Wittrockia ‘Leopardinum’ by Graeme Barclay in Bromeliad ( NZ) 58 (8): 16-18. 2018

This plant has an interesting and mysterious past. It goes way back to 1879 when clones ol

large plants with spiny, dark-blotched leaves, were first collected from forests around Rio de Janeiro, Brazil and taken back to cultivation in Europe. In 1888 these eventually became

known in horticulture as Canistrum leopardinum, but it appears this plant was never properly described in detail. Around the same time, John Baker also described a plant named as Nidularium giganteum, but there is no mention of blotched leaves and they are reported at

only 1.5 inches wide (35mm approx.). Could they in fact have been the same plant?

The interesting point is that at some stage much later on (possibly around 1930-1940) both plants seem to have been somehow treated as the same species, even though there appeared

to be considerable and noticeable differences in the leaves, measurements of some of the floral parts and the colour of the sepals and floral bracts. Interestingly, the literature does not

seem to document by whom, how, or when this determination was made, suffice to say that Smith & Downs included Canistrum giganteum (linked to the Nidularium giganteum) in

their 1979 monograph of the genus, but they did not mention anything about Canistrum leopardinum, or the differences. Another 'unknown person,' also proposed the plant could

actually be a natural hybrid, probably Canistrum ingratum (now Wittrockia gigantea) x Canistrum roseum (now Edmundoa lindenii var. rosea), first mentioned in Victoria Padilla's 
book in 1973, without any source of information. This is possibly part of the reason Smith & Downs did not treat it as a valid taxon in 1979.

Confused? Now fast forward to 1997. In Elton Leme's book 'Canistrum', he determined the plant known as Canistrum leopardinum to be a form of Wittrockia gigantea (formerly

the Canistrum giganteum), which is common in Brazil with at least four different clones. It seems this was also based on the uncertain history characterised by Elton's statement in

the book: 'Canistrum leopardinum, a commonly used name in horticulture, was included as a synonym of W. gigantea even though there is no way to verify its correct usage'. It appears that Elton did not closely examine and compare the 'Leopardinum' plant prior to this 1997

description, only the concolorous, more slender-leaved plant he described as Wittrockia gigantea, with the yellow-centred inflorescence (see photo). This was possibly because of

its reluctance to regularly bloom. I have recently emailed some information and photos of my Leopardinum's floral parts to Elton, to hopefully gain his opinion some 20 years on.

In 2001, our late Life Member, Gerry Stansfleld, finally bloomed his specimen of Wittrockia 'Leopardinum' by manual intervention, using ethylene gas pills. He dissected the inflorescence and shared his findings with Derek Butcher in South Australia, who noted

a number of obvious differences to Elton Leme's new description of Wittrockia gigantea. Derek wrote an article for our New Zealand Journal in January 2002, using Gerry's

photos, and determined it couldn't be a hybrid but was certainly close to W. gigantea. Without further official review, it was then decided to add it to the BSI cultivar register as Wittrockia  'Leopardinum', cultivar of W. gigantea.

In 2006, another Australian species collector, Peter Tristram, also bloomed his 'Leopardinum'. He noticed many ants visiting the flowers and the plant duly self-set plenty of seed. He eventually propagated this seed and the resulting extremely uniform seedlings proved the plants were indeed from a true species and were not hybrids. As Elton, Derek and Gerry had also discovered earlier, Peter subsequently reported these findings in an issue of the BSI Journal in 2012.

The Wittrockia gigantea clone that Elton described with the yellow inflorescence, does not seem to be in cultivation in either the USA, Australia or New Zealand. This seems unbelievable, considering it appears to have been cultivated in Europe well over 100 years ago. If anyone grows or has seen this yellow-flowered plant outside Brazil, I would be very interested to know. This beautiful species, Wittrockia 'Leopardinum', is now readily

available in New Zealand. It can take many years to bloom, but often produces a number of pups prior to doing so, after it reaches a mature size. It was widely thought that it needs

to form an established, multi-rosette clump before blooming. However, my specimen was a single plant that had not produced any pups and was growing on some old logs with no soil!

To finish, here are some extracts from what I wrote in our August 2010 Journal:

'...l've discovered it can handle full sun, making it look fantastic in the garden. ...1 experimented with placing some young plants in mostly full sun, amongst hot stones - and some even tied up with no soil on a vine branch... they all did extremely well, with no

sun scorch or bleaching... they seem to form a nice, even-shaped rosette (similar to a Neoregelia) and develop much darker and more prominent 'leopard spot' marking. In the right

amount of light, the leaves colour up with very nice subtle rose-blushed patches, giving the whole plant a fabulous new make-over and shine. Give it a go in more sun, you won’t be

disappointed!'.’
