WHERE HAVE ALL THE VRIESEA SPLENDENS GONE?

By Herb Plever in New York in  Bromeliana 49(5) 2012

In 1961 the first two bromeliads that I bought from Ed Hummel were Vriesea splendens
and Aechmea fasciata.They were the most widely grown broms at the time. Hummel's splendens had shorter, wider leaves and it was probably a cultivar known as Vriesea 'Cayenne', similar or the same as the cultivar V. 'Hera' referred to below.
Early on V. splendens (Brongniart) Lemaire was called splendens major, but with Dr.

Lyman B. Smith's monograph of the Bromeliaceae it has been designated as var. splendens. Four varieties of the type species V. splendens are recognized: var. striatifolia M.B. Foster, var. formosa Suringar ex 'Witte, var. oinochroma Steyermark and var. chlorostachya Oliva-Esteve. But except for var. formosa, these varieties are all drab with green spikes and have no ornamental value. Var. formosa is like the type Vriesea splendens var. splendens, except that

it has all green leaves with no markings, and the lower bracts are yellow. (See photo on page 3.)

With its brilliant sword-like spike and its dramatically marked leaves, V. splendens was popular with growers and was found in most collections. The inflorescence became known as a "flaming sword", after Walter Richter's 1937 cultivar V. 'Flammendes Schwert' [(V. splendens var. formosa x V. splendens var. splendens) x ( V. splendens var. splendens)] . With this cross Richter managed to retain the splendens barring, and an inflorescence

similar to but longer than that of var. formosa which has green leaves. It is said the spikes of the two are the same, but I believe formosa’s spike is shorter and broader and its lower bracts are yellow.  Richter also crossed V, 'Flammendes Schwert' x V. splendens v. splendens and got a longer spike that he called V. 'lllustris'.

Vriesea splendens and its varieties are found in Venezuela, Trinidad, Tobago and Guiana. It grows at altitudes of from 1,000 ft. to 4,000 ft. in forests and on rocks as a terrestrial, a saxicole and an epiphyte.
It has adapted to such a wide range of environments in habitat that it also readily adapts in cultivation to be grown in shadehouses, greenhouses and the indoors. It grew well in my east-south-east window, also set back from my south windows as well as under fluorescent lights.

Vriesea splendens was a popular favourite among bromeliad growers internationally. Some really beautiful cultivars were made that for a time were widely grown in Europe and America. The Bak Nursery in the Netherlands made a nice cultivar they called V. 'Splenriet' and a really small splendens they called V. 'Fire' . Many of us in New York happily grew 'Fire' on our windowsills. Hans Gulz in Germany made a compact form of V. 'Cayenne' he called V.'Hera' .

Nat Deleon in Florida made an attractive similar cultivar he called V. 'Juno' and DeMeyer in

Belgium made a similar cultivar called V. 'Meyer's Favorite' that were widely grown in Europe - less so in America. Some years later the Exotic Plant nursery in Belgium made a beautiful cultivar called Vriesea 'Favoriet'. I note that Luc Peters of Exotic Plant is still a BSI member. (Caroline DeMeyer may have been the hybridizer.)

So, in the spirit of Pete Seeger's song, "Where Have All The Flowers Gone", I have asked

the rhetorical question: Where have all the Vriesea splendens (and its beautiful cultivars)

gone?

Today you cannot buy it for love or money. Neither V. splendens nor any of its cultivars except for V. 'Splenriet' is offered in any of the few remaining bromeliad nurseries. 
Now that blooming bromeliads are often seen at good prices in places like Home Depot, Costco, Trader Joe's and many supermarket chains, bromel nurseries are missing out on the great commercial potential of Vriesea splendens and its beautiful cultivars.

One impediment to mass production is its cost, especially today. Then there is the problem with vegetative production, since V. splendens is an upper-pupper that produces only one upper pup. So resort must be had to seed production and tissue culture.

I am convinced that such production can be profitable to producers, and it will attract the public to bromeliads. I urge those hybridizers and the tissue culturist Reginald Deroose to consider mass producing Vriesea splendens and reviving V. 'Fire' (Peter Bak), V. 'Juno' (Nat Deleon) and V. 'Favoriet' (Exotic Plant). The talented Chester Skotak is especially equipped to undertake production, since he grows millions of broms without the burden of the costs of

heating and cooling in his low mountain spread in Costa Rica.

If this work could be undertaken then the answer to the rhetorical question will not be “...gone to graveyards everyone..."

MORE ON VRIESEA SPLENDENS (A Supplement to the May, 2012 article)

by Herb Plever

The positive response to the May, 2012 article on Vriesea splendens kept the subject in my mind. I thought about the fact that it was the first bromeliad I had purchased (from Ed Hummel) sometime in 1961. When my memory of that time became more focused, I realized I was too casual when I wrote in the May article that the plant was the form known as

'Cayenne'. I had an epiphany and saw that plant as being very different from 'Cayenne'. Unfortunately, I did not take photos in those early days, so I needed to do some searching in my files.

First I found a Hummel catalog that I got with my order. Most plants in the catalog were various succulents; it listed just 12 bromeliads, but it had photos of each plant including that Vriesea splendens!
The photo below, scanned from Hummel's catalog, shows a form of the species unlike any of

those I printed in the May, 2012 article entitled "Where Have All the Vriesea Splendens Gone?" I have left in the inset at the bottom of the photo for you to gasp at the prices - $2.50 for a good-sized plant and $3.50 for the plant in spike!

Within a few years, Hummel had an 11 page list of hundreds of bromeliads, most of them with the same incredible prices. Of special importance to this topic is Hummel's description of the form of V. splendens he had cultivated and was selling: "splendens: The most demanded. Choice for foliage and flower. Leaves banded white (my emphasis) on purplish-black. Flower, the famous 'Flaming Sword'. Spike red with yellow flowers." Note the similarity between Hummel's form with white bands and Kent's V. 'Vista' which is like a miniature sized copy. (Its photo is in the May issue.)

When I looked at the catalog photo I realized that I had also failed to mention in the article the beautiful, but very costly and hard to find variegated form of V. splendens that once was available. My first view of that plant was at Jeffrey Kent's house in Vista, California, not long after Leonard Kent had moved his nursery down from Los Angeles.

The photograph in column 2 of a variegated V. splendens was taken at Jeffrey's pool in 1975.
