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I intended, back in 1974 when the opportunity to make the cross came, to produce a dwarf version of Puya alpestis that might retain the wonderful inflorescence of P. alpestris whilst achieving a more manageable sized plant. The occasion for this experiment came when a small Puya, no more than 30 cm in diameter, flowered in a ten-inch pot. The dwarf was labelled Puya spathacea and had a fairly lax inflorescence with a nice red stem.

It was our misfortune that we could not find a Puya alpestris in flower anywhere in Wellington. My mother-in-law, Doris Coleman came to the rescue by finding one blooming in a garden in her home town of Levin, some 65 miles north of Wellington. We packed P. spathacea into the car and took it up to Levin and successfully impregnated P. alpestris.

All of this took place before our copy of Padilla arrived and dashed the dream of producing a dwarf. The revealed truth was that P. spathacea is, when not restricted to a small pot, somewhat larger than P. alpestris! Nevertheless, the offspring have been allowed to mature and now they are blooming I have decided to name them in honor of the keen gardener who found the mother-plant in Levin.

The flowering plants of Puya ‘Doris Coleman’ are 2.5 m tall, with a compound

inflorescence carried on a 80 cm scape. The inflorescence comprises 40 spikes,

most of which are 30cm long and carrying 32 to 44 flowers on a 1.5 m rachis.

Leaves measure 6 cm across the base and are up to 1 m long.

Flowering commenced on December 20, 1990 and continued for eight weeks. I hand pollinated between the two plants, and bees and wasps were very busy devouring the nectar and also doing a fine distribution job. One of the plants has set seed, the other appears doubtful at the time of writing. Should the seed prove to be viable it will be made available to the BSI seed fund (probably around June or July 1991). Being F2 (second generation) seed it is likely to produce plants with some variation in the characteristics inherited from the original parents, the extent of variation depending on the amount of genetic linkage involved.

One thing I have noticed with puyas is that they seem quite happy growing on in pots, which keeps them retarded in size. I still have some Puya ‘Doris Coleman’ growing in the original 5 cm seedling punnets they were transplanted into in 1975. They range in size from 15 to 30cm diameter, compared to the planted-out flowering clumps that are already over 2 m across. The downside is that flowering is also likely to be severely retarded. But if you like nice little prickly rosettes, there seems to be no reason why you should not grow pot-puyas. And if you are prepared to wait 20 years or so, you, too, might have a dwarf flowering in a pot!

