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Abstract 

Heliconia cultivation is rapidly expanding in Brazil, 

mainly in the Northeast region. Usually, Heliconia rhi-

zomes are directly transplanted to the field, which has re-

sulted in a high percentage of mortality, low shooting rates, 

and a long time to produce new shoots, depending on the 

genotype. This paper presents information on rhizome vi-

ability (RV), number of shoots per clump (NSC) during 

one year, and area occupied per clump (APC). The evalua-

tions were carried out at the Heliconia Germplasm Collec-

tion of Federal Rural University of Pernambuco 

(UFRPE), Camaragibe - PE, Brazil. A randomized block 

design was used, with 30 treatments (genotypes) and 4 

replications. The plant spacing was 3.0 m between plants 

in the rows and 4.0 m between rows. Differences be-

tween cultivars and hybrids of Heliconia species were 

observed from the analyzed traits, especially for RV. 

Depending on the genotypes, shoot production was ob-

served before 46 days after planting (DAP) or only after 

100 DAP. NSC varied from 1.00 to 4.00 at 108 DAP and 

from 9.40 to 69.25 at 365 DAP. Short Heliconia geno-

types such as H. × nickeriensis and H. psittacorum culti-

vars and hybrids had a larger NSC and APC than me-

dium to tall Heliconia genotypes. The APC evaluation 

indicated that the use of the same plant spacing for all 

different Heliconia genotypes is inappropriate and can lead  

to future problems in plant management. These results indicate 

that the possibility of success in plant breeding management 

depends on the selection of genotypes with adequate values 

for these traits. 

INTRODUCTION  

 

Heliconia cultivation is rapidly expanding in Brazil, mainly 

in the Northeast region. Pernambuco State currently leads 

production and commercialization of Heliconia inflorescences 

and has a great potential for expanding its activities, mainly 

considering the large number of existing species and world 

market demand. With the recent research achievements on 

plant breeding, crop management and productivity improve-

ments, producer’s expectations are becoming higher for better 

yields and lower expenses for crop maintenance than before. 

 

Producers have been using parts of rhizomes obtained by split-

ting the existing clumps as a propagation method. In usual 

practice, Heliconia rhizomes are directly transplanted to the 

field, which has been causing high percentages of mortality, 

low shooting rates, and a long time to produce new shoots, 

depending on the genotype. 

Data collection 
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The plants of Heliconia genus are herbaceous, perennial, 

and rhizomatous. The erect shoots are pseudostems 

formed by overlapping basal leaves (Criley and Broschat, 

1992). Heliconia clump expansion depends on its 

growth habit. Criley (1988) defined Heliconia species 

that present reduced shoot emission and slow clump ex-

pansion as grouped growth habit, and species that present 

vigorous vegetative growth, producing many stems and 

forming large clumps as open growth habit. 

 

The information about number of shoots and clump ex-

pansion is important for definition of the plant spacing 

and other parameters for crop management. Costa et al. 

(2006) evaluated these traits in 26 genotypes during the 

first 316 DAP and concluded that a single plant spacing 

for different Heliconia genotypes is inappropriate and can 

lead to future problems in crop management. 

 

The main objective was to evaluate rhizome viability, num-

ber of shoots, and area occupied per clump of Heliconia 

genotypes during one year. It has provided information for 

future works on plant breeding that will support quality pro-

duction of Heliconia as cut flower for the expanding 

tropical flower industry in Brazil. 

 

MATERIAL AND METHODS 

The experiment was carried out from January 2007 to 

March 2008, at the Heliconia Germplasm Collection of 

Federal Rural University of Pernambuco state (UFRPE), 

located in the Atlantic Rainforest Zone, Northeast Region 

of Brazil (latitude S8°1’19”; longitude W34°59’33”, and 

altitude 100 m). The monthly average temperature was 

25.1°C, with a minimum of 20.4°C and a maximum of 

30.1°C and the monthly average rainfall precipitation was 

176 mm, with a minimum of 31 mm and a maximum of 

515 mm (ITEP, 2008). 

A randomized block design was used, with 30 treatments 

(genotypes) and four replications. The plant spacing was 3.0 m 

between plants in the row and 4.0 m between rows. Irrigation 

was applied when needed by a sprinkling irrigation system, 

using gun sprinklers, 

2.5 m high. The geno-

types were grouped in 

2 areas based on the 

clump height (Loges 

et al., 2007): area 1 - 

short genotypes (less 

than 1.50 m); area 2 - 

medium (1.51 to 2.50 

m) to tall (more than 

2.51 m) (Table 1). 

 

Field evaluations were 

performed for 3 different traits: 1. Rhizome viability (RV), which 

was the percentage of rhizomes that emitted shoots up to 46 or up 

to 100 days after planting (DAP); 2. Number of shoots per 

clump (NSC), evaluated every 15 days, resulting in 5 evalua-

tion periods (108, 187, 285, 308 and 365 DAP). For NSC evalua-

tions, shoots that had emerged were marked with numbered 

tags representing the time of emergence (after Criley et al., 

2001); 3. Area per clump (APC, m2), measured at 303 DAP 

with a square set. 

 

The statistical analyses (ANOVA) were performed using the 

software SAEG (1983) and means were compared using the 

Scott-Knott test (Scott and Knott, 1974). 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Rhizome Viability 

Mean data for rhizome viability (RV) are shown in Table 1. 

At 46 DAP the short genotypes H. orthotricha, H. psit-

tacorum × H. spathocircinata ‘Golden Torch Adrian’,  
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Rhizomes of H. bihai ‘Nappy Yellow’ 
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In this field experiment, RV 100% at 46 DAP or 100 DAP 

indicates the maximum waiting time for replacing the rhi-

zomes, depending on the genotype. Replanting rhizomes 

later than these time limits will cause uniformity problems 

on field plantations. On the other hand, low rhizome vi-

ability from some genotypes, indicated limitations for 

planting the rhizome directly to the field. Transplanting 

portions of the clump, planting the rhizomes in pots or us-

ing rooting beds are suggestions for further studies to miti-

gate the problem with low rhizome viability. 
 

Number of Shoots per Clump (NSC) & Area per Clump 

(APC) 

 
The results demonstrated high variability among Heliconia 

genotypes evaluated for number of shoots (NSC) and area oc-

cupied per clump (APC) that reflected the plant expansion. 

 

The short genotypes presented less than 3.00 NSC at 108 DAP. 

At 365 DAP, H. psittacorum ‘Sassy’, ‘Suriname Sassy’, ‘Red 

Opal’, H. × nickeriensis and H. orthotricha presented NSC 

between 44.8 and 69.3. The hybrids H. psittacorum × 

H. spathocircinata ‘Golden Torch Adrian’ and ‘Golden 

Torch’ presented 34.3 and 39 NSC, H. psittacorum ‘Red 

Gold’ the smallest NSC (22.3). 

 

H. × nickeriensis presented NSC of 40 and the highest 

APC (2.19 m2) at 308 DAP. This vigorous vegetative growth, 

producing many stems and forming large clumps, was defined 

as open growth (Criley, 1988). H. psittacorum ‘Sassy’, 

‘Suriname Sassy’, and ‘Red Opal’ presented smaller APC 

(1.41, 0.98 and 0.57 m2) and near the same NSC (42, 40, and 

44.8) as H. × nickeriensis. 

 

The medium to tall size genotypes presented less than 4.00 

shoots per clump at 108 DAP. Most of genotypes doubled the 

number of shoots 187 DAP (approximately 6 months). Costa 

(2005) observed high values of NSC at 171 DAP for H. 

wagneriana, H. bihai I, H. rauliniana, and H. collinsiana. 

 

At 365 DAP the genotypes that presented more than 30 shoots per 

clump were: H. latispatha ‘Yellow Gyro’, H. rauliniana, H. 

wagneriana, H. rostrata I, H. bihai I, H. stricta ‘Tagami’, H. 

collinsiana, H. bihai ‘Nappy Yellow’, H. bihai II, and H. 

latispatha ‘Yellow’. For the five genotypes of H. stricta, two 

of H. latispatha, and H. rostrata the values for NSC were 

different. This variability may be associated to both genetic 

characteristics of the genotypes and adaptability to the 

weather conditions. 
 

The genotype H. latispatha ‘Yellow Gyro’ showed the highest 

values for NSC (53.3) and APC (0.54 m2) at 308 DAP, con-

firming its clump open growth habit as defined by Criley 

(1988). It was followed by H. latispatha ‘Yellow’ and H. 

stricta I and III for the APC (0.32 m2), even having the smallest 

NSC (26.3, 14.3 and 17.8). 

H. spathocircinata, H. psittacorum ‘Sassy’, and ‘Suriname 

Sassy’, presented rhizome viability (RV) between 62.50 and 

100%. The lowest values of RV were between 6.25 and 

50% for: H. psittacorum ‘Red Gold’ and ‘Red Opal’, 

H. × nickeriensis, and H. psittacorum × H. spathocirci-

nata ‘Golden Torch’. 

 

Most rhizomes of the above-mentioned genotypes de-

veloped new shoots between 46 and 100 DAP. The cul-

tivars H. psittacorum ‘Suriname Sassy’, ‘Sassy’ and 

‘Red Opal’, H. psittacorum × H. spathocircinata ‘Golden 

Torch Adrian’, and H. orthotricha showed RV above 

83.33%. H. spathocircinata showed RV reduction to 

50% at 100 DAP, progressing to a mortality of all 

emerged shoots. 

 

The medium to tall size genotypes H. sarapiquen-

sis, H. wagneriana, H. collinsiana, H. caribaea 

‘Brazilian Bomber’, H. latispatha ‘Yellow’, four geno-

types from H. stricta, and two genotypes from H. bihai 

showed RV between 62.50 and 100% at 46 DAP. Most 

rhizomes of the above-mentioned genotypes developed 

shoots between 46 and 100 DAP. However, H. pen-

dula, H. stricta III and IV, H. rostrata I and II, H. epis-

copalis, and H. rauliniana, had RV values below 

62.50% at 100 DAP. 

 

Heliconia rhizome viability is associated with genetic 

characteristics and phenological stage as well as 

weather conditions at the cultivation area (Geertsen, 

1989; Fernandes, 2000). In a greenhouse experiment, 

Oliveira Junior et al. (2003) found that H. episcopalis 

and H. rauliniana showed RV as low as 37.5% while 

H. pendula, H. stricta, H. wagneriana, and H. bihai 

showed RV of 100%. 

 

Costa et al. (2004) conducted field experiments with 

Heliconia during two different periods at the same ex-

perimental station (Atlantic Rainforest Zone) and found 

better RV values (up to 100%) during the dry period 

(starting in December 2003), when compared to RV val-

ues (up to 75%) obtained during the rainy period 

(starting in May 2003). Apparently, the lower amounts of 

water from rain and irrigation applied when needed dur-

ing the dry season, contributed to better performance of 

the rhizomes. 

 

Shoot development was observed before 46 DAP in some 

genotypes. Other genotypes took longer to produce shoots. 

The genotypes H. latispatha ‘Yellow’, H. latispatha 

‘Distans’, H. episcopalis, and H. pendula cultivated in a 

greenhouse experiment did not start shoot production 

until 26 DAP (pers. commun.). Simão and Scatena (2003) 

observed root formation at 30 DAP and shooting between 

30 and 45 DAP in rhizome-propagated H. velloziana. 
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The genotypes H. bihai I, H. wagneriana, 

H. rostrata I, H. rauliniana, H. stricta 

‘Tagami’, H. collinsiana and H. bihai 

‘Nappy Yellow’, although presenting 

more than 36 shoots per clump, were 

not able to have high clump expansion 

(0.17 to 0.26 m2 for APC). H. pendula, 

H. sp. I, H. sarapiquensis, H. caribaea × 

bihai ‘Jacquinii’, H. rostrata II, H. 

stricta IV, and H. episcopalis showed 

very low values for APC and NSC. 

Criley (1988) explained that species 

with grouped growth habit present re-

duced shoot production and slow clump 

expansion. 

 

In general, genotypes with high rates 

of shoot production present fast clump 

expansion. Costa et al. (2006) observed 

positive correlation between NSC and 

APC (r=0.71, at 1% significance level), 

for the 10 genotypes evaluated at 11 

months after planting. Genotypes with 

this characteristic must be planted in 

spacing larger than 1.5× 3.0 m, or prun-

ing will be needed to avoid excessive 

density of shoots between rows. Be-

sides, closer plant spacing will reduce 

production and anticipate the need of 

renewing the plantation more fre-

quently. Independent of plant spacing, 

another aspect to be observed for cer-

tain genotypes is the absence of internal 

shoots in the clump, resulting in a hol-

low center. This is an undesirable charac-

teristic, due to the incomplete soil cover-

age, which will reduce the productivity 

and necessitate renewing the crop area, 

as observed by Loges et al. (2007) in 

H. caribaea × H. bihai ‘Carib 

Flame’, H. collinsiana, H. stricta ‘Fire 

Bird’ and the three cultivars of H. ros-

trata. 

 

Plant spacing closer than 1.5×3.0 m is 

not recommended for genotypes with 

grouped growth (Costa et al., 2006). 

Wide spacing avoids competition for 

light and improves production of inflo-

rescences (Fernandes, 2000) and their 

quality (Ibiapaba et al., 1997). How-

ever, excessively large plant spacing 

will cause inefficient usage of culti-

vated area and increase production 

costs. 

1.34

0.15

0.98

0.57

0.53
0.2

0,00

20,00

40,00

60,00

80,00

108 DAP 187 DAP 285 DAP 308 DAP 365 DAP

Days after the planting (DAP) 

T
o

ta
l 
n

u
m

b
e
r 

o
f 

s
h

o
o

ts
 p

e
r 

c
lu

m
p

 (
N

S
C

) 

Sassy Red Gold Suriname Sassy

Red Opol H. spatorcircinata H. ortotricha

 

0.17

0.2

0.03

0.05

0.23

0.00

20.00

40.00

60.00

108 187 285 308 365

Days after planting (DAP)

T
o

ta
l 
n

u
m

b
e
r 

o
f 

s
h

o
o

ts
 p

e
r 

c
lu

m
p

 

(N
S

C
)

Collinsiana Rostrata 10 dias Pendula
Rostrata 3 dias Rauliniana

0.15

0.17

0.17 

0.14

0.09

0.00

20.00

40.00

60.00

108 187 285 308 365

Days after planting (DAP)

T
o

ta
l 
n

u
m

b
e
r 

o
f 

s
h

o
o

ts
 p

e
r 

c
lu

m
p

 (
N

S
C

)

Brazilian Bomber Nappy Yellow Bihai I Wagneriana Bihai II

Figure 1. Number of shoots per clump (90 days intervals) of heliconia genotypes in Pernambuco, Brazil, 2007 – 2008. 
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CONCLUSION 

The results of this study demonstrated that some geno-

types showed late shoot emission or no shooting at all, 

with reduced rhizome viability, indicating the limitation for 

planting the rhizome directly to the field. 

 

The use of the same plant spacing for different geno-

types is not recommended. Therefore, the information 

of number of shoots and clump expansion is important 

for definition of plant spacing and other parameters for 

Table 1. Rhizome viability after transplanting (RV) of heliconia genotypes in Pernambuco state, Brazil, 2007. 

DAP - Days after the planting; Identification based on Berry and Kress (1991); Means with same letter are not  

statistically different according to Scott-Knott test, at 5% probability.  

SHORT GENOTYPES 46 DAP   100 DAP   

H. psittacorum  ' Suriname Sassy' 100.0 A 100.0 A 

H. psittacorum x H. spathocircinata L.F. 'Golden Torch Adrian' 72.9 A 100.0 A 

H. psittacorum 'Sassy' 83.3 A 91.7 A 

H. psittacorum 'Red Opal' 50.0 B 87.5 A 

H. orthotricha 62.5 A 83.3 A 

H. psittacorum x H. spathocircinata 'Golden Torch' 43.8 B 62.5 B 

H. x nickeriensis 22.9 B 54.2 B 

H. spathocircinata 75.0 A 50.0 B 

H. psittacorum 6.3 B 25.0 B 

CV% 53.1   47.9   

MEDIUM AND LARGE GENOTYPES 46 DAP   100 DAP   

H. sarapiquensis 100.0 A 100.0 A 

H. collinsiana 91.7 A 100.0 A 

H. wagneriana 100.0 A 100.0 A 

H. stricta ‘Tagami’ 100.0 A 100.0 A 

H. bihai  I 75.0 A 91.7 A 

H. stricta II 87.5 A 87.5 A 

H. stricta I 83.3 A 83.3 A 

H. Sp. I 50.0 B 75.0 A 

H. latispatha ‘Yellow Gyro’ 58.3 B 75.0 A 

H. caribaea ‘Brazilian Bomber’ 75.0 A 75.0 A 

H. bihai 'Nappy Yellow' 50.0 B 75.0 A 

H. latispatha ‘Yellow’ 70.8 A 75.0 A 

H. bihai  II 62.5 A 75.0 A 

H. caribaea x H. bihai ‘Jacquinii’ 37.5 B 75.0 A 

H. rostrata ‘3 days rostrata’ 54.2 B 62.5 B 

H. stricta III 62.5 A 62.5 B 

H. pendula 39.6 B 54.2 B 

H. rauliniana 50.0 B 50.0 B 

H. stricta IV 25.0 B 50.0 B 

H. rostrata ‘10 days rostrata’ 25.0 B 41.7 B 

H. episcopalis 25.0 B 37.5 B 

CV% 59.0   47.5    
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Come to Panama for the XVII Conference of HSI!                 

Great venue! 

Great company, and informative and entertaining speakers! 

Panama City Our hotel in El Queremal, Anchicaya 

Great Shopping! 

Local foods, hats, molas, carvings, paintings, pottery, and other works of native art in the artisan market. 

Really cool plants! 

H. griggsiana H. fragilis H. lozanoi H. lennartiana 
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Come to Panama for the XVII Conference of HSI!                 

Great excursions! 

Great history! 

Great food! 

  And more really cool plants! 

Costus curvibrateatus Undetermined Heliconia species  
at Finca Dracula 

Undetermined Heliconia species  



diversity left in the Pacific (and therefore the world). This 

high amount of diversity is both exciting and daunting to 

work with. Some of the same cultivars are known from 

Papua New Guinea, but almost all of them are relatively 

poorly studied and there are still many questions remaining 

about how they relate genetically to each other and to other 

bananas outside of the Solomon Islands. Morphologically, 

there seems to possibly be some monophyletic genetic 

groups, but the diversity between those groups is large 

enough that finding any easily recognizable patterns in their 

relationship seems almost impossible at first glance. 

 

The local NGO I was working with is called Kastom Gaden 

Association, which in the local pidgin translates to “Custom 

Garden Association”, or in other words, a group striving to 

keep local “customary” foods alive, including bananas. 

 

To start the trip off, I stayed in the capital Honiara for a few 

days getting acquainted with the staff of Kastom Gaden and 

making sure we  were on the right track for the work I was 

to be doing there. While in Honiara, I often found myself 

explaining to people how I was neither a missionary nor on 

vacation, which often left them at first perplexed, and then 

in disbelief when I explained I was there to work with ba-

nanas. Bananas grow everywhere in the Solomons and it 

would seem to many that they are doing perfectly well, and 

indeed it is mostly true.  

PAGE  8 THE BULLETIN / MARCH 2012 

Bananas of the Solomon Islands 
 

Gabriel Sachter-Smith 
University of Hawaii at Manoa 
sachter@hawaii.edu 
 

My first chance at exploring the bananas of the  South 

Pacific came in 2009 when I was casually offered an op-

portunity to embark on a four month banana collecting 

trip in Vanuatu. This opportunity, although extremely 

enticing and exactly the type of work I wished to pursue, 

would have required me to take an entire semester off of 

school in order to complete. 

 

Knowing I was eager to get involved in banana related 

adventures in faraway places, I was offered another op-

portunity in early 2011 by Bioversity International to 

teach about banana characterization in the Solomon Is-

lands as well as to evaluate some established banana 

germplasm collections. 

 

The Solomon Islands are situated in the Pacific cultural 

region of Melanesia at the southern end of the island 

chain largely belonging to Papua New Guinea. Its geo-

graphic position lends itself to a particularly interesting 

mix of bananas. The Solomon Islands are home to wild 

Musa species, a diverse mix of traditional primitive and 

advanced edible cultivars, new introductions, and one of 

the few remaining active hotspots of fe’i banana use and 

 

The brilliant colored ‘Ruhuvia Chichi’ on Guadalcanal  
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We made it to Nara in the afternoon with some sunlight left 

to do some work, but since it was still raining it was not feasi-

ble to go to the main collection. Instead we had a nice warm 

dinner and brought some banana plants into Dorothy’s house 

to practice on so we could move more quickly in our work 

the following day. Two days on Makira had already passed 

and little work was able to be done yet. We would have to get 

to work early in the morning in order to get any work done 

during the visit. 

 

The next morning was finally spent in the collection evaluat-

ing the plants. There were many varieties nicely planted, each 

with a hand-painted river stone label. The collection was pre-

viously located further up into the hills, and was recently re-

located closer to the main village. However, the site selected 

had poor drainage and as a result, many of the plants were 

doing poorly. Drainage ditches were to be dug in the field, 

but that would not help us at the time to characterize the 

plants. Of the many varieties there, we were able to character-

ize just three as we only had about two hours in  the field col-

lection before it began to rain heavily again. We cut the last 

bunch from the plant that we were characterizing and brought 

it inside to finish off the work. My flight back to Honiara 

wasn’t until the next day, but we would not have been able to 

make it back to Kirakira in time if we left the next morning. 

We were left no choice but to leave that afternoon back to 

Kirakira and spend the night in town to catch my plane the 

next day. In addition, it began raining quite heavily and the 

rivers were rising, so if we were to make it back at all we had 

to leave quickly. My visit to Nara was at the same time excit-

ing and unfortunate. To travel to the heart of the banana 

world, to a field collection of dozens  of unique varieties with 

some found nowhere else in the world perhaps, and only have 

a few hours to take it all in was a bit of a bummer. The only 

logical solution is that I must someday return to Makira and 

spend some more time with my friend Dorothy and the amaz-

ing collection for which she is the caretaker. 

However, the real threat to them is not one of disease or 

pest, but of neglect and replacement as a foodstuff with 

cheap, often imported foods such as rice and ramen. 

Although the people of the Solomons largely live just 

as they have for millennia, modern Western influence 

has its way of sneaking into even the most remote loca-

tions of our world. One (of arguably many) effect of 

this influence is the rise of non-communicable diseases 

such as malnutrition and diabetes as a result of changes 

in diet. To aid in addressing this issue, Kastom Gaden 

was formed with the intent to educate farmers and revi-

talize the perceived importance of local foods, espe-

cially those which are particularly nutritious in some 

manner. Kastom Gaden also seeks to enable farmers to 

practice more efficient and productive small scale 

farming and gardening using principles and practices 

which are more ecologically and economically sustain-

able. 

 

The first leg of real work was to be done on the island 

of Makira. When in Guadalcanal, I occasionally heard 

Makira referred to informally as “banana island”, and 

when I got there, I understood why. Makira, more so 

than other islands in the nation, is full of many different 

types of bananas, and perhaps more important, many of 

the locals intimately know the details and specialties of 

each. Although bananas are  frequently eaten every-

where in the Solomon Islands, consumption is rela-

tively high in Makira and they are a noted staple of the 

local diet. 

 

I was to be visiting the banana collection maintained by 

Dorothy Tamasia in the Central Bauro highland village 

of Nara. Dorothy had always been interested in ba-

nanas, and took it upon herself to collect and learn as 

much as she could about them. A few years ago, Kas-

tom Gaden organized an island-wide collecting trip that 

Dorothy was a part of. Some 80 different cultivars were 

collected and put into a field collection in Dorothy’s 

village. If there is any banana hotspot in the Solomon 

Islands, or for that matter the Pacific, this collection on 

“banana island” could be it. 

 

I arrived on Makira a few hours late due to a plane de-

lay, and it was then too late to make the long trek up to 

Nara. We stayed the night in Kirakira town and dis-

cussed plans for the next day. We got up at sunrise and 

caught a pickup truck to the river, and from there 

walked for some four to five hours through the forest, 

passing many villages, farms and interesting plants and 

sights along the way. As luck would have it, it rained 

almost the entire way up, which normally is fine (and 

expected as we were in a rainforest after all), however 

managing camera equipment with heavy rains and mul-

tiple chest deep river crossings was a unique challenge. 

Some creativity with plastic bags managed to keep my 

camera and important characterization papers and 

books dry. 

Dorothy Tamasia and Gabriel Sachter-Smith. 
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The next day on the way to the airport, I noticed a 

strange banana plant in someone’s yard. It was clearly 

an edible cultivar, but had some traits of the wild-type 

bananas of the area (Australimusa species). I know 

these types of cultivars had been documented before, 

but they are rare. The most surprising thing of all was 

that even Dorothy knew nothing of the plant and had 

never seen it before. She assured me that she would be 

visiting the owners to collect some suckers to add to 

her collection. 

 

The next leg of the trip was a week spent on the island 

of Malaita. We first flew into Atoifi hospital on the 

slopes of Uru harbor where we were to evaluate a ba-

nana collection held at the site. At Atoifi, the staff have 

taken it upon themselves to not just treat the incoming 

patients for their medical needs, but also turn the hospi-

tal grounds into a place of learning and nutritional edu-

cation. One strategy is to set up large collections of 

various food plants so that the staff, patients and visi-

tors have access to unlimited supplies of diverse and 

nutritious foods. The first such project was for banana, 

and the director wished to collect some 500 varieties. 

This was a rather overly ambitious and impractical task 

in my opinion, but who am I to stifle dreams?  

The Iholena cv  ‘Huki Agoa’ at Nara Village on Makira.  

 

 
The Fe’i cultivar, ‘Toraka Gatagata’ with friends Peter, Doro-
thy, Florence and Willy in Dorothy’s collection.  

It is extremely unlikely they will ever get that many cultivars, 

but if they keep trying to, then they will certainly amass a 

wonderful and diverse collection and learn a lot, and that’s 

what matters. 

 

Willie Sufa’a with a persistent-bract form of the unknown wild 
Australimusa species, Kwaibaita River valley.  
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The Fe’i cultivar, ‘Toraka Gatagata’ with a prominent 
terminal flower on Makira.  

That being said, the collection they did have, some 25 

or so cultivars, was nicely maintained and labeled, but 

at the time of our visit had one major problem: nothing 

was flowering. We were under the impression it would 

be a good time to visit the collection because most of 

the plants were to be mature and flowering, and there-

fore proper characterization training and collection 

evaluation could be conducted, but in fact most of the 

plants looked a good four months away from flowering 

their first time. In order to let as little time be wasted as 

possible, we walked around the entire property looking 

for flowering bananas to use instead as the training 

plants. We ended up finding enough that the basic 

training could done and hopefully it will be of use in 

maintaining and utilizing the growing banana collection 

at Atoifi hospital. 

 

There was another collection to be evaluated at Jordan 

village a few miles up the Kwaibaita River valley 

maintained by Willie Sufa’a, a local Kastom Gaden 

collaborator. We took an outboard motor from Atoifi 

and exited the harbor, traveled along to coast for a few 

miles and then up the beginning of the river. From 

An unknown cultivar seeming to possibly be a (rare) Austra-
limusa x Musa intersectional edible hybrid. 

there we met up with Willie’s father and some friends, and 

we all walked to Jordan on a 4-5 hour walk along the river. 

 

Unlike back on Makira, we had some five days to work, but 

also unlike Makira, there  were hardly any bananas flowering. 

At Atoifi the plants were simply too young, but at Jordan it 

was just not our luck. We happened to visit at a time when 

not much was flowering from the main collection. We were 

still able to complete the training portion using flowering ba-

nanas outside of the collection. 

 

One of the few plants flowering in the collection was a rather 

interesting and unique cultivar known as ‘Baba Ka’a’ or 

‘Five Minute’. The fruit is long and slender with a very soft 

and fluffy texture. These combined factors seem to give it the 

special ability to cook rather quickly on an open fire, thus the 

inspiration for one of its common names, ‘Five Minute’. Be-

cause of it’s soft texture, it is said to be a favorite among the 

elderly and young children, and also a favorite of hunters to 

bring with them on day trips because of its quick cook time. 
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There were wild Australimusa bananas all over the val-

ley, and so we used some of them as practice for char-

acterization. They all seemed to be the same species, 

but there were obviously different forms. It did not ap-

pear to match up very well to any described species that 

I knew.  

Upon returning home, I did a little more research and found 

that it is closest to the description of M. bukensis from Papua 

New Guinea, but still rather distinct. It is likely a new  

species, or if not, some rather different new forms of  

M. bukensis. 

Brilliant purple sap, typical of some Australimusa  
species.  

 

Unknown wild Australimusa species, Kwaibaita River 
valley. Non-persistent bract form.  

 

Willie Sufa’a with mature bunch of an unknown wild  
Australimusa species, Kwaibaita River valley.  

 

‘Baba Ka’a’/‘Five Minute’ roasting on an open fire. 
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As with any great learning experience, I have many more 

questions about the bananas of the Solomon Islands after re-

turning  than I did going in. The diversity is immense, and 

seems to be wide both within and between genetic groups. 

The culture surrounding their use is also alive and well, 

which is a key role in preserving these fascinating food 

plants. 

The final portion of the trip was spent back in Honiara on 

Guadalcanal. There were two collections set up by Kastom 

Gaden to be evaluated. The first one was near Henderson air-

port, and although mostly mature, only had a couple of plants 

flowering which were not of interest for characterization. The 

other collection was at Sasa, and was very well maintained. 

The curator, Regional, was very knowledgeable about the 

local names for all of the cultivars and special attributes each 

had. The Henderson collection, although interesting, was 

mostly not flowering so there was no work to be done there. 

The collection at Sasa however was, and so for what felt like 

the first time, we were able to really get a good feel of what 

kind of diversity a particular collection contained. There were 

also many nice flowering bananas in the village. 
 

With all of the collections visited and a couple days left of the 

trip, we decided to take a casual walk around the neighbor-

hood near the KGA offices to observe what types of bananas 

people were growing at home. Regional was with us and 

knew the names of almost all of the cultivars we saw.  In just 

a few blocks radius, we saw some 20 cultivars flowering. Ad-

ditionally, we were able to stop and talk with some of the 

owners and find out what they liked about each one and how 

they used them. 

‘Chuchu Chichi’, a Maoli/Popo’ulu cultivar on Guadalcanal, 
held by Regional.  

 

The extremely popular cultivar, ‘Broken Heart’. One of many 
diverse diploid cultivars. 

A typical village setting with abundant banana diversity. 

The collections on Malaita and Guadalcanal were established 

with the help of the Christensen Fund to strengthen food and 

nutritional security through the promotion of traditional ba-

nana diversity. The training of the curators was funded by the 

Global Crop Diversity Trust as part of a project on conserv-

ing banana diversity for use in perpetuity. 
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Remembering—Keith Woolliams 
 

Dr. Keith Woolliams passed away December 4, 2011. 

Keith studied in the School of Horticulture at Britain’s 

The Royal Botanical Gardens, Kew, the world’s oldest 

and most respected seat of botanical education. He 

worked in England, Bermuda, Papua New Guinea, and 

Kauai, Hawaii, and studied under several renowned 

botanists in Japan. This combination led him to con-

sider himself a “botanical horticulturist”. 

 

Keith Woolliams was an inspired plantsman.  He lived 

and thought and loved plants.  Waimea was and is an 

amazing biorepository of living specimens because of 

Keith's efforts.  “Conservation through Cultivation” 

became his professional philosophy and became the 

motto for the work of Waimea Arboretum and Botani-

cal Garden on Oahu, Hawaii, which to this day is his 

living legacy. In his 20 years as Waimea’s director, he 

built it into one of the most widely respected institu-

tions for the conservation of rare and endangered native 

Hawaiian and tropical plants from around the world, 

work for which he became renowned and an inspiration 

to a younger generation of plant conservationists. His 

expertise and dedication to accurate, detailed documen-

tation of Waimea’s collection enabled others to have a 

trusted source for research. In time, he became a recog-

nized expert on various tropical plants, particularly hi-

biscus species. 

 

Dr. W. John Kress, HSI President, wrote, “I owe a 

great deal of my own success as a botanist, from my 

very beginning as a graduate student, to Keith's unre-

lenting desire to know more about the plant world and 

to preserve it.  I have many people to thank on this 

planet for advancing a global understanding of plants 

and  I will always be indebted to Keith, his friendship, 

and his insights into botany.  I miss him greatly.” As 

Director of the Waimea Arboretum, Keith worked with 

Gil Daniels to get many of the Heliconia which were 

only at the Honolulu Botanical Garden at Wahiawa 

duplicated at Waimea. He encouraged John Kress to 

collect many of the South Pacific Heliconia indica va-

rieties, subspecies and cultivars. Keith also brought the 

large collection of named Japanese Hedychium hybrids 

from the Kyoto B.G. and Jack Craig’s private collec-

tion.  The other area where Keith deserves praise was 

his pioneering ethnobotanical displays of named Ha-

waiian banana varieties, thanks to his friendships with 

Jimmy Pang and Dr. Adrian Brash. Keith also steered 

the Waimea Arboretum Foundation money to help John 

Mood in his many trips to Sabah, collecting and nam-

ing so many new gingers. 

Most recently, he worked as the Director of Plant Collections 

for the Oregon Garden, in Silverton, OR, where he retired in 

2002.  He is survived by Akiko, his loving wife of 42 years; 

Angela, his daughter who has traveled the world as her father 

did; and the family of his son, Frank – wife, Hannah, and 

grandchildren, Taryn and Kayla. 

A website was created for friends to post their remebrances of 

Keith: 

http://keithwoolliams.last-memories.com  

 

Thank you to John Kress and David Orr, who provided some 

of the above tribute and reference to the Keith Woolliams 

website from which other bits of this account were obtained. 

 

 

Visit the Heliconia Society International web site at 
 

 www.heliconia.org 
 

 

http://keithwoolliams.last-memories.com/
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 Remembering—Henry M. Donselman  

Formerly a professor and researcher with the Univer-

sity of Florida, Henry Donselman (1948-2012) passed 

away January 29, 2012 in California.  During his 12 

year tenure (1976-1988) at the Ft. Lauderdale Research 

Station of IFAS, he worked on heliconia production 

with his colleague, Tim Broschat.  Their work on fer-

tilization and production of H. psittacorum and a re-

lated hybrid ‘Golden Torch’ for cut flowers was 

amongst the earliest to be published, and it was fea-

tured in the first HSI meeting in Ft. Lauderdale in 1984.   

Henry also served on the first Board of Governors, as 

the HSI Board of Directors was then known.  In 1988, 

Henry accepted a position as vice president of Rancho 

Soledad Nurseries in Rancho Santa Fe and moved his 

family to Poway, California. In 1993, Henry began his 

own palm tree consulting business, which he ran up to 

his death, except for three years he spent with The 

Scotts Company.  Henry served on the Board of the 

Quail Botanical Gardens and was active in the Interna-

tional Palm Society. He was a world-class horticultural-

ist, listed in Who's Who in Science and Engineering. 

He also received Interiorscape's grand prize for best 

project in 1988 for his work on the World Finance Cen-

ter in New York and a merit award from the American 

Society of Landscape Architects in 1995 for his work 

on Palm Drive at Stanford University. Perhaps Henry's 

favorite project was working on Petco Park, home of 

his beloved San Diego Padres.  Henry is survived by 

his children, David, Kerensa and Travis; and the love 

of his life, Barbara "Jane." 

 
 

 

H. lasiorachis H. subulata 

See these beautiful species on the HSI tours  

Wilson Botanical Garden in Costa Rica 

Possibly another form of H. griggsiana 
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HSI Headquarters   
Dr. David H. Lorence 
National Tropical Botanical Garden  
3530 Papalina Road  
Kalaheo, Hawaii 96741 USA                                                                                             
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Panama City was 

founded in 1519, 

only six years after 

Balboa discovered 

the Pacific Ocean. 

Because the vast 

treasure of Peruvian 

gold and silver all 

passed through Pa-

nama on its way to 

Spain, the city was 

sacked and burned 

in 1671 by the bril-

liant but cruel pirate 

Henry Morgan. The 

wooden cathedral 

was left in ruins, but 

its stone bell tower 

has survived to be-

come a beloved 

symbol of the city. 

Heliconia Society International 

XVII International Conference 2012 
 

27-31 July 2012 

Hotel Los Mandarinos, El Valle de Anton, Panama 

Official Conference Organizer: Arians’s Tours 

www.arianstourspty.com 

www.heliconia.org 
 

Persons wishing to present papers or posters at the 17th 

Heliconia Society International Conference in Panama 

27-31 July should submit their topic to the Organizing 

Committee at admin@heliconia.org as soon as possi-

ble. 
 

Your submission should include an abstract of at least 

100 words and be delivered by 31 March 2012. Topics 

should relate to any of the eight families of the order 

Zingiberales and can include systematics, floriculture, 

propagation, plant pathology, travel and exploration, 

art, ethnobotany, ecology or any other pertinent area of 

research. 
 

Presentations are to be in English and should be 30 

minutes long. A PowerPoint projector and computer 

will be available during the conference. Printed hand-

outs will be the responsibility of the speaker. 
 

Following the conference, a manuscript suitable for 

publication in the HSI Bulletin will be greatly appreci-

ated.  
 

Three great opportunities exist for conference atten-

dees: Pre-conference tour in Panama and Costa Rica; 

the Conference itself in El Valle, Panama; and a Post-

conference tour in Colombia.   The fee schedule and 

registration details are in the past two issues of the  

Bulletin, and on the HSI web site at: 
www.heliconia.org 

Check out this 2-1/2 minute video time lapse of flowers opening. 

<http://player.vimeo.com/video/27920977?title=0&%3bbyline=0&%3bportrait=0href=> 

http://player.vimeo.com/video/27920977?title=0&%3bbyline=0&%3bportrait=0href=

