
 January, 2008 VOL. 14   NO. 1              

HSI Headquarters HSI Editor: Associate Editor: 
c/o Lyon Arboretum Raymond F. Baker Victor Lee 
3860 Manoa Road Lyon Arboretum 55 Jalan Kemuning 
Honolulu, HI 96822 USA 3860 Manoa Road Singapore, 769777 
                                                                                                                                         Honolulu, HI 96822 USA 

A Journal of the Heliconiaceae and the related Cannaceae, Costaceae, Lowiaceae, Marantaceae, Musaceae, Strelitziaceae, and Zingiberaceae 

BULLETIN 
 

Eating Heliconia mariae in Panama 
 
 Carla Black, Apto. 00424-0027, Volcán, Chiriquí, 
Panamá 
carla@volcanbaru.com  
 

Recently I went as a tourist to the 
village of Wekso, on the Changuinola River, 
in Bocas del Toro province of Panama.  Our 
small group spent three days with the Naso 
people, who have been called the Térraba or 
Téribe in the past.  

When our hosts heard of our interest 
in heliconia, they told us that they sometimes 
eat H. mariae. Of course we asked if we 
could try it. 

Heart of heliconia is prepared in 
much the same way as palm hearts. They 
choose a stem which has not yet flowered, 
and peel away the outer leaves down to the 
innermost white leaf.  

The heart is boiled a few minutes "to 
get the milk out", then either served as-is or 
sauteed with seasonings. 

It was bland-flavored and the texture 
was very soft .   My gourmet 
recommendation: don’t cut down your stand 
of H. mariae for dinner.  One of our hosts 
said he slightly prefers H. imbricata; maybe 
I’ll try that next time. 

 
Fig. 1  Select a large 
pseudostem that has 
not yet flowered; cut 
close to the ground. 

Trim the outer layers 
and upper green 
portion, discard. 

 
 
 

Fig. 2  Cut the 
white inner core 

into sections to fit 
in your cookpot. 

Fig. 3  Boil until 
soft. Remove from 
the water. Sautee 
with onions and 
spices, or simply 
season with salt. 

Fig. 4  Enjoy (if you can) with boiled 
plátano, sauteed young fern fronds, and 

rice and beans. Rinse down with 
cooled, sweetened tea. 

Fig. 5  Heliconia mariae J.D. 
Hooker, the Beefsteak Helico-
nia, native from Guatemala to 
Colombia.  Photo: R. Baker. 
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Alpinia purpurata `Alba’, the story of a snow-
blink white “Red Ginger” 
 
Yodi Hermelijn, Para Flor, POB #8534, District 
Para, Suriname S. A. 
Phone/fax (597) 352031, Mob. (597) 8514186 
(paraflor2@yahoo.com)  
 
(Most photos by Mrs. Lydia Hermelijn.) 

 
Some years ago our friend and fellow Helico-

nia-fanatic, returning from a trip abroad, surprised us 
with a small Alpinia plant. He told us quite self-
confidently and enthusiastically that, “This was 
something we’d never seen before, despite our many 
years of collecting and cultivating heliconias and re-
lated plants!”  He said that after he had glimpsed the 
plant flowering somewhere nearby the  airport, he 
decided not to rest before making sure to return home 
with some plantlets of this extremely beautiful “Snow 
White” with him.  His excitement regarded a ginger 
lily, in every aspect similar to Alpinia purpurata, 
however, this one was “pure and snowblink white”.        

It is obvious that we were very pleased and 
proud with our newest gain, and we were even more 
anxious to see it blooming, the sooner the better.  
Likewise we decided to make as many plants as pos-
sible, so we constantly split the clumps in order to 
make more plants.  After months of special care and 
lots of time spent on the plants we had more than 
twenty full 4-gallon containers with this “extremely 

exclusive new exotic.” 
Then suddenly our friend called. He 

sounded very mad and disappointed, so we knew 
that something bad had happened.  Unlike us, he 
had planted his plantlets in full ground and he 
had not divided them ever.  Naturally his plants 
developed faster and they came into budding ear-
lier than ours.  To be sure, he invited us to drop 
by, because the bud he saw seemed to be red, 
just like a common red ginger.  Indeed, there was 
not even a glance of pink, and by no means any 
white at all! 

Only then he told us that nowhere on the 
island the particular plant had been for sale, so 
he approached a garden-aide of the hotel and 
talked him into earning some extra money by 
bringing him some plantlets of the white Alpinia, 
shortly before checking out for departure.  The 
garden-aide “kept” his part of the deal, well 
aware of the fact that it was quite impossible to 
distinguish “white” from “red” or pink” in the 
early stage.  Thus he supplied the rhizomes, and 
got paid off very well.  Our friend, however, 
(what a disaster), had simply been swindled and 
he learned his lesson once and forever.  And we, 
even more disappointed, just planted our new 
gains nearby the other red ones. 

Some months later, a foreign florist par-
ticipated in a floral arts competition in Suriname.  
She brought some material from home with her 
and yes, all of a sudden, there it was!  In one of 
her very decorative flower arrangements the eye-
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catcher was nothing but the pure-white ginger lily.  
She brought only a few immature flowers and no 
plants with her, so she gave us some leads to the 
source. 

Not too long after this our sister, also infected 
by us with the heliconia fever, visited the particular 
region.  In the meantime we had done some investiga-
tions and she was given instructions where to look for 
the plant.  She did find a grower, but he was not yet 
ready to sell plant material.  He preferred to expand 
his plantings first.  He told her to come back “next” 
year. 

A year later she visited the region again, and 
after some tough negotiations she succeeded to get 
hold of, and surprise us with, some tiny looking small 
plantlets.  This time we surprised our friend with a 
plant, 100% convinced that nothing could go wrong.  
These would undoubtedly be the so intensely desired 
“Snow White”.  However, what a shame, the story 
just repeated!  After a few months, some yellow and 
light green shades and stripes appeared on the leaves 
and by the time the plants were mature they turned 
out to be variegated Alpinia oceanica (Figs. 1 & 2). 

white” and the plant is exactly like the other Alpinia 
species (Figs. 3 & 4).  Of course we gave our friend 
another plant and at this moment we are making as 
many plants as we can.  We are also seriously look-
ing for a partnership, e.g. with a tissue culture com-
pany or a large grower, for faster propagation in or-
der to deal with the demand we expect.  If inter-
ested, please feel free to contact us. 

Right:  Fig. 1  Alpinia oceanica at Para Flor. 
Left:  Fig. 2  Older inflorescence at Lyon Arboretum.  (Photo 
R. Baker.) 

 

Still the plant is quite decorative when used for land-
scaping and the “flowers”, when harvested in time, 
are still useful. 

Anyway, to make a long story short, all is 
well that ends well, because about a year ago we fi-
nally succeeded in getting hold of the plant that 
haunted us for so many years. The inflorescence, as 
one can see, is unquestionably “pure and snowblink 

Above:  Fig. 3  Alpinia 
purpurata `Alba’. 

Right: Fig. 4           
Various colors of                 

Alpinia purpurata. 

Conference 2008 in Iquitos, Peru 
Call for papers 

 
 Persons wishing to present papers or 
posters at the 15th Heliconia Society 
International Conference in Iquitos, 
Peru, 22-27 June 2008, should submit 
their topic to David Lorence 
(dlorence@ntbg.org) or Carla Black 
(carla@volcanbaru.com) as soon as pos-
sible, with an abstract (at least 100 
words) of the talk by 31 March 2008.  
Topics to be covered should relate to any 

of the 8 families of the Zingiberales, and can include systemat-
ics, floriculture, propagation, plant pa-
thology, travel/exploration, art, ethno-
botany, ecology, or any other pertinent 
area of research.  Presentations are to be 
in English or Spanish, and should be 30 
minutes long.  Visual aids at the confer-
ence site will include 35 mm slide and 
PowerPoint projectors.  Printed handouts 
will be the responsibility of the speaker.  
Following the conference a manuscript 
suitable for publication in the HSI Bulle-
tin will be appreciated.  
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Carla Black and Angel Rodriguez invited me 
and my wife, Migdalia, and Sergio and Nancy Teje-
dor to visit their home and farm in the foothills of the 
active (but resting) volcano, Volcán Barú, in western 
Panama. We flew into Panama City in the evening 

and the next day we visited Panama City’s huge and 
impressive Parque Natural Metropolitano.  In the park 
we saw many heliconias, but none were in bloom.  
We suspected that most of them were H. latispatha, 
but were not sure of their identification.  From the 
park, we drove to see the Panama Canal.  On the way 
we passed extensive wild stands of beautiful H. 
platystachys, which were quite different from and 
much more spectacular 
than the variety that 
we are growing in 
Puerto Rico.  The bud 
tips of the Panamanian 
inflorescenses were 
almost pure lemon yel-
low, and the bracts 
were longer and had 
much more lemon yel-
low on their tips.  The 
sides of bracts of the 
Panamanian ones were 
reddish-orange rather 
than the blood red of 
the ones we see in  

Panama 
 
Raymond Jerome, P. O. Box 3925, Carolina, 
Puerto Rico  00984-3295 
(raymondjerome@prtc.net)  

Fig. 1  Volcan Baru from Carla’s back porch.   

 

Fig. 2  Panamanian                       
H. platystachys. 

Puerto Rico.  Pictured is a photo of these H. 
platystachys in a bouquet at a beautiful Panamanian 
resort (Fig. 2). 

The following day, at Carla’s suggestion, we 
spent the night in El Valle, a small, high altitude 
town situated in a huge crater of an extinct volcano 
(Fig. 3).  The crater ridges surrounding the town 

rose to quite high 
altitudes and were 
covered with tropical 
rain forest.  Carla 
told us we should see 
the local market in El 
Valle, since on 
weekends the local 
residents frequently 
brought to the mar-
ket complete local 
heliconia plants for 
sale as well as hav-
ing numerous cut 
heliconia inflores-

censes.  To our pleas-
ant surprise, the next morning when we visited the 
market we found three heliconia rhizomes with 
stems, leaves, and inflo-
rescenses that we had 
never seen before.  One 
was an all lemon-yellow 
H. irrasa, one was a 
solid red H. irrasa (Fig. 
4), and one was an un-
known small upright 
vivid pink inflorescense 
(Fig. 5), not a psitta-
corum, that none of us, 
including Carla had 
ever seen before or had 

any idea what it might be.  
We bought all three of 
these rhizomes (for $1.00 
U.S. each) and gave them 
to Carla to plant on her 
farm.  At the market we 
also saw some cut flowers 
of H. lennartiana, H. tortu-
osa, H. ramonensis var. 
xanthotricha, and some in-
florescenses that we did not 
recognize. 

                When we arrived at Carla 
and Angel’s home, we were 

 

Fig. 3  El Valle. 

Fig. 4  H. irrasa. 

 

 

Fig. 5  Unknown pink 
heliconia. 
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visually treated to a wonderland of heliconias.  Most 
of their collection is Panamanian and Costa Rican 
heliconias, but they also have numerous heliconias 
from other locations. Some of the more interesting 
and beautiful heliconias that we saw on our trip are 
shown below.  

One day while in Panama, we drove with 
Carla across the border into Costa Rica and visited 
Wilson Botanical Garden, which is one of HSI’s 
Zingiberales conservation centers.  We were a little 
disappointed with what we saw for Carla and Angel 
have more varieties of heliconias than did Wilson 
Garden.  Another fabulous visit was to Finca Dracula 
orchid farm in Cerro Punta, Panama, which is not far 
from Carla and Angel’s home and is about halfway up 
the outer crater wall of Volcán Barú. The variety of 
flowers seen growing at this cool and moist high alti-
tude location was like an artist’s palette of brilliant 
colors.  Brugmansias of varying colors were growing 
everywhere as small trees and most were laden with 
blooms.  The grounds of Finca Dracula  were beauti-
fully landscaped and were a real botanical prize (Fig. 
6).  It was there that we saw the H. sp. `Rojona’, and 
red (native to the area) and yellow (introduced) varie-
ties of H. lankesteri growing.  It was also there that 
we saw the H. burleana as well as probably one of the 
world’s finest collections of high altitude orchids and 
rare begonias. 

 

Fig. 6  Pond & falls at Finca Dracula. 

From Panama, we then flew into fabulous  
Costa Rica, but that is material for another article 
and a place to seriously consider for hosting a fu-
ture HSI Conference. 

 

7.  H. pogonantha 
var. veraguasensis 

9.  H. `Bushmaster’ (H. mariae x 
H. pogonantha var. holerythra) 10.  H. stilesii 8.  H. pogonantha        

var. pogonantha       
(more yellow than most) 

14.  H. laxa 15.  H. maculata        
(note speckled stems) 

11.  H. ramonensis       
var. xanthotricha 

12.  H. magnifica,       
with Sergio and Carla 13. H. necrobracteata 
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 18.  H. atropurpurea 
(notice two colors) 

19.  H. bella 

20.  H. tortuosa 21.  H. ignescens 

23.  H. venusta 24.  H. bihai `Abalo Brown’, 
with Sergio 

25.  H. librata 26.  H. burleana 

(All photos by author except 
Figs. 11 & 27, which are 

from Carla Black.) 

16.  H. irrasa               
(giant red & yellow) 

17.  H. `Yellow Twister’  
 (a form of H. nutans) 

22.  H. sp. 
`Rojona’ 

Fig. 27  Author Ray Jerome 
at work. 

 

Fig. 2a Etlingera foetens, 
not E. triorgyalis which is 
from Peninsular Malaysia. 

Fig. 2e Etlingera burtii    
or E. fimbriobracteata,   

not E. brachychila. 

Also, in Fig. 2c “pink form” can be added to the caption, and in 
Fig. 2d “brachyla” should be “brachychila”. 

Corrections to HSI Bulletin 13(1/2), November 2006:  

Fig. 2b Alpinia 
aquatica,           

not A. galanga. 

Fig. 2c Alpinia 
ligulata,             

not A. aquatica. 

Fig. 5b Zingiber 
officinale (possibly 

var. rubrum),           
not Z. montanum. 

Fig. 4d a form of 
Zingiber zerum-

bet?,                   
not Z. officinale. 

Fig. 2d “Alpinia sp.”         
is A. capitellata. 

Fig. 3b Alpinia   
mutica,                   

not A. hansenii. 

Fig. 3c Zingiber 
latifolium, (was for-

merly Z. acuminatum 
var. borneense). 

Fig. 4b probably 
Zingiber coloratum 
“silver leaf form”,  
not Z. argenteum. 

Fig. 3d probably not 
Zingiber griffithii, 

which is from Peninsu-
lar Malaysia. 

Corrections to HSI Bulletin 13(3/4), October 2007:  

Corrections:  Dr. Halijah Ibrahim (University of Malaysia pro-
fessor and member of the HSI Board of Directors) and Mr. John 
Mood (formerly on HSI Board), noted several caption errors in 
the previous articles on the gingers of Sarawak in the HSI Bulle-
tin 13(1/2), 13(3/4) , which are corrected below.  We thank them 
for bringing these errors to our attention, since our main goal is 
providing correct information to our readers.  If anyone else 
notices an error in any of the bulletins please let the editors 
know immediately. 

<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>> 

<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>> 
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In this, the final part of this series on the gin-
gers of Sarawak, I will focus on the genera that com-
prise for the main part small to miniature species. 
There are eight genera in Sarawak that can be wholly 
or partially considered as involving miniature species: 
Boesenbergia, Burbidgea, Camptandra, Elettariopsis, 
Globba, Haplochorema, Scaphochlamys and Tamijia. 
All are small genera with fewer than 30 described 
species in Sarawak although evidence is now accumu-
lating that there are numerous yet to be described spe-
cies, notably in Boesenbergia and Scaphochlamys. 

Perhaps the best known of the smaller gingers 
in Sarawak is Globba, a genus that has become well 
known through the introduction of the Thai G. winitii 
into commercial cultivation. There are eight Globba 
species in Sarawak and when in flower the genus is 
immediately distinguishable by the long stamen arch-
ing from the middle of 
the flower. The most 
widespread and also most 
variable species is G. 
atrosanguinea (Fig. 1a) 
with its striking red to 
orange or more rarely yel-
low-bracted inflorescen-

ces and red to orange flowers. 
The white flowered G. brachyan-
thera (Fig. 1b) is also widespread 
in Sarawak and variable in the 
degree of leaf hairiness. The con-
gested deep 
y e l l o w 
flowers of 
G. propin-
qua (Fig. 
1c) are di-
a g n o s t i c . 
An interest-
ing feature 
of Globba 

is that many species produce 
adventitious bulbils on the inflo-
rescences (Fig. 1d). These bul- 

bils frequently    
develop to the 
extent of pro-
ducing roots 
a n d  l e a f y 
shoots while 
still attached 
to the mother 

plant and only later fall or come into contact with 
the ground as the inflorescence senesces. 

The alliance of Boesenbergia, Scaphochla-
mys and the Bornean endemic genus Haplochorema 
is currently regarded as comprising c. 30 species in 
Borneo, although fieldwork indicates that there are 
a considerable number of novelties awaiting de-
scription, notably in Scaphochlamys, a genus pres-
ently regarded as being more speciose in West Ma-
laysia but which probably has its centre of diversity 
in Borneo. Horticulturally, Boesenbergia is the most 
important Bornean genus of this alliance (which 
also includes Kaempferia and Curcuma, genera 
grown in Sarawak as spices but which are not na-
tive), and in particular is striking for the remarkable 
diversity in flowers and particularly leaves. Indeed, 
it could be argued 
that as foliage plants 
Boesenbergia is pre-
eminent in the ginger 
family although at the 
moment there are few 
species in cultivation 
other than in special-
ist collections. The 
remarkable blistered 
leaves of B. hutchin-

soniana (Fig. 2a) resemble 
table-tennis bats made of thin 
beaten metal and in the wild, 
where plants occur in deep 
litter-filled holes in forested 
limestone, form a striking 
contrast against the pale 
rocks. The attractive B. cor-
data (Fig. 2b), is another 
limestone-restricted species, 
with leathery leaves in sea-
green overlaid with pale 

Peter Boyce, Senior Botanist, Malesiana 
Tropicals, Suite 9-04, Tun Jugah Tower, No. 
18, Jalan Tunku Abdul Rahman, 93100 
K u c h i n g ,  S a r a w a k ,  M a l a y s i a   
b o t a n i s t @ m a l e s i a n a . c o m , 

The Gingers of Sarawak III – The Miniatures 

Fig. 1a  Globba atrosanguinea. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 1b  Globba      
brachyanthera. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Fig. 1d  Globba propinqua bulbils. 

Fig. 2a  Boesenbergia        
hutchinsoniana. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 1c  Globba  
propinqua. Fig. 2b  Boesenbergia 

cordata. 
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 green banding and overall with a beautiful velvety 
sheen. The central part of Sarawak, notably the hills 
and mountains of the Rejang River basin, is a treasure 
house of superb Boesenbergia species, many of which 
as yet appear not to have been given scientific names; 
(Figs. 2c & 2d) are examples of such species.  

Aside from remarkable foliage diversity, Boe-
senbergia also displays considerable variation in 
flower shape and colour. Boesenbergia pulchella 
(Fig. 3a), B. oligosperma (Fig. 3b), B. orbiculata (Fig. 
3c) and an as yet undescribed species from the lime-
stone of South Western Sarawak (Fig. 3d) are a repre-
sentative selection of flower types in Boesenbergia 
and suggest a genus that has probably developed a 
variety of pollination syndromes in response to local-
ized evolution; certainly many species of Boesenber-
gia are found in highly restricted localities and many 
appear to be specific to particular geologies, notably 
limestone and shale. 

By way of contrast, Scaphochlamys displays, 
in Sarawak at least, very little floral variety – indeed 
the flowers of most species are not at all diagnostic – 
whereas the Scaphochlamys species do show a re-
markable range of leaf shape and colouration. Perhaps 
the main problem in Sarawak with regard to Scapho-

chlamys is that the overwhelming majority of spe-
cies appear to be as yet undescribed. Exceptions 
include the superb ladder-veined S. reticosa (Fig. 
4a) and S. polyphylla (Fig. 4b) with its Curcuma--
like inflorescence bracts. Among the slew of unde-
scribed species there are some very beautiful foliage 
plants including those depicted in Figs. 4c & 4d that 
originate from southern and central Sarawak respec-
tively. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 2c  Boesenbergia sp. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 2d  Boesenbergia sp. 

 

Boesenbergia, clockwise from upper left:  Figs. 3a  B. pul-
chella, 3b  B. oligosperma, 3c  B. orbiculata, 3d  B. sp. 

 

Scaphochlamys, clockwise from upper left:  Figs. 4a  S. reti-
cosa, 4b  S. polyphylla, 4c  S. sp., 4d  S. sp. 
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With four species in Sarawak, Haplochorema 
is probably most closely allied to Boesenbergia al-
though it is readily distinguished by the flat white 
flowers which imply a different pollination syndrome 
than the gullet-shaped flowers on most Boesenbergia. 
In the wild Haplochorema tend not to be widespread, 
although where species are encountered plants are 

abundant. Haplo-
chorema pauciflo-
rum (Fig. 5a) with 
thinly but stiff-
textured satin leaves 

occurs sporadically on 
sandstones through cen-
tral Sarawak while the 
fleshy emerald green-
leaved H. magnum (Fig. 5b) appears to be restricted 
to shales in northern central Sarawak. Neither are 
easy plants to maintain in cultivation. 

Burbidgea is a small genus of obligate epi-
phytes. Flowers tend to be large and in Borneo are 

mostly orange or yellow and 
are probably adapted to but-
terfly pollination. Burbidgea 
is a genus that requires a 
modern revision but, being 
plants of the canopy, they are 
not easy to study and most of 
our knowledge is gleaned 
from collections made of 
plants that have fallen from 
the canopy. Burbidgea pau-
ciflora (Fig. 6a) is typical of 
this genus. The seed capsules 
are long and slender and open 
to shed wind-dispersed seeds. 

Elettariopsis in Sarawak is currently consid-
ered to comprise only two species although, based on 
field observations, it seems that more species are pre-
sent and that at least some of these are undescribed. 
One reason why there may be a number of overlooked 
species is that the inflorescences of Elettariopsis are 
often hidden down among the leaf litter at the base of 
the leaves and also the plants resemble seedlings of 
other larger gingers and many times are probably ig-
nored by fieldworkers. The species depicted in Fig. 

6b has flowers resembling 
E. kerybi although the 
plant habit and leaves do 
not accord with the pub-
lished description; it is 
most probably unde-
scribed. 

Tamijia is a re-
markable genus described 
only recently and with 
currently one species, T. 
flagellaris (Figs. 6c & 6d), 
although recent fieldwork 
suggests that there may be 
two species, one as yet to 
be formally named. Tami-

jia plants are tufted herbs with the leaves arising 
directly from the ground and not on erect leaf 
shoots; in this respect Tamijia resembles Elet-
tariopsis but differs in carrying the small white 
flowers on greatly elongated wiry inflorescences in 
the same manner as most Elettaria (see Gingers of 
Sarawak II). Perhaps the most striking characteristic 
is that the inflorescences can arise laterally to the 
leafy shoot or terminally from the shoot; occasion-
ally both states occurring in association with the 
same shoot (Fig. 6e). Tamijia is endemic to Borneo. 

Camptandra is a small genus with only one 
species recorded in Sarawak (C. parvula – Fig. 7a). 
It is the least horticul-
turally attractive spe-
cies although the 
green boat-shaped 
bract subtending the 
tiny white flowers is 
most distinctive. In 
Sarawak Camptandra 
is restricted to large 
sandstone boulders in 
rather dry forest. 

 

 

Fig. 5a  Haplochorema      
pauciflorum. 

Fig. 5b  Haplochorema     
magnum. 

 

Fig. 6a  Burbidgea pau-
ciflora. 

 

Fig. 6b  Elettariopsis sp. 

Tamijia flagellaris.  Left to right: Figs. 6c, 6d, 6e. 

Fig. 7a  Camptandra parvula. 
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This brief series of articles cannot hope to do 
anything except whet the appetite for the gingers of 
Sarawak; I hope that those who have read the series 
feel inspired to try their hand at cultivating and study-
ing these remarkable and beautiful plants. 
(Re-published with permission from Heliconia Society of Puerto 
Rico Newsletter 11(3), September 2006.) 

the form brought to the Hawaiian Islands by the 
Polynesians, known as `awapuhi kuahiwi, or 
“shampoo ginger”.  In the Lyon Arboretum we have 
large populations of this ginger, which goes dor-
mant in November-December and re-emerges in 
April.  In this form, in addition to the normal rhi-
noceros horn stamen with functional style included, 
it has TWO LATERAL STAMINAL HORNS 
which both lack a style (Figs. 2 & 3).  All the parts 
of the flower seem to be accounted for, although the 
labellum (lip), which is usually composed of three 
staminodes with two other staminodes fused to it 
laterally forming lobes on the side of the lip, is un-
usually small. 

This unusual condition poses several inter-
esting questions beyond those of flower develop-
ment, which may interest experts in that field.  Per-
haps the readers of this bulletin can look around 
their neighborhoods and provide some of the an-
swers. 

Question 1:  I have only sampled plants in 
the Lyon Arboretum, in Upper M!noa Valley be-
hind Honolulu.  This summer, when the plants 
flower again in other parts of the Hawaiian Islands, 
maybe some of our local readers can answer: is this 
phenomenon present elsewhere in Hawai`i? 

Questions 2 & 3:  If this character is found 
throughout Hawai`i, can its origin be traced back 
along the route the Polynesians took to get here: 
Tahiti, the Marquesas, and to other islands like 
Tonga, the Cook Islands, and Samoa.  If this anom-
aly occurs on these islands, can we trace it back fur-
ther to a source in Southeast Asia?  A check of her-
baria which contain vouchers of Z. zerumbet may 
speed up the process. 

This may be no more than a “freak of na-
ture”, or it may be one more clue tracing the peo-
pling of the Pacific.  If any of you find out anything 
of significance, please let me know at ray-
mondb@hawaii.edu, and together we may figure 
out this minor mystery. 

<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>> 

A Three-stamened Form of Zingiber 
zerumbet 
 
Raymond F. Baker, Lyon Arboretum, University 
of Hawai`i, 3860 M!noa Road, Honolulu, Hawaii, 
USA 96822  (raymondb@hawaii.edu)  

The Lyon Arboretum, botanic garden of the 
University of Hawai`i, in recent years has built up a 
significant collection of gingers (Zingiberaceae) and 
spiral gingers (Costaceae), thanks to many friends 
and contributors.  (A future article will report on the 
status of this collection.)  As the person who had to 
keep track of these plants I began to feel over-
whelmed.  I started to take pictures of them to keep 
them straight in my mind and tried to get as many 
aspects of the plant as possible: habit, leaves, ligule, 
inflorescence, bracts, the flower in various views, the 
interior of the flower (stamens, stigma, etc.), the fruit, 
and sometimes the seeds.  These photos are available 
on our website, www.hawaii.edu/lyonarboretum, un-
der “Plants at Lyon”. 

I learned a lot about gingers by doing this, 
and one of the best lessons was that you had to pay 
attention to their time schedule.  Most gingers bloom 
for only a short time, and if you miss them you have 
to wait until the next year.  I also found that some 
genera were very uniform in some aspect of the 
flower, so it hardly seemed worthwhile photograph-
ing those relatively constant characters.  One such 
genus was Zingiber, which has at least 150 species, 
and is variable in its leaf, ligule, and flower, but the 
stamen is rather boring, shaped like a rhinoceros 
horn, with a little variation in size and color, but 
that’s about it.  I was tempted to save time by not 
bothering to photograph the stamen, but my compul-
sive nature overcame me and I dutifully photo-
graphed them all.  I’m glad I did. 

We have 13 accessions of Zingiber zerumbet 
Rosc. ex Sm., representing at least 6 different types 
(Fig. 1).  I don’t have photos of the stamens of all of 
them, but of those I do, all but one have the same old 
boring single rhinoceros horn.  The one that differs is 

Fig. 1  Flowers of several accessions of Z. zerumbet, show-
ing the normal condition of one stamen. 
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Above: going dormant, 
8 Dec 2002.

Above: size variation 
in this form.

Fig. 2  This is the form 
introduced by the 

Polynesians.  Notice the 
extra 2 stamens flanking 

the main stamen and 
stigma (right).

Central stamen with 
stigma, 3 views.

Above: 3 views of the flower.

Dorsal 
view

Side 
view

Ventral 
view

Ligule
____________________________________________________________________________________________

Lateral 
staminodes

Reduced 
labellum

Stigma

Central stamen

Extra 
stamens

Fig. 3 Details of the dissected flower.
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The aim of this article is to tell the readers 
how I developed my interest in growing bananas. It is 
also intended to provide insights on how to success-
fully grow bananas indoors in northern climates, 
based on my 27 years of experience. 

In 1978 I saw for the first time growing here 
in Kotka, Finland, a tropical herbaceous perennial: a 
banana plant being used as a green decoration in a 
small local flower store. The sales lady there was as-
tonished that I was able to recognize it as a banana. It 
was some 25 cm (10 inches) high and was not labeled 
since she was not trying to sell it. Of course, I had 
seen bananas many times earlier during trips to the 
tropics, but never in Finland. This small cultivar, 
quite likely imported from Holland, was referred to as 
a Dwarf Chinese. 

From One Dwarf Plant Grew an Absorbing 
Avocation 

That small decorative plant, which I bought, 
started my current career as banana researcher, and 
has to date resulted in 15 scientific papers, and 12 
other articles on bananas. Since then I have grown 
hundreds of banana cultivars and wild species, and 
most of them have also flowered here in my home 6 
degrees (420 miles) below the Arctic Circle (Latitude 
60.5° north). In 2000, I moved the main part of my 
collection to the University of Helsinki Botanic Gar-

den, where I work as a researcher on bananas. The 
banana collection is maintained there in green-
houses as a research collection, which is not open to 
the public. 

For ten years after my 1978 purchase, I grew 
my first banana cultivar indoors. It grew to a height 
of 150–170 cm (5 to 5½ feet) and flowered every 
third year. It always formed small bunches, averag-
ing some 5 to 8 hands, with some 10 edible tasty 
fruits per hand. The plant suckered nicely, so soon I 
had many plantlets and new plants in my home, 
with extra ones to give to my friends. At that time I 
did not know that one has to leave one or more 
suckers for the next generation, so I removed them 
all and grew them in separate pots. This caused the 
longer intervals for fruiting. 

My banana hobby continued with those Dwarf 
Chinese (actually Dwarf Cavendish) cultivars and my 
other tropical plants until 1988 when I traveled to 
Bangkok, Thailand. There, in the Chatuchak weekend 
market, I saw offered for sale many different banana 
cultivars and some wild seeded ornamental species. 
After purchasing a good stock of cultivars and species, 
I really started to study them. Also, I needed room for 
the new stock, so it was time to say goodbye to my old 
Dwarf Chinese cultivars. I donated all of them to my 
friends. However, none of them flowered anymore in 
their new locations, and they all eventually died. Dur-
ing ten expeditions to Southeast Asia and several addi-
tional trips to various botanical gardens all over the  

Ultimate Container Growing 
Bananas Indoors in Northern Climates 
 
Markku Häkkinen, Tornatorintie 11 A 26, 48100 
Kotka, Finland  
(markku.hakkinen@kymp.net )  
 
Reprinted in part, with permission, from Fruit Gardener 
(California Rare Fruit Growers), March & April 2006: 18-23, 
26.  The rest of the original article, dealing with pollination and 
propagation, will appear in a later issue of the HSI Bulletin. 

Fig. 1  Banana plants in 
bloom on a frigid winter 
day? Well, seeing is be-
lieving. This scene out-
side the window of the 
author’s apartment over-
looking the icy harbor 
of Kotka, is a classic 
example of the benefits 
of container growing. 
Nearly three decades 
ago Markku one day 
purchased a Musa plant 
of unknown provenance 
at a local market. Today 
he is an avid researcher 
of Musa species.  

Fig. 2  Dwarf Chinese cultivar, syn. Dwarf Cavendish.  
Left: in author’s apartment; right and lower: Tenerife, Canary 
Island.   Lower photo shows  fruits from a small cultivar, a 
water sucker of a Dwarf Chinese cultivar in a container 
of water for rooting, and the same plant as a souvenir, 
prepared for micropropagation.  
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world, I have managed to amass a 
good collection of cultivars and 
wild species of bananas for my 
study purposes. 
 
 

Growing Conditions Indoors 
When one is growing plants indoors, the most 

important factor is the availability of light. In Finland, 
as we are located in 
northerly latitudes, we 
have long days in 
summer and, contrar-
ily, short days in win-
ter. In my present 
Kotka apartment I 
have west- and north-
facing windows, as I 
also had in my previ-
ous apartment. This 
means that during a 
couple of months at 
midsummer my plants 
can have direct sun-
shine through north-
facing windows only 
a few hours, and a bit 
more through west-facing windows. So I compensate 
for the light deficit with one 40-watt fluorescent tube 
light above every window. This is the same type of 
lighting that I use elsewhere in my home. I keep the 
lights on from mid-September until mid-March, 14 
hours every day, regulated by timers. This extra light-
ing prevents the bananas from going dormant in the 
winter. They will remain in a semi-dormant state and 
grow slowly. However, dormancy does not kill the 
bananas. Without extra lighting they would simply go 
fully dormant and stop growing in October and wake 
up in February. For the remainder of the year, the sup-
plemental lighting is not necessary. 

I have central heating in my apartment, which 
maintains a steady 23C (73.4F) temperature indoors 
during the heating season from September to May. 
Heating reduces room humidity, which is offset by the 
evaporating moisture from the banana leaves and, to a 
much smaller extent, from a small container filled 
with water near each plant, on top of the radiator. This 
helps maintain the humidity around 50% during the 
heating season. Conversely, in summer time the room 

temperature is up to 27C (80.6F) and the humidity 
is much higher, up to 80% due to the outside sum-
mer climate. I use no extra ventilation inside, only 
the apartment’s own normal ventilation. 

Other Basic Requirements 
The other basic re-

quirements for growing 
bananas are growing me-
dia, pots, watering and fer-
tilizing. The next most im-
portant factor is the pot 
size. I avoid planting in too 
big a pot, which would 
only cause rotting of the 
roots and corm because the 
soil becomes waterlogged 
easily. If I start growing 
my bananas from seeds, I 
initially use 5 cm (2 inch) 
diameter pots and incre-
mentally change to larger 
pot sizes whenever the ba-
nana is growing, regardless 
of the time of the year. Us-
ing minimum pot sizes causes dwarfing of the plants 
and the stress also forces them to flower earlier. I 
never use pots larger than 35 cm (14 inches) in di-
ameter. 

Second, I use the self-irrigating plastic pots, 
which have space for water in the bottom, and a 
tube for watering, with a water measuring stick. 
With this method, irrigation is very easy and can be 
measured from the stick. During winter the plants 
need watering on the average of once a week, and in 
the summer much more often. One has to remember 
that keeping the plant in dormancy without extra 
lights means that the watering intervals are much 
longer. You just keep the soil slightly moist in order 
to prevent the roots from drying up. 

I use normal mixed growing media, with a 
pH around 5.5 to 6, for indoor plants, purchased 
from supermarkets. I mix the media with burned 

clay balls, 6–8 mm 
(1/4" to 1/3") in di-
ameter, composing 
some 15% of the 
total mixture to keep 
the soi l  well 
drained. However, 
our tap water has a 
pH of 7 so the grow-
ing-media pH also 

becomes neutral very 
quickly. Because of 

this well-regulated irrigation method, the soil stays 
evenly moist at all times; this prevents the excess 
moisture from being taken up by the plant and then 
exuded from the leaves onto the floor. Certain culti-
vars and species will nevertheless exude and drop  

Fig. 3  Ornamental wild species of 
Musa flowers used for hotel room 
decoration in Bangkok, Thailand. 
These are flowers that were removed 
from my purchased plants because I 
had to purchase entire plants and 
remove the flowers and foliage in 
order to obtain the suckers.  

 

Fig. 3  Musa campestris under light. 

 Fig. 4  Various Musa seed-
lings with Kotka Harbor in 
background. 

 

Fig. 5  Musa beccarii var. hottana 
clumping habit—note the clay balls. 

 



 PAGE 14 THE BULLETIN / JANUARY 2005    PAGE 14                                                                                                                THE BULLETIN / JANUARY 2008  
moisture after a bright sunny summer day, but be-
cause of the steady moisture regime provided this is 
not a common occurrence. When it does happen, the 
floor must be protected with some newspaper or plas-
tic. 

Bananas require heavy fertilization during the 
growing season and in the semi-dormant state as well. 
At each watering, I apply whatever fertilizer I have on 
hand, but I especially try to use one high in nitrogen 
during the growth stage and one high in potassium 
during the fruiting stage. I use 2 to 3 times the recom-
mended amounts of fertilizer throughout the growing 
season and a bit less in midwinter. 

Suitable Plants for Indoors 
The most suitable and ornamental bananas for 

home decoration are the dwarfs with erect flowers in 
the sections Callimusa and Rhodochlamys. These spe-
cies have, on average, stem heights ranging between 
0.5 m (20") and a maximum of 1.5 m (5'). They also 
have highly ornamental flowers. Here in my home I 
have successfully grown the following Callimusa spe-
cies: M. beccarii, M. beccarii var. hottana, M. 
campestris (several varieties), M. coccinea, M. 
gracilis (red and white form), M. hirta, M. johnsii, M. 
lutea, M. monticola and M. viridis. I have flowered all 
of these species several times, except the last four. 
Several dwarf cultivars are suitable for indoor culture, 
and produce edible fruits without any pollination 
(parthenocarpy). These cultivars are much more ro-
bust than the wild ornamental species, and flower at 
an average stem height of some 1.5 m (5'). They need 
a 35 cm (14") pot. At home, I have grown and fruited 
the following cultivars: Dwarf Chinese (Dwarf 
Cavendish), Dwarf Rajapuri, Dwarf Kluai Namwa 
(also Klue Nam Wa), Dwarf Prata Ana, and Dwarf 
Orinoco. I have tried Nowak, also called Super Dwarf 
Cavendish, and some others but I have not managed 
to flower them indoors. In my opinion these cultivars 
are easier to grow indoors, but they need a lot of fer-
tilizer. Of course, the fruit bunches produced are 
smaller than they 
would be if grown 
outdoors,  but 
these plants also 
have considerable 
esthetic value. 

A n o t h e r 
possibility, if one 
wishes to try a lar-
ger-sized variety 
indoors, is to let the 
plant grow some 
1.5 m (5') high and 
then cut the stem 
about 10 cm (4") 
above the soil 
level. The plant 
will then continue 
growing from the 
meristem of the 

mother plant and will flower at a much shorter stem 
height. I have also tried to grow Ensete, one genus of 
Musaceae, from seeds indoors, but this is a very dicey 
proposition; the plant produces only very slender, ab-
normal growth. The other genus of Musaceae is 
Musella, which can be grown easily indoors, but I 
have not tried it. 

Pests and Diseases 
The main pest problem with indoor bananas 

is spider mites. Here they are normally present in 
the fall, when central heating begins. There are sev-
eral means to avoid severe infestation. The main 
thing is to check frequently the undersides of the 
leaves. I normally check for the mites using a small 
magnifier. The white eggs can be easily seen as 
groups and of course the hatched mites are visible 
as well. If the population increases, the infested 
leaves will begin to yellow. Even at this stage, the 
infestation is not severe but after 2 to 3 weeks they 
will have spread all over the plant. If the plant or 

soil was in-
fested earlier, 
there will al-
ways be a few 
female spider 
mites dormant 
in the soil, 
waiting for 
suitable condi-
tions to be-
come active 
and multiply. 
It is very easy 
to make condi-
tions less fa-
vorable for the 
mites. One 
e f f e c t i v e 
method is to 
mist the leaves 
with a very 
fine spray of 
water several 
times weekly. 

I use a different method: Near each plant or group 
of plants I keep a small open-topped container filled 
with water on top of the radiator during the heating 
season. This evaporates more moisture near the 
plant and creates conditions unsuitable to the mites. 
However, after noticing eggs or a small population 
of mites, I also spray all my bananas and the other 
plants with insect soap or neem oil. This is because 
the pests will have normally already spread to the 
other plants too, even if there are only small num-
bers of them. I renew the spraying after 10 to 12 
days in order to prevent new hatches. With this Fig. 6  Musa ornata with offshoots. 

 

Fig. 7  Musa Dwarf Chinese (left) and Ra-
japuri cultivars. 
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method I usually have mites on my plants only in 
the fall.  The other nuisance flying insects are the 
harmless fungus gnats. They grow easily in con-
stantly moist soil but can be eradicated with a 
special permetrin pesticide by spraying it on top 
of the soil. All of these pesticides can be used 
safely indoors. 

Normally there are no banana diseases 
that occur in indoor banana plants. 

 

Culture Tips 
Here are a few final tips: After fruiting, the 

stem should be cut, because it will not produce any-
more. Also the dead lower leaves should be cut off. 
I never bring my plants outdoors during the summer 
because they are not used to the sun, and the leaves 
will suffer immediate sunscald. Conversely, bring-
ing a plant inside from outdoors for the winter is 

outdoor climate and indoors it will shrivel. In this lat-
ter case it is better to store the corm in a cellar or base-
ment and then replant it outdoors in the spring. I never 
clean the leaves because they are so brittle. Also wa-
tering or spraying the bananas with GA-3 only causes 
abnormal growth in the plant and does not stimulate 
quicker flowering. 

There are many sources in the United States 
for living plants and seeds, which can be easily lo-
cated on the Internet. 
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<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>> <<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>> 
India, was awarded $250 for her project 
“Standardization of in-vitro pollination and fertiliza-
tion techniques for Heliconia.” Ms. Aruna’s study 
focused on standardizing techniques for in vitro polli-
nation and fertilization to facilitate a hybridization 
program. Three selected varieties of Heliconia psitta-
corum were studied and various protocols and tech-
niques for in vitro pollination, fertilization, and em-
bryogenesis were tested. These protocols are ex-
pected to be useful for hybridization programs in 
Heliconia. Funding was used to cover laboratory sup-
plies and reagents. 
 
2.  David Matagala, University of Miami, Florida, 
was awarded $500 for his research project titled 
“Cost of reproduction and pollinator limitation in the 
clonal herb, Calathea marantifolia (Marantaceae)”.   

The Heliconia Society International sponsors a small 
grants program supporting research projects on any 
aspects of the botany and horticulture of the Zingib-
erales conducted by graduate and post-doctoral stu-
dents enrolled at recognized universities and re-
search institutions. Please see the Research page of 
our website for details: www.heliconia.org/
research_index.html. We are pleased to have funded 
the following projects during the last two years. 

HSI Student Research Grants funded 
during 2005 to 2007  
 
David Lorence 
Chair, HSI Research Grants Program  

1.  Dhanya Arunan, College of Agriculture, Kerala,  

<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>> <<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>> 

Support a Student and Win a 
Tour of the Amazon 

 
Devon Graham, owner of Margarita Tours, is offering a free 
post-conference trip on the Napo and Amazon rivers ($485 
value) for the winner of a drawing.  Thirty two tickets are 
available for a donation of $25 each, allowing HSI to raise 
$800 to subsidize the conference fees for students who other-
wise could not afford to attend the conference.  Donations 
need to be made by 1 March 2008, either through our web-
site, www.heliconia.org or by sending a check (from a U.S. 
bank) to our treasurer, Dr. David Lorence, NTBG, 3530 Pa-
palina Rd., Kalaheo, HI 96741 USA.  If at least 20 tickets are 
not picked up, the drawing will be cancelled and the money 
returned to the participants.  
For details of the tour, go to the website  

 
http://www.amazonriverexpeditions.com/hsiconference2008/
english/preypost.htm 
 
 Notice that there are two options for post-conference trips; 
this offer is for Option 2.  Also see HSI Bulletin 13(1/2), 
November 2006 for Ray and Migdalia Jerome’s write up of 
this tour. 
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Mr. Matagala’s dissertation research addresses the 
importance of sexual and asexual reproduction in 
the understory herb Calathea marantifolia across a 
range of light environments. Experimental and ob-
servational techniques will be used to determine 
the advantages of each reproductive mode at the 
individual and populational levels. The research 
will be the first to investigate the importance of 
seeds and ramets for population growth and spread 
by incorporating data on demography and disper-
sal in a mathematical mode. Experiments will be 
conducted at the individual level to investigate the 
cost of reproduction and physiological integration 
between ramets. Reproductive allocation will be 
quantified in different light environments and the 
morphology of ramet development will be de-
scribed. Funding will be used to cover airfare and 
station fees.  
 
3.  Yarineth Castrellon, Universidad de Panamá, 
was awarded $500 for her research project titled: 
“Study of the genetic diversity of selected Pana-
manian Heliconia species in the Section Barbatae 
using RAPD markers.”  Ms. Castrellon’s thesis 
research focused on a genetic analysis of a com-
plex of Panamanian Heliconia species in the Sec-
tion Barbatae including H. pogonantha var. pogo-
nantha and var. veraguasensis, H. ramonensis var. 
ramonensis, var. lanuginosa, var. xanthotricha, 
and var. glabra, H. magnifica, and H. xanthovil-
losa. Funding was used to cover laboratory sup-
plies and reagents.   [See HSI Bulletin 13(3/4),  
October 2007: 16, for her results.] 

 

4.  Vinita Gowda, graduate student at The George 
Washington University, was awarded $500 to help  
fund her project titled: “Nectar study of two native 
Caribbean heliconias (Heliconia: Heliconiaceae) 
pollinated by sexually dimorphic Purple-throated 
Carib hummingbirds.”  Ms. Gowda is studying the 
nectar profiles in the two Caribbean heliconias H. 
bihai and H. caribaea on the islands of St. Kitts, Do-
minica, and St. Vincent. Given that these two Heli-
conia species have sex-specific pollination sys-
tems—they are pollinated by sexually dimorphic 
Purple-throated Carib hummingbirds—her field 
work focused on whether they have similar nectar 
profiles on the three islands. Funding was used to 
cover transportation, accommodations, and other 
field expenses. 

 
5.  C. R. Reshmi, College of Agriculture, Kerala, 
India, was awarded $500 for a project titled  
"Enhancement of propagation efficiency in exotic 
varieties of Heliconia". The research will focus on 
studying techniques for rapid multiplication of three 
varieties making the production of planting material 
in large numbers in a limited time possible. In this 
study, it is aimed to achieve this by in vitro as well 
as in vivo techniques. The in vitro propagation pro-
cedures will be standardized for the production of 
disease-free planting material. In vivo study will be 
focused on the enhancement of sucker production 
and its intensification which could solve the increas-
ing demand of planting material of exotic and novel 
varieties which are costly. The three varieties studied 
will  be:  H. psittacorum 'St.Vincent Red', H. charta-
cea 'Sexy Pink', and the cultivar H. 'Pedro Ortiz'. 


