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You may recall that I wrote extensively about the problems associated with linking Billbergia  ‘Windii ‘  and Billbergia ‘Theodore L Mead’ in J. Brom. Soc. 48(6): 247-9. 1998 

14 years later we have more data and this means we have more things to discuss. This is what happened.
Paul Butler of Winter Park, Florida is writing a short biography of Theodore L. Mead (1852-1936). He pointed out that in this article I stated that “Billbergia nutans was one of Mead’s favourite plants for hybridising, but he did not keep records, and only bequeathed problems".
This statement is far from the truth. In the archives of the libraries of the University of Central Florida (UCF) and Rollins College, Winter Park, where his research has taken him, are hundreds of letters Mead wrote and received and records he kept of his horticultural work. In fact, Mead was obsessive about record keeping, retained everything, and kept a meticulous and detailed notebook of all his crosses. Paul even came across lists from the 1920's recording every single Xmas card and present that Mead and his wife Edith received! However, much of the material is in disrepair.
The horticultural notebook at UCF appears especially valuable, detailing thousands of orchid crosses as well as his other work. It appears that nobody with horticultural knowledge had bothered to go through this notebook. 
Paul has captured all the notes by Mead on Bromeliads from 1922 to near to his death in 1936. The 1920’s are the more interesting because these were basically primary hybrids and possibly identifiable from the quoted parentage. Later references were of hybrids crossed with hybrids. The only ones worth investigating are where the plants had actually been sent to others and therefore spread around. There is a greater chance that these would be still growing in gardens by the time The Bromeliad Society was formed in 1950.
What revelations! We now know Mead was growing Billbergia nutans x B. zebrina which we assume was his own hybrid and that he had sent at least one specimen to the Brooklyn Botanic Garden in 1925. We know that in 1923 he also sent plants to Dr. Henry Nehrling, Plant Pioneer of Florida (1853-1929), in Naples Florida so we know there are two possible sources in Florida for this hybrid to be distributed. In 1926 he sent 3 plants of  B. nutans x B. Leopoldi ( now B. brasiliensis)to Nehrling. BUT THAT IS NOT ALL.  In a letter from Mulford Foster to Bill Morris in Australia, “28 Oct. 1958 - The parentage of Billbergia xmeadii, I believe is B. nutans x B. porteana. However, I have seen more than one hybrid that was sold under this name.( Butcher’s comment – This is feasible because of Mead’s habit of calling his hybrids by a short-hand code like nu-ze, nu-spec, nu-sau etc) The plant has never been authentically named or described.” This thought is confirmed by a B&W picture Paul found in Michael Spencer's collection of Foster's papers at the University of Central Florida. This shows  xMeadii with the notation of nutans x porteana on the back according to Racine Foster, dated 1940.  Foster does not give any reasoning why he thought B. porteana  because one would guess that B. Leopoldi would also give bluish tones to the stigma/style, if this was his distinction. 
From what Victoria Padilla writes about, plants called xmeadii and later ‘Theodore L Mead’ were in circulation in California in the 1950’s. This suggests to me that they originated from Orpet. We now have four pollen parents from the subgenus Helicodea to contend with.  Just what would be the differences between these crosses and that of the parents of Billbergia ‘Windii’ ( B. nutans x B.decora)?

I will repeat here the description of Billbergia windii.  You may recall that I had translated the description of Billbergia ‘Windii’ made in 1889 and this is as follows: 
All comments in brackets are based on my plant of Billbergia `Theodore L. Mead' for comparison purposes:

"Leaves strap shaped, very long to 85 cm [50 cm], narrow, 30-33mm wide in middle [4-4.5 cm], the sheath a little wider, gradually tapering to a long tip, edges very weak and very [minutely] spined [ 1 mm long], spines 1 cm apart [5 mm], stronger toward the tip, pointed toward the front. Leaf blade top side almost smooth, dark green, shiny, [lepidote with barring]; underneath very weakly scaled [lepidote in lines], scarcely indistinct, grey cross-banded [none evident], Inflorescence forming a hanging spike. Scape 70-75 cm long [30 cm]. Scape bracts numerous, inside light rose, outside carmine, longish, lance-like [lower ones green tipped, all heavily lepidote]. Flowers large, 75 mm long [65 mm] to the tip of the stigma. Sepals longish, lance-like, acuminate, to 20 mm long, 5.5 - 6 mm wide [7 mm], and 7 mm wide at base [5mm], green, edges rose, the tip sky-blue, white farinose. Petals 2 X times longer than the sepals; long-​lineal, gradually narrowing to a point, 55 mm long, at anthesis wholly rolled back [not tightly], later straight, blade green, edges blue, 6 mm wide [7 mm], tip 2.5 mm wide. Stamens shorter than the petals, 55 mm long [40 mm], ribbon-like, stiff, parallel, yellow-green. Filaments 45 mm long [30 mm], linear, a little wide at base. Anthers 12 mm long, joined at the lower half in the middle of the back [2 mm from the bottom]. Style longer than the stamens, 62 mm long [46 mm], dark green with spreading, later spiraling, lobes 6.5 mm long [ 12 mm with a hint of blue]. Ovary thick, long or long-cylindric [oval], incised under the tip, shorter than the sepals, 7 mm diameter in the middle, 5 mm above, ribbed, green.
We did not know at that time the significance of the bluish stamens and style of my plant that are so prominent when the petals curl. Where does this colour come from? Colour is not that important to the taxonomist but is important to the cultonomist and gardener. Just what colour do you get in the stamens and stigma in B. nutans. Regrettably you have to check paintings and photographs and live plants. Check it out but these are yellow and green. Let us now look at B. decora. In Smith & Downs Monograph 1979 we read,  “Stamens green or greenish yellow;” but when we look at the synonyms and what was written by others we find Morren in Belg Hort 221-2. 1875 indicating that style is violet at top.  B. zebrina shows “Stamens elongate, anthers narrower than the fila​ments;” from the same source( Smith & Downs Monograph 1979) which meant looking elsewhere from the long list of synonyms where we find stamens as greenish except for B. canterae where not only are the stamens blue but also the stigma. This had me checking what photographs I had of the species B. zebrina and the blue colour of the stamens and stigma really stood out. This shows that the ‘B. canterae’ form  has taken over in popularity ( or is it vigour?) In Mead’s days B. canterae would not have been known as B. zebrina. We know that B. porteana is known for its blue stamens/style  which suggests the involvement of B. porteana in ‘Theodore L Mead’. Check also B. brasiliensis.
As far as I am aware, no hybridist has pointed out relationships to colour of stamens and stigma in their creating hybrids and one of the few groups of Bromeliaceae that show off these sex-parts is the Helicodea subgenus of Billbergia. 
We know that Mead was not growing Billbergia decora so he must have used another Helicodea species to achieve ‘Theodore L Mead’. The main contender seems to be B. porteana. 

I did wonder if the violet stigma lobes on plants called  B. ‘Windii’ could really be B. ‘Theodore L Mead’ because of the 1889 description of B. Windii’ but Morren’s description of B. decora puts doubts on this. In other words I still do not know the differences between the two cultivars, but it was great fun looking at old records.
To show the Australian connection we include a photo of a botanical painting done for the Adelaide Botanical Gardens of a plant called Billbergia "meadii"  sent to them in 1955 by 
Charles Hodgson of Melbourne, Australia. I thank the Adelaide Botanical Gardens for me being able to photograph the painting.
Further revelations in the notebook have meant that comments have been placed in the Bromeliad Cultivar Register of Mead’s re-makes of B. ‘Leodiensis’ and B. ‘Hoelscheriana’. Many of his recorded hybrids will, alas, never be traced.
