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Some Tips on the Photography of  
Zingiberales 
 
John D. Mood           boesenbergia@gmail.com 
 
In the not too distant past, photography was considered 
primarily a professional endeavor due to the technical 
challenges of film exposure and high cost of good equip-
ment. The average person who considered it a hobby, of-
ten managed with used equipment and cheap monochrome 
roll film (black and white). In the 1960s great strides were 
made in film formats (110, 120, 135), their containeriza-
tion (cartridge) and mass production of inexpensive 
“snapshot” cameras. With these innovations, picture tak-
ing quickly evolved into a reasonably affordable necessity 
to document family, vacations, and other fare. 
 
None the less, taking high quality pictures still required 
equipment well beyond the Brownie, Polaroid, and Insta-
matics of the day. To the professional and avid amateur, 
the single lens reflex (SLR) camera with a 35 mm film 
width (135 format) was the tool of choice. With a variety 
of interchangeable lenses combined with high quality Ko-
dak or Fuji color slide film, picture quality reached excep-
tional levels, albeit with considerable skill required. By the 
early 1990s the digital revolution was in fast forward with 
the advent of the first digital camera system (DCS) pio-
neered by Kodak, using a Nikon F-3 body. At a whopping 
$20,000+ price-tag, less than thousand were ever sold. 
Even so, the door was opened to the consumer with the 
next twenty years a blur of engineering and societal evolu-
tion in our attitude towards imaging. 
 
Today, the lover of Zingiberales has a plethora of instru-
ments to chose from to photographically document the 
stunning colors, unique shapes and patterns of their favor-
ite species. Most important is that one does not have to be 
a professional  photographer or even avid amateur to 
mainstream their latent photographic talents. What a thrill 
to have a device, whether it be camera, smart phone or 
digital tablet that one can push a button and produce an 
image. Magic! Immediate gratification! Even more im-

1. Mr. Auto = ISO 800,  f/4,  1/100 (Boesenbergia sp.) 

portant, it is only a few keystrokes away from your 
friend’s desktop. The ability to communicate plant pic-
tures to each other in seconds, has been a milestone event 
on the order of Darwin’s thesis of evolution. It has affect-
ed ed horticulture and botany on a grand scale. That said, 
as in all human endeavors, there is a Y in and a Y ang. The 
ease of pointing and shooting automatically on a phone,  

The following examples are shot with a Pentax K-3 with 
a Pentax-D FA 50 mm F2.8 Macro lens with tripod. 

2. Aperture priority = ISO 100,  f/16, 1.0 sec. 

(1) 

(2) 
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The Purpose of HSI 
The purpose of HSI is to increase the enjoyment and under-
standing of Heliconia (Heliconiaceae) and related plants (in the 
families Cannaceae, Costaceae, Lowiaceae, Marantaceae, Mu-
saceae, Strelitziaceae, and Zingiberaceae) of the order Zinger-
berales through education, research and communication. Inter-
est in Zingiberales and information on the cultivation and bota-
ny 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 plants and their close rela-
tives. 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 Interna-
tional Conference. 
 
Membership dues are (in $US): Individual $40, Family $45, 
PDF $25, Student $10, Contributing $50, Corporate $100, Sus- 
 

taining $500, Lifetime Member $1000. Membership fees con-
stitute annual dues from 1 July through 30 June. All members 
receive the BULLETIN (usually published quarterly) and spe-
cial announcements. Join or renew your membership at 
www.heliconia.org. 
 
HSI Officers and Board of Directors for 2014-2016 
Carla Black, President and Membership; David Lorence, Treas-
urer; Jan Hintze, Secretary, Membership and Etlingera Cultivar 
Registrar; Dave Skinner, Costaceae Cultivar Registrar and 
Conservation Centers; Colton Collins, Webmaster; Chelsea 
Specht, Student Grants; Bryan Brunner, Heliconia Cultivar 
Registrar; Sandra Barnes, Archivist; and Directors: W. John 
Kress, Vinita Gowda, Timothy Chapman, Carlos Castro and 
Annop Ongsakul. 
 
The HSI BULLETIN is the quarterly publication of the  
HELICONIA SOCIETY INTERNATIONAL. 
Inquiries: Jan Hintze, admin@heliconia.org.  
Website: www.heliconia.org 

tablet or camera is great, and has led to the overall im-
provement of photo quality per thousand shots. But it also 
seems to have squelched the interest in basic, photograph-
ic knowledge—the routine of  manually setting aperture (f/
stop), shutter speed, and sensitivity (ISO). We love Mr. 
Automatic. He’s our inanimate, digital robot with no 
knowledge commitments required.  

 

airspace to habitual use of Mr. Automatic who loves to use 
high ISO and wide-open aperture to keep from using his 
battery resources with a flash. The results are often poor 
depth of field (DOF) and low resolution. My theory is that 
all of us are plenty smart enough to choreograph a nicely 
done image by taking the time to learn the basics of pho-
tography. Banish Mr. Automatic! Take a few more sec-
onds to provide us Zingiberalistes with photos you can be 
proud of sharing. Use your imagination and skills—be an 
artist, not an automaton. Well, if after this badgering, you 
haven’t already moved to the next HSI article, then you  

In this instance, the DOF is significantly better on image 2 
as is the resolution, but the background detracts from the 
flower subject. A compromise would be to change the 
aperture to f/8, to further blur the background as below (3) 

3. ISO 100,  f/8, ¼ sec (Boesenbergia sp.) 
A further consideration would be to use flash (4).  

4. ISO 100, f/8, 1/100 sec (Boesenbergia sp.) 

As a ginger taxonomist, daily I receive pictures to identify 
or make comment. Some are associated with scientific 
manuscripts for publication, others just plant collectors or 
enthusiasts who want to share a new acquisition and hope-
fully get its name. Unfortunately, no matter the source, the 
majority of images that reach my screen are of average to 
marginal quality. Not only is the subject often poorly com-
posed, but the important sexual characters used for identi-
fication are a blur. I attribute much of this wasted digital 

might have some underlying aspirations to improve your 
photography. Hence the following paragraphs which at-
tempt to explain some of the science behind the shutter, 
and techniques I have found useful in 50+ years of plant 
photography.  
 
The Science and Technology 
When you snap the shutter on any digital photo device, 
the incoming light strikes the camera’s image sensor, e.g., 

(3) (4) 
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 Here we accentuate the flower (5), but a flash shadow is 
on the flower and the two distant background flowers de-
tract. Since the background flowers are hard to blur while 
still keeping good depth of field for the main flower, chang-
ing the aperture to f/32 makes the background presence 
an additive floral side view. In order to get rid of the flash 
shadow, the camera position would have to be lowered so 
as to get a more direct shot. 

a charged-coupled device (CCD) or complementary metal
-oxide semiconductor (CMOS). These silicon chips of 
varying size are divided into millions of rectangles, so 
when the light image strikes it, each rectangle registers the 
sector intensity and converts it into electricity. Additional 
camera circuitry coverts this voltage into digital data. Here 
is where the camera’s software comes into play. The aver-
age person taking photos wants a small, manageable file 
to download into the computer for archiving. This is ac-
complished using a rudimentary form of data compression 
resulting in a format called JPEG (devised by the Joint 
Photographic Experts Group). This is seen in the computer 
as the file extension .jpg or .jpeg. The average point and 
shoot (P&S) camera, smart phone or tablet uses this for-
mat. In contrast, more expensive P&S, smart phones and 
digital SLR (DSLR) cameras do not compress the data, 

file. Some camera brands have their own raw format, but 
most can be set to produce a universally recognized digi-
tal negative (.dng). When a .jpg is created by the camera 
software, considerable data is discarded to keep the file 
small. Even if you select the highest quality setting, your 
photo would only be about 5 mb. In contrast, the size of a 
raw file  is primarily dependent on the megapixel (MP) 
size of the sensor. For instance, a Pentax K-5 with a 16.1 
MP sensor (16,075,136 pixels) produces a file size of 15-
25 mb while the newer Pentax K-3 with a 24 MP CMOS 
produces a 27-30 mb file—five times more information 
about the captured image than the highest resolution .jpg. 
The difference between these formats are semi-analogous 
to giving an artist one brush and three colors on their pal-
ette (.jpg) vs. having a multitude of brush types with a 
myriad of paint options (raw). Which artist do you want 
to compose a new species of Zingiberales? 
 
Techniques 
Taking a good picture of a plant is relatively easy. Get-
ting a great picture is another story. “Great pictures” tak-
en with Mr. Automatic are like unicorns—elusive. Every 
plant you point your lens toward will require some deci-
sions based on knowledge, experience and artistic intui-
tion. You can think of the final image as these factors, 
plus an assemblage of three camera-borne variables—
aperture (f/stop of the lens), shutter speed (time open to 
close) and ISO (sensitivity). These are almost endlessly 
variable; their upper and lower limits depend on the capa-
bility of your camera and lens. To use these variables to 
your benefit, the following are a few facts and techniques 
to consider. 
 

 Be in the proper frame of mind to photograph. Calm  
down, take pictures when you want to rather than 
when  you have to, and enjoy the time with your 
camera and your plants. 

 Light—consider quality and quantity. When possible, 
do your important photography during the “Golden 
Hour.” This time frame varies a bit by season and 
who you ask, but is normally about an hour or so af-
ter sun rise and an hour before and after sunset. In the 
tropics I find early morning until 9 AM fairly ade-
quate. After that the winds pick up, so do the shutter 
time requirements. That said, a good photographer 
can take advantage of various ambient light situations 
by using flash, tripod and an umbrella. 

 Use a polarizing filter to decrease glare. Sorry, they 
are  expensive and probably available only for 
DSLRs. 

 For each plant subject, consider the background noise 
which will appear in the picture. Take many shots—
they cost nothing. Preview the optimum position with 
a shot just to check the background. Changing the 
camera angle, elevation or distance to the subject can 
make considerable difference in the outcome.  

 Focus. Most if not all cameras today are auto-focus, 
but can be used manually. If you use a dedicated 
macro lens of 100 mm or greater, then it is recom-
mended the lens be manually focused to keep the  

ISO 100, f/32, 1/100 (Boesenbergia sp.) 

In another situation, below, the background at first glance 
is not an issue (6).

Mr. Automatic = ISO 400, f/4, 1/100 sec (Kaempferia gi-
gantiphylla) 

(5) 

(6) 
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Scarlet flame bean 

 

        mechanism from hunting for the focus point. On mac-   
      ro lenses of 50 mm  or less this is not an issue due to   
      their shorter barrels. On P&S cameras with fixed         
      lenses, macro is normally a digital function and has it   
      own set of  considerations. 

 Depth of field (DOF). Consider what part of the flow-
er or plant you want in focus, if not all. Aperture set-
tings electronically control the f/stop on your lens 
which references the open dimension of the lens dia-
phragm. The smaller the f/stop (largest number such 
as f/32) gives the greatest DOF. Focusing on the part 
of the flower closest to the lens will keep other parts 
that are farther away in focus to the limits of the aper-
ture selected. The reverse is not true. If you only want 
to emphasize one plant part or a flat surface, then a 
larger f/stop can be used. For in stance, leaves are 
mostly flat, so a lot of DOF is not required, thus per-
haps f/4-8 according to the light conditions. That said, 
every lens has specific optical characters. Usually the 
largest and smallest f/stops are not in the “sweet zone” 
of performance, whereas f/8 is probably close. Re-
member, more DOF means more light required—the 
crux of all photography.  

 Background considerations. Great DOF helps keep the 
background nearly in focus, but that is not necessarily 
desirable. In natural settings, the background can be 
the hardest factor to overcome. Flash helps immensely 
as it tends to penetrate only a certain distance based 
on your flash mode settings, f/stop and ISO. The 
smaller the f/stop and ISO, the less background you 
will be able to  see. 

 Aperture and exposure time—change one, the other 
changes proportionally. Since plants don’t move, but 
your hands do, consider how steady you are. Many 
modern cameras have the ability to be hand-held to 
around 1/15 second due to anti-shake mechanisms 
either in the body or lens. Staying close to the cam-
era’s anti-shake limit will provide more flexibility in 
DOF and ISO. 

 When the limits of aperture vs. shutter speed become 
problematic, either the ISO setting must be adjusted 
upward, flash incorporated or tripod used. Using the 
lowest ISO, such as 100 gives the most sensitivity 
(highest resolution). In other words, if you want to 
expand the picture many, many fold for printing or 
cropping, the lowest ISO equals the lowest pixilation. 
ISO is also a linear function which changes your ex-
posure time required with a given aperture. For in-
stance, doubling the ISO decreases the exposure time 
required by about one-half, i.e., ISO 100, aperture 
f/10, and the camera shows a shutter speed at 1/15 
second, changing to ISO 200 will now show 1/30 sec. 
required. Although you are losing some resolution, 
increasing the ISO might allow for a flash-free image 
or for a change of aperture towards a higher DOF. 
This constant trade-off is managed through experi-
ence.  

 Since much of my work relates to taxonomic research 
and documentation, I normally want the greatest depth 
of field with the highest resolution, without getting 

Aperture priority = ISO 100, f/8, 1/8 sec (Kaempferia gi-
gantiphylla). Here the extra DOF enhances the shot, but 
it brings into focus the water behind the flower, giving a 
line of reflection (7). 

ISO 100, f/32, 2.0 sec (Kaempferia gigantiphylla).  
Here the water is definable and sharp leaf veins make for 
a more crisp image (8). 

(7) 

(8) 

(9) 

ISO 800, f/16, 1/15 sec. (Kaempferia gigantiphylla). 
This combination was required to get a good DOF and still 
be able to hand-hold without shake blur. The sacrifice here 
is in resolution and a few twinkles on the water (9). 
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       too much background noise—a perfect storm. Conse 
       quently, my camera is always set to aperture priority  
       (AV on many cameras) and ISO 100, but with today’s  
       excellent engineering, ISO 800 or even 1600 provides   
       excellent quality. Of course the lowest ISO often  
       forces the use of     
       flash or tripod. Both have their benefits and pitfalls.  

 Flash, albeit convenient, often produces glaring high-
lights, shadows, sparkle and other odd artifacts, but 
adds  

 sharpness and clarity to minutia such as hairs. Also, 
the background will be mostly black, giving a distinct 
appearance. A geared-head tripod is the ultimate cool-
tool to handle low light in the Golden Hour and still 
keep great DOF. Its inherent problems are obvious—
weight and bulkiness, not to mention cost. 

 And most important to remember, snapping an image 
costs nothing but time, a bit of battery energy and SD 
card space. If you grew up shooting film at a premium 
price for each shot, try to get over it. Shoot, shoot, 
shoot with variable settings, Sift the wheat from the 
chaff at your leisure during processing.  

 
Digital image processing (DIP) 
Although we try our best on each photo shoot, there are 
always factors which affect the image quality. With the 
digital age comes the proverbial “second chance.” After 
transferring images from the SD card to the computer, a 
new fantasy realm is opened giving us an opportunity to 
negate some of the unforeseen factors and perhaps correct 
a few of our own blunders, errr, oversights. With raw data 
images, this opportunity is almost unlimited, but much 
less so with a .jpg as previously mentioned. When dealing 
with raw data, Adobe Photoshop or Adobe Lightroom are 
excellent software products and seem to outsell others. 
Most have heard the slang  “photoshopped” and seen the 
possibilities that exist. Some of the most fun and artistry 
in producing a great picture is part and parcel of this 
phase. As this article is primarily to discuss taking the 
photo, I will leave the details of DIP for the many tutorials 
available online specific to the software. 
 
The Artistry 
Some might argue that a digital image is far removed 
from the likes of a painted canvas, and there are obvious 
differences, but possibly more in the media than the result. 
Both the photographer and the painter must use intuitive 
skills to select the subject at the right moment, use the 
proper instruments and pick the colors and tones which 
most honestly or whimsically define the subject. Each 
starts with a tabula rasa—a blank slate. The hope is to 
produce a masterpiece. Perhaps the photographer worries 
less about masterpieces and more about producing good, 
consistent documentation which now and again turn out to 
be awesome. Nonetheless, whether you consider yourself 
a photographic artist or simply a camera owner, using a 
few of the techniques mentioned above, plus stepping into 
the raw data world with better equipment, will ultimately 
improve the images you produce of your favorite plants—
Zingiberales.  

In the final situation (10), lighting from over the foliage 
turns the background a green haze causing major issues, 
difficult to resolve. 

Mr. Automatic = ISO 3200, f/4, 1/100 sec. (Boesenbergia 
jahaiana) 

ISO 100, f/16, 5 sec. (Boesenbergia jahaiana) (11) 

Here a possible solution comes with artificial light, using 
flash (12). 

ISO 100, f/16, 1/100 sec (Boesenbergia jahaiana) 

(10) 

(11) 

(12) 
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2015 Travels in Ever-Surprising Colombia 
Continued from The Bulletin 21(4) 
 

Bruce Dunstan     brucedunstan@hotkey.net.au 
 
In August 2015 I again visited Colombia with Carla Black 
and Angel Rodriguez. The account of the first part of our 
trip in the Cordillera Occidental is in the December 2015 
issue of the Bulletin 21(4). 
 

The next area for exploration was the famous heliconia 
road from Cimitarra to Vélez in Santander. José Abalo and 
Gustavo Morales described seven heliconias along this 
road in 1982. I travelled the road in 2012 before the HSI 
conference in Panama and we were lucky enough to find 
five of them on that trip. I was anxious for Carla to see 
those species in habitat, and to try to find the missing spe-
cies, too. It was always going to be part of this year’s itin-
erary. Starting at the bottom of the slope, once you pass 
the lowland Heliconia wagneriana and H. rigida, you 
come to Heliconia longissima, the giant plant with huge 
pendent red inflorescences. Thankfully this species is now 
widely cultivated around the world. While Gustavo Mo-
rales is inclined to lump it into Heliconia longa , I agree 
with José Abalo and maintain it is distinct. I’ve also seen a 
more orange clone in a local garden, but I believe that one 
is yet to make it into cultivation outside of Colombia.  

Heliconia laxa also grows at this lower elevation but be-
comes more plentiful further up the hill. As you climb past 
Landazuri, Heliconia oleosa becomes common along the 
very steep cliff-like roadside banks. Then we found some-
thing a little different: a plant with the spotted stems of H. 
laxa but also the strange almost clasping fan-arranged 
foliage of H. oleosa. Inflorescences hanging off the cliff on 
the far side of the clump proved we were looking at a hy-
brid of H. laxa and H. oleosa. Our second hybrid of the 
trip.  
 
A little further up the hill I was greeted by the same clump 
of Heliconia reptans I saw three years ago, and again in 
flower. No need to rappel off the cliff to see this interesting 
species, thankfully. The form at the type locality of H. rep-
tans has incredibly bullate bract margins and dark maroon, 
almost brownish bracts. This clone is being cultivated in 
two of HSI’s conservation centres in Hawaii and is only in 
very limited cultivation I believe. The more commonly cul-
tivated pink bracted form with almost smooth margins has 
made its way into more collections and gardens throughout 
the tropics. Now that Carla has detailed images of the type 
locality individuals, she will be able to compare these two 
very different forms of H. reptans. 
 
A little higher at 1400m we started to look more carefully 
for two species described at that elevation: H. nitida and H. 
scarlatina . We found a patch of forest by the side of the 
road and dove in. First we spotted H. lozanoi, this one with 
a little variation in the red bract colours from other locali-
ties. It's not surprising, as we have now seen a number of 
variations in bract shape and induments. Further up the hill 
we found another species with very glabrous and upright 
pseudostems, but with no fresh inflorescences. H. nitida 
was one we expected to see at this location, and it is a spe-
cies I had never seen in the flesh before, though Carla was 
lucky enough to see a cultivated plant at the Quindío Bo-
tanical Garden as part of the 2012 post conference trip. We 
found some very old, dead inflorescences to confirm our 
identification. Carla and Angel found a plant with very 
different looking smaller foliage, and the hunt was on to 
find the species in flower. Scrambling up and spreading 
out, we went in search. Along the way we found an un-
described calathea that Dr. Helen Kennedy is currently 
working on getting published, very far from other speci-
mens she had records of west of Cali. I photographed an 
interesting philodendron, and it might be something new, 
according to an aroid expert. Finally we spotted the bright 
pink bracts of H. scarlatina - only a bud - but we were able 
to confirm its identity by the colour and overall growth 
habit. To put it mildly, we were stoked to find the seven 
species and a hybrid all on the same road and same day! 
But it didn’t end there.  
 
Further along the road and slightly higher we saw a plant 
that had amazing arching and evenly lacerated foliage and 
stopped quickly to examine it and take photographs. This 
plant had tough arching leaves with blades about 2m long 
but the startling character of these leaves was they were 
lacerated so uniformly and extensively they looked like a 
comb. It's like nothing else we have seen in heliconias.  Hybrid of H. laxa and H. oleosa Ladazuri, Santander  

mailto:brucedunstan@hotkey.net.au
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Feeling very excited we got back into the car, and not too 
far along we spotted another individual with its very dis-
tinctive foliage, this time happily flowering, and more im-
portantly for us, loaded in fruit.  

seeding. As we took photos the house owner came out to 
greet us crazy plant people who were fawning over his 
heliconia. When asked where the plant came from he re-
plied, “Just out of the forest,” with a sweeping arm ges-
ture. We were two ranges away from its documented dis-
tribution in the Cordillera Occidental – as with so many 
others, the known ranges of heliconia species are expand-
ing as people get out into the countryside looking at plants 
with an enthusiast's eye. 

Heading out from Vélez we went north through Santander 
department along a main highway towards the capital Bu-
caramanga. The area has a mainly drier climate and no 
forest near the road. As we got further north we turned left 
and back over the small range we crested at Vélez, and 
started down the western slope of the Cordillera Oriental 
towards the Rio Magdalena. As we cleared the ridge we 
were greeted by wetter forest and once again came across 
what we think was H. lozanoi. The real reason we were on 
this road was to look for H. berriziana, yet another species 
described by José and Gustavo, this time in 1983, the year 
I finished school. H. berriziana is a diminutive cannoid 
plant with a pendent red-orange and yellow inflorescence 
at about 1100m. As we closed in on the elevation we 
drove a little slower and hopefully peered into forest frag-
ments. We eventually did find what we think might have 
been H. berriziana. We spotted just one tiny cannoid plant 
growing in a roadside chop zone. No inflos, unfortunately. 
As we lost altitude we were greeted by undulating foliage 
with a red midrib, and thought we could be seeing  

Distinctive lacerated foliage of Heliconia growing between 
Ladazuri and Velez, Santander 

We marvelled over how many blue fruit were jammed into 
every bract and crammed our pockets with seeds and our 
cameras with photos. It appeared that it either selfs or eve-
ry flower had been pollinated by hummingbirds. Angel 
simply grabbed a mature inflorescence and flayed it 
against the road to release hundreds of mature blue fruit. 
The inflorescence is another red pendent that has a thick 
coating of brown indument along its rachis and out onto 
the cheeks of the bracts. Even the flowers are covered at 
the distal end with the same brown indument. I shudder to 
think that this plant could be yet another variation within 
H. huilensis but will leave that up to a real taxonomist to 
decide. 
 
After seeing incredible Colombia heliconia diversity, I 
truly have lost touch with reality. This great find was the 
last heliconia of our trip up the Cimitarra to Vélez road, 
but of course as we got higher the bromeliads started to 
proliferate and the diversity in them quickly made me 
move on from the eight species of Heliconia we had seen 
in less than 50km. I should add that we did come across a 
cultivated plant of H. chrysocraspeda growing and flower-
ing in a garden along the roadside at higher elevation. Of 
course we stopped and were captivated by its beauty in 
full floral flower along with an older inflorescence happily  

Flowering and thankfully fruiting examples of this distinc-
tive plant between Ladazuri and Velez, Santande 
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H. wagneriana but an inflorescence proved it to be H. au-
rea. This is a species I saw extensively on my 2012 trip, 
way over on the eastern slope of the Cordillera Oriental, 
and yet here it was growing quite commonly on the west-
ern slope. I guess the low elevation of the ridge may have 
allowed the species to migrate or maybe it was brought 
over by cultivators and has now naturalised. 
 
The last region on our itinerary was the eastern slope of 
the Cordillera Central, along the main highway from Bo-
gota to Medellin. This meant leaving the slopes of the 
eastern range and travelling through the low elevations 
along the Rio Magdalena. Thankfully the roads are 
straighter and smoother in the river valleys than on the 
cross-Andes routes, but trucks carrying all manner of 
things ensure that we could rarely travel faster than 70kph 
- not a bad speed on Colombian roads, though. At the low-
er elevations we spotted large colonies of H. marginata 
growing in wet areas. As we gained a little elevation into 
the Cordillera Central we spotted H. rigida, slightly higher 
H. stricta, and then massive colonies of H. carmelae. This 
was the first time I'd seen it in this region, and the amount 
of H. carmelae was amazing as I had only seen one clump 
in my previous travels. The fact H. carmelae was de-
scribed a long way away from here in Caldas in 1979 
would suggest that this road was built after that date, as 
I’m sure the thousands of individuals we saw would have 
been spotted previously had the road been passable. 

 
The nice part of being on a newer road was there was still 
forest to peer into as we enjoyed a smooth highway. We 
were in this region to look for a couple of species that I 
first saw in photos in Frankfurt, Germany, of all places, 
during the 1994 HSI conference. They were part of John 
Kress’s slide presentation that left me in a giddy euphoric 
state, seeing so many heliconias I’d never even heard of 
before. One species that really stood out in my mind was 
H. lentiginosa, and John's remark that its inflo. ran along 
the ground and could well be pollinated by turtles. It was a 
joke - but what a strange species! I have seen the plant in 
cultivation in Puerto Rico at Sergio Tejedor's farm and its 
inflorescence's growing tip had to be dug out of the soil so 
I could take a photo in 2007. More reason I had to find it 
in nature. 
 
We turned off the highway and headed for San Luis and 
the 600m elevation noted in the type description. Without 
too much searching we soon found this strange species 
growing alongside creeks, predominately on steep banks. 
Thankfully plenty were in flower and the odd individual 
had a seed or two. This species has very small thin seeds, 
considering it grows to 2-3 m tall. 

 
The other plant we were searching for was H. sanctae-
theresae , an attractive pink pendent from the Section Bar-
batae . I have seen this species cultivated in Hawaii so I 
hope it still thrives there. We had no luck finding it as we 
went higher from San Luis towards San Marcos. Along 
the way we spotted large military fortifications on the 
ridges and drove past a large military base, suggesting this 
is another area where the armed struggle made life so hard  

for Colombians in the past. There's hope for an end to this 
long war, after successful peace talks in Cuba, although it 
will be a long road. 

Heliconia lentiginosa growing on a steep bank between 
San Luis and San Marcos, Antioquia 

We stayed in San Marcos and headed lower into more 
developed farmland, suggesting that settlers arrived via 
the Rio Magdalena and developed farmlands from the 
lower elevations up towards the mountains. Something 
that did catch my eye was a strange-looking H. carmelae. 
This individual had a spiral inflorescence. We struggled 
down a steep hill into a creek and found what I think was 
a hybrid swarm of H. carmelae and H. rigida . Amongst 
about six individuals we saw the result of what I have 
heard described in bromeliad circles as the dance of the 
chromosomes. We dragged a couple of different-looking 
individuals out to the roadside for photographs. The first 
was a hybrid that favoured the H. rigida side of the puta-
tive combination with a spiral bract arrangement, and the 
second was distichous favouring H. carmelae.  
 
Sadly for us, time was running out and we had to head 
back towards Medellin and our respective flights home. 
Backtracking to San Luis we had one last look for H. 
sanctae-theresae. In the higher elevations amongst some 
beautiful anthuriums we stopped for a walk up a creek 
and were rewarded with H. burleana with the purple foli-
age reverse we had seen below Nutibara at the start of the 
trip. And we spotted a red pendent with torn leaves that  
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we'd missed the first time over the road. It wasn’t what we 
were looking for and it wasn't thrilling, but it was differ-
ent, and probably undescribed. Yet another red pendent 
Colombian heliconia!  
 
In 11 days on the road this year we counted 38 species in 
the wild and plenty more in cultivation. Of these, three 
might prove to be new species, three new hybrid combina-
tions. And for me, I can add another three species to the list 
of described species I have seen in the wild. 
 
As Colombia moves toward peace and more economic 
development, vast regions of what have been inaccessible 
areas will open up. I can only imagine the diversity of 
what still remains to be found and can’t wait. I’d like to 
thank Carla Black and Angel Rodriguez for the opportuni-
ty to travel with them; without their companionship it 
would have been impossible for me to do what we have 
done over the years. 

Heliconia hybrid of H. carmelae and H. rigida favouring H. 
rigida with its spiral habit.  

Hybrid between H. carmelae and H. rigida. This individu-
al favouring H. carmelae with its distichous habit. 

Heliconia sp.? growing between San Marcos and San Luis 
along the ridge in Antioquia 
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In the afternoon we will be at the Agronomic Institute 
(IAC), in Campinas, the oldest agriculture reference center 
for research in the country. Created in 1887 by Emperor 
Dom Pedro II, IAC plays a key role in research with Orna-
mental Zingiberales. 

 

On the third morning we will go to the Plantarum 
Botanical Garden, owned by the agronomist Harry 
Lorenzi. The garden preserves a rich collection 
representing the major botanical groups of native flora in 
Brazil, with more than 4000 plant species (http://

Olympic Games and HSI Conference 
make 2016 a special year in Brazil 

 
The gods of Olympus are celebrating the year 2016, they 
will be in Brazil in August for the summer Olympics. 
Then, luckily, they will return in November for the XIX 
International Conference of HSI. But what relation do 
these gods have with our conference? Easy answer, via a 
simple question: what is the origin of the name Heliconia? 
Heliconia is an allusion to Mount Helicon, Greece, birth-
place of the Olympic games and where the nymphs and 
muses lived. 
 
PRE-CONFERENCE TOUR 
Our own marathon begins with the pre-tour, November 2 
to 7. The tour is called "Campinas - hub of technology 
and investment." We will cross the region of Campinas 
and São Paulo, with visits to flower markets, botanical 
gardens, collections of Zingiberales in public parks and 
research institutions So let's learn a little more about these 
places… 
 
Campinas, founded in 1774, has 1.2 million inhabitants, 
and is Brazil's 14th most populous city. It is the 10th rich-
est city in Brazil; industry and trade are the main sources 
of income. It is the third largest center of Brazilian re-
search and development and is responsible for at least 
15% of the national scientific production. The city is 
home to more than 20 research institutions and universi-
ties such as the University of Campinas (Unicamp) and 
the Agronomic Institute of Campinas (IAC). 
 
In Holambra, the City of Flowers, we will visit producers 
where you can see new trends and techniques in flower 
production. In 1989 the modern flower auction system, 
“The Veiling” came into operation 

The next day we will visit the Ceasa / Campinas, which 
operates the largest Permanent Market of Flowers and 
Ornamental Plants in Latin America. Opened in 1995, the 
space has 504 points of sale (boxes) that sell products 
from almost 70 municipalities and abroad, such as Colom-
bia and Ecuador. This market distributes 40% of orna-
mentals in the wholesale sector in the country, handling 
6,000 tons of products per month. (http://
www.ceasacampinas.com.br/novo/Inst_Flores.asp) 
 

The biggest Permanent Market of Flowers and Ornamen-

tal Plants in Latin America. 

About 75% Brazilian floriculture industry is located in São 
Paulo state, mainly in Holambra and surroundings.  

Agronomic Institute (IAC), in Campinas-SP, above and 
below  
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In the afternoon we will visit Fazenda Citra, the farm 
founded in 1924 and owned by HSI member Christian 
Dierberger, home to Brazil's largest collection of 
ornamental Zingiberales  
(http://www.dierbergertropicais.com.br/). 
 
At sunrise on our fourth day we will be driving to São 
Paulo. This city was founded in 1554 by Jesuit priests, 
and now has the 10th largest GDP in the world. It is the 
7th most populous city in the world, with about 20 
million inhabitants. Cosmopolitan, this town has a rich 
culture and cuisine that is a great attraction in itself. 
(http://www.capital.sp.gov.br/portal/secoes/turista). 
 
In Sao Paulo we will visit the Ibirapuera Park, the largest 
urban park in the city  
(http://www.parquedoibirapuera.com/sobre-o-parque/
galeria-de-fotos/). 
 
After lunch we will go to the São Paulo Botanical 
Garden, created in 1928, when it was built as the São 
Paulo Orchids Greenhouse. Among the architectural and 
cultural highlights are the Museum, Linnaeus Garden and 
the historic historical greenhouses  
(http://botanica.sp.gov.br/). 

CONFERENCE 
 

The Atlantic Forest covers the east coast, southeast and 
south of Brazil. Driving from the airport through São 
Paulo state we will see the Serra do Mar Coastal Forests 
which has 8,000 endemic plant species. The biodiversity 
of the Atlantic Forest is very rich, with various ecosys-
tems. On our trip to Ubatuba we will see H. farinosa fin-
ishing its blooming season and H. spathocircinata start-
ing. 

Finally we reach Ubatuba and our conference! Ubatuba is 
located on the northern coast of São Paulo state and is 
crossed by the Tropic of Capricorn, so it is said in that 
summer in Brazil arrives first in Ubatuba, marking the 
first milestone of the summer solstice. It has over 100 
beaches and beautiful islands like the Cabbages Island 
and Anchieta Island. Ubatuba is the northernmost city on 
the São Paulo state coast and is one of the few places that 
still manages to preserve its natural surroundings 

 

The largest continuous remnants of the Atlantic Forest are 
protected by the Serra do Mar State Park in Ubatuba. Vis-
it the hotel website to take a look at where we will stay, 
Itamambuca Eco Resort.  
(http://www.itamambuca.com.br/) The average tempera-
tures for the conference time frame is 22 low and 29ºC 
high. 

Plantarum Botanical Garden 

São Paulo Botanical Garden  
 
On the last day of the pre-tour we will go to the Municipal 
Market of São Paulo, a “must visit” for everyone. It is one 
of the most traditional gourmet spots in town where you 
will find vegetables, fruits, meat, poultry, fish, seafood, 
pasta, sweets and spices. You can enjoy tasty food while 
enjoying the architecture and beautiful stained glass win-
dows. 
 
After the great lunch we will head straight for the Atlantic 
Forest. Let us go quickly to meet our friends arriving at 
the Conference! We will enjoy our early evening cocktail 
in Ubatuba.  

Municipal Market of São Paulo  

Distribution of Atlantic Forest in South America and land-

scape in our way to Ubatuba. 

The nature preserve in Ubatuba beach.  

http://www.dierbergertropicais.com.br/
http://www.capital.sp.gov.br/portal/secoes/turista
http://www.parquedoibirapuera.com/sobre-o-parque/galeria-de-fotos/
http://www.parquedoibirapuera.com/sobre-o-parque/galeria-de-fotos/
http://botanica.sp.gov.br/
http://www.itamambuca.com.br/
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In Ubatuba, in addition to the conference program, 
we will trek on the Bonete trail, where we will see the 
endemic H. rivularis in full bloom and we will visit 
the  
 

The final banquet dinner and auction will be in a 
spectacular setting. Don’t forget to bring special 
treats from your country for the auction! After our 
conference, some people will return to their homes 
and others will begin our post-tour. 

POST-CONFERENCE TOURS 
On the morning of the 11th, we'll head out on the Rio-Santos 
highway. We'll stop for lunch in Paraty (http://
www.paraty.com.br/us/index.asp), a charming historic city in 
Rio de Janeiro state. We continue toward Rio de Janeiro, 
through Angra dos Reis.  
 

By late afternoon we arrive in the “wonderful city,” Rio de 
Janeiro. It was founded in 1565 and is considered Cultural 
Heritage of Humanity. Our days in Rio will be intense, visit-
ing remarkable cultural and natural places. The Rio Botani-
cal Garden, created in 1808, houses 6,500 species of native 
and exotic flora, some endangered.  
 

After the Botanical Gardens we will go to the Corcovado 
Mountain (location of the emblematic statue of Christ the 
Redeemer), one of the main symbols of the country, where 
we'll have a privileged view of the Rio de Janeiro. The 
Corcovado Mountain is in Tijuca National Park. 
 

We plan a visit to sitio Santo Antonio da Bica, home and 

garden of the late great landscape architect Roberto Burle 

Marx. In a green area of 365,000 m2, the collection of 3,500 

species of tropical plants from around the world are arranged 

in stunning landscapes. The Burle Marx home holds the col-

lection of art works. Our next stop is the Sugar Loaf where 

we will “climb” the mountain in a cable car, a Rio landmark. 

We will end the day with a super cold beer on Copacabana 

Beach. 

On November 14th, we will head to the northeast. After 

crossing the Rio-Niteroi Bridge, we will drive 420 km 

through the Atlantic Forest to Guarapari, a coastal city in 

Espirito Santo state. Continuing our marathon, on November 

15th, we will visit the Sooretama Biological Reserve (http://

www.icmbio.gov.br/rebiosooretama/) located near Linhares, 

where we will spend the night. Hopefully we will see the 

Heliconia richardiana in full bloom. 

Resort Hotel Itamambuca and the amazing place where will have the final banquet dinner and the auction. 

During the conference we will trek the Bonete trail and 
visit the Agronomic Institute-IAC Heliconias collection 
under the responsibility of Carlos Castro and Charles-
ton Gonçalves.  

Paraty, a beautiful colonial city, considered a Nation-
al Historical Monument that preserves its historical 
center.  



 THE BULLETIN / MARCH 2016 PAGE 13 

  
 

 
 
 

 

 

  

1st International Research Symposium on 
Tropical and Subtropical Ornamentals 
March 7-9, 2016, Ao Nang, Krabi, Thailand 

 
Richard Criley  
 
Under the aegis of the International Society for Horticul-
tural Science (ISHS), Mahidol University of Thailand or-
ganized a successful symposium for 125 attendees from 
14 countries with 76 presentations.  Convener Dr. Kanchit 
Thammasiri was congratulated by ISHS Section for Orna-
mental Plants Chair, Dr. Margrethe Serek for his and his 
committee’s work in organizing and presenting two days 
of oral and poster sessions plus a field trip that included a 
visit to the Mard-Daeng Paphiopedalum nursery, boat tour 
on the Andaman Sea, and a visit to the Krabi Andaman 
Floral Festival.  
 
HSI was represented throughout the conference by beauti-
ful displays of heliconia,  ginger, and bromeliad flowers 
contributed by Annop Ongkasul, who also manned a table 
with HSI membership forms and display copies of the 
Bulletin.   
 
The next TSO symposium will be hosted by Indonesia in 
2020. 

After Sooretama we will continue to Porto Seguro, Bahia 
state, through natural populations of H. pendula, H. psit-
tacorum and H. episcopalis. Porto Seguro and the neigh-
boring municipalities of Santa Cruz Cabrália and Prado, 
were the first site of the arrival of the Portuguese in Brazil 
in 1500. A “must see” in Porto Seguro is the Alcohol Cat-
walk. In the region we will visit the beaches of Trancoso, 
with its forests and cliffs, the beach of Arraial Dajuda and 
Prado with lush nature. On November 19th we return to 
Sao Paulo by plane and then home, taking and leaving 
saudades (nostalgic partings).  

 
The Organizing Committee: Carlos, Charleston, Ana Ce-
cilia and Vivian are happy you are coming to Brazil. 
Come live a few days with us – it will be epic! Gaze over 
our landscape, swing to our music, savor our food, soak 
up our popular culture, live with our interbred people, 
drink our "caipirinha" and surely you'll understand why 
we are proud to be Brazilian. 
 

Rio de Janeiro Botanical Garden, above and top. 

Annop Ongkasul at the HSI table 
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