Dyckia ‘Ruby’s Soft Spot’                    by Derek Butcher

It all started when Franc Hancock who lives just south of Coff’s Harbour was at a BSA meeting at Ryde School of Horticulture where Ruby Ryde said she had a soft spot for dyckias. It was here he was invited to visit Keith and Ruby where he was given an unknown Dyckia by Ruby. We all know that Ruby has a soft spot for species too so when the plant flowered I just had to try to identify it. 

There are over 125 Dyckia species these days and I could have checked the plant against each of these descriptions to find out what it was. Or I could have used Lyman Smith’s Key to the 100 or so species around in 1974.

A Key is simple to understand and follow – or it should be. It is based on a system of questions regarding some part of a plant be it leaf or flower parts. If the answer to the first question is in the affirmative you move on to the next indicated question. Because it is based on plant parts which can be variable, these keys can be difficult to follow and the Dyckia Key is notorious. Remember too, that Lyman Smith dealt in dried specimens not living ones.

Anyway, I got to Sub-Key III and kept hovering around D. leptostachya but there were a few attributes in the description that did not link. If ever you grow Dyckia from seed, accidental hybridisation is always at the back of your mind because dyckias are very promiscuous.

Recently there was discussion on the Internet regarding Dyckia ‘Lad Cutak’. On investigation I found that an article in the American Journal in 1999 showed this to be a hybrid by Lad Cutak himself and yet the Bromeliad Cultivar Registry showed this as being by Mulford Foster. I found the reference in B.S. Bulletin in 1961 and on the same page I noticed you could buy Dyckia ‘Lad Cutak’ seed!! The parents of D. ‘Lad Cutak’ are brevifolia and leptostachya and it is what is known as an F1 hybrid. Everybody knows ( or should I say everybody with 5 years experience in growing plants from seed should know) that seed from an F1 hybrid does not breed true. To the contrary, it produces everything but, with a bit of mother and a bit of father thrown in. Could any of the seed sown in 1961 have produced an almost D. leptostachya. We’ll never know but it certainly has me thinking.

Another species I looked at in the same Sub-Key was D. commixta. I don’t know how many of you have looked inside a Dyckia flower but when you have pushed aside the sepals, petals, and stamens you are left with a rather large ovary, on top of which is a stubby style and on top of this are the stigma lobes. We guessed that from the finish of the ovary to the start of the stigma lobes was 2-3mm whereas it should have been only 1mm for D. commixta. Secondly we could not discern whether the three styles were very close together or were just one!  What was in our favour was the petals which were bent inwards at the top. Here again there seemed to be too many discrepancies.

So we have this Dyckia which is almost almost but not quite, and my solution is to accept Franc’s name of Dyckia ‘Ruby’s Soft Spot’. I won’t describe it to you other than to say it it is a medium sized Dyckia with narrow leaves that can be maroon coloured on the top surface. Its photo will be part of the Bromeliad Cultivar Registry if any of you wish to check. To find the BCR first get your computer on line and then enter http://BSI.org   , Cultivar Corner, then Online Registry.

