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bromeliads
With more than 3,000 species 

and countless cultivars, we bromeli-
ads are a huge family of plants, and it 
wasn’t long after a solitary bromeliad 
had settled into the author’s garden 
that addiction reared its head. Today 
more than 150 cultivars of several dif-
ferent genera are her welcome and 
perpetually colourful companions, 
with more continually adopted into 
this extensive community of plants.

We don’t expect anyone to become 
our dedicated slave, for we demand 
only minimal attention, and most of us, 
although we do best when we receive 
regular water, are extremely drought 
tolerant and thrive even when the gar-
dener abandons us for weeks on end. 

It’s both our colourful leaves and 

the unusual flowers that some of us 
produce that have earned us a place 
here, and with the propagation of most 
species being as easy as dozing off dur-
ing a politician’s maiden speech, we’ve 
made ourselves a dominant feature of 
every shaded corner of the landscape. 

At times we appear a little reluc-
tant to flower, for death may come 
knocking once we’ve flowered, but be-
fore succumbing to our inevitable fate 
most of us produce offsets, known as 
pups that can be removed and replant-
ed elsewhere to increase our popula-
tion and to guarantee our immortality. 

Most of us prefer a location with 
morning sun and light shade during 
mid-day and the afternoon, and al-
though we’ll survive quite happily in 

dense shade, we’ll often refuse to show 
our most colourful foliage and many not 
produce any flowers at all. One of our 
few demands is to be watered only at the 
most appropriate time of the day, and 
that’s usually when our leaves are shad-
ed and won’t be scorched as the sun glit-
ters on droplets of water that act as mir-
rors and intensify the sun’s searing rays.

Most bromeliads have leaves that 
form a rosette shape, known as a 
tank, which collects water that, to-
gether with nutrients from decaying 
vegetation and decomposing insects 
that have fallen into the water, is ab-
sorbed through our leaves. Our roots, 
in many cases, do little more than help 
us to remain upright in the soil or hold 
us firmly to the branches of a tree. 

Although most bromeliads de-
mand a warm frost-free environment, 
we’re happy to grow in containers 
either indoors or in a sheltered out-
door location, and that means that we 
can be every gardener’s companion, 
even in the coldest of climatic regions.

We’re good companions for the gar-
den’s wild creatures too, with frogs and 
many species of insects taking up resi-
dence among our leaves, and we offer a 
welcoming retreat for spiders, particu-
larly those that actively hunt their prey, 
and that lie in wait among our foliage 
to ambush a victim. The down side 
of our generosity is that these creepy 
crawlies often sow the seeds of terror 
when gardeners who have an innate 
fear of spiders unexpectedly encounter 
the largest of the eight-legged squatters.

Opposite page: Aechmea fasciata

Left: Aechmea pineliana
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AECHMEA

The members of our genus are na-
tives of Central and South America 
where they thrive in a wide range of 
habitats, from the slopes of the Andes 
Mountains and the steaming Amazo-
nian jungles, to windswept coastal re-
gions. Many are tank type epiphytes 
that grow in trees, while others happily 
flourish on the ground. 

Our leaves come with a great diver-
sity of colours, some with savage spiny 
edges, and our flowers are usually quite 
spectacular, with some lasting for a few 
weeks, and others putting on a display 
of their unusual blooms for several 
months. And although the gardener 
treats us well, we’re almost indestructi-
ble if we’re provided with the appropri-
ate growing conditions. 

Aechmea fasciata. My Brazilian an-
cestors were first introduced to Europe 
in 1826, and today my species is one of 
the most popular and widely cultivat-
ed bromeliads in the world. I’m quite 
content to spend my life in a pot, grow-
ing on a log, on a tree trunk, or on the 
ground and I’ll eventually develop into 
a large clump. And all I need to put on 
my best performance is a lightly shaded 
position with well draining soil. 

My dark green leaves, with their 
silvery grey stripes, grow in a narrow 
and distinctive vase shape, but few peo-
ple give me a second glance until my 
long-lasting conical flower spikes, with 
their pink bracts and deep blue to pur-
ple flowers, begin to emerge. 

Aechmea gamosepala. I prefer a 
warm climate, but will tolerate a light 
frost. I’ve got no complaints about be-
ing planted in either full or partial 
shade, and will produce my darkest 
green leaves in the most shaded situa-
tion, with my foliage being a lighter hue 
if I’m planted in a brighter area. 

My unusual blue-tipped pink flow-
er spikes appear in autumn and winter, 
and although I’m often seen with plain 
green leaves, the cultivar ‘Lucky Strike’ 

Top left: Aechmea fasciata

Bottom left: Aechmea gamosepala
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ANANAS 
Ananus comosus cultivar
Common name: Pineapple

I’m the world’s most famous and 
most widely cultivated bromeliad but 
my botanical name may be as unfamil-
iar to you as that of the African horned 
cucumber, but thanks to my delicious 
fruit everyone knows my common 
name, and I’ll give you some clues as 
to my identity. Although I originated in 
South America, I was discovered by the 
famed explorer Christopher Columbus 
on the Caribbean island of Guadeloupe 
in 1493, and introduced to Europe. 
I’m the only species of bromeliad to 
produce an edible fruit, and I’m com-
mercially cultivated in warm climates 
around the world. I am the pineapple.

Wild plants of Ananas comosus 
bear very small fruit, but we mod-
ern cultivars produce the delicious 
fruit that millions of people know and 
love, and those of us growing in the 
author’s garden do our best to pro-
vide her with a sweet feast every year.

With drab greyish green long and 
arching leaves with spiny edges we’re 
not the most attractive of plants, but 
once we begin to flower our leaves take 
on a tinge of red, and a cluster of small 
purple flowers develop around what 

will ultimately be our fruit. We’re among 
the toughest of plants, with an ability 
to withstand intense heat and drought 
with no sign of stress, and although we’ll 
flourish and look our best in light shade, 
we demand a frost-free location in full 
sun if we’re expected to produce fruit. 

We take our job of fruit produc-
tion seriously and expect the garden-
er to pamper us a little to ensure that 
we each create a succulent and juicy 
pineapple. And that means planting 
us in well-draining soil and giving 
us plenty of water, particularly dur-
ing summer months, although not so 
much that we’ll feel as though we’re 
in a swamp, for wet feet are some-
thing we simply refuse to tolerate.

Like most bromeliads we produce 
a new pup or two after flowering, and 
although these can be removed to cre-
ate new plants, there’s another sim-
ple way to increase our population. 
Simply twist the clump of leaves off 
the top of the fruit, or cut off the top 
section with its leaves. Leave it to dry 
for a couple of days, and then plant 
it in an appropriate site. It can take 
three years from planting for fruit to 
develop and be ready for harvesting, 
but the wait is certainly worthwhile.

Left: Ananus comosus cultivar

Above: Billbergia cultivar

has attractive green and white foliage.
Aechmea pineliana. My plain green 

leaves certainly don’t make me stand 
out in my shaded corner of the garden, 
but when I provide the first hint that 
my flowers are on their way, I’m hard 
to ignore. Each flower spike begins as a 
brilliant red stem with equally brilliant 
red bracts in a conical shape, but it’s 
when my golden yellow flowers emerge 
that I become a dazzling star of the gar-
den that’s impossible to overlook. 
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BILLBERGIA
 

There are some 60 species of billber-
gias, many of which will happily grow in 
the ground, in the fork of a tree trunk, 
among rocks or in a container. And 
with our leaves, which are often grey 
or dark red and striped or mottled with 
cream, brown or green patterns, ar-

Top left: Billbergia pyramidalis

Top right: Billbergia cultivar

Above: Guzmania conifera

Bottom left: Billbergia cultivar
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ranged in a tall and slender vase shape, 
we’re quite attractive all year round. 

Our flowers, which often hang 
down over the outer layers of leaves, 
last for a relatively brief period, but 
with most species growing quite quick-
ly to form a large clump, we create an 
impressive sight when in flower. Some 
billbergias are extremely resilient and 
will thrive in a location with full sun, 
while others demand shade to prevent 
their leaves from becoming sunburnt. 

Billbergia pyramidalis. I was the first 
bromeliad to convince the gardener 
that members of our genus would be 
worthy garden companions, and I like 
to boast that I’m among the easiest 
of all to grow. My demands are mini-
mal, and given nothing more than a 
frost-free environment, some shade, 
well-draining soil, and water in the 
driest of times, I’ll rapidly spread to 
create an extensive clump. In summer 
I illuminate shaded corners of the gar-
den with my vivid pink to red conical 
flower spikes, and I clamber over logs 
and rocks in my attempt to colonise as 

Top left: Guzmania cultivar

Top right: Guzmania cultivar

Right: Guzmania ‘Georgia’

Above: Guzmania ‘Kapoho Fire’
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GUZMANIA

We guzmanias have no hesitation 
in bragging that we’re the stars of the 
bromeliad family, and when we pro-
duce our often large and stunning flow-
ers no one would be foolish enough 
to dispute that claim. We’re a genus 
of around 185 species and numerous 
cultivars, and the fact that our natural 
habitat is in the tropical rainforests of 
South America provides a clue as to 
the climatic conditions that we prefer. 

Many of us are epiphytic plants, 
but we’ll also grow in containers and 
in the ground, providing the soil has 
excellent drainage, and although we 
prefer a warm and humid climate we’ll 
be content to grow indoors in regions 
where winter is not to our liking, for 
the very thought of being caressed by 
Jack Frost’s icy fingers makes us feel 
more than a little uneasy. We’re not fans 
of strong sunlight either, for it burns 
our delicate leaves, and in dense shade 
we won’t put on an optimum perfor-
mance as far as flowers are concerned, 
but light shade suits us to perfection.

Despite our origins as rainforest 
plants, we’ll survive with minimal wa-
ter, but regular light watering ensures 
that we look our best, that we flower 
well, and that we produce new pups to 
increase the population of our species. 

Unlike many other bromeliads, 
we have smooth edged, rather than 
spiny leaves, and although some of us 
have very attractive foliage that’s usu-
ally green, tinged with red, or varie-
gated, we’re prized primarily for our 
spectacular and colourful flowers 
that usually last for several months. 

Top left: Guzmania cultivar

Bottom left: Guzmania lingulata 
cultivar

large as area as possible before the gar-
dener hints that I’ve gone far enough. 
And with some of my pups tugged 
from their parents’ embrace, she re-
plants my offspring and allows them to 
call another sheltered nook their home. 
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NEOPHYTUM

Some people might regard mem-
bers of our genus as freaks for we’re a 
small and rare group of plants that are 
intergeneric hybrids of Neoregelia and 
Orthophytum species. We’ve inherit-
ed the most prominent characteristics 
of both parents, and have the narrow 
spiny leaves of an orthophytum, and 
are as easy to grow as most neoregelias.

Neophytum ‘Galactic Warrior’. I re-
gard myself as an aristocrat, a highly 
sought after plant, and a tough and feisty 
character, and no one wants to risk get-
ting on the wrong side of me.  My green 
and white variegated leaves, with their 
savagely spiny edges, take on a vivid red 
colouration when I decide to flower.

In cool climates I need the comfort 
of an indoor environment, but in the au-
thor’s sub-tropical garden I’m perfectly 
content to grow both in a container and 
in a corner of the garden that has well-
drained soil and where I thrive in light 

Guzmania conifera. I’m one of the 
most prominent of our community 
and, with my glossy dark green leaves 
and long lasting conical spikes of 
flowers that are flame red tipped with 
golden yellow and that make an ap-
pearance in summer, I add a blaze of 
colour to shaded corners of the garden. 

G. lingulata. Several of my many 
cultivars, which have stunning star-
shaped flowers in vivid shades of 
red, yellow and orange, are scattered 
around the garden, and I can honesty 
boast that, in addition to being one of 
the most glamorous of guzmanias, I’m 
also one of the most readily available 
and thus the most commonly grown.

Guzmania ‘Georgia’. With my lush 
green and cream variegated leaves and 
tall flame red flower spikes I’m a real 
head turner too, as is my mate ‘Kapo-
ho Fire’, another spectacular cultivar 
that has distinctive green and cream 
variegated foliage that’s outshone by 
its long-lasting vivid flower bracts.

Left top and bottom: Neophytum 
‘Galactic Warrior’.
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NEOREGELIA

Around 100 species of neoregelias 
are found in the wild, with most hailing 
from Brazil and the upper reaches of the 
Amazon, but with many thousands of 
hybrids having been developed in recent 
years we’re among the most common 
and most widely grown of all genera of 
bromeliads, and with both terrestrial 
and epiphytic species we rank high on 
the list of the gardener’s favoured com-
panions for several very good reasons. 

We add colour to the garden land-
scape all year round, with the colour 
of our foliage, which ranges from red, 
green and purple to almost white and 
almost black, varying dramatically de-
pending on our exposure to either sun 
or shade, and the colour of our cen-
tral leaves intensifying as we begin to 
flower. We’re extremely drought tol-
erant, require minimal maintenance 
and are generally very well-behaved. 

It’s not only the gardener who appre-
ciates our company, for we cater to the 
needs of insects that are attracted to the 
water that’s retained among our leaves, 
and we provide both a refuge and a hunt-
ing ground for spiders for whom our 
foliage provides shelter from predators.

Neoregelia ‘AD Glorious’. With my 
vivid magenta central leaves and a red 
tinge to the remainder of my foliage, I’m 
a cultivar with no hint of modesty, and 
no one could contradict my claim to be 
as glorious as my name suggests. My 
green leaves are hemmed with white, 
but if subjected to excessive shade they 
take on a less appealing olive hue, but 
in dappled shade and when I produce 
my relatively inconspicuous flowers I’m 
unquestionably a stunning specimen. 

Neoregelia ‘Amazing Grace.’ I’m as 
memorable as my namesake, Grace 

Goode, an Australian who created a 
vast number of bromeliad cultivars, 
and the gardener treats me kindly to 
ensure that I’m always in the best of 
health. With my light green leaves with 
stripes of red, and with vivid magenta 
central leaves, I’m an amazingly beau-
tiful plant, and the secret to my ap-
pearance is all about light and shade, 
for I insist on being planted in a loca-
tion with enough light to encourage 
my leaves to take on the most vivid 
of hues, but without the intensity of 

sunlight that will scorch my foliage. 
Neoregelia ‘Bill Morris.’ Give me 

too much shade and I’ll stubbornly 
refuse to appear anything other than 
drab and uninteresting, but in dap-
pled shade I’m a plant with style, and 
with my yellowish green leaves that are 
speckled with red and that have vivid 
red edges I add a touch of class to my 

Top: Neoregelia ‘Rose Apple’

Bottom: Neoregelia ‘Bill Morris’

shade and am never exposed to more 
than early morning sunshine. I’d survive 
in dense shade too, although my leaves 
would be far less colourful, but I would 
certainly not appreciate being plant-
ed in full sun where my leaves would 
inevitably become scorched and ugly. 
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corner of the garden neighbourhood.
Neoregelia concentrica cultivar. 

Although a dose of sunlight intensi-
fies my colouring, I’m most content 
in the dappled shade that ensures 
that my sensitive leaves don’t become 
scorched by the burning rays of the 
mid-summer sun. And with green 
foliage daubed with random blotch-
es of purple, and with central leaves 

Clockwise from top left: N. 
‘Coconut Ice’; N. ‘Amazing Grace’; 
N. ‘AD Glorious’; N. ‘Midnight’; N. 
concentrica cultivar; N. ‘Hula Girl’
Bottom right: 

that become vivid purple when my 
tiny flowers appear, I’m a bromeliad 
with a conspicuous touch of glamour. 

Neoregelia ‘Coconut Ice.’ With green 
leaves that are speckled with red and 
that have white edges I’m a colour-
ful character that shares my lightly 
shaded corner of the garden with Ne-
oregelia ‘Cockabeel,’ which has lime 
green to yellow leaves with red tips.

Neoregelia ‘De Rolf.’ Growing to 
more than a metre in diameter, I’m 
one of the largest neoregelias in the 
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Clockwise from top left: Neoregelia 
‘De Rolf ’;  N. ‘Wild Gossip’; N. 
‘Pitch Black’; N. ‘Kooloo Mist’; N. 
‘Wild Gossip’

garden, and that makes me the focus 
of attention during exceptionally hot 
weather, for it’s then, when other sourc-
es of water are scarce, that birds drop 
by to sip the water that’s retained within 
my large tank and to bathe among my 
foliage. With my bright green leaves 
daubed with red and with vivid red cen-
tral leaves I’m a most attractive plant, 
and I’ll thrive in a location that provides 
me with either full or partial shade.

Neoregelia ‘Hart’s Blood.’ I’m one 
of the little guys of our genus, and al-
though I grow in a narrow conical 
shape and reach a height of merely 
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Clockwise from top left; Neoregelia 
‘Passion’; N. ‘Star No. 1 Performer’; 
N.  ‘Hart’s Blood’; N. ‘Cockabeel’.

15cm, the relatively rapid development 
of new pups allows me to form a sub-
stantial clump and, when established 
on a tree trunk or a log, I soon clam-
ber on my way to prominence. My lime 
green leaves are daubed with bright red 
patches, and although I can tolerate a 
considerable amount of sunlight, I’ll 
also thrive in intensely shaded areas.

Neoregelia ‘Hula Girl.’ I’m a gaudy 

cultivar with leaves that are almost 
entirely red, with slightly lighter col-
ouring in the centre, and in com-
mon with ‘Kooloo Mist,’ which has 
deep green leaves with splashes of 
dark purple to black, and ‘Midnight,’ 
which has foliage that’s so dark red 
that it’s almost black, I’ll become badly 
scorched if exposed to intense sunlight.

Neoregelia ‘Pitch Black.’ I’m very 

efficient at disguising myself, for al-
though I usually have horizontal stripes 
and patches on my leaves, they may 
be dark red to purple, depending on 
the intensity of the sunlight to which 
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I’ve been exposed, with the base col-
our of my foliage varying from almost 
black, to dark green or even yellow. 

Neoregelia ‘Rose Apple.’ My leaves 
are primarily a vivid magenta red hue, 
with their colour becoming even bolder 
when I receive a burst of morning sun-
shine and at flowering time. In dense 
shade I’ll grow quite contentedly, but 
green will become the dominant colour 
of my foliage, and with too much harsh 
sunlight I’ll become daubed with the 
ugly scars of sunburn, as will my neigh-
bour ‘Wild Gossip,’ a relatively slow 
growing species with green leaves that 
are hemmed with white and covered 
with streaks and splashes of vivid red.

Neoregelia ‘Skotaks Tiger’ x ‘Ab Fab-
ulous.’ I’m the tough guy of the neigh-
bourhood, with some seriously vicious 
spines lining the edges of my leaves. 
The gardener comes under attack 
when she’s weeding around me, with 
the naked skin of her arms scratched 
almost as savagely as they might be by 
the claws of the big cat that’s lent me 
its name, but she rarely complains, for 
I’m a real charmer in other respects. 
I’m one of the largest neoregelias in 
the garden, and with lime green fo-
liage with bright red stripes I’m also 
very attractive, but when I hint that my 
flowers will soon appear, the red col-
ouring surrounding the pool of water 

in which they will bloom takes on a 
more vivid hue, almost obliterating any 
hint of green, and it’s clear to everyone 
that big is unquestionably beautiful. 

Above; Neoregelia ‘Skotak’s Tiger’ x 
‘Ab Fabulous’.

NIDULARIUM

 Nidularium, with only around 45 
species, is one of the smallest of all gen-
era of bromeliads. Most of us, in our 
natural habitat within the rainforests of 
Brazil, grow as epiphytes, but in cultiva-
tion we’re far from fussy, and will grow 
as happily on the ground as in a tree, 
providing we’re exposed to sunlight 
only during the early morning and late 
afternoon. And although we’ll tolerate 
cold climates quite well, that tolerance 
doesn’t extend to an acceptance of frost.
 Nidularium innocentii. I’m one of 
the most widely grown of our genus, 
and am a large plant with soft green 
leaves and vivid red flower bracts that 
last for many months and make me an 
attractive garden feature. I grow quite 
quickly and evolve into an extensive 
clump of plants as new pups emerge, 
and every clump creates its own mi-
croenvironment. Seeds of overhanging 
trees that fall into the damp and de-
caying vegetation and the pools of wa-
ter that are retained among my leaves 
readily germinate and take root there. 
And in this environment there’s always 
a meal on offer for the many species 
of spiders that call my foliage home. 

TILLANDSIA

We tillandsias are undoubtedly the 
most weird and wonderful of brome-
liads. Many of us, in our native South 
America, thrive in trees, or simply grow 
wherever we’re deposited by the wind, 
or wherever we land after falling from 
an arboreal habitat. We attach ourselves 
to a range of surfaces, including pow-
er lines, television aerials and guttering 
where we’ll happily grow without any 
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soil, for we’re the mob that are known 
colloquially as airplants. And many of 
us, with no conspicuous roots, obtain 
water from dew and rain, and nutri-
ents from decaying plant material than 
conveniently falls among our foliage.

We can proudly brag that we’re 
members of the largest genus in the 
bromeliad family, a genus that includes 
more than 600 species, some of which 
are the smallest of all bromeliads. 

The majority of us have no tank for 
retaining water, and few if any roots, 
but if our thirst is quenched with our 
leaves regularly sprayed with water, 
if we’re planted in a shaded frost-free 
location, and grown either as epi-
phytes attached to a tree trunk, log, 
or wooden panelling, or settled into 
extremely well-draining soil in a con-
tainer or shaded garden bed, we’re un-
demanding garden companions and 
among the easiest of plants to care for. 

Tillandsia bulbosa. With dark green 
‘arms’ that seems to wave from my 
bulbous body, I’m one of the most dis-
tinctive members of my genus. And 

although I’m a fairly slow growing 
plant, I provide a unique spectacle in 
the garden when, in the flowering sea-
son, my ‘arms’ become dark red and 
I produce vivid red bracts that sur-
round deep purple tubular flowers. 

Tillandsia cyanea. I rank among the 
most beautiful of all tillandsias, and al-
though no one would call me a giant, 
I’m considerably larger that most other 
members of my genus. With my cluster 
of narrow and arching dark green leaves 
I’m the Plain Jane of the garden and go 
unnoticed until my miraculous trans-
formation, and then, although my foli-
age remains barely altered, all eyes turn 
my way. I produce large, vivid pink, flat, 
spear-shaped flower spikes, and the fin-
ishing touch to my good looks comes 
when my deep purple, perfumed flow-
ers emerge. This colourful floral dis-
play has earned me the common name 
of ‘Pink Quill Plant’, and although I’ll 
thrive and develop into a substantial 
clump in a location with dense shade, 
I’ll produce the brightest colour-
ed flowers in merely dappled shade. 

Top left: Nidularium innocentii

Top right: Tillandsia usneoides

Above: Tillandsia cyanea

Tillandsia funkiana. I always look 
as though I’m having a bad hair day, 
with my tangle of fine grey green 
leaves, which are around 10cms in 
length, splaying out in every direc-
tion, but my appearance is enhanced 
considerably when my small viv-
id flame red tubular flowers appear.

Tillandsia houston. I’m one of the 



15 The Gardener’s Companions

Top: Tillandsia tenuifolia

Centre left: Tillandsia stricta

Centre right: Tillandsia houston

Bottom: Tillandsia bulbosa

gardener’s tiny favourites, for she’s well 
aware that I’ll eventually adorn my clus-
ters of narrow silvery grey leaves with 
vivid pink flower bracts that surround 
tiny white flowers, and it’s then that I 
add a dash of beauty to the decaying 
tree stump on which I’m happy to grow.

Tillandsia stricta. I’m another rather 
diminutive character that, for much of 
the year, when I’m merely a low clump 
of narrow dull green leaves, is nothing 
to rave about. But my unimposing ap-
pearance changes when I bloom and 
become covered with bright pink to red 
bracts with dark blue to purple flowers. 

Tillandsia tenuifolia. I’m content to 
grow in the shaded fork of a dead tree, and 
I do my bit to add colour to the garden 
landscape when I bloom. And it’s then 
that my narrow arching green leaves are 
crowned with pink bracts that protect 
my minute purple and white flowers.

Tillandsia usneoides. It’s hard to 
believe that I’m related to the pine-
apple, for my long strands of grey 
foliage bear no resemblance to 
leaves, my flowers are microscop-
ic and I bear no fruit of any kind. 

I don’t require soil in which to 
grow and, like most other tillandsias, 
I’ll thrive on the branch of a tree, on 
a wooden stump, or on timber pan-
elling. And although I obtain mois-
ture from the air, I never complain 
about being lightly sprayed with 
water during hot and dry weather. 

Despite the fact that I’m one of the 
easiest of all bromeliads to grow, it took 
some time before I became well-estab-
lished in the garden however, and I’ll lay 
all the blame on the local wildlife. I’m 
commonly know as ‘Old Man’s Beard’ 
or ‘Spanish Moss,’ and when I was in my 
infancy many species of birds tugged re-
lentless at my foliage and carried piec-
es of me away to use in their nests. The 
incessant demands of the birds delayed 
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Top left: Tillandsia houston

Centre left: Tillandsia funkiana

Bottom left: Tillandsia stricta

VRIESEA

We vrieseas, most of which are na-
tives of the tropical rainforests of South 
America, prefer similarly shaded hab-
itats when grown in cultivation, but 
we’ll tolerate early morning sunshine, 
with some species able to cope with 
full sunlight. Many of us are tank type 
bromeliads with leaves that are devoid 
of spines, and some grow to become 
very large and imposing specimens.

Vriesea ‘Hawaiian Sunset’. I’m one 
of the truly gaudy cultivars of our ge-
nus, with my olive green leaves heav-
ily striped with red and pink, but I 
need the right balance between light 
and shade to ensure that I retain my 
most vibrant colouring, yet don’t be-
come scorched by the sun’s rays.

Vriesea hieroglyphica. I’m often re-
ferred to as the king of the bromeliads 
and, growing to a diameter of more 
than a metre, I’m a truly regal charac-
ter. My light green leaves are scrawled 
with darker horizontal patterns that, to 
anyone with an imagination, might ap-
pear to be hieroglyphics, but the only 
message they convey is that I’m one of 
the most glamorous of my genus. My 
tall branching flower spikes, that are 
green with creamy white flowers, are 
nothing to rave about, but my impres-
sive size makes me a welcome addition 
to a lightly shaded corner of the garden.

Vriesea ‘Laura’ x ‘White Bands’. Viv-
id colours are not what I’m all about, but 
that doesn’t mean that I’m not extreme-
ly attractive. My dark reddish brown 
leaves with their horizontal white stripes 

my progress considerably, but now I’m 
flattered that I’m so popular and useful, 
and with the birds having draped frag-
ments of my foliage across high branch-
es, I’ve been able to create curtains of 
vegetation and see my offspring prolif-
erate like a mob of rabbits on steroids.
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Top left: Vriesea ‘Laura’ x ‘White 
Bands’

Top right: Vriesea ‘Mariae’

Bottom left: Unnamed Vriesea.

Above: Flowers of Vriesea ‘Mariae’
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Top left: Vriesea ‘Hawaiian Sunset’

Top right: Unnamed Vriesea 

Bottom left: Vriesea hieroglyphica

have ensured that a colour scheme of 
brown and white never looked so good. 

Vriesea ‘Mariae’. There’s nothing 
decorative about my foliage, for it’s 
simply green, nothing more and noth-
ing less, and although that sounds 
rather bland, the same can’t be said 
of my flowers that are nothing short 
of spectacular. And when flame red 
sword-shaped flower spikes, with their 

tiny tubular yellow flowers, emerge 
from my cluster of leaves, the garden-
er is inevitably impressed with my 
transformation from drab to glorious.


