Billbergia ‘Calophylla’                                 by Derek Butcher

It all started in Andrew Flower’s ‘glasshouse’ just north of Wellington, New Zealand in March 2003. It was Bromeliad Conference time and afterwards a few Aussies were wandering the countryside looking at selected Bromeliad collections. It so happened that Ken Woods of Sydney and the Butcher birds should meet at Andrew’s place with an unknown Billbergia in full flower. I thought it was a Billbergia vittata with weak spines, Margaret said the flowers did not look like B. vittata, Andrew said nothing but Ken was adamant it was not Billbergia vittata! Anybody who knows Ken knows he can be more stubborn than me and we left it at that! BUT I did take a photograph of the plant.

In between other exciting adventures I was allowed to read the notes written by Muriel Waterman so many years ago in the 1950’s to 1970’s. Andrew had rescued these from a garden shed in one of the botanic gardens where they would have turned into good humus. To anybody interested in archival material this was exciting stuff. All the sheets were lovingly filed in Alphabetical order to make reference easy. Sometimes she would note where she bought such and such a plant from overseas but sometimes she tantalisingly referred to a plant and described it in detail but nothing else. Such was the case with a Billbergia ‘Calophylla’  which she had and I can only assume she got this from the USA.  I knew this plant was the centre of controversy where the East coast of the USA maintained was a Billbergia vittata and the West coast maintained was a hybrid in its own right. Hey, wait a minute. Could Ken have been right? Could this unknown be Billbergia ‘Calophylla’? I’ll let you decide, but in the meantime a bit of history.

On the front page of the  last Bromeliad Society Bulletin for 1959 Morris Henry Hobbs from New Orleans had drawn a Billbergia Callophylla (sic) See photo.

Just over a year later there appeared an article by James N Giridlian as follows

ERRATA?   NONSENSE!

Ever since our good artist friend came out with the superb illustration of the Billbergia on the cover of Bulletin Vol. IX, No.6, there has been a controversy as to the true identity of the plant illustrated. On page 2 of Volume X, Mr. Hobbs himself  “corrected” the name of this plant on the grounds that there was no authentic record of the name Billbergia callophylla, and that the true identity was B. vittata. The difference in appearance was excused on the grounds that this species is very variable.

As the politician says, "Let us examine the facts." I purchased the original plant from Mr. Atkinson of Leucadia, California, who was the foremost grower and hybridizer of bromeliads on the West Coast at the time-1938. I went to his nursery and saw the plants in bloom, and although there were some individual variations, they were not very pronounced. At the time he told me that this plant was a hybrid be​tween B. vittata and what we then knew as B. amoena. He told me that he named it Billbergia calophylla because it meant "beautiful foliage." I have no reason to be​lieve that Mr. Atkinson had made a mistake or that he did not have the right to name it anything that he pleased, even though the name was Latinized. In the old days this was a common practice.

If there had been a mistake made in the name of the plant, it has been in the spelling. It should
be calophylla, with one L after the A, not callophylla as presented on page 23 of Vol. X, No.2 and page 80 of Vol. X, No.5. It is these spellings as applied to this hybrid that are incorrect.

After Mr. Atkinson’s death these plants were widely distributed by Evans & Reeves Nursery of Los Angeles under the name of B. enderi hybrids, enderi being a synonym for B. amoena which now has been identified as B. buchholtzi. Since I have three very distinct plants all of which have been identified with the same name, I call this one B. buchholtzi  No.1 . This particular plant is 
a low growing, slender plant with a very brilliant orange-red bract. It has been used many times in crossing with other species to impart this bright orange coloring to its progeny, which indeed it does. These characteristics are shown in the hybrid plant under discussion because it is lower growing than any B. vittata I have ever seen, and the color of the bract is bright warm red, a color I have never encountered in the true B. vittata, no matter how variable. Also, along with other hybrid Billbergias, it has the habit of bloom​ing more than once a year.

I have had many letters enquiring as to the true identity of the plant from per​sons who had purchased it from me. I shall, in the light of the above explanation, continue to call it Billbergia calophylla, because I know better, and those who disagree are merely guessing or expressing an opinion. (Note that I do not prefix the name of this hybrid with an x. I am a nurseryman and a horticulturist. My job is to sell the plant under an identifying name and not to make botanists of my cus​tomers. It is hard enough for most of them to pronounce plant names without complicating the matter with a lot of XXX's. How would one like to purchase a X Jersey cow ?) If there is no authentic record of this hybrid, let us make one now.
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Now this is exciting stuff and we have now dropped the ‘x’ to denote hybrid. Despite Giridlian’s strong assertions that he was right, we now know that Giridlian had 3 different sorts of  the so-called species Billbergia buchholtzii ! Recent investigation of plants being grown in California shows that only one plant coincides with the official description and is grown by Tom Koerber. This was the plant known to Atkinson (perhaps not Giridlian!) because Lyman Smith referred to it in his comments on B. buchholtzii.   This plant looks like many of the hybrid billbergias around that share the parentage of vittata and amoena. It could well be a hybrid as Lyman Smith suggested because this taxon has never been found in the wild. If we are to believe Giridlian the parentage of ‘Calophylla’ is (vittata x buchholtzii) then it suggests to me that a hybrid with 2 parts vittata and one part amoena would look very similar to a ‘pure’ B. vittata. 

So, I am urging Andrew to put Billbergia ‘Calophylla’ on his label and any other New Zealander to do the same if they have a similar plant. This does NOT apply outside New Zealand!

