fcbs.org
