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The Fantastic 2012 HSI Conference 

 
Jan Hintze 
Darwin, Australia 
hintze@ozemail.com.au 
 

Well it has been and gone again. It was fabulous while it 

lasted and we are missing it now it is done.  I guess we just 

have to wait patiently for the next. 

 

But more about this conference – the organization was su-

perb – Carla and her fabulous assistant Maria Chavez had 

everything under control, as anyone who knows Carla would 

expect, and it all rolled along beautifully.  The buses arrived, 

the transfers took place, the planes flew on time,  amazing.  

The first visit was to Carla’s garden (in Panama) and it was 

overwhelming – sitting here in Darwin now, with 36ºC heat 

and no rain for five months, her beautiful streams and ponds 

seem like a dream, and so many heliconias and gingers, and 

other beautiful plants – oh what to look at first was the prob-

lem. 

 

Onwards to 

the tour of the 

general area 

and a visit to 

the Finca 

D r a c u l a , 

which caught 

e v e r y o n e s ’ 

imagination, 

but was an 

amazing or-

chid nursery, 

specialising 

in Dracula 

orchids, as 

well as a wide 

range of other 

high altitude species, all set in a beautiful garden.  We also 

had a tractor ride through some of the jungle behind this vil-

lage, an amazing and interesting journey. 

Then on to Costa Rica, which is not that far, but a several hour halt 

at the border was a little time waster. The bar across the road from 

the Customs Office was a little light (and liquid) relief, and since 

we were enjoying ourselves so much, they let us go – I think it was 

the dancing. 

 

We then visited 

Mr. Franklin Rod-

riguez's garden, 

which is on the 

way to OTS Wil-

son Garden, and 

we were all im-

pressed by the 

beautiful land-

scaping, beauti-

fully maintained, 

filled with beau-

tiful heliconias 

and gingers, with the house on the hilltop overlooking it all.  After 

some delightful refreshments provided by Mr. Rodriguez, we 

pressed on to the Wilson Garden, arriving in time for dinner.   The 

next day we had a wonderful guided tour of the Garden, which was 

established some fifty years ago by Robert and Catherine Wilson,  

and is now operated by the Organization for Tropical Studies.  The 

garden houses a wide variety of plants, including Heliconia and 

gingers, as well as a very large collection of palms. 

After lunch at Wilson Garden, we returned to Panama, (no trouble 

at the border this time) and on to Volcan, and a delicious dinner.  

The next morning I left for the airport at David, to go on to El Valle 

for the HSI board meeting, so missed the garden visit and pano-

ramic tour, which I heard was very interesting.  After the Board 

meeting, the rest of the pre-tour participants as well as the new arri-

vals met for a convivial cocktail party followed by dinner. 

 
The following days were occupied by the conference proper, where 

many extremely interesting papers were presented which were re-

ceived with considerable attention and discussion.  We had a break 

in between the two days of presentation sessions, and that was filled 

with a wonderful walk up one of the local hillsides and down the 

other, where we could see numerous varieties of plants grow-

ing in their own environment. 

 

Orchids at Dracula Farm 

 

Beautiful pendant at Mr. Rodriguez’s Garden 



The Purpose of HSI 
The purpose of HSI is to increase the enjoyment and understanding of Heliconia (Heliconiaceae) and related plants (members 

of the Cannaceae, Costaceae, Lowiaceae, Marantaceae, Musaceae, Strelitziaceae, and Zingiberaceae) of the order Zingerberales 

through education, research and communication. Interest in Zingiberales and information on the cultivation and botany of these 

plants is rapidly increasing. HSI will centralize this information and distribute it to members. 

 

The HELICONIA SOCIETY INTERNATIONAL, a nonprofit corporation, was formed in 1985 because of rapidly 

developing interest around the world in these exotic plants and their close relatives. We are composed of dues-paying members. Our 

officers and all participants are volunteers. Everyone is welcome to join and participate. HSI conducts a Biennial Meeting and 

International Conference. 

Membership dues are (in $US): Individual, $40; Family, $45; Student, $10; Contributing, $50; Corporate (Company or 

Institution) $100; Sustaining, $500; Contributing Lifetime  Member, $1000, Libraries, $35 and PDF, $25. Membership fees 

constitute annual dues from 1 July through 30 June. All members receive the BULLETIN (usually published quarterly), the 

Membership Directory, and special announcements. Please send all inquiries regarding membership or Bulletin purchases to: Dr. 

David Lorence, NTBG, 3530 Papalina Rd., Kalaheo, HI, USA 96741. Back issues of the Bulletin are $5.00 per issue. 

 

HSI Officers for 2010-2011 
President, W. John Kress; Vice-presidents for Membership, Carla Black and Jan Hintze; Secretary, Victor Lee;  Treasurer, 

David H. Lorence; Cultivar Registrar, Bryan Brunner; Archivist: Sandra Barnes.  Board of Directors: Bruce Dunstan, Vinita Gowda, 

Anders J. Lindstrom, David Skinner and Chelsea Specht.   

                        The HSI BULLETIN is the quarterly publication of the HELICONIA SOCIETY INTERNATIONAL. Inquiries: Victor Lee 

<admin@heliconia.org> 
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After the second day of presentations, most of which 

hopefully will be published in this Bulletin, the confer-

ence was closed, and some of us departed for home, 

and others carried on to the post conference tour of Co-

lombia. 

 

This tour had been eagerly anticipated by those of us 

lucky enough to have the time to participate.  The 

morning after our arrival in Cali, we visited the Reserva 

Nirvana, a property which has been developed with a 

beautiful garden of Colombian native plants.  After 

lunch  we 

crossed the 

Cauca valley 

and up into 

the Cordillera 

Occidental to 

El Queremal.  

We spent the 

next day ex-

ploring in the 

verges of the 

Old Bue-

n a v e n t u r a 

Road, as far as 

our police es-

cort would 

allow us.    

The next day 

we visited 

E d u a r d o 

C a l d e r o n ’ s 

reserve El Re-

fugio, which 

has an amaz-

ing collection 

of native flora.   

We had lunch and then drove on through more cloud forest 

back to El Queremal.  

 

Our next visit, on the following day, was to San Miguel to 

visit the Dolmetsch Arboretum., which has a huge collection 

of plants landscaped into a delightful garden, and after a deli-

cious lunch prepared by our hosts, we drove on through the 

countryside to stay in a town called Armenia.  

Off again the next day, to the Quindio Botanical Garden, 

where we saw a large collection of native Colombian helico-

nias, and where we were guided through by Dr. Gustavo 

Morales, a well-known figure in the heliconia world who, 

together with Jose Abalo, has described more heliconias than 

anyone else in the world.  

 

Our next 

stop was to 

drive to a 

section of 

n a t i o n a l 

park where 

we left the 

bus to walk 

up a wind-

ing dirt 

road, ex-

ploring the 

n a t u r a l 

vegetation 

on  the 

roadsides – 

there was a lot to see, orchids, Marantaceae, costus, anthuri-

ums, ferns, broms, and it was only with great difficulty we 

managed to reassemble everone back into the brightly col-

oured local bus which was to take us back to our coaches for 

the trip to Medellín, which was some hours away. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                

The Purpose of HSI 

The purpose of HSI is to increase the enjoyment and 

understanding of Heliconia (Heliconiaceae) and related plants 

(members of the Cannaceae, Costaceae, Lowiaceae, 

Marantaceae, Musaceae, Strelitziaceae, and Zingiberaceae) of 

the order Zingerberales through education, research and 

communication. Interest in Zingiberales and information on 

the cultivation and botany of these plants is rapidly increasing. 

HSI will centralize this information and distribute it to 

members. 

 

The HELICONIA SOCIETY INTERNATIONAL, a 

nonprofit corporation, was formed in 1985 because of rapidly 

developing interest around the world in these exotic plants 

and their close relatives. We are composed of dues-paying 

members. Our officers and all participants are volunteers. 

Everyone is welcome to join and participate. HSI conducts a 

Biennial Meeting and International Conference. 

 

Membership dues are (in $US): Individual, $40; Family, $45; 

PDF, $25; Student, $10; Contributing, $50; Corporate Institution) 

$100; Sustaining, $500; Contributing Lifetime  Member, $1000; and 

Libraries, $35. Membership fees constitute annual dues from 1 July 

through 30 June. All members receive the BULLETIN (usually 

published quarterly), the Membership Directory, and special 

announcements.  
 

HSI Officers and Board of Directors for 2012-2014 
Carla Black, President, Membership; David Lorence, Treasurer; Jan 

Hintze, Secretary, Membership, Etlingera Cultivar Registrar; Dave 

Skinner, Webmaster, Costaceae Cultivar Registrar, Conservation 

Centers; Chelsea Specht, Student Grants; Bryan Brunner, Heliconia 

Cultivar Registrar; Sandra Barnes,  Archivist; and Directors 

W. John Kress, Vinita Gowda, Victor Lee, Carlos Castro and Colton 

Collins.  

 

The HSI BULLETIN is the quarterly publication of the 

HELICONIA SOCIETY INTERNATIONAL. Inquiries: Jan Hintze 

<admin@heliconia.org>. Back issues are free via the HSI website: 

www.heliconia.org 

H. obscurioides at Nirvana 

Beautiful bus 
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This tour was 

excellently or-

ganised, consid-

ering the size of 

the group, and 

covered the cen-

tral valley area 

between Cali and 

Medellín.  If it 

consisted of 

more garden vis-

its and less jun-

gle walking than 

some would have 

liked, then per-

haps this was 

unavoidable – 

Colombia is a 

restless country 

still, and al-

though we might 

not have seen all 

the plants in their natural evironment, we did see a lot of 

plants that are rarely cultivated outside of Colombia. 

The final treat of the trip was a visit to the Medellín 

Botanical Garden for their Flower Show, which I might 

say was one of the most amazing display of orchids I 

have ever seen.  We 

were hosted by the 

organizer of the 

Zingiberales portion of 

the event, Carlos Julio 

Torres. Lunch here and 

then various possibili-

ties for the afternoon, 

including a cable car 

ride to a hilltop on the 

outskirts of Medellín. 

 

The farewell dinner 

was held at a local res-

taurant, and then we all 

went back to the hotel 

for our last night on 

Colombia, before re-

turning to Panama City and parting to go our various 

ways and eventually home. 

HSI group post-conference tour of Colombian jungles 

Feria de flores medelin 

 Colombian meal 

H. griggsiana 

Gala dinner 
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Collecting In the Future  
 

Colton Collins 
cocollins@plantgrouphawaii.com 
 

My father, Mark Collins, spent much of his career as a 

collector, searching in some of the most remote forests 

in the world hoping to find new and interesting Zingib-

erales. He played a part in naming and introducing 

many Heliconia cultivars to the industry including H. 

lawrenciana 'Red Velvet', H. pendaloides 'Perfect Dar-

ling', and H. orthotricha 'Eden Pink'.  My brother and I 

enjoyed talking with him about his adventures. How-

ever, we didn’t want to talk about Heliconia because 

what he had to say would just go over our heads.  We 

didn’t talk about what he did in his free time because…

let’s just say he enjoyed experiencing what different 

cultures had to offer and he didn’t want to corrupt us. 

Instead, we talked about the one thing children of Gen-

eration Y know about: Technology. We discussed fu-

ture technologies that we believed would benefit a col-

lector while out in the field, removed from civilization. 

This article summarizes our conversations and dis-

cusses three primary technologies that could enhance 

overall safety and increase discovery rates of future 

collectors. Once thought to be only science fiction, all 

of these technologies are already prototypes and are 

expected to revolutionize the field throughout this cen-

tury. 

Interactive  

Satellite Maps 

 

Interactive Satellite 

Maps have two 

main functions that 

benefit collectors. 

The first is the 

ability to store and 

visually display 

large amounts of 

data. Currently, 

satellite maps can 

display past collec-

tion sites, protected 

areas, ecological 

niche models and 

much more. In the 

future, these maps 

will not only be 

able to display 

past collection 

points but also 

current collection 

areas. With GPS 

devices attached to 

collectors, they 

will be able to record the exact routes and areas they have 

collected from. Complementing this technology is buddy-

tracking. Buddy-tracking allows multiple collectors to go out 

in the field and keep track of where their colleagues currently 

are and where they have collected, minimizing searching the 

same areas twice.  This technology is currently being tested 

by the US military. A select few technologically equipped 

Marines are applying this technology on the battlefield to 

keep track of friendly and enemy troops thus lifting the fog of 

war and reducing casualties by friendly fire.  

 

The second function of interactive satellite maps is their abil-

ity to identify plant species. Currently, high resolution aerial 

photography is used as a forest management tool in the 

Northwestern United States and elsewhere around the world. 

At this point in time, the detail of the imagery allows taxono-

mists to visually distinguish conifers at a species level. Com-

panies such as Apple and Google are using military grade 

cameras to make even higher resolution imagery available to 

the public in the near future. These cameras will be able to 

clearly photograph objects as small as four inches wide.  

Interactive satellite maps increase the safety of collectors by 

allowing them to know where they and their colleagues are 

and by knowing the exact areas to stay away from. These 

maps also allow for more focused searches. By searching in 

unexplored areas the efficiency and rate of Heliconia discov-

eries will increase. In the near future, these maps can be dis-

played on smart phones and tablets. Before mid-century, 

there will be a new platform, internet contact lenses. 

 

Internet Contact Lenses 

 

In the future, rather than having cell phones and lap top com-

puters, there will be glasses and contact lenses that can con-

nect to the internet. By simply blinking, an image similar to a 

desktop screen will be projected two feet out in front of the 

user. The user can then use either voice or hand commands to 

navigate and find files, search online databases, and take pic-

tures.  Currently, Google, Inc. and several European compa-

nies have created prototypes of internet glasses while Babak 

A. Parviz and his team at Washington State University are 

leading research in internet contact lenses. 

Mark Collins named H. lawrenci-

ana 'Red Velvet' after his grandfa-

ther, Lawrence. Lawrence was a 

role model for Mark and taught him 

much about farming in his early 

years.  

 

As a collector, 

imagine standing 

at one end of a 

valley ridge and 

using Google 

Earth to locate 

and identify 

Kaempferia ele-

gans leaves on 

the opposite end.  
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These glasses allow the user to go online and stream 

data. Weather updates, email, video conferencing with 

colleagues and connecting with loved ones, all while 

out in the field, will be possible. Collectors of the fu-

ture will no longer have to deal with language barriers 

and translators. Using speech recognition software, the 

user will be able to understand someone speaking an-

other language through subtitles. For example, if your 

native language is set for English and someone is talk-

ing to you in Spanish, English translation will appear as 

subtitles on the screen projected by your lenses. Trans-

lated speech in the form of audio can be fed into a 

user’s earpiece. However, speech recognition software 

will be imperfect due to its inability to account for all 

idioms and slang.  

 

Collectors will one day be able to use these lenses to 

identify plants. Currently, apps such as Leafsnap use 

leaf recognition software to identify trees (in the North-

east, US) based on leaf characteristics.  By simply tak-

ing a picture of a tree’s leaf, the leaf recognition soft-

ware is able to narrow down the identity of the tree to 

several species.  A user can also use the app to access 

the ecology of selected species. Leading the develop-

ment of this technology is Dr. John Kress of the Smith-

sonian Institution along with programmers and re-

searchers from Columbia University and the University 

of Maryland.  In the future, databases will expand and 

this software will be able to identify plants across the 

US and possibly the rest of the world. By the turn of 

the century, software and hardware technology will be 

developed to the point of not only identifying leaves, 

which are essentially 2D objects, but also 3D objects 

like flowers or animals. By simply looking at a flower 

contact lenses will be able to identify it all while 

downloading its ecology and natural history from the 

web.   

 

This leaf identification software could eventually be 

uploaded to powerful satellites or cameras used for ae-

rial photography. With this combination of technolo-

gies one could simply access a satellite feed using con-

tact lenses from an office or home and identify plant 

species in the middle of the Amazon.  

 

This technology will give collectors all of the benefits 

of interactive satellite maps, reduce communication 

barriers with local people, and increase safety by also 

being able to identify poisonous plants, insects, snakes, 

etc. The contact lenses will also be equipped with bio-

trackers that will monitor the user’s blood sugar, hydra-

tion and other health factors.  Using these contact 

lenses will also increase discovery rates by allowing 

non-professionals to make discoveries and contribute to 

scientific databases.  

 

Handheld DNA Sequencers  

 

Handheld DNA sequencers are not a new idea. It has long 

been a dream of taxonomists to one day be able to take a 

small sample of plant DNA while out in the field and in-

stantly get an output of plant identification. Currently, Oxford 

Nanopore Technologies, a biotech company based in the UK, 

has developed what they call “MinION”. MinION is about 

the size of a thumb drive and is powered using a USB port. 

At a cost of $900 dollars, it can sequence 150 million base 

pairs in six hours, using a computer’s own CPU to process 

the data. In accordance with Moore’s Law, this technology 

will get faster and cheaper. In addition to sequencing DNA, 

by the turn of the century small phone size devices will be 

able to identify plant chemical properties which will greatly 

increase the discoveries of potential pharmaceuticals. Hand-

held DNA sequencers will also increase discovery rates by 

allowing amateurs to contribute to global plant databases.  

Photo Credit:  Paul McCollum 

Internet contact lenses will be powered by PV cells or wire-

lessly by Radio Frequency (RF). Photo Credit: Surfdaddy 

Orca  
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With the increasing rate of habitat destruction, the im-

portance of collecting has never been greater. Hope-

fully advances in technology will increase the produc-

tivity and number of collectors so that all the worlds’ 

plant species can be identified before it’s too late. 

 

To hear more about the conversations my father and I 

had on up-coming technologies or for more info about 

these technologies, you can email me at:  cocol-

lins@plantgrouphawaii.com 

 

I suggest reading Physics of the Future by Michio 

Kaku, which was the primary reference for this article, 

for detailed information about the workings of these 

technologies. 
 

Conservation Centers of the Heliconia 

Society International: Report for 2012 
 

David H. Lorence 
National Tropical Botanical Garden 
3530 Papalina Road,  
Kalaheo, Hawaii 06741 USA 
  
The Heliconia Society International (HSI) Conserva-

tion Centers are repositories that maintain accurately 

identified, documented, and labeled living collections 

of the eight families comprising the Zingiberales order. 

Currently there are 11 official conservation centers 

worldwide. These are most often botanical gardens, 

either privately owned or associated with a university 

or learning center. However, smaller privately owned 

gardens may also function as Conservation Centers. For 

example, Puerto Rico is unique in having a network of 

eight privately owned gardens. All the Centers are vol-

untary participants and receive no direct funding from 

HSI. 

 

Destruction of the world’s tropical vegetation continues 

at alarming rates. Many species are being lost before 

we even have a chance to name, catalog, and study 

them. The HSI Conservation Centers can play a critical 

role in saving species ex situ, as collectively they safe-

guard a large number of Zingiberales taxa.   

Each Conservation Center strives to maintain accu-

rately labeled and documented collections. Each is 

unique in the growing conditions and habitat types it 

offers and the species it conserves. All except Wilson 

Botanic Garden in Costa Rica and a garden in Puerto 

Rico are low elevation sites, however, and it is impor-

tant to have additional cooler, mid-elevation sites for 

montane and cloud forest species. The 11 HSI Conser-

vation Centers are listed in alphabetical order below. 

 

 Andromeda Gardens, Barbados 

 The Botanical Ark, Cairns, Australia 

 Fairchild Tropical Botanic Garden, Coral Gables, Flor-

ida, USA  

 Heliconia Society of Puerto Rico, Puerto Rico [8 

different localities] 

 Jurong Bird Park, Singapore  

 Lyon Arboretum, Honolulu, Oahu, Hawaii, USA 

 National Tropical Botanical Garden, Kalaheo, Kauai, 

Hawaii, USA 

 Nong Nooch Tropical Garden, Pattaya Thailand 

 Waimea Arboretum & Botanical Gardens, Haleiwa, 

Oahu, Hawaii, USA 

 Wilson Botanic Garden, Costa Rica 

 Zingiberales Gardens, San Juan, Puerto Rico 

 
The following summaries will give the reader an idea about 

the Centers and their collections. 

 

1. Andromeda Gardens, Barbados: Size: 2.4 ha. (6 acres) 

Elevation: near sea level 

Climate: humid tropical lowland, driest months December to 

May. 

Became Collection Center: 1986 

Contact: Jeff Chandler  

 

Zingiberales collections include Caribbean Heliconia species 

and hybrids, H. psittacorum cultivars, and assorted other 

Heliconia and Zingiberales species. Recent collections or 

accession numbers are not available (since 2004). Andromeda 

comprises a total of about 600 tropical plant species including 

many species of flowering plants and tropical trees. This bo-

tanical garden started in 1954 as a private plant collection 

around the home of the late Ms. Iris Bannochie, a leading 

expert in tropical horticulture in the island. It is currently 

owned by the Barbados National Trust but leased to Perseus 

Inc. The University of the West Indies (UWI) has responsibil-

ity for Research and Educational activities at Andromeda. 

The University's activities there are funded by the Peter 

Moores Foundation (UK).   

 

2. The Botanical Ark, Mossman, Queensland, Australia  

Size: 12 ha. (30 acres)  

Elevation: 35-110 m (16-363 ft.)  

Climate: lowland wet tropical  

Became Collection Center: 2000 

Contact: Alan and Susan Carle, info@botanicalark.com, 

http://www.botanicalark.com/  

 

Number of Zingiberales collections (2008): Cannaceae 2 spe-

cies; Costaceae 7 genera, 73 species, 107 taxa including culti-

vars; Heliconiaceae 71 species, 141 taxa including cultivars; 

Lowiaceae 1 genus, 6 species; Marantaceae 20 genera, 99 

species, 107 taxa including cultivars; Musaceae 2 genera, 27 

taxa; Strelitziaceae 3 genera, 3 species; Zingiberaceae 24 

genera, 147 species, 185 taxa including cultivars. 

Dedicated to saving tropical plants, The Botanical Ark has 

over 3,000 species of tropical fruits, flowers, and ethno-

botanical species. No new data since 2008. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/University_of_the_West_Indies
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peter_Moores
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Peter_Moores
mailto:info@botanicalark.com
http://www.botanicalark.com/
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3. Fairchild Tropical Botanic Garden, Coral Gables, 

Florida, USA 

Size: 33 ha (83 acres) 

Elevation: 0.6-4.5 m (2-15 ft.)  

Climate: humid subtropical lowland 

Became Collection Center: 1995 

Contact: Mary Collins, Senior Horticulturist, Horticul-

ture@fairchildgarden.org  

 

Number of Zingiberales collections (2012): Costaceae 

4 genera, 28 accessions, 23 taxa; Heliconiaceae 73 ac-

cessions, 60 taxa; Lowiaceae 1 genus, 2 accessions;  

Marantaceae 8 genera, 37 accessions, 32 taxa;  

Musaceae 1 genus, 43 accessions, 37 taxa; Stre-

litziaceae 2 genera, 8 accessions, 3 taxa;  Zingiberaceae 

15 genera, 112 accessions, 83 taxa. 

 

Note: Flamingo Gardens (Fort Lauderdale, FL) was the 

former HSI headquarters and a conservation center 

from 1986 until 1995. When horticulturist David Bar-

Zvi left to work at Fairchild Tropical Botanical Garden 

a duplicate set of the collections went to Fairchild. 

They are interested in continuing to remain a conserva-

tion center (Mary Collins, pers. comm. 2012).  Data are 

current as of 2012, although numbers have declined 

somewhat since 2010. 

 

4. Heliconia Society of Puerto Rico (HSPR)  

Co-operative HSI Conservation Center of Puerto Rico. 

Number of gardens: 8 

Location of gardens: Scattered throughout Puerto Rico 

Size: Farms range from 0.8 to 24 ha. (2-60 acres)  

Elevation: From about 60 m (200 ft.) to about 1140 m 

(3,800 ft.) above sea level 

Climate: Tropical lowlands and highlands 

Rainfall: Varies between 110 cm (50 inches) on the 

eastern part of the islands to 220 cm (100 inches) per 

year in the western highlands. 

Became Collection Center: 2007 

Contacts:  Raymond Jerome, raymondjerome@prtc.net; 

Bryan Brunner, brbrunner@yahoo.com 

 

Number of Zingiberales collections (2012): Number of 

Heliconia species, cultivars and hybrids in collections: 

442 reported for the entire conservation center inven-

tory, but the actual collections on these farms are much 

more extensive. Costaceae 25 Costus accessions, 1 

Dimerocostus.  

 

This conservation center is unique in being the only 

cooperative unit in the HSI. Their main focus is on 

heliconias, but future plans include developing other 

quite extensive Zingiberales collections.  Numbers 

have increased since 2009 and data are current as of 

2012. 

 

5. Jurong Bird Park, Singapore 

Size: 20 ha. (50 acres) 

Elevation: near sea level 

Climate: wet tropical lowland 

Became Collection Center: 1989 

Contact:  Christina Teh, christina.teh@wrs.com.sg  

 

Number of Zingiberales collections (2012):  Heliconiaceae 

114 accessions, 114 species and/or cultivars of Heliconia; 

Cannaceae 1 genus, 1 accession (hybrid); Costaceae 17 taxa 

in 2 genera, 18 accessions; Lowiaceae 1 accession, 1 species 

of Orchidantha; Marantaceae 23 accessions, 23 taxa in 9 gen-

era; Musaceae 1 genus, 8 taxa, 8 accessions; Strelitziaceae 1 

genus, 2 species, 2 accessions; Zingiberaceae 20 taxa in 6 

genera, 20 accessions.  

 

The hot, humid climate makes it challenging to grow certain 

Heliconia species. Jurong is now under the management of 

the Singapore Zoo and focuses on the conservation and 

breeding of rare and endangered birds. It was the first HSI 

repository in Asia. Accession numbers have increased sub-

stantially since 2010, and data are current as of 2012. 

 

6. Lyon Arboretum, Honolulu, Hawaii, USA 

Size: 77 ha (193.5 acres), 36 ha (90 acres) actively gardened 

Elevation: 450—1850 ft. (137—564 m). 

Climate: wet tropical/subtropical lowland 

Became Collection Center: 1986 

Contact:  Mashuri Waite, mashuri@hawaii.edu  

 

Number of Zingiberales collections (2008): Cannaceae 1 ge-

nus, 4 taxa, 14 accessions; Costaceae 4 genera, 95 taxa com-

prising 66 species, 188 accessions; Heliconiaceae 300 taxa 

comprising 115 species, 425 accessions; Lowiaceae 1 genus, 

4 species, 5 accessions; Marantaceae 21 genera, 340 taxa 

comprising 200 species, 510 accessions;  Musaceae 1 genus, 

19 taxa, 25 accessions; Strelitziaceae 3 genera, 4 species, 10 

accessions; Zingiberaceae 36 genera, 950 taxa comprising 

323 species, 1220 accessions. 

 

The Harold L. Lyon Arboretum forms part of the University 

of Hawaii system. The institution is interested in continuing 

to remain a conservation center (M. Waite, pers. comm., 

2012). No new data since 2008. 

 

7. National Tropical Botanical Garden, Kauai, Hawaii, 

USA 

The NTBG was established in 1964 as a privately supported 

organization for research, education, and conservation of 

tropical plants.  Formerly known as the Pacific Tropical Bo-

tanical Garden prior to 1989, it is the only botanical garden in 

the United States chartered by the U.S. Congress. It is a non-

profit, non-governmental organization with no direct state or 

federal funding. NTBG consists of four gardens and three 

preserves in Hawaii and one in Florida. The “Garden Island” 

of Kauai is home to three of NTBG’s gardens. 

mailto:Horticulture@fairchildgarden.org
mailto:Horticulture@fairchildgarden.org
mailto:raymondjerome@prtc.net
mailto:brbrunner@yahoo.com
mailto:christina.teh@wrs.com.sg
mailto:mashuri@hawaii.edu
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Elevation: Ranges from 0 to 120 m (0—396 ft.) 

Climate: moist to wet tropical (Hawaii gardens) and 

subtropical (The Kampong) lowland 

Became Collection Center: 1986 

Contact:  David H. Lorence, lorence@ntbg.org ; Kava 

Vale, kvale@ntbg.org  

 

Number of Zingiberales collections (through 2012): 

Cannaceae 8 taxa, 10 accessions; Costaceae 5 genera, 

28 taxa, 53 accessions;  Heliconiaceae 54 taxa, 151 ac-

cessions; Lowiaceae, 1 genus, 1 species,  5 accessions; 

Marantaceae 8 genera, 41 taxa, 44 accessions; 

Musaceae 2 genera, 48 taxa, 77 accessions; Stre-

litziaceae 5 taxa, 5 accessions; Zingiberaceae 63 taxa, 

101 accessions. 

 

Numbers down by nearly half since 2008 due to up-

dated inventory and plant attrition. NTBG plans to con-

tinue as a conservation center. Data are current as of 

2012. 

 

 McBryde Garden--comprises 75 ha. (186 acres) in 

Lawai Valley on Kauai’s south shore and is home to 

the Kalaheo headquarters complex including admini-

stration and the education, horticulture and living col-

lections, conservation, and science departments.  The 

new Botanical Research Center (BRC) is located here 

and houses the library (20,000 volumes) and herbarium 

PTBG (76,000 specimens).  

 

Allerton Garden--40 ha. (100 acres), located on the 

oceanfront and streamside in lower Lawai Valley, com-

prise gardens of beauty and landscape design and col-

lections of palms, Pandanus, and Pacific Island plants. 

 

Limahuli Garden and Preserve--7 ha. (17 acres) lo-

cated in Haena, on Kauai’s north shore, holds many 

native Hawaiian and Polynesian introduced taxa. The 

largest portion of Limahuli Valley comprises a preserve 

with over 960 acres (384 ha.) of wet forest habitat and 

is the site of extensive ecological restoration projects.  

 

Kahanu Garden--50 ha. (123 acres) near Hana, in east 

Maui. The collections here consist of Pacific islands 

economic and ethnobotanical plants, native plants of 

Maui, the world’s largest collection of breadfruit 

(Artocarpus altilis) cultivars, and a diverse collection 

of banana cultivars including many Hawaiian types. 

The Musaceae collection was hit by a flood in 2012, 

and some collections were lost.  

 

The Kampong-- David Fairchild's former residence 

comprises 3.6 ha. (9 acres) in Coconut Grove, near Mi-

ami, Florida. The collections include rare fruit tree spe-

cies and cultivars, flowering trees, palms, ornamentals, 

and a Kampung-style garden. Only a few Zingiberales 

are grown here. 

8. Nong Nooch Tropical  Garden, Pattaya, Thailand 

Size: 200 ha. (600 acres) 

Elevation: 14 m (46 ft.) 

Climate: moist tropical lowland 

Became Collection Center: 2002 

Contact: Anders Lindstrom, ajlindstrom71@gmail.com   

 

Number of Zingiberales collections: (2002) Heliconiaceae 45 

species, 581 accessions; Zingiberaceae 27 genera, 475 acces-

sions; Marantaceae 12 genera, 243 accessions; Musaceae 200 

species and cultivars.  

 

This the private garden of Mr. Kampon Tansacha, comprising 

formal display gardens landscaped with palms cycads, and 

much more. The Hortus Botanicus houses the research and 

conservation collections of Zingiberales and other families, 

often in shade houses. Each is grown in a concrete container 

or bed with drip irrigation. No new data since 2002. 

 

9. Waimea Valley, north shore of Oahu, Hawaii.  

Size: 60 ha. (150 acres) 

Elevation: lowland, 12--42 m (40--140 ft.)  

Climate: mesic tropical/subtropical lowland (rainfall 50--70 

inches per year).  

Became Collection Center: 2002 

Contact:  David Orr, DOrr@waimeavalley.net  

 

Zingiberales collections (2012): Cannaceae 1 genus, 13 taxa, 

21 accessions; Costaceae 4 genera, 43 taxa, 66 accessions; 

Heliconiaceae 96 taxa, 173 accessions; Marantaceae 9 gen-

era, 43 taxa, 47 accessions; Lowiaceae 1 taxon, 1 accession; 

Musaceae 2 genera, 33 taxa, 46 accessions; Strelitziaceae 3 

genera, 6 taxa, 7 accessions; Zingiberaceae 23 genera, 213 

taxa, 326 accessions. 

 

This is a privately owned garden managed by the Office of 

Hawaiian Affairs (OHA), City & County of Honolulu, and 

the Waimea Arboretum Foundation. Numbers are down mod-

erately from 2008. Data are current as of 2012. 

 

10. Wilson Botanical Garden, southern Costa Rica 

Size: 12 ha. (36 acres) 

Elevation: 1150—1200 m (3775—3940 ft.)  

Climate: Tropical premontane wet forest 

Became Collection Center: 1988 

Contact:  R. A. (Zak) Zahawi, zahawi@ots.ac.cr,  http://

www.ots.ac.cr/en/lascruces/ 

 

Number of Zingiberales collections: (2012). Cannaceae: 11 

accessions; Costaceae: 115 accessions; Heliconiaceae: 125 

accessions.; Lowiaceae, 2 accessions; Marantaceae: 191 ac-

cessions; Musaceae: 13 accessions; Strelitziaceae: 11 acces-

sions; Zingiberaceae: 104 accessions.   

 

Wilson is situated in tropical premontane wet forest at the Las 

Cruces Biological Station.  Former home of Robert and Cath-

erine Wilson, the Garden was founded in 1963. Las Cruces 

mailto:lorence@ntbg.org
mailto:kvale@ntbg.org
mailto:ajlindstrom@yahoo.com
mailto:DOrr@waimeavalley.net
mailto:zahawi@ots.ac.cr
http://www.ots.ac.cr/en/lascruces/
http://www.ots.ac.cr/en/lascruces/
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Biological Station has been run by the Organization for 

Tropical Studies (OTS) since 1973. The total area of 

the station is approximately 297 ha. (742 acres).  The 

remainder of the property is covered in primary forest 

(c. 200 ha. or 500 acres) and secondary forest of vary-

ing age.  Data are current as of 2012, and numbers are 

slightly higher than in 2010. 

 

11. Zingiberales Gardens, Puerto Rico 

Size: 8 ha. (20 acres) 

Elevation: 150 m (500 ft.) 

Climate: moist tropical lowland 

Became Collection Center: 2003 

Contact:  Endre Guttman (no current email address as 

of 5/2012) 

 

Number of Zingiberales collections (2008): Cannaceae, 

5 accessions; Costaceae, 5 accessions;  Heliconia, 180 

accessions; Marantaceae, 2 accessions; Musaceae 11 

accessions; Strelitziaceae, 3 accessions; Zingiberaceae, 

40 accessions. This is a privately owned garden. No 

new data are available since 2008. 

 

What are some problems facing Conservation Cen-

ters? 

Serving as an HSI Conservation Center is a voluntary 

commitment on the part of the institution.  However, 

maintaining carefully documented living collections 

requires a long-term commitment of staff time and re-

sources, and consequently there may be a number of 

potential problems: 

1. Mission creep or institutional change of direction 

or emphasis. 

2. Loss of funding to maintain the collections, espe-

cially in these difficult economic times. 

3. Loss of key staff and interest in maintaining the 

collections, usually due to loss of funding, a change in 

management, retirement or death. Unfortunately the 

numbers of accessions at most Centers have dropped 

during the last several years due to the above-

mentioned factors. 

4.  Weediness. Although some Zingiberales are 

clearly endangered by habitat destruction, others have 

become serious pests in some parts of the world. This is 

especially true on certain tropical oceanic islands like 

Hawaii with fragile floras that have evolved in isola-

tion. Various Zingiberales in seven of the eight families 

already have naturalized and become noxious weeds in 

many parts of the world, often due to birds spreading 

the seeds. In Hawaii there are already nine documented 

naturalized Zingiberales, including some very aggres-

sive forest weeds, e.g. Hedychium gardnerianum, 

Cheilocostus speciosus, and other Costus species. As a 

result, conservation centers must constantly monitor 

their collections and be conscientious and vigilant 

about introducing new weeds that may negatively im-

pact native ecosystems. Spontaneous seedlings should be re-

moved and plants destroyed if they show signs of becoming 

weedy. 

5. Diseases and Pests of Zingiberales include fungi, bacteria, 

and viruses. For example, Banana Bunchy Top Disease 

(BBTD) has severely impacted many banana cultivars in Ha-

waii and elsewhere. Certain microbial disease organisms may 

be carried by plants for long periods of time without visible 

symptoms. These microbes may remain viable on clothing 

and equipment for up to one month, and sources of infesta-

tion may persist in debris and leaf litter for up to two years. 

Some diseases are transmitted by insects such as leaf hoppers. 

Sanitary practices should be adopted to prevent disease 

spread, and infected plants should be destroyed by burning. 

 

In spite of these problems, the HSI Conservation Center net-

work has been working effectively since 1986. Although 

there has been some collections attrition at most Centers, at 

least two have expanded their holdings. The HSI appreciates 

your support in helping preserve these beautiful and useful 

plants for future generations to enjoy.  

 

I have served as the HSI Conservation Center coordinator 

since 2004, and it is time for a change. At the last board 

meeting in Panama Mr. David Skinner agreed to take over the 

duties, and it is my pleasure to introduce him to our members 

as the new coordinator.    

 

Colombia Revisited 
 

Bruce Dunstan 
Queensland, Australia 
brucedunstan@hotkey.net.au 
 

Heliconias took me back to Colombia this year. With the 

Heliconia Society International conference being held in El 

Valle de Anton in Panama in August the opportunity to spend 

another couple of weeks in Colombia on the road was too 

great to miss. Once again I had the pleasure of travelling with 

Emilio Constantino, a native Colombian from Cali who spe-

cialises in taking people into the bush in Colombia to see 

plants, birds, cultural activities, etc., and ensuring they return 

to tell the story. Emilio’s facebook page (http://

www.facebook.com/emilio.constantino) is essential viewing 

for anyone who has an interest in what grows or happens in 

Colombia, with thousands of amazing images ready for view-

ing.  I’ve even joined facebook, to my horror, to help Emilio 

get some names to some of his images. I’d suggest you give 

yourself a couple of hours to scroll through them. Travelling 

with me this year were two old friends of mine, Dave Quig-

ley, who went to high school with me and has always wanted 

to come along on one of my plant trips, as well as Steve 

Villiers, who came to Panama and the Caribbean with me in 

2007.  

 

With lots of planning and studying, I spent many a weekend 

locked onto my computer looking at herbarium specimens,  

http://www.facebook.com/emilio.constantino
http://www.facebook.com/emilio.constantino
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plant descriptions, maps, Google Earth with the app 

from Missouri Botanical Gardens attached, showing 

collections, etc., in preparation, also at the same time 

driving my partner mad with my obsession. It paid off 

in spades as we spent less time driving around not see-

ing what we were looking for and more time seeing 

what we were after. 

 

Arriving in Bogota, Emilio picked us up at the airport 

and we were off, in his new 4WD, ready for action af-

ter a couple of quick stops picking up SIM cards for 

phones and money.  I was keen to lose elevation and 

find my first Heliconia so away we went towards the 

Rio Magdalena and down the western slope of the Cor-

dillera Oriental, towards Sasaima.  

 

Stopping for a late lunch allowed me to eat quickly and 

disappear along the road to see what was growing 

around our restaurant, while my travelling companions 

finished lunch at a leisurely rate and then discussed 

how truly crazy I was.  Plenty of Bromeliads kept me 

entertained while the area seemed pretty dry at that 

time of year. We spotted a flowering heliconia in the 

late afternoon sun. A red pendent of indetermined iden-

tity again, welcome to Colombia! Images were taken 

for further research as well as some seed collected; they 

were pale blue, which  often places the plant in the Ob-

scurae group. Colombia is the home of the red pendent 

Heliconia so another one is hardly earth shattering and 

previous collectors have joked about these red pendants 

to the point a tee shirt was even produced mocking 

them.  

 

We headed further down the range, losing elevation 

and arrived at Guaduas just on sunset. Thinking wisely, 

we elected to stay in a hotel out of town and were as-

sured a good night’s sleep, without the nocturnal noise 

of some Colombian towns  (more on this to follow). 

The next day we were off, back up the hill to explore 

around the Villeta region. Once we got off the main 

road it was no time till we spotted H. estiletioides. The 

type locality was nearby so finding this plant was very 

easy, studying paid off. H. estiletioides is another red 

pendent and in its case with yellow tips to the bracts  

we found the plants growing down in the creeks that 

are surrounded by cattle pastures these days. Also 

growing alongside H. estiletioides was another red pen-

dent. After a bit of comparison work with images from 

last years trip we figured we were looking at a fairly 

glaborous form of H. huilensis, although it still had 

some black hairs on the peduncle and less on its rachis. 

We saw this plant in quite a few different higher eleva-

tion areas last year without really knowing what we 

were looking at. Carla was able to get good images to 

Gustavo Morales who suggested it was H. huilensis. 

Gustavo also told Carla that he regretted calling the 

plant after a locality as he had also seen it in many varying 

locations throughout Colombia.  

 

Having secured what I was after we were off along the road 

down to Honda along the Rio Magdalena. Once we were 

down at the river the heat was noticeable, as we had lost the 

modifying influence of elevation. We were approximately 50 

north of the equator and really in the lowlands so the tem-

perature rose, not a bad thing though, as we had left the cold 

Brisbane winter behind. Down in the lowlands Heliconia 

platystachys is very common along the side of the road along 

with H. hirsuta. The common form we saw along the Rio 

Magdalena was a large clear 

orange form. The other very 

exciting species we saw in this 

area was H. rigida. A large spe-

cies with an upright growth 

habit and silvery undersides to 

its foliage. H. rigida has a red 

and yellow pendent inflores-

cence with particularly undu-

lated bract margins. We were 

able to collect some seed but 

I’m kicking myself we didn’t 

make more of an effort to find 

more as H. rigida is another 

Colombian species that hasn’t 

really been cultivated outside of 

Colombia and is quite an inter-

esting species. 

 

Our next stop was the Agua Clara Nature Reserve. This pro-

tected reserve is a very steep valley of marble, through which 

flows a beautiful clear river, discovered long ago by a farmer 

who followed a jaguar who had been taking his cattle. On a 

quick morning walk along the river before breakfast, just af-

ter dawn, I discovered a cat track in the mud which, judging 

by the size, I thought may have been an ocelot, but I have 

since discovered the shape of the pads suggest it was made by 

a young puma, very exciting, but I’m glad they tend to be 

nocturnal. Also growing in this area was H. stricta as we 

were down in the lowlands. 

 

The next area we were off to look 

at was in Santander Province. We 

headed north along the Rio Magda-

lena. In the lowlands the heat of 

the day was punishing. We were 

off to a nature reserve that Emilio 

had heard about and we spent more 

than an hour travelling along a flat 

bumpy road hoping to get closer to 

the forest that we could see in the 

distance. Along the way we spot-

ted a chestnut-rumped toucan, 

small green parrots and plenty of  

 

Heliconia hirsuta 

 

Puma track 
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other bird species that would keep twitchers busy. The 

morning seemed a waste of time until we spotted a tree 

just beginning to flower. We stopped and wandered out 

into the cattle paddock where it was growing, for a 

closer look. It had blue flowers obviously from the 

Caesalpinaceae family but it was nothing that I have 

seen in all my years of hanging around botanical gar-

dens, nurseries and private gardens. The tree was liter-

ally loaded in racemes of buds up to 1m long, with as 

many as 60 buds per raceme. We had luckily come 

along just as it was starting to flower; had we been the 

week earlier we would have driven past without even 

noticing the tree. The tree turned out to be Brachycylix 

vegeleri, a monotypic species and one of a number of 

endemics that 

only grow in the 

Magdalena Me-

dio. It was de-

scribed in the 

‘70s from near 

where we found 

our tree and, from 

what I can gather, 

it has never made 

it out of the re-

gion, let alone 

into cultivation. 

To me it is one of 

the most orna-

mental flowering 

trees I’ve ever 

seen, giving Am-

herstia a run for 

its money as the 

most ornamental 

flowering tree in 

the world. Emilio will be visiting the tree on a regular 

basis in coming months to collect seed. 

 

From the lowlands we headed up the slope towards 

Velez as this particular road had 8 Heliconia species 

described along it in the early ‘80s by Jose Abalo and 

Gustavo Morales. We could see the Serrania de San 

Lucas in the distance. This small range appears as an 

outlier from the Cordillera Oriental and has been a 

stronghold for guerrillas over the years so definitely 

hasn’t been visited by botanists and remains largely 

intact with no roads or deforestation spoiling its beauty. 

We stopped in the town of Cimitarra and found out the 

bullfight was happening in the town ring. Emilio really 

wasn’t keen to be involved but we were going to have a 

look. After paying our money and getting patted down 

to ensure we had no weapons we climbed up into the 

concrete stands of the bullring. We had missed the bull 

fighting but everyone was still hanging around partying 

and drinking. Finally the band that was setting up on 

the floor of the ring started to play. A dozen guys in matching 

cowboy outfits and hats playing brass, organ, guitars and 

drums. When the music started the crowd of about 1000 went 

wild everyone standing as close as they could to the edge to 

get a better view. Dave, Steve and I looked at each other 

wondering what was going on. We soon found out when in 

came a singing cowboy on the back of a magnificent dancing 

horse with fluorescent orange wrappings around the horse’s 

legs. His name was Wilmer Arhiza and he sang through a 

microphone that was attached to his head while getting his 

horse to perform a series of moves around the ring complete 

with a black cowboy hat. Rearing up or even putting his fore-

legs up on a stand, while Wilmer didn’t miss a beat. Every-

one in the crowd apart from us knew all the words to each 

song and if they were particularly pretty could entice Wilmer 

to come over and accept their scarves which he collected and 

placed over his trusty steed’s neck.  What a show, we decided 

we had better get out of the heaving throng and find some-

thing to eat. The whole of the town was setting up for a huge 

Saturday night party, thankfully we were staying slightly out 

of town again in a truck drivers hotel judging by the parking 

lot when we got back after dinner. Dave had the pleasure of 

an early wakeup call as the trucks started up outside his win-

dow for their day’s work well before sunrise. 

 

Leaving Cimitarra we started to climb the range and leave the 

lowland species like H. wagneriana and H. platystachys be-

hind. The first different plant we saw was H. longissima with 

its impressive upright 

leaves and huge long inflo-

rescences. Some people 

lump this plant with H. 

longa I was just so happy 

to see it growing in its 

natural habitat, which also 

included a groundcover of 

Anthurium gloriosum un-

der the tall clumps. A 

tropical garden designer 

couldn’t have planted bet-

ter. Next to H. longissima 

were other clumps of H. 

rigida and amongst these 

were what appeared to be a 

hybrid of the two species. 

A spiral longissima with 

undulate bract margins. 

Growing not far away slightly further up the hill we found H. 

laxa. This species is another red pendent from the Obscurae 

group. It has very reflexed bracts that fold back against the 

rachis. I can remember seeing this species growing at Lyon 

Arboretum  when we having a board meeting at Lyon during 

the mid 90s. 

 

Further up the hill we stopped for lunch at Landazuri, a small 

town where tourists are not likely to visit regularly. Just 

 

Brachycylix vegeleri 

 

Heliconia longissima  
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above Landazuri we spotted more H. laxa as well as 

another couple of different species, including the first 

H. oleosa. Another red pendent with shiny red bracts 

and a yellow rachis. This species was named oleosa as 

it looks to have been covered in oil so shiny are the 

bracts. The next species we spotted was H. reptans. H. 

reptans grows on very steep to nearly perpendicular 

slopes. The pseu-

dostems grow out 

at 90° from the 

slope and the cu-

rious inflorescen-

ces emerge from 

the pseudostem 

just above the soil 

level. The bracts 

of reptans are a 

deep maroon so 

dark they can 

look brown. The 

bracts margins 

are heavily undu-

lated. This plant 

looks so different 

from most other 

heliconias it re-

minded me of 

some of the flow-

ers that attract pollinators by looking like dead meat. 

Luckily it doesn’t have a rotting meat smell. The bright 

yellow flowers appear out of the brown- maroon bracts 

and must be attractive to hummingbirds as they hang 

down vertically below the plant’s clump of stems and 

leaves. 

 

Further up the hill we came to the next species H. 

lozanoi, yet another red pendent, this time covered in 

black hairs and necrotic tips. This is another plant we 

thought we saw last year in a garden but having seen 

the plant at type locality the garden plant is something 

else. The patch of H. lozanoi we saw were growing in 

amongst stunted trees and looked very dry with the 

bulk of the plants well past their best flowering display. 

We missed seeing H. scarlatina and H. nitida, the other 

two species described from this road in the upper eleva-

tions. H. scarlatina is a beautiful small pink flowered 

plant that some taxonomists lump into H. burleana. 

Luckily there is a clump growing at Lyon Arboretum as 

well and I have been fortunate to see it in flower as 

well. H. nitida is being cultivated in Colombia and the 

group doing the post conference trip were able to see it 

growing, another red pendent to add to add to the col-

lection.  

 

The next area we were hoping to look at was the north-

ern slopes of the central range. Back in the car, we 

headed to Yarumal. This meant once again crossing the 

Rio Magdalena and heading up the eastern side of the cordil-

lera central. In the lowlands we passed H. platystachys, H. 

hirsuta and H. rigida again. We stopped to look at H. carme-

lae with its long thin red and yellow inflorescences. When we 

saw it we were climbing and gaining some altitude. I was a 

little surprised to see it growing where we found it as its type 

locality was a couple of hundred kilometers south of where 

we found it. Once up on top of the central cordillera we were 

too high to see much in the way of heliconias, passing a cou-

ple of large populations of H. griggsiana on the climb up. We 

had to make do with looking at a huge range of higher eleva-

tion bromeliads, mainly tillandsias growing in the small 

stunted trees alongside the road. As we arrived in Yarumal a 

very strange sight greeted us. A red biplane, minus its wings, 

was being or trying to be lifted up into a first floor window. It 

certainly stopped traffic as everyone stood and watched, open

-mouthed. After a few photographs and a few different at-

tempts were made, the plane hung by its wheels from the rail-

ing on the first floor. When we arrived back in town the next 

afternoon, they had obviously succeeded as they had bricked 

in the hole in the wall with just the tail sticking out. We de-

cided it must be the Red Barron Disco with the protruding tail 

a sign for partygoers. Yarumal is built on the side of a moun-

tain and I’m betting some of its streets are steeper than San 

Francisco’s as we found trying to find a hotel to stay in. 

 

The next morning we ventured down onto the northern slopes 

of the Cordillera Central. Coming up the slope were truck-

after-truck loaded with goods that would have arrived in Co-

lombia in the northern ports of Barranquilla or Cartagena.  

First stop was for another red pendent species. After a tough 

and dangerous climb up a very wet and steep slope next to a 

waterfall I was able to cut a flowering stem and bring it down 

for closer investigation and photos. A large distichous red 

inflorescence with very necrotic bract margins and orange 

ovaries: H. combinata. This was another species we only saw 

once last year on the 

western cordillera, so for 

some reason I thought it 

must have been rarer than 

it actually was but for this 

years trip this was the 

first time we had seen it. 

Further down the hill was 

another red pendent that 

was also up the slope 

from the road and this 

area was so steep there 

was no way to get to the 

plant safely. Images were 

taken and from what I 

could see in all the infor-

mation I was carrying 

with me in my laptop this 

was potentially different. 

Further down the slope 

from Yarumal towards 

 

Heliconia reptans 

 

H. sp. in  Yarumal-Valdivia region. 
Likely a glaborous form of  

H. huilensis 
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Valdivia we were descending through very thick 

clouds. The trucks were making their way slowly up 

the steep road with their massive loads and through the 

clouds we spotted another heliconia growing on the wet 

slope. This plant had very distinctive foliage with torn 

leaflets and a graceful arching habit reminiscent of H. 

aemygdiana to my memory. We stopped the 4WD and 

I climbed yet another steep creek to get up to the flow-

ering plants. Seed was collected, flowers were cut 

along with leaves and stems. Steve remained below and 

after working out where he was by shouts I was able to 

throw the plant parts down the slope. The slope was too 

steep and slippery to attempt carrying things back down 

safely. Images were taken, literature was again con-

sulted and again I think we were looking at something 

different. The seed we collected was spread around the 

world at the conference so I am hoping having the plant 

in cultivation will ensure its survival as we only saw it 

on this slope. 

 

We had hoped to travel across the range to Amalfi, a 

known bird watching area with intact forest, but unfor-

tunately we were stopped west of Yarumal by the po-

lice and told we were headed for an area where safety 

couldn’t be guaranteed, so we turned around and 

missed lunch in Campamento. I lost track of the num-

ber of times we were stopped and searched either by 

the police or the military. After a while it just became 

part of the trip and wasn’t anything to worry about. 

Emilio told us the stops were to look for weapons, 

drugs or even foodstuffs for resupplying guerrillas who 

live in forested inaccessible areas. We all figured it was 

an easy thing to put up with in return for a safe trip. 

 

We drove from Yarumal back down the central range 

to Medellin and continued south. Just outside of Medel-

lin we spotted H. burleana and H. combinata growing 

along side the road. A little further on we stopped and 

looked at the biggest H. mutisiana I have ever seen. 

The plants were growing alongside a creek that doubled 

as a truck wash. The drivers couldn’t believe their eyes 

that some crazy tourist would attempt to climb 30m up 

a gravel and rock hillside to get to a plant that you 

couldn’t even eat. The plants were 6m + tall in the pro-

tection of the steep slopes and plentiful moisture com-

ing down the hills. We stopped not far along the road 

again this time for H. huilensis again. This particular 

form was covered in a brown fuzz rather than the black 

hairs we had seen previously. All in all quite a variable 

and widespread species. 

 

The next area on my wish list was the slope from the 

top of the western cordillera down to the Pacific, in the 

Chocó Province. In last year’s trip we just got into the 

southern Chocó and travelled down the slope towards 

the lowlands, experiencing the amazing diversity that is 

caused by changes of elevation and some of the heaviest rain-

fall in the world. El Llano has the distinction of being one of 

the wettest places on earth with an average rainfall of 13.3m 

per year. To get there we needed to start in El Carmen del 

Attrato and drive down a steep dirt road, a 7-hour drive to get 

to the Provincial capital of Quibdo. We arrived at El Carmen 

in the afternoon of Colombia’s National Day and found ac-

commodation at a very spartan hotel, but luckily for us in a 

street lined with restaurants and a bar with the obligatory loud 

music. Military patrolled the street regularly and we discov-

ered we were actually staying outside of El Carmen where all 

the buses stop on their way out of the Chocó. The amazed 

looks we got, as people got out of the buses for a break after 

7 hours and saw us three gringos sitting around drinking 

beers at the bar in the middle of nowhere, were priceless.  

 

The next morning we headed down the slope in the early 

morning. H. combinata was spotted first up. We could also 

see another large plant across the river from where we were 

on the road. This plant was another red pendent with spiral 

red and golden bracts. The plant was easily 6m tall with large 

hanging inflorescences, but unfortunately it was over the 

other side of a very strong flowing river. Had we had more 

time a hike from a couple of kilometers above where there 

was a bridge would have been possible but with three others 

in the car and time running out we hoped we would see the 

plant further along the road. Needless to say we didn’t, but 

did spot another flowering clump further down the slope, still 

on the opposite bank. Another next time plant for sure. 

 

H. signa-hispanica was a pleasant find next to make up for 

the disappointment. This plant was very happily growing in 

the light gaps 

along the road and 

from what we saw 

was growing a 

little larger than it 

was originally de-

scribed. This plant 

is a stunning pen-

dent with thin red 

and yellow bracts 

arranged spirally. 

Growing very 

nearby was H. 

trichocarpa and 

slightly further 

downhill was a 

beautiful orange 

form of H. regalis.  

As we got a little 

lower we came 

across what I as-

sumed to be H. 

atratensis. H. 

atratensis is an- Heliconia signa-hispanica  
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other species I have been lucky enough to see growing 

in cultivation at Lyon Arboretum. It has bronzy petioles 

and the undersides of the leaves also have the same 

colour unfortunately. The large clump was without 

flowers but did contain some very angry black wasps 

that I enraged and ended up wearing a couple on my 

head. Steve, Dave and Emilio watched from a distance 

as I staggered around in knee-deep mud waving my 

machete around my head while trying to avoid the un-

happy wasps. A truck breakdown we could see further 

down the road stopped our progress and any hope of 

losing more altitude. Once again Emilio decided we 

had gone as far as he was comfortable with on this 

road. In the previous weeks a vehicle had been stopped 

and robbed, as well as spray painted with messages, 

before it was allowed to get away, back up the hill. A 

safe return home is most important but I was still un-

happy to be so close but so far away from an area I 

know contains some amazing plants; there’s always 

next time, I consoled myself. 

 

After being disappointed by the Mid Chocó, we de-

cided to do the southern area again as Dave and Steve 

hadn’t been with Emilio, Carla and I last year. Back 

into the car and off we went, south along the Rio Cauca 

river valley to the town of Ansermonueva. This is yet 

another beautiful Colombian town where tourists don’t 

seem to venture, so we were a bit of a novelty again. 

We discovered Ansermonueva had a sense of humour 

when, at 5 in the morning, someone lets off fireworks 

that sounded like cannons, evidently to draw the faith-

ful to morning prayers. As the fireworks went off there 

were three frightened Australians woken from their 

peaceful slumbers lying in their beds thinking, ‘Who is 

attacking?’ When we joined each other at 6:30 for 

breakfast it was the first topic for discussion: ‘What the 

hell was that all about?’   

 

After breakfast we drove out of the Cauca river valley 

and up towards the ridge of the Cordillera Occidental 

or western range. As we continued to gain altitude the 

area got substantially wetter due to the moisture that 

blows over the ridge from the wet Chocó region. We 

took the San Jose del Palmar road again and were 

treated to the amazing plants that grow at the top of the 

ridge. 

 

It is not just heliconia that show amazing diversity 

along this road: Bromeliaceae, Ericaceae, Araceae and 

Orchidaceae also show themselves in many varying 

forms in this unique habitat.  Climbing up to ridge we 

spotted H. huilensis again, having seen it here last year. 

This particular form has a very thick covering of black 

fuzz along its rachis with dark red bracts. In bud or 

early in its development it is a very attractive plant with 

the combination of black and red. As we drove along 

the road my mind was on H. intermedia, a plant described 

from this road and the real reason to be back here again as 

Carla and I had no luck last year looking for it. The next plant 

I spotted was a surprise to me: H. ferdnandezii. We certainly 

hadn’t seen it here last year so I was very pleasantly sur-

prised. It was described from further north of El Carmen, 

these days a stronghold of the FARC according to Emilio and 

definitely off the itinerary. Growing once again on a very 

steep slope we were very lucky to spot the one inflorescence 

from the car. 

 

Another kilometer or so along the road, after we stopped for 

some bromeliads, we came across another tall pendent. This 

plant appeared to me to be a hybrid of H. ferdinadezii and H. 

huilensis, having similar characteristics of both parents and 

instead of the black fuzz of H. huilensis it had whitish fuzz 

along its rachis. The more I travel the more hybrid plants I’ve 

been lucky enough to see over time. I remember decades ago 

at conferences or visiting growers who were collecting them-

selves. Hybrids were something very rare and special. Had 

we not found H. fernandezii in flower just down the road I 

don’t know what we would have thought we were seeing 

while looking at the hybrid. 

 

Once again we made it to San Jose del Palmar without find-

ing H. intermedia. The forest that was there 30 years ago 3-

5km from the town sadly no longer exists. We did find a new 

Guzmania sp. as well as seeing another couple of other unde-

scribed bromeliads that we saw last year so all was far from 

lost. This particular road is an amazing hotspot of diversity. 

The thought that there are at least another 6 roads that are 

currently unsafe make me want to keep going back to Colom-

bia for the foreseeable future. I joked to Emilio I think I have 

a 10 year habit with him and we have only done two of them 

so far. 

 

We returned to Ansermonuevo tired but elated with what we 

had found in just one day. We wandered around town discov-

ering that all the different restaurants we had seen during the 

day had closed so we ended up at the lovely family run one 

we had eaten at the night before, opposite our hotel. The pork 

schnitzel was superb, washed down with a few cold Pokers, 

Colombian cerveza. Tired after a big day and a great dinner 

we retired for the night, to be woken again by the cannons at 

five in the morning. Dave counted and with misfires there 

were 22 explosions to wake the faithful... and the not so faith-

ful. Our rooms were pretty small and pokey and Anser-

monuevo was dubbed the ‘side-saddle toilet town’, as you 

couldn’t sit on the toilet without your knees ending up in your 

face due to the lack of space. Our next drive was to take us 

over the central range again, this time near Manizales and 

over to Honda, down next to the Rio Magdalena again.  

 

Once we were down alongside the Magdalena River we had 

to climb the Cordillera Oriental again as the eastern slope was 

our next target. We decided to take the Cimatarra-Landuzuri-
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Velez road again as it was such a great road for helico-

nias. I’m sure if you were looking you would find great 

other plants, but the heliconia tunnel vision had me and 

onwards we went. A quick drive through the higher 

regions of Boyaca got us to a lake near Sogamoso. We 

stayed in a little villa right on the lakefront, with an 

open fire to ward off the cool air of being close to 

3000m elevation.  

 

The next day we began the drive down the slope to-

wards Yopal in the Llanos region where all the rivers 

drain towards the Orinoco/Amazon. We started by driv-

ing through a Paramo, which are high altitude grass-

lands where Puyas are the dominant bromeliads. We 

saw 3 species as we made our way to the start of the 

descent down towards the enormous grass plains that 

make up the Llanos. As we lost elevation the first heli-

conia we spotted was a red bracted form of H. 

aristeguietae. As I took photos and compared flowers, I 

was thinking how this could be H. burleana due to its 

colour and not H. aristeguietae. Thankfully at the con-

ference Jose described the difference between these 

two species with the aid of images: the bract arrange-

ment angle is much larger in H. aristeguietae. I find for 

me, seeing is believing, rather than trying to read de-

scriptions and then remembering the detail, which was 

great news as it was another species I have seen in the 

wild for the first time. Further down the hill we spotted 

H. aurea in flower. Its arching undulate foliage re-

minded me of H. wagneriana but the sheer bulk of its 

inflorescences  

dwarfs wagneriana 

and makes it a beau-

tiful sight alongside 

the road. H. hirsuta 

was also spotted but 

instead of the clear 

orange form we had 

seen over so much 

of this trip in the 

Cauca and Magda-

lena river valleys the 

plants out here in 

Casanare were a bi-

coloured red and 

yellow. 

 

As we came around 

one corner the sight 

of a truck accident 

greeted us. One of 

the large trucks had 

rolled with the truck cab precariously clinging to the 

roadside and its trailer hanging over the side. There was 

another truck stopped and two truck drivers wandering 

around  holding 

ing around holding their hands to their heads, no doubt 

amazed at their luck in surviving. As we could offer no real 

help and there were no injuries we set off on our way. Further 

down we were stopped again with roadworks and sat by the 

side of the road for an hour as concrete was poured to stabi-

lise the road from falling down the mountainside. After our 

long wait it was time to get going again and right in front of 

us we watched in horror as a bus tried to overtake a truck that 

wasn’t going to let the bus pass it; no doubt both were one 

hour behind their schedules. With neither driver giving an 

inch they proceeded to run into each other and a window was 

smashed in the bus. Out everyone got and it looked like it 

was going to come to blows. With one hour’s worth of traffic 

going nowhere we then had to wait for the police to arrive 

and do an insurance report. Steve and I set off walking down-

hill to try and find some plants rather than enduring another 

long wait at the side of the road. We ended up walking to a 

small town and were able to buy some icy cold beers that we 

happily drank in the shade.  

Down on the flat lands below the range the forest has been 

cleared for cattle farming. The only heliconia we spotted 

were H. marginata growing in standing water or wet areas as 

well as Phenakospermum guyanense growing in similar 

spots. There was another road I had my eye on to find a par-

ticular bromeliad I grow at work which would have taken us 

back up the Cordillera Oriental through Chivor, but Emilio 

told me the area was still a little hot and we had to continue 

along the flat road to Villavenceio. It is always the changes of 

elevation where diversity occurs and unfortunately the flat 

lands were very much the same in plants. From Villavenceio 

it was back up the range to Bogota and the bulk of this route 

was through tunnels, which didn’t make for great plant spot-

ting.  

 

We had travelled more than 3000 km in our 12 days, which is 

absolutely ludicrous unless plants possess you. I’m sure 

Emilio was glad to see the back of us after so much driving. 

I’m sure Dave and Steve have had their fill of plant hunting 

with me to last a lifetime, while I’m already thinking about 

my next trip.  

 

Heliconia aurea 

 

Serrania de San Lucas 
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 Renewal notice 

 

For those of you 

who have not re-

newed your mem-

bership, this will be 

your last issue of 

the Bulletin.  Please 

take a moment to 

send your member-

ship via the HSI 

website. 

Bulletin advertising 
 

At the Board of Directors meeting in Panama, it was 

agreed that the Bulletin  would run advertisements, 

relevant to the Society’s aims, at a charge of 

$US10.00 per 1/16th of a page, to be paid annually, 

i.e. $US40 per annum. Additionally it was agreed that 

ads can go up to 1/2 page, at the rate of $10 per 

1/16th. Send your ads, with payment, to the editors.  

 


