Know your xNiduregelia ‘Ruby Ryde’!

Subtitled - I promise this will be the final name change!

                                                                                                         by Derek Butcher 2002 

Do you have a plant with any of the following names on the label?  Wittrockia paradoxa, Nidularium paradoxum,  xNiduregelia paradoxa, or ‘Butcher’s been at it again’, If so read on.

This plant has a fascinating history, so no wonder was it  having trouble in keeping up with its name changes. At the 1995 Australian Bromeliad Conference I was handed a  plant with a somewhat gooey centre by Ruby Ryde which I assumed she  had obtained from Brazil a few years before.  How could I ask Elton Leme to help me out with identification?  I just had to poke around in the mushy mess where the flower had been. I felt sure I was handling Wittrockia paradoxa  which had been described by Elton Leme in 1989 because I appeared to be dealing with a paradox with the number of oddities I found in the mushy mess! Incidentally, if you try to find Wittrockia paradoxa it is now called Aechmea paradoxa!  2 years later I was delighted to get an actual flowering specimen, again from Ruby.  The plant looked like a Neoregelia with a Nidularium-like inflorescence. This time there was no mushy mess when I took the inflorescence apart and I found compound flowers in the outer part of the inflorescence and simple flowers in the centre. What am I talking about?  I’ll digress. If you have ever looked closely at a Neoregelia inflorescence (well most!) you will find it boring because all the way through the inflorescence you will find one floral bract next to a flower. In a Nidularium you will find little bunches of flowers with a bract for the bunch as well as floral bracts for each flower ( This is compound! Mind you, in Nidularium you may also find bunches on the bunches making them compound compound or tripinnate!) This cannot be said to be boring! Elton Leme had  described a Nidularium fraudulentum  in 1987 which had these attributes.  It was not a paradox, it was a fraud! This just had to be the name and I told the world of my discovery (Well, at least Bromeletter May/June 1997! ). 

Meanwhile Elton in Brazil was rather worried about this plant with odd characteristics  and investigated it further in conjunction with Walter Till. It was decided the plant was a bigeneric between Neoregelia and Nidularium. 

In Elton’s book ‘Nidularium’ (2000) Shock! Horror! there are 3 xNiduregelia to pick from and none was an exact match to the plant that I thought should have been xNiduregelia fraudulenta. The closest one was xNiduregelia lyman-smithii but I could not get Elton to answer my Emails. The problem is a hard one to solve. Let me explain. In the wild there are fertile plants in a range and all share the same species name.As far as we are aware bigenerics in the Bromeliaceae are infertile and incapable of reproducing - in other words a genetic dead end.  If I ever obtain an alleged hybrid and want to prove it is a hybrid I do not do pollen counts but try to set self-set seed and check on the resultant seedlings for similarities to or differences from the seed parent. So I was at a dead end too!  Bigeneric hybrids are not easy to do intentionally as Mulford Foster experienced (See the article in http://fcbs.org on Julian Nally and letters in the 1960’s) and seem to be very rare in the wild.  Mez 1935 reported 2 from the late 1800’s and Smith and Downs 1979 only 1 of these 2. It does seem strange that any bigeneric had not been collected in the intervening 80 years and now we have flurry of them!

These bigeneric hybrids of Elton’s  are in a Chapter entitled ‘Doubtful and excluded Taxa’ but have been accepted as legal latinised names by the Bromeliad Identification Center in the USA. No one took records of what plants were growing in the vicinity of these plants at their supposed collection site so parents are unknown and only conjecture remains. To further add to the confusion, the third one of the trio, xNiduregelia edmundoi has a type locality of Bahia (leg. A.Seidel 1005) but a specimen was also supposed to have been found in Espirito Santo ( leg. A Seidel 1004). I  suggest that the chances of having the same unknown parents from different genera and occuring in a different area would be astronomical! Add to this, the same happening occurred with different unknown parents in xNiduregelia fraudulenta but on this occasion in the States of Bahia (leg. A Seidel 1006) AND Rio de Janeiro (leg A Seidel 678)! What are the odds now? 

I believe what really happened was that Seidel mixed up his collecting data with plants grown from seed and these seedlings reached Elton Leme for investigation not the original collections. I base this assumption on the fantastic odds of such bigeneric happenings in the wild from such widely spaced habitats, and something that Ruby has just told me. Ruby’s plant came from seed obtained from Seidel! 

To my mind it would have been better to have named these plants under the ICNCP rules where only a clone retains the name of the Cultivar not a range of clones as under the ICBN rules for natural species. 

In my role as Cultivar Registrar you can see my dilemma. Should I try to identify with the written descriptions of what I consider are dubious examples of wild plants or give the plant I got from Ruby Ryde  a Cultivar name. The more I think of it the more I believe OUR plant is better called xNiduregelia ‘Ruby Ryde’ to stem the tide of name changes.

IT HAPPENED AT THE ADELAIDE CONFERENCE by Derek Butcher in Bromeletter 33(4): 12-13. 1995

The Bromeliad Conference at Adelaide at Easter went without a hitch and many were able to sec slides of the actual inflorescences of certain Neoregelia species. These had been surgically removed so that they could be further dissected to give some idea of their

authenticity. There were also other pieces of plants brought along for identification and for some reason or another, Butcher did not get the opportunity to take them home to

his DEN. Suggested names did appear on papers close by but I don’t know what happened to them.

What I do know is that Ruby Ryde gave me a large newspaper parcel to investigate in my own time after the Conference. Both the plants enclosed were alleged species with Elton Leme and Alvin Seidel being involved circa 1986. One was described to me as a Neoregelia with a funny flower and the other as having yellow flowers. Now, I am used to using live material and able to remove the various parts starting from the outside and working inwards. I am not used to chopping up flowers post floral because they tend to be either tinder dry or a gooey mess. In both these cases I was dealing with gooey messes!

The alleged yellow flowered specimen worked out closely to be Aechmea comata (previously lindenii ) but the flower bracts didn't match. Perhaps we can get this a PF number with detail held by Pcter Franklin's computer for future reference. I am optimistic in this Ortgiesia group being rationalised now that the Brazilian Society is up and running AND keen. We are too far away to give much worthwhile input but I'm sure we could give them food for thought should such a project get off the ground.

The second plant was much more exciting with the DEN rcsounding to chortles exclamations and rude comment. Margaret had to shut the kitchen door. You see, I had

removed the sex parts of said Neoregelia and found the first compound inflorescence I

had ever seen. Now, there are only three neoregelias with compound inflorescences from

S.E. Brazil, so I thought that this was going to be easy. BUT, when I was poking around

the gooey mess inside the sepals where one expects to find some of the sex parts I found pctal appendages. Petal appendages meant I was probably dealing with Wittrockia. Out

came Smith and Downs, but their key did not work on the data I had found so far. And

remember I could find very littlc information inside the sepals. Luckily Wittrockia has very few species and Leme had named 2 or 3 new ones whose descriptions I had in Latin.

Because of this supposed rarity I hadn’t even translated them. I felt that the plant in

front of me (or rather the bits of the plant) was Wittrockia paradoxa so with Stearn’s 'Botanical Latin', the translation began. The chortles continued as description matched

bits of the plant. If I am right then I'm sure Harry doesn’t have a specimen in his 

herbarium and I’ll be working on Ruby to send him one. That way we’ll get an SEL number which we can allot to this clone. I'm hoping like h---- that the mutilated plant I now have will root and throw an offse! What adds even more weight to the name being correct is that Wittrockia paradoxa was named by Leme in 1989 from a plant that he had obtained from Seidel and which flowered in his collection in December 1987.

FRAUD OR PARADOX  (Nidularium fraudulentum) by Derek Butcher in Bromeletter 35(3): 5. 1997

Those who faithfully read Bromeletter will recall that in July 1995 I was up to my armpits in a gooey mess trying to ascertain a answer to a puzzle sent to me by Ruby Ryde. I felt that the herbarium type specimen I was handling had to be Wittrockia paradoxa - a sort of appropriate name for the dilemma I was in. You may also recall that I hoped to grow on this plant so that I could observe it while the flowers were fresh. Ruby came to the rescue with a new plant which was encouraged to survive.

Imagine my delight when at Christmas time I discerned a certain happening in the middle of the plant. Early in 1997 flowers started to appear, but these were white and hooded just like a Nidularium, and I was expecting pink and open flowers. I waited a couple of days hoping the petals would open, but they continued to act like Nidularium. The oddly erect primary bracts stayed green whereas all the nidulariums I had seen so far had flattened out and turned some shade of red. This was possibly because I had it well protected from Adelaide sun. Ruby has since confirmed that in Sydney the bracts do turn a sort of reddish colour although they are still erect.

So out came the knife and in 30 minutes my worksheet was completed. This time with wife Margaret's help because she had become quite adept at the microscope. We now had a greater appreciation of what parts were where and compared them to our original findings. We must have studied at least 3 separate flowers in attempts to find the petal appendages and the callouses which share the space in the flower with the anthers for Wittrockia. A somewhat crowded area to search! We found only callouses (thickened areas) which threw out the idea it was a Wittrockia. It did leave us with Nidularium.
The last time we learned about Nidularium was with Elton Leme at the Brisbane Conference in 1993. So I went to the KEY he used in his presentation to check what white flowered Nidularium were on offer. I knew most of the species named, including

the Nidularium picinguabensis which Marj McNamara had had authenticated by Harry Luther. However, there was one name Nidularium fraudulentum which sounded strange and intriguing. Regrettably the description I had was still in Latin and Portuguese so some translation was necessary.

This plant was described by Elton Leme in Bradea in 1987 where he pointed out

difficulties in segregating Nidularium, Neoregelia, Canistrum and Wittrockia
but had decided on Nidularium for this specimen.

Since that time, the importance of the presence or absence of petal appendages

has been downgraded and we have seen the start of genera changes in the

Tillandsioideae. We knew that Elton Leme & Walter Till are combining to produce a book on the Nidularium/Neoregelia complex & no doubt we will see changes in what constitutes the various genera. I am eagerly awaiting the publication of this book, and if it has coloured pictures I am sure it will be on every-one's ‘want' list. Elton named

Nidularium fraudulentum because it had the petal shape and primary bracts of a

Nidularium but a simple central inflorescence of a Brazilian Neoregelia!

Yes, our plant has a compound inflorescence, but with a simple central part, and agrees with many other parts of the description. So I have a strong feeling that our plant is Nidularium fraudulentum. I cannot see it being a hybrid in current terms although

there is undoubtedly a link with Neoregelia somewhere in the distant past.

FRAUD OR PARADOX – Revisited by Derek Butcher in Bromeletter 39(4): 8. 2001

Six years ago I was up to my armpits in a gooey mess that Ruby Ryde had handed to me at the Adelaide Bromeliad Conference. It was originally a plant that Ruby had got from Elton Leme about 1986 As bits emerged I found a petal with flaps attached on the inside which led me to Wittrockia. The only Wittrockia that fitted was Wittrockia paradoxa, named and described in 1989 by Elton Leme from a plant obtained from Seidel in 1980. This seemed as good a name as any! See Bromeletter July 1995. Flaps and appendages to petals are not now considered of great diagnostic value at generic level and this 'paradoxa' is now treated as an Aechmea!!

Four years ago I had an offset from Ruby's plant flowering in my own collection and I was able to look at a not-so-gooey inflorescence. I was now dealing with live material and found a plant that seemed to be halfway between a Nidularium and a Neoregelia.

Most neoregelias from S E. Brazil have a simple inflorescence where you only find one bract per flower. A Nidularium inflorescencc is compound, in other words a cluster of flowers has its own primary bract as well as each flower having its own floral bract. In this case the outside of the inflorescence was compound but the centre was simple! I had just received a description of Nidularium fraudulentum by Elton Leme which had these self same floral traits. It was with reluctance that Elton treated it as a Nidularium.  The plant that Ruby Ryde had sent me also had its origins with Elton Leme so I wrote my article in Bromeletter in May/June 1997 where I considered our plant to be Nidularium fraudulentum.

At the end of 2000 a batch of Elton Leme's book on Nidularium arrived in Australia and I spent much time reading the new revelations. Elton had eventually decided that this odd Nidularium was really a bigeneric - namely xNiduregelia. Surprisingly, there were two other nidulariums treated in the same way. All three have links to Seidel’s nursery and Elton is very doubtful of their origins in the wild. Remember that all bigenerics found in the Bromeliaceae have so far turned out to be mules and therefore could not grow in the wild. Because it seems their origin is highly likely to have been in the congested nursery with its proliferation of butterflies and other pollinating agents, I believe that they should have been named under the ICNCP rules not the ICBN rules. But that is hindsight and another story.

In poring over the excellent pictures in the Nidularium book I kept returning to xNiduregelia lyman-smithii.  This is the less colourful of the three and had me suggesting this as a possible answer to my problem to Elton, via e-mail. Alas, no reply from Elton_but Karl Green from Florida, who is the sole agent for Elton’s book, has confirmed my thinking. He has had many plants direct from Elton in recent years and was able to compare my photographs with his plants.

Who is to say that there are more than 3 bigenerics that originated in the Seidel nursery? Do we have the fourth that should be named under the ICNCP rules?  Our plant is known for its dark green - light green mottled leaves not mentioned in the description but then this trait is evident in many nidulariums especially on new leaves. Certainly we can change the genus name from Nidularium to xNiduregelia and at the same time I would change the ‘species’ name to lyman-smithii.

