Vriesea  ‘Red Chestnut’ to ‘Squiggles’and beyond   by Derek Butcher

We know that that ‘Red Chestnut’ has been applied to various forms of Vriesea fosteriana and is itself a nightmare as far as the Cultivar Registrar is concerned! See J. Brom. Soc. 53: 133-6. 2003

Another problem is that it produces such marvellously varied coloured forms of what is called the Glyph group of Vriesea cultivars especially in the 2nd and 3rd generation of hybridising. Virtually every seedling showed differences so that culling did not seem warranted by growers because all have appeal. Problems first arose in Hawaii with David Shiigi in the 1980’s when many of these beauties started to be released. Just check the Cultivar register under Vriesea under Shiigi as the hybridist. 

The next problem arose in the late 1990’s in New Zealand where Vriesea platynema var. variegata was crossed with V. fosteriana ‘Red Leaf Form’ . The latter name could easily be associated with ‘Red Chestnut’! These came on to the market with ‘Kiwi’ as the first part of a name made up of two words. I found this very helpful because it linked the names even though it was not treated as a grex in the strict sense.

Meanwhile things were happening in Queensland, mainly in the nursery of John Catlan. He crossed a plant called ‘Red Chestnut’ with  V. platynema var. variegata  in the early 1980’s to get what he called ‘Squiggles’ in 1991 – a robust mainly green plant with squiggles on the leaves and reddish tips which seemed destined to make a good parent especially as mother!

Let me digress for a moment because not only has ‘Red Chestnut’ have a chequered history but so too has V. platynema.

If we check Smith and Downs (Flora Neotropica Tillandsioideae, 1979, p1124-9) we find there are 8 varieties to pick from. One, var. gracilior has now become Vriesea gracilior. Another var. wrightii comes from Cuba so we can forget this one. This leaves 6 varieties of which two are variegated. What is not known is whether they are variegates of the other 4 varieties because all we are told is that var. striata has pale striate leaf blades and var. variegata has leaf blades red violet beneath and green above and pale striate near the apex. Are the plants we grow as var variegata really var. striata?! Add to this the plant we have/had been growing for years as V. platynema var. rosea which as I pointed out after discussions with Peter Franklin in Bromeletter 36 (4): 7-8. 1998 was in all probability var. flava. It was only in 2004 that I stumbled across a true Vriesea platynema var platynema in Melbourne with its brilliant red floral bracts.

From what John Catlan says, the father of ‘Squiggles’ was either var. striata, var. variegata or even var. flava ‘Variegated’. Whatever, as Registrar I am more interested in the identity of the cultivar not its parents. There is just one problem  We know that plants John held got called ‘Squiggles but some were released to the likes of John Buchanan and have re-entered the plant scene with only the parentage (‘Red Chestnut’ x platynema var. variegata). If they look similar you know why. 

Using ‘Squiggles’ as a parent and  ‘Red Chestnut’ as father, John found he was getting progeny with the variation in the red colouring in the centre as found by Shiigi and the Kiwis. My worry as Registrar is whether this colouration continues into the various offsets and have tried to reduce the problem by linking names with this characteristic. John has released some of his progeny under the name of ‘Honolulu Babies’ and I hope the name continues in this vein. It is interesting how attitudes and rules change just like plants evolve. The constant is change!

The definition of a cultivar broadened in 2004 and is now defined as “a cultivar is an assemblage of plants that has been selected for a particular attribute or combination of attributes and that is clearly distinct, uniform, and stable in these characteristics and that when propagated by appropriate means retains those characteristics.”

To my mind if we are looking at a Vriesea with ‘Glyph’ like leaves and a centre that has various shades of red we can use ‘Honolulu Babies’. This is better than having say 10 unrelated, similar but different looking cultivar names.

And that’s not all. Mike Symmons has also been hybridising to give similar looking 3rd generation plants. See Cultivar Register.

