Aechmea blanchetiana ‘Rubra’ x ? self  ca 2003
Please anyone who has picked up a seedling of Aech. blanchetiana  ‘Rubra' x ?self from me when passing through Townsville read on and make the suggested change to the name. Let us try to nip one future piece of confusion in the bud. I have already published an article on this topic stating the various forms appearing from this seed imported from the USA. Unfortunately the parent is a hybrid. Fortunately I have taken the advice of Derek who found the seed for me which was to keep the seedlings with brom growers. Fortunately again I knocked back various offers from commercial nurseries wanting all these magnificent landscaping plants.

I would suggest you rename them Aechmea ‘Forest Fire’ x ? for the time being. Aech ‘Forest Fire’ has never reached our shores as far as I am aware but it seems to have been spawned in the garden of the late Wally Berg in Florida where he blamed humming birds but guessed the parentage to be Aech. blanchetiana and Aech. eurycorymbus ( yet another species in this complex!!) If you intend registering any of these plants I would like to vet the photo to be sure we are not doubling up. I kept 50 plants and about 6 flowered this year. They are all different. Some key out as Aech. blanchetiana others as Aech. rubens but none fit the description of either parent. From my study of all the flowers I feel sure of the Aech. blanchetiana and confident another ancestor is Aech. mulfordii or a hybrid of the same. I don’t want to get too technical but the fasciculate nature of spikes on some clones seems to be give away for Aech. mulfordii being in the breeding but none show the long flower bracts of Aech. mulfordii. Many features and the history, later, confirm Aech. blanchetiana as a parent. So you say what about the Aech. rubens as per the botanical key?  Some of the plants look shorter when fairly mature but I have not flowered these yet; I am not suspecting Aech. rubens in the genealogy but have to reserve my opinion on this. Though this feature with the key might suggest Aech. rubens as a part parent it is not conclusive as some hybrids of Aech. blanchetiana and Aech. mulfordii would also be expected to key out as Aech rubens. I’m getting too deep but I can produce reasons for and against either of these in the parentage but I am sure of Aech blanchetiana. I would have to know dominance recessiveness characteristics of bract lengths etc to be more definite.

So what do we know about this parent plant  Aech ‘Forest Fire’ alias  Aech blanchetiana ‘Rubra’ itself?

1) It is at least an F1 cross. Selfing: spawning a range of different plants.

2) It should never have been called Aech. blanchetiana but Aech  blanchetiana x ? Unfortunately the X is easily lost.

3) It has definite Aech blanchetiana  parentage; seeded on this plant.

4) From what the owner has told me it is almost definitely an Aech. blanchetiana x Aech. ‘Peaches ‘n  Cream’. Both possible parents in flower at the same time and plant is intermediate between these two parents.

5) The parent Aech. blanchetiana is the bronze leafed form and not the green form available in USA or the red leafed form more recently discovered in Brazil.

6) What a tangled web we weave!

The person that supplied the seed does have a red leaf form of A. blanchetiana but it has never flowered so there is no confusion there.

In summary to this point I think we can say with some confidence.

The plant known to us as Aech. blanchetiana ‘Rubra’ is now called Aech. ‘Forest Fire’ and is now said to be a cross between  Aech. blanchetiana and  Aech. Peaches ‘n Cream.  The plants I have reared in Australia should have their labels changed from Aech. blanchetiana ‘Rubra’ x ? to  Aech. ‘Forest Fire’ x ?  for the time being.

Aech. ‘Peaches ‘n Cream’

Here lies another problem.

I have studied my plant of Aech ‘Peaches ‘n Cream’ closely this year. I have not followed the literature on this but came to the conclusion that it had parentage from Aech. blanchetiana (plant shape, floral bract colourations) and Aech. mulfordii (fasciculation of spikes) at the very least. It had been suggested to me that Aech. callichroma was a possible parent but I do think the width and length of leaves, nature of bracts and size/shape of spikes are too much weight against this but again genetic dominance is an unknown with broms. Removing the flower spikes and looking at them alone, except for the more fascicular nature and rigid bracts unlike Aech callichroma they look very much alike. With my  Aech. ‘Peaches ‘n Cream’ plants though obviously all the same clone; they can vary a lot in flowering characteristics. The smaller full sun grown plants suggest Aech. rubens (size, colour?) and Aech mulfordii (fasciculated spike) as being in the breeding. So this is a difficult one and someone will have to study selfing of  Aech. ‘Peaches ‘n Cream’ to see if it is a new species or a hybrid for a starter. The fact that this variegated cultivar has been recorded variously in the USA as a form of Aech mulfordii and then Aech rubens suggests its identity is in doubt. It is also alleged to have been found in the wild in Brazil with no locality advised which suggests it could have originated in the nursery of Seidel.

Something about my Aech ‘Forest Fire’ x ? plants.

Another item of interest is that I have plants of my Forest Fire x ?-cross and reverted ‘Peaches ‘n Cream’ growing side by side in the sun and I need labels to tell them apart. Different though when in flower.

As I have reported in a previous article the grex seems to break up into three groups.

The Red Form       (green without sun and can go quite yellow in lots of sun)

The Yellow Form (green without sun)

The Green Form    (green sun or shade)

They are all wide leafed A.blanchetiana like plants.

The only thing I believe that allows me to distinguish the plant out of flower from Aech blanchetiana is the amount of red at the base of the leaves. The greens generally don’t have this but their colour or lack of it in the sun is give away.  The flowers are the give away. Some are very close to Aech. blanchetiana as expected while others much closer to other parents but never botanically correct for other species. The red forms are sort of rose/brown more than red and have less sheen than the golden form of Aech. blanchetiana. In the sun I find them more compact but in the shade they are tall and very Aech. blanchetiana like. One clone has a purely stunning inflorescence with a myriad of yellow and red bracts lasting for months. The yellow forms are only interesting in lots of sun though one clone has developed very wide leaves and is one of the most appealing Aechmea plants that I have seen. The green forms are boring and are usually the thinner leafed forms and go into the trash heap. Commercial cut flower trade would be their only use for greens in my opinion.

What else can we do?  

Very little I expect other than rewrite the tags as suggested.

If someone living in Brisbane or south could self Aech. ‘Peaches ‘n Cream’ I would be interested in growing up seed for study purposes. Fortunately or unfortunately (bromwise) we have the only Australian relative of the humming bird Nectarinia jugularis living in North Qld. They nest in my yard and do the plants over daily hence the need to live outside their range. Very cute to watch but not good for controlled breeding experimentation.

Rob Smythe MSc

