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Abnormal vegetative sports are fairly common during the process of tissue-culturing  plants in volume, either in the initial ex-plant division culture or subsequent replication in vitro. Often such propagules are deemed to be of no commercial value and are rejected in the goal for perfect copies of the original parental clone. 





Such was the “offspring” from a normal-looking hybrid in 2001 which the breeder Chester Skotak of  Dura Flor nursery in Costa Rica had sent to the tissue culture laboratories of Deroose Plants in Belgium. The parentage was: 


Seed Parent: [ Aechmea fasciata “Saquarema” x (Aechmea flavorosea x Ae. fasciata “spineless” )]


Pollen Parent: [ Aechmea fasciata “Teresopolis” x ( Ae. fasciata “red foliage” x Ae. fasciata “spineless” )] 





The Ae. fasciata forms “Saquarema” and “Teresopolis” are after location names in Rio de Janeiro State, Brazil. After further evaluation, this complex cross was considered by Deroose Plants to have no commercial value, so it was no longer grown nor named. However, one early discarded sport from the batch was received by Chester Skotak to grow on for fun as a curiosity. Over several years this mutated cultivar developed distinctive characteristics and proved to be stable. The rosette growth was drastically miniaturised compared to Ae. fasciata, developed a solid elongated stem with upturned leaf tips and multiplied easily but never showed any signs of blooming. 





By 2009 Central Florida grower Eloise Beach had acquired the stock of this yet-unnamed culton and not surprisingly found its optimal growing conditions do parallel those of a well-grown Ae. fasciata.  Early batches were grown lusher to increase stock numbers quickly (Figure 1). Slow-release feeding speeds up the growth and makes a more robust plant but an improper balance of fertiliser to the amount of light will cause the rosette to lose its appealing compact form and bronze/red foliage reverse color. Fertilising can be done using balanced slow-release formulations (sparingly), by foliar feeding or by a combination of both. Ideally, the compact rosette diameter is 8-10cms. with leaf width 2.5cms (Figure 2) in Eloise‘s light intensity conditions of approx. 2400 foot-candles (25,824 lux ). Over-fed and / or over-shaded specimens would have extended floppy leaves with reduced redness and lack compact conformation. 





In time the rosette develops an extended trunk up to 2cms. thick and 30cms. tall (Figure 3). The distinctive, upturned whorls of leaves may stack vertically or often corkscrew around the central stem.  This growth pattern suggests a Chinese pagoda roof profile, hence Eloise registered its name as Aechmea ‘Pagoda’. When the rosette “matures” the high central growing point seems to stop growing, but does not initiate flowering nor abort, but rather channels its energy into producing more pups. To date there have been no reports of Ae. ‘Pagoda’ reverting to more “normal” type growth. 





Aechmea ’Pagoda’, which is completely spineless, is a prolific pupper and easily forms a clump. The parent plant initiates offsets either at its base or higher up the stem, as well as in leaf axils, sometimes simultaneously. Even pups can develop their own pups. Basal pups often root into the growing mix and seem to feed extra, resulting in their being mostly green. However, if the fertiliser/light factors are balanced, the red, compact leaves should develop. Offsets higher up the parent’s stem tend to have red leaves and tighter conformation. Bare stems occur when dead or damaged leaves are removed, but this is no problem for the health and continued growth of the plant. A healthy root system can support this column of leaves, so staking is unnecessary and besides, most show rules ban stakes on competitive entries. Eventually of course the parent rosette dies as with most bromeliads. 





In the U.S.A. this oddity Ae. ‘Pagoda’ was released in July, 2010 firstly at the World Bromeliad Conference in New Orleans. Its strange growth habit and other-worldly appearance could be best described as “weirdly wonderful”.   
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