BROMELIADS

A CULTURAL MANUAL




INTRODUCTION

B romeliads have enjoyed a worldwide surge of popularity during
the last few decades. Although they are often treated as
ephemeral decorations to be discarded after they fade, this need
not be so. Bromeliads are easy to grow; you can enjoy their graceful
symmetry and flamboyant blooms year round. This booklet will
introduce these fascinating plants to the novice and provide basic
cultural information in nontechnical terms. It can also serve as a
reference for experienced growers.
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A First Look At
The Bromeliad Family

Bromeliads (broh-MEE-lee-ads) are a family of about 2500
species native to tropical North and South America. There are
also several thousand hybrids and cultivars (cultivated varieties)
that have been developed by plant breeders. The commonest
growth form is a stemless rosette of leaves. The rosette may
be exquisitely symmetrical or twisted and curled into bizarre
shapes. The foliage ranges from shades of solid green to brightly
spotted and banded. The inflorescences often flaunt dazzling
color combinations as well as fantastic forms.




B. Thelma Darling Hodge, a tank epiphyte TOR

~bouthalfof the species are epiphytes, plants that grow on
ress orrocks: the restare terrestrials that grow in the ground.
Sromeliads are not parasites: they do no harm to the host tree
outsimply useitas a perch to gain access to sunlight (forest
floors are too dark for most plants). The root systems are
normally small and serve mainly to anchor the plants to the
tree branch or rock. Most of the functions of water and nutrient
absorption have been taken over by the leaves. The leaves often
forma reservoir that collects and holds water; these are called
tank bromeliads. Those that don’t hold water are called
xerophytic or atmospheric (epiphytes only) bromeliads.

The 2500 species are grouped by certain shared
characteristics into genera (JEN-er-ah, singular: genus). The
genus (JEEN-us) is the first word in the scientific name of a
species, €.9., Aechmea fasciata. The scientific name is always
italicized (or underlined); the genus name is always capitalized
and the species name (the second word) is not. The generic
name is often used as a common name, in which case it is
neither italicized nor capitalized: the scientific genus Tillandsia
becomes the common name tillandsia.

Although the characters that formally identify a genus are
frequently small details that can be seen only under
magnification, most genera can be recognized by the forms of
their foliage and inflorescences. Of the approximately 50
bromeliad genera, the following eightare common in cultivation.
The descriptions are for the commonest cultivated Species;
within each genus exceptions will be found. The pronunciations
offered are typical American ones: there is a great deal of
variation throughout the world.

Aechmea (EEK-me-uh or ECK-mee-uh) species are all tank
epiphytes. The rosettes are usually broadly bowl-shaped, and
the arching leaves have spiny margins. The inflorescences are
round in cross section and have large, colorful bracts. They
remain in color for weeks or even months. The flowers are
followed by fleshy berries that are often brightly colored.

Billbergia (bill-BUR-gee-uh) is similar
to Aechmea but differs in producing
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Cryptanthus (crip-TAN-
thus) is a terrestrial genus;
the nearly flat rosettes do
not hold water. The leaves
are succulent, usually with
wavy margins and teeth;
they are often strongly
banded with white,
bronze, or pink. The white
(sometimes light green or pink) flowers appear nested in the center
in most cultivars.

Dyckia (DICK-ee-uh) is a also a terrestrial genus; none of the
species has a water reservoir. The succulent leaves are very spiny.
Unbranched spikes bear bright yellow or orange flowers. The spikes
emerge from between the leaves instead of from the center, and
the rosette does not die after flowering as it does in most
bromeliads.

Guzmania (guhz-MAIN-ee-uh or gooz-MAHN-ee-uh) species are
almost all tank epiphytes. The leaves are green or sometimes
colored, shiny (not visibly scaly), and have smooth margins. The
rounded inflorescences may be elongate to compact and have large,
brightly colored bracts. The petals are usually yellow or white.

Neoregelia (KNEE-oh-reh-GEE-lee-uh) species are all tank
epiphytes. The rosettes are usually broad though some are vase-
shaped. The leaf margins are usually serrated but not spiny and
may be green or conspicuously banded, striped, or spotted with
various colors. The inflorescences are stemless; the inconspicuous
flowers barely rise above the water in the centers of the plants. In
many species the center leaves turn brilliant colors at maturity.

Tillandsia (till-AND-see-
uh) is a large, diverse
genus of largely epiphytic
species, most of which do
not form tanks. The
smooth-margined leaves
are usually densely
covered with fuzzy scales
that make the foliage gray-
green to white. Rosettes vary from symmetrical to very contorted.
The flowers may be nestled among the leaves or borne on long,
single or branched, round or flattened inflorescences. Many have
brightly colored bracts and/or flowers. In short, if the plant is a
spineless, gray-leafed, tankless epiphyte, it's most likely a tillandsia.

Vriesea (VREE-see-uh or VREE-zhuh) species are nearly all tank
epiphytes. The rosettes form broad vases, and the smooth-
margined leaves are either shiny green or intricately to boldly
patterned with scales or translucent windows. The tall, single or
branched inflorescences are mostly strongly flattened (sword-
shaped); they are composed of overlapping, brightly colored bracts
that last for several months.
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BASIC CULTURE

B romeliads will SURVIVE in satisfactory condition for months
or even years under more variable conditions than are
recommended in this publication. Their adaptability and resilience
are major reasons for their popularity. However, this booklet is
intended for people who want their plants to THRIVE and bloom
repeatedly; therefore, GOOD cultural conditions are described here.

The general guidelines in this section are just that: they are more
or less applicable to the commonly available bromeliads of all
genera. These plants have been tested and proved for their ease
of culture and good performance under a variety of conditions.
More detailed cultural instructions are given under each group. IF
needed.

WHERE TO GROW THEM. Of course, nearly all plants do well in
agreenhouse, and bromeliads are no exception. They can also be
grown superbly in your home in windows or under artificial lights.

In mild climates they can be grown outdoors year round.
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LIGHT. Summary: Adequate light is the most critical factor for
growing healthy plants of any kind. Most bromeliads will perform
satisfactorily if given 2000 footcandles of light for 12 hours per
day. They will show better form and color with 3000-4000
footcandles (high humidity is necessary at this higher light level).

MEASURING LIGHT INTENSITY.
Unfortunately, publications routinely
give worthless recommendations such
as ‘“‘strong light”” or “full sun.” Full
sunin Seattle, Washington, is not the
same quantity as full sun in Phoenix,
Arizona. It is also impossible to
estimate light intensity by eye. A
serious plant grower should invest in
an inexpensive light meter. It costs no
more than one good plant and can save
you years of trial and error learning.
You can use your camera’s light meter with the following
conversions to footcandles. Set the ASA to 100 and the f/stop to
16. Place a sheet of white paper horizontally on the surface where
you intend to grow plants and aim the camera at it from a high
angle. The intensity of full sun in clean, dry air is about 10,000
footcandles, under which conditions your camera will indicate an
exposure time of 1/500 second. Each doubling of the indicated
exposure time translates to one-half the light intensity: 1/250 second
= 5000 footcandles, 1/125 = 2500, 1/60 = 1250, etc. Take
readings in early morning, noon, and late afternoon to determine
the average intensity throughout the day. If you prefer to use lux
as the unit of light intensity, multiply footcandles by ten to get lux
values. Lumens per square foot is equivalent to footcandles.

Within the acceptable
range for each species,
higher light intensities
produce more compact
growth and better foliage
and inflorescence color.
The general rule isto give
aplantas much lightas it
can tolerate without
bleaching or burning. Plants must be acclimated gradually (over a
period of several weeks) to the highest intensities indicated. At
higher light intensities plants must also be provided with higher
humidity and more air circulation to prevent drying and burning.
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DAYLENGTH. The
duration of light is as
importantas the intensity.
Bromeliads should receive
1210 16 hours of light per
day. Fewer than 10 or
more than 16 hours per
day for long periods may
resultin abnormal growth
orfailure to flower. Brighter light and longer days will speed maturity
as well as improve form and color.

ARTIFICIAL LIGHT. Bromeliads can be grown well indoors under
some types of artificial light. Standard incandescent bulbs do not
produce an adequate color balance for healthy plant growth.
Fluorescent light provides the proper color range and uses the least
electricity. Wide-spectrum or daylight tubes are the best of the
standard types, and cool white tubes are satisfactory. Serious
growers can invest in more expensive tubes designed specifically
for plants, or in high-intensity tubes. Use fixtures that hold four
orsix 48-inch or longer tubes. Suspend standard output tubes not
more than two feet/60 cm above the tops of the plants: about eight
inches/20 cm is best for most bromeliads. Plug the lights into a
timer set for a period of 12 to 16 hours a day.

TEMPERATURE. Temperature is not
very important within a broad range.
Most commonly available bromeliads
will tolerate nights near freezing in
winter and days near or above 100°F/
high 30s°C in summer. Their
appearance may suffer after several
weeks of such extremes, but they will
recover when temperatures moderate.
For best performance, the nights
should be 50-65°F/10-18°C, and the
days 70-90°F/21-32°C during most of
the year. A day-night differential of at least 10°F/6°C is also desirable.
(Most bromeliads have a special kind of photosynthesis called CAM,
which requires substantial day-night temperature variations.)
Guzmanias and vrieseas tend to be less tolerant of temperature
extremes, especially cold nights.
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AIR CIRCULATION AND
HUMIDITY. There is a
relationship between air
circulation, humidity, and
heat. Circulation is
generally unimportant, as
long as the air is not stuffy.
Good air movement is
essential at high
temperatures or at humidities near saturation. Plants that do well
in the sun outdoors may burn in an unshaded window, because
the still air fails to conduct heat away. Stagnant, saturated air such
as occurs intight greenhouses or very humid climates encourages
diseases. At the other extreme, homes with air conditioning or
forced air heating have air that is below 20% relative humidity. In
such dry air, strong circulation may cause leaf tips to dry out and

die (dead leaf tips are also a symptom of alkaline or salty water).

The relative humidity
should ideally be 50% to
75%. The higher the
temperature and the more
vigorous the air
movement, the higher the
humidity should be. If your
home is dry, you can
provide extra humidity
with trays of wet gravel placed under your plants. Very high humidity
seems to reduce the density of leaf scales. Since the beautiful leaf
patterns of many bromeliads are created by bands of scales, plants
may be less attractive under very humid conditions. Brighter light
should compensate somewhat for this condition.

WATERING. Summary: Water quality is important. Most domestic
water is satisfactory for growing bromeliads but some supplies are
too salty or alkaline. The use of good (acidic, low-salt) water
promotes the development of show-quality plants.

You should be aware of what mineral salts are in your water
supply, for your own health as well as for that of your plants. Some
minerals are quite harmful to plants, others less so. The agency
that supplies your water can give you an analysis. Ask for the pH,
hardness, sodium, and total dissolved salts, and ask for an inter-
pretation of the numbers (i.e., whether the values are high or low).

11








































