Hohenbergia lanata leads to Aechmea floribunda by Derek Butcher 12/2007.

This all started in July 2004 when Michael Pascall sent me photos of a plant called Hohenbergia lanata that Peter Sargent had got from Olive Trevor. It certainly had a  Hohenbergia type inflorescence but I could not link it to that species name. I did ask for a piece of the flowering inflorescence be sent down south when flowering occurred again. Michael has moved around since then!

Let me explain what I see as to how you can recognise a Hohenbergia without getting too technical. It looks like an Aechmea but the branches of the inflorescence are like pinecones, and like pinecones can be short and fat or long and fat! They are hard, like pinecones too!  Sometimes, there is a lot of hair around, not much colour to the bracts, and the flowers are small and white with perhaps tinges of blue or yellow. In fact it follows the proverb that ‘Beauty is in the eye of the beholder.”  

Let us now move to current times where Peter Tristram had flowered a plant called Aechmea floribunda he had purchased from Jeffrey Kent and another called Hohenbergia lanata that he had obtained from Michael Symmons. He only saw minor differences between the two and I could only agree with him. The only difference seemed to be that A. floribunda flowered pale yellow and H. lanata pale blue.

Peter even sent me branches to butcher which I did and even scanned bits so I could send them to Harry Luther. Harry’s first comment was that it was not Hohenbergia lanata but he would look further. Meanwhile Peter had butchered his A. floribunda and gave more information as the make-up of the flower. This time Harry was more positive. It appears that our plant has been sold by Seidel and Tropiflora for some years now as A. floribunda and he described it as Hohenbergia-like!

Let us now look at Aechmea floribunda which for some time was treated under the now-defunct genus Streptocalyx. It seems there were two sorts of Streptocalyx – ones from Ecuador that have great inflorescences like A. napoensis and others from Brazil where growers thought they were in for a treat!

Normally, Aechmea floribunda is huge and can flower up to 3m high. ( A plant that size would have an abundance of flowers!).Smith tells us that the petals can be white or blue. Our flowering plant called H. lanata is about 2m high which had me looking at how A. floribunda was described in the early days. We know that Martius described it in 1830 but how good a job did he do? In 1899 Baker linked it to A organensis but with yellow flowers. In 1935 Mez corrected the misconception of  Baker, and Smith followed this conclusion. Smith in Flora Neotropica shows a link with Baker’s interpretation to either the yellow flowered A. caudata or the blue flowered A. organensis which is a bit confusing!. So we can ignore Baker, but he was talking about a smaller plant and closer to the plant (size-wise) that we are growing! 

While  many of the parts of our plant agree with the description of Aechmea floribunda it differs by having a smaller inflorescence and strobilate (pinecone) branches. We know that Hohenbergia lanata is incorrect and the name should be changed. Aechmea floribunda does not sit comfortably either and perhaps we should call it Aechmea floribunda ‘Whyanbeel’ after the place where this naming problem originated. As far as I am aware the true Hohenbergia lanata is not in Australia and if you have a plant with this name I strongly suggest comparing it with ‘Whyanbeel’.

One thing leads to another because we found out that Iain McGregor in Western Australia is also growing an Aechmea floribunda which he had got second hand from Maurice Kellett in Victoria. Anecdotal evidence suggests that a ‘small offset’ removed with a saw,  had it needing an extra seat on the aeroplane to get it to WA. The flower is scented and is self fertile and Maurice plans to get some seed to the BSI seed bank. He got the plant originally from Kent in California in October 1980 which is the same year that Peter Tristram imported his plant from the same source. I had thought that Peter Tristram’s plant was different to Maurice Kellett’s but that seems unlikely, now! 

