Neoregelia carcharodon now ‘Great White’  by Butcher Feb 2009

You may remember that in episode one we thought we knew what Neoregelia carcharodon looked like and thus the plant with blue petals, I imported from Florida, became ‘ Blue Shark’. Since then there has been a change of heart. Are the plants we knew as N. carcharodon really a better fit under the latest name Neoregelia gigas? Harry Luther seems to think so. If this is the case what does a true Neoregelia carcharodon look like.

Let us look at how Neoregelia carcharodon came into being. It is based on a Morren icon made in 1882 of a plant found somewhere in Brazil. I am not sure what icon it was based on because there are two held at Kew ( 419 & 477) and both done by Cambresier. Regrettably for the likes of me these icons are only allowed to be viewed at Kew under very tight security. Mez was the first to link it to a collection made in Rio de Janeiro near Sao Christovao. This was expanded by Lyman Smith to include Espirito Santo which is the State just north of Rio de Janeiro. This included Foster 245 from Santa Teresa. The description had been expanded from the painting made in 1882 with assumptions made that this particular taxon had actually be found in the wild.

Let us now look at the book “Fragments of the Atlantic Forest in NE Brazil” by Elton Leme which became available in the English version in 2008. Here we have a new species called Neoregelia gigas described in great detail by Leme and Kollmann. Being pedantic I could say that this plant does not occur in NE Brazil but is published in this book for convenience sake.  In fact, it was described in much greater detail than we ever had for Neoregelia carcharodon. This new species was compared with Neoregelia pernambucana which is based on a specimen collected in Jaqueira, Pernambuco  which is several States to the north. The type specimen comes from Santa Teresa which is the same area that Foster 245 came from, which as we know is treated as a Neoregelia carcharodon. No attempt was made to show how this new species was distinct from this Foster collection. In other words we are out on a limb as to identity. 

As we move north we have the new Neoregelia silvomontana from Bahia  ( from the same book) where we read “After collecting the type specimen, we learned that the species had already been introduced into cultivation and in the United States, having been erroneously identified as N. carcharodon (Baker) L. B. Sm. based on rosette shape, with its wide leaves and well developed marginal spines.” This seems a very positive statement but in fact is very misleading. Was it a recent introduction and from what source in Brazil? The statement could also be linked to to the 1990’s where we had problems ( and still do) as to the differences between N. carcharodon and N. pascoaliana. There is also the note that N. silvomontana is probably self sterile 

We now have N. carcharodon, N. gigas, N. pascoaliana, N. silvomontana, and N. pernambucana which are all variations on a theme. N. pernambucana being the most northerly and thus more difficult to grow.
Let us now look at one plant we have in Australia which has a fairly good pedigree. It is a plant that has been called N. carcharodon for years and is in the famous Pinegrove  ledger under #248 which we are now able to view, thanks to Ross Little. The Ledger is a mine of information. We now know that Pinegrove got this plant in 1981 from Amazon Plants AND Olwen Ferris. This suggests that the plants and/or seed got to Australia from Seidel ( Amazon Plants was a favourite customer of Seidel) in the same way that the plants and seed got to the USA at about the same time. It is usually grown throughout Australia as “N. carcharodon from Pinegrove or Buchanan.”  This plant has been dissected and we lean towards N. gigas even though the petal colour seems to be white on most occasions. The description says pale lilac apex which is not discernable in the accompanying photographs in the book. We can only assume that it can only be seen by the naked eye. Petal length from several sources seems to vary, due possibly to cultural differences. Leaf width is also not consistent.  Another puzzle is whether the inflorescence is always sub-simple as the description says. The photographs in the book show that this trait is not easily seen meaning that the entire inflorescence needs to be dissected. #248 seems to be simple! Care should also be taken in accepting the current view in the USA because we cannot prove any clonal link. We also know from the world travellers amongst us that there is great variability in plant-size, shape and colour amongst species in the wild, so snap decisions as to species identity are to be frowned upon. Floral comparisons are the only way to go. 

Some sellers are quick to make a name change and others not so, so be careful when ordering by name because you could easily be duplicating your collection. Perhaps these naming problems will never be solved but if you have Pinegrove or Buchanan #248 anywhere on your label you do know something of its pedigree. At the suggestion of Helen  Clewett,  the better looking one of the partnership that now runs Pinegrove, we will be registering the name Neoregelia ‘Great White’ with a bit of historical information. It will also be under Carcharodon Group in case anyone is searching the Cultivar data base using the name carcharodon. Whether it becomes ‘just another’ Neoregelia gigas we leave for history to decide!

But that is not all. You will have to wait for the next exciting episode because there are many Cultivar names being used, some registered, some not registered for what I call the Carcharodon Group. Some plants are showing a bluish tinge to the petals suggesting links to ‘Blue Shark’or dare I mention N. gigas or N. pernambucana. If you are keen to grow species and thus help in plant conservation then take care with what is on offer.

