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A primer on the genus Boesenbergia 

(Zingiberaceae) 
John D. Mood 
 

Introduction 

In the realm of gingers and Heliconia, showy plants with 

large, colorful inflorescences usually get the most atten-

tion, while the smaller species 

with fleeting flowers and lack-

luster foliage go unnoticed. There 

are exceptions like Kaempferia 

species which often have very 

colorful and unusual leaf shapes, 

drawing the eye and pocketbook. 

For Boesenbergia species, few 

gardeners have ever had the 

pleasure of growing them, since 

for the most part, they are un-

available in the general plant mar-

ketplace. But as the avid ginger 

collector knows, there are many 

Boesenbergia gems that warrant 

horticultural attention. This article gives a brief look into 

the nomenclatural history, distribution, ecology, taxonomy 

and horticulture of the genus. A pictorial of Boesenbergia 

species is included.  

 

Nomenclatural 

history  

In 1829 Nathaniel 

Wallich published 

two ginger species, 

Gastrochilus pul-

cherrima (Fig. 1) 

and G. longiflora 

(Fig. 2), which he 

and his collector, William Gomez, discovered in the Ran-

goon area of Burma three years earlier. Both taxa bore 

similar, saccate flowers, the former with a terminal inflo-

rescence and the latter with several radical inflorescences 

emerging from the rhizome. Although Wallich was well 

aware that David Don (1825) had already used Gastrochi-

lus ( gastro = belly, cheilos 

= lip) to describe a new ge-

nus of orchids, Wallich 

considered Don’s genus to 

be superfluous. Wallich’s 

decision was eventually 

countered in 1891 when 

Otto Kuntze recognized 

Don’s orchid genus as valid 

and proposed Boesenbergia 

as the new name for Wal-

lich’s two taxa. This name 

honored Kuntze’s sister and 

brother-in-law, the Boesen-

bergs, who incidentally had 

nothing to do with botany. 

At the time, Kuntze was not very popular among many 

botanists due to his controversial, revisionist views on bo-

tanical nomenclature. Consequently, this generic change 

was not immediately accepted by the preeminent ginger 

botanists of the time, such as J.G. Baker and K. Schu-

mann. The latter’s treatise on Zingiberaceae (1904) used 

Gastrochilus Wall. to describe 

thirteen species. In 1913 Ru-

dolph Schlechter re-baptized 

Kuntze’s genus and cited 23 

species of Boesenbergia. This 

was not the last of the contro-

versy as Theodoric Valeton 

(1918) adamantly opposed the 

new name, calling it the result 

of an orchidologists’ conspir-

acy and proceeded to describe 

17 species of Gastrochilus Wall. This nomenclatural see-

saw reflects, in part, the growing pains encountered in the 

evolution of the taxonomy of Zingiberaceae during that 

 

 

Fig 1a. B. pulcherrima 

Fig 1b. B. pulcherrima 

 

 

Fig 2a. B. longiflora 

Fig 2b. B. longiflora 
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era. Over the next decades little was published concerning 

Boesenbergia until 1950 when R.E. Holttum published 

Zingiberaceae of the Malay Peninsula where he recog-

nized eight Boesenbergia species, one of which, B. pul-

cherrima, was designated as the type for the genus. In the 

following years up to the present, numerous publications 

have dealt with Boesenbergia. 

 

Distribu-

tion and 

Ecology 

Boesenber-

gia is one of 

the larger 

genera of 

gingers with 

c. 70 species 

currently 

recognized 

(http://www.catalogueoflife.org/). Their distribution is 

widespread, ranging from the Western Ghats of India east-

ward c. 6000 km to the Philippine Islands, as far north as 

Sagaing, Burma and southward c. 3300 km of latitude to 

the Indonesian Archipelago. The ancient geographic origin 

of the genus is most likely Sundaland, as the current cen-

ters of diversity are 

Thailand and Bor-

neo, both of which 

were part of that ice

-age region.  

 

Over the millennia, 

this very large area 

with many, diverse 

ecosystems has pro-

vided a fertile arena 

for the evolution of the genus. One of the key elements, 

which has determined some of the evolutionary direction 

is the rainfall cycle. A Boesenbergia species is either de-

ciduous, going 

dormant during 

the dry season, or 

evergreen through-

out the year with 

periods of growth 

and rest. Both 

types occur in 

Thailand where 

there is both a 

monsoonal region 

and a wetter area in the southern peninsula. On the island 

of Borneo all species currently described appear to be ev-

ergreen. This same scenario can be seen in other areas. For 

instance in Indonesia, evergreen taxa are found in wet ar-

eas of Sumatra, while deciduous taxa are prevalent in the 

drier climate of Java. 

 

The ecosystems where evergreen 

Boesenbergia proliferate are pri-

marily closed forests where there 

is high humidity and accumu-

lated organic matter in the soil. 

Generally, the deciduous species 

are more tolerant to harsher con-

ditions and can occur in more 

open, secondary forest or forest 

margins. There are a number of 

species which can tolerate full 

sun and periods of dryness, such 

as B. ochroleuca (Ridl.) Schltr. (Fig. 3). This particular 

ginger is a chasmophyte, which grows in the cracks of 

limestone where organic matter has accumulated.  

 

 

Fig 3b. B. ochroleuca 

Fig 3a. B. ochroleuca 

 

 

Fig 4a. B. aurantiaca 

Fig 4b. B. aurantiaca 

http://www.catalogueoflife.org/
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agreed on the physical characters which should be used to 

circumscribe these genera. The fairly recent advent of 

phylogenetic analysis has helped clarify this situation. 

Taxonomists can now integrate the molecular data with 

traditional methods, thus providing more objective results. 

The following table shows some of the key characters 

which differentiate 

the three genera. 

 

Horticulture 

Many Boesenbergia 

species have the po-

tential to be grown 

successfully almost 

anywhere in the 

tropics where rain-

fall or water avail-

ability is not an issue. A few species have been grown 

with some success in Florida and Louisiana. On the Big 

Island of Hawaii (author’s residence) where rainfall is c. 

3600 mm/year and humidity around 80%, both deciduous 

and evergreen species grow quite well. In this climate of 

cool, wet winter and warmer, drier summer, the deciduous 

species start their growing cycle in late April to May and 

grow vigorously to October or November when they 

slowly go dormant. The 

beginning of the flower-

ing cycle for the decidu-

ous species is variable, 

with B. siamensis 

(Gagnep.) Sirirugsa (Fig. 

6) the earliest, flowering 

at the end of April be-

fore the leaves appear. 

Others of this type start 

flowering when the plant 

reaches a certain matur-

ity, then flower almost 

continuously until the plant starts to go dormant. Ever-

green species in Hawaii can flower several times during 

the year.  

 

Propagation of Boesenbergia is primarily from rhizome 

division (Fig. 7). These are best taken during plant dor-

mancy or after flowering for the evergreen species. A few  

Taxonomy 

Boesenbergia species come in many sizes and forms from 

c. 10 cm tall as with B. aurantiaca R.M. Sm. (Fig. 4) to c. 

1 m or more as with B. longiflora. Some species are up-

right, others prostrate with multiple, stolon-like stems. The 

leaf arrangement can be tufted, rosette-like or distichous. 

The underground 

architecture can be 

clumping or run-

ning with the added 

feature of tuberous 

roots in most de-

ciduous species. 

Plants can be singu-

lar or multiple-

stemmed, with 

some occurring in 

large, clonal communities. The arrangement of bracts and 

flowers in the inflorescence also varies, being either dis-

tichous (two ranked) or imbricate (spiral, one-sided) 

(Sakai et al. 2006). The flowers can be very saccate (sac-

shaped) as in the type, or flatter and more elongate as in B. 

rotunda (L.) Mansf. (Fig. 5). The flower life cycle is nor-

mally about one-day or in the B. longiflora clade, two-

days (Mood et al., ined.). With this number of physical 

variables, identifi-

cation of a Boe-

senbergia species 

is not an easy task 

even with a good 

taxonomic key, 

original descrip-

tions and type 

specimens. As 

with most Zingib-

eraceae, there are 

a few easy-to-identify species and those which like to re-

main anonymous.  

 

It should be mentioned that if one reviews the early taxon-

omy of Boesenbergia,  invariably, some taxa which were 

once considered as Kaempferia L. or Scaphochlamys 

Baker, are now classified as Boesenbergia and vice versa. 

In the late 19th and early 20th century, not all taxonomists  

 

Comparison of genera 

Character/Genus Boesenbergia Kaempferia Scaphochlamys 

Bract arrangement distichous or imbricate spiral spiral 

Flowers/bract one one several in circinni 

Flower sequence top to bottom spiral inward variable 

Labellum saccate flat, deeply bilobed revolute margins 

Plant cycle deciduous or evergreen deciduous evergreen 

 

Fig 5a. B. rotunda 

 

Fig 5b. B. rotunda 

 

Fig 6a. B. siamensis 

 

Fig 6b. B. siamensis 
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deciduous species produce bulblets in the leaf axils of old 

stems or at the base of the old inflorescence (Fig. 8) simi-

lar to some Globba L. species. Also, a few have small, 

bulb-like rhizomes at the base of the stem which are easily 

separated from the main rhizome (Fig. 9). Both of these 

vegetative propagules will produce a plant in the next sea-

son when potted. Seed can also be used for propagation, 

but are rarely found in cultivated plants and these tend to 

be very slow to mature (Fig. 10). 

 

Like most gin-

gers, Boesen-

bergia are sur-

face feeders 

which prefer a 

well-drained 

organic media 

with high mois-

ture holding 

capacity. Plants 

in the ground 

do best when 

top dressed 

with organic 

matter and ma-

nures to promote the surface root system. A continuous 

feed fertilizer, such as Nutricote© 13-13-13 with minors, 

has proven to be very effective for potted plants. Both in-

ground and nursery plants require about 50% shade. The 

life expectancy of some species can be two decades or 

more, based on the long-term data of accessions grown at 

Waimea Arboretum, Lyon Arboretum and the author’s 

garden. 

 

Conclusions 

The diversity among the Boesenbergia species makes col-

lecting and growing these plants, a rewarding, albeit, 

sometimes challenging experience. The following images 

depict a few of the species beyond those referenced in the 

text.   

 

 

 

 

Fig 7. Rhizome division of B. basispicata 

 

Fig 8. Bulblets at the base of a mature  
inflorescence of B. ochroleuca 

 

Fig 9. Bulb-like rhizomes of B. longiflora 

 

Fig 10. Seed capsule of B. siamensis 

Fig 11a. B. angustifolia 
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Fig 11b. B. angustifolia 

  

Fig 12a. B. armeniaca Fig 12b. B. armeniaca 

   

   

Fig 13a. B. basispicata Fig 13b. B. basispicata Fig 14a. B. curtisii 

Fig 14b. B. curtisii Fig 15a. B. flava Fig 15b. B. flava 
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Fig 16a. B. longipes Fig 16b. B. longipes Fig 17. B. ogliosperma 

Fig 18a. B. petiolata Fig 18b. B. petiolata Fig 19a. B. plicata var. lurida 

Fig 19b. B. plicata var. lurida Fig 20a. B. plicata Fig 20b. B. plicata 
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Fig 21a. B. prainiana Fig 21b. B. prainiana Fig 22a. B. pulchella var. attenuata 

Fig 22b. B. pulchella var. attenuata Fig 23. B. siphonantha Fig 24a. B. tenuispicata 

Fig 24b. B. tenuispicata Fig 25a. B. xiphostachya Fig 25b. B. xiphostachya 
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List of figures (photo credits: J. Mood except where noted) 
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Fig. 2. A & B. B. longiflora; ex Burma; deciduous 

Fig. 3. A & B. B. ochroleuca; ex Thailand; deciduous 

Fig. 4. A & B. B. aurantiaca; ex Sabah, Malaysia; evergreen 

Fig. 5. A & B. B. rotunda; ex Thailand; deciduous 

Fig. 6. A & B. B. siamensis; ex Thailand; deciduous 

Fig. 7. Rhizome division of B. basispicata K. Larsen ex 

Sirirugsa 

Fig. 8. Bulblets at the base of a mature inflorescence of B. 

ochroleuca 

Fig. 9. Bulb-like rhizomes of B. longiflora. 

Fig. 10. Seed capsule of B. siamensis 

Fig. 11. A & B. B. angustifolia (Hallier f.) Schltr.; ex Sumatra, 

Indonesia; evergreen  

(Photo credit: Marlina Ardiyani) 

Fig. 12. A & B. B. armeniaca Cowley; ex Sabah, Malaysia; ev-

ergreen 

Fig. 13. A & B. B. basispicata; ex Thailand; deciduous 

Fig. 14. A & B. B. curtisii (Baker) Schltr.; ex Thailand; decidu-

ous 

Fig. 15. A & B. B. flava (Ridl.) Holttum; ex P. Malaysia; ever-

green (photo credit: Sam Yen Yen) 

Fig. 16. A & B. B. longipes (King & Prain ex Ridl.) Schltr.; ex 

Thailand; deciduous 

Fig. 17. B. ogliosperma (K. Schum.) R.M. Smith; ex Sarawak; 

evergreen 

Fig. 18. A & B. B. petiolata Sirirugsa; ex Thailand; deciduous 

Fig. 19. A & B. B. plicata var. lurida (Ridl.) Holttum; ex Thai-

land; deciduous 

Fig. 20. A & B. B. plicata (Ridl.) Holttum; ex Thailand; decidu-

ous 

Fig. 21. A &B. B. prainiana (King ex Baker) Schltr.; ex Thai-

land; evergreen 

Fig. 22. A & B. B. pulchella var. attenuata (Ridl.) Merr.; ex 

Sabah, Malaysia; evergreen 

Fig. 23. B. siphonantha (King ex Baker) M. Sabu; ex Andaman 

Is., India; deciduous. (Photo credit: Jana Skornickova) 

Fig. 24. A & B. B. tenuispicata K. Larsen; ex Thailand; decidu-

ous 

Fig. 25. A & B. B. xiphostachya (Gagnep.) Loes.; ex Thailand 

and Vietnam; deciduous 
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History of marketing Heliconia in  

Antioquia, Colombia 
 

Carlos Julio Torres, Agricultural Technologist 
President of Asoheliconias, cjtorres@une.net.co 
 
Translated by Carla Black 
 

For the first exhibition of heliconias in the Feria de Flores, 

in 2004, the botanical garden of Medellín Joaquin Antonio 

Uribe summoned local heliconia producers to help. They 

responded immediately, providing flowers and foliage, 

and donating the money to pay for the designers and deco-

rators for the exhi-

bition. That year 

26,000 people vis-

ited the exhibition. 

 

The project to 

mount the displays 

was the first time 

we had met and 

worked together, 

and from this was 

born the idea to 

partner rather than 

compete among 

ourselves in sell-

ing flowers. Aso-

heliconias was 

created to confront 

the difficulties in 

marketing cut heliconia flowers. The department of Antio-

quia had over 125 hectares in cultivation, and many farms 

were far from Medellín. Profitability was poor, with high 

transport costs and low prices aggravated by delayed pay-

ments by wholesale florists. 

Arrangement at an exhibition 

Display at an exposition 
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As a growers' association for tropical flowers and foliage, 

Asoheliconia's goal is to present the best product through 

controlling the quality during production, harvest and 

postharvest, and delivering 25 fresh varieties to decora-

tors, florists and homes. The governor of Antioquia has 

supported our project by helping to purchase a building, 

training producers, buying supplies for new small produc-

ers, and contributing to the development of 10.5 hectares 

of  diversified plantings of new commercial varieties.  

Medellín has a culture of flower consumption. The flower 

marketing center in the city, called Placita de Flórez, 

where Asoheliconias has its headquarters, was founded 

more than 120 years ago for the cut flower producers from 

a town called Santa Elena. The colorful loads of flowers 

carried from Santa Elena to market in the city inspired the 

tradition of the silleteros parade celebrated during the 

Feria de las Flores each August. Asoheliconias 

was the first active marketer of heliconias in Medellín, 

delivering flowers door-to-door while addressing the most 

common concerns about using the large flowers: they were 

too big and expensive. We showed that one heliconia  

might artistically and economically replace a number of 

smaller flowers, and sponsored flower-arranging work-

shops to familiarize florists with the varieties and methods 

available for heliconia. With this intensive promotion, 

heliconias gained popularity in hotel and event arrange-

ments. In addition to their beauty, heliconias have a com-

petitive advantage over other flowers because of their long 

vase life, and the fact that vase water does not take on 

odors.  

At first we sold flowers one by one; now the minimum is a 

bundle of six, either of a single variety or mixed. Flower 

quality is foremost, this means no scratches, abuse, bent 

bracts, nor fungal or insect damage. We are dedicated to 

quality, variety and service. The final consumer appreci-

ates our flowers because of this attention to detail. Our 

clients, the florists, are attracted to the low prices of the 

informal vendors who do not take the same care in produc-

tion and transportation. With pressure from the final  

 

 

Flowers in the Asoheliconias distribution center 

Flower delivery 

 

Display at an exhibition 

 

Asoheliconias members 
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consumer, florists ask for our product, and in this way we 

influence the quality and fair price throughout the market. 

Were it not for the united group of producers, we would 

not able to survive in Medellín's highly competitive heli-

conia market. 

 

Meanwhile, 

on the pro-

duction side 

we promoted 

careful crop 

management 

with appro-

priate cultural 

practices to 

ensure very 

good quality 

flowers. 

Amongst our 

growers we 

insisted on 

excellent har-

vest and post-

harvest han-

dling, includ-

ing washing 

to remove 

dust, leaves, 

and vestiges 

of the true 

flowers. Work-

ing with flo-

rists, we pro-

vided a stem 

length of 105 to 

120 cm to ac-

commodate the 

height of the 

vases available 

to them.  

 

The associa-

tion's partners 

in Antioquia 

range from 

small producers 

with up to 1000 

clumps and 

between 5 and 

12 varieties, to 

medium pro-

ducers with 

three hectares 

in cultivation  

and many varieties. Some have been growing heliconias 

for 25 years, others for just four.  

Plant spacing 

is usually 2 to 

2.5 m between 

clumps and 3 

m between 

rows. A few 

farms have 

taken the risk 

of planting 1.5 

m between 

plants and 2 m 

between rows 

(3,333 plants 

per hectare), 

demanding a 

higher level of 

management 

and technical 

practices. 

The partners 

are mostly 

coffee farm-

ers, and heli-

conias provide 

diversification 

to generate 

other income 

and thus sup-

port the family and 

their farm. Coffee 

harvest is in the 

months of Septem-

ber, October and 

November with a 

small secondary 

crop in March and 

April. On these 

farms heliconias are 

planted in the ra-

vines, roadsides 

and entrances to the 

farms, taking ad-

vantage of helico-

nia's native habitat. 

 

Today in Colombia 

heliconias are key 

players. They oc-

cupy a privileged place in hotel lobbies, guest rooms and 

banquet halls. They're appreciated across the social class 

spectrum, filling living rooms and offices with their bright 

colors, beautifully accompanied by verdant tropical foli-

age. Heliconias are here to stay amongst us, their admirers. 

 

Ikebana arrangement 

Formal arrangement  

 

Tropical arrangement in a restaurant 

Informal arrangement 
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In 2000, seeds resulting from the crossing of E. elatior and 

E. haemespherica from a commercial area in Manaus, 

Brazil, were collected and sown. Nine genotypes with dif-

ferent attributes were selected after the bloom onset, in 

2002. After morphological, phenological, and agronomic 

monitoring, carried out in UPD Ubatuba/APTA, three cul-

tivars were selected showing a high market potential.  

 

Among those, the ‘IAC Cacheffo’ was selected, showing 

the following features: Cup-shaped inflorescence, wine 

colored with white stripe on the edge of the bracts, flower 

diameter of 5.2 cm, inflorescence length of 11 cm, stem 

length of 76 cm, wine-greenish/pink-greenish zonal col-

ored, inflorescence weight of 180 g and average of 70 in-

florescences plant/cycle. Flowers harvested with the basal 

bracts fully expanded, presented a postharvest longevity of 

12 days. 

High productivity was a selection criterion 

‘IAC Cacheffo’: A new cultivar of torch 

ginger (Etlingera elatior (Jack) R.M. Sm. x 

E. haemespherica (Bl.) R.M Sm.) selected 

by the Instituto Agronômico (IAC), Brazil. 
5 

Carlos Eduardo Ferreira de Castro1, Silvia Rocha 
Moreira2, Charleston Gonçalves3, and Lucas Lafratta 
Calandrelli4 

 
1Instituto Agronômico (IAC), Caixa Postal 28, CEP 
13012-970, Campinas (SP), Brasil, e-mail: 
ccastro@iac.sp.gov.br; scholarship CNPq DTI 2; 
2,3Pólo Regional do Vale do Paraíba-UPD de 
Ubatuba/APTA, Ubatuba (SP), e:mails: 
charleston@apta.sp.gov.br  and 
silviamoreira@apta.sp.gov.br; 

4
Graduate in 

Agronomy UNESP Ilha Solteira, Ilha Solteira (SP), 
scholarship CNPq ATP-B; 5Project sponsored by 
CNPq.  
 

An Etlingera research and breeding program at the Insti-

tuto Agronômico (IAC) aims to introduce some species of 

this genus, produce intra-and interspecific crosses, and 

develop new varieties. For the selection of new cultivars 

the following aspects are considered: Plant productivity, 

total weight of stem/inflorescence, low incidence of pests 

and diseases and postharvest longevity of the inflores-

cence.  

The acclimatization of this selection is excellent at tem-

peratures from 25 to 32 °C and rainfall from 1600 to 2400 

mm/year, with flowering onset in September and flower-

ing period lasting until April in Southeastern Brazil, 

whereas in Northern Brazil the flowering period lasts 

longer.   

 

Etlingera elatior ‘IAC Cacheffo’  

 

Heliconia Society International  

web site is at 
 

 www.heliconia.org 

mailto:ccastro@iac.sp.gov.br
mailto:charleston@apta.sp.gov.br
mailto:silviamoreira@apta.sp.gov.br
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Jana Leong-Škorničková, Herbarium of Singapore 
Botanic Gardens 
 

All photos by Jana Leong-Škorničková 
 

Republished from Gardenwise vol 38, 2012, a publication 

of the Singapore Botanic Gardens, with the author’s per-

mission. 
 

“Oh, my candida!” The catchy line from Tony Orlando of 

70s' fame, which I am fortunately too young to know first-

hand, slipped out of my mouth when I first saw 

Kaempferia candida in the bamboo forest of 

Kanchanaburi. So, what was so exciting about finding this 

ginger with huge white flowers? Well, once we found it, I 

knew that together with my colleague Jiranan Techaprasan 

from the National Center for Genetic Engineering and 

Biotechnology (BIOTEC) in Bangkok, we would be able 

to crack the puzzle: whether this species is — or is not — 

a Kaempferia. 
 

This enigmatic ginger was first found by the Danish bota-

nist Nathaniel Wallich in Myanmar. The large white flow-

ers, which appear at ground level before the leafy shoots, 

indeed remind of other Kaempferia species, e.g., 

Kaempferia rotunda, and Wallich seemed to have no 

doubt that this is where this species belongs. He described 

and depicted the inflorescence and flowers in his monu-

mental work Plantae Asiaticae Rariores and deposited the 

original specimens of this species in several herbaria, in-

cluding the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew. Other botanists 

since, not having access to additional material, seemed to 

have accepted Wallich’s identification without question. 

During the early years of my ginger studies in India, Wal-

lich’s drawing of this species attracted my attention. The 

superficial similarity as observed by Wallich aside, the 

rather closed shape of the flowers and well exposed an-

ther, the bright yellow centre of the otherwise white flow-

ers did not really fit any Kaempferia I have ever seen and 

actually resembled some of the Curcuma species in South 

India and Sri Lanka. But to re-collect the species in Myan-

mar was not something convenient then and therefore put 

on hold. Meanwhile, legendary Danish ginger specialist 

Professor Kai Larsen and Dr. Thaya Jenjittikul, his col-

league from Mahidol University in Bangkok, discovered 

this species in Thailand very close to the Burmese border, 

not far from the place of Wallich’s collections. This find 

represented a new record for Thailand and was published 

in 2000 in the Thai Forest Bulletin with a detailed descrip-

tion, line drawing and several photographs. But after a  

long, hard look at the shape of the anther, which did not 

match any Kaempferia, but is reminiscent of that in Cur-

cuma, and its well-developed leafy shoot, which is rare in 

Kaempferia, my suspicion and curiosity about this ginger 

deepened. A small bee trying hard to get to the nectar, which seems 
to be way too deep to reach. The small bees did not seem 
to carry any pollen on their back when leaving the flowers. 

 

Jiranan Techaprasan dissecting a flower of  
Curcuma candida. 
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samples from various ginger genera into new analyses in-

cluding several Curcuma species and as we suspected, 

‘our dear candida’ nestled comfortably among other Cur-

cuma species. The last step was to write this exciting little 

story for the Nordic Journal of Botany in order to establish 

the new, correct name, Curcuma candida, for this species. 

The paper was published in the December 2011 issue and 

there is now one Curcuma more and one less ginger puz-

zle. What remains a mystery is what pollinators tend to 

these very large flowers. Although we have seen several 

visitors to the flowers, including small bees and ants, they 

all seemed too small to effectively transfer the pollens. 

Moreover, some of the plants we have brought back in 

pots for more observation opened their flowers during the 

late evening, which brings in the possibility of a nocturnal 

pollinator. So that would be a beginning of yet another 

exciting story to be told. 

 

When I met Dr. Thaya at an international symposium, I 

shared my suspicions with her and her student Jiranan, 

who was working on the molecular phylogeny of the ge-

nus Kaempferia. Even though they were not overly excited 

by the prospect of this beautiful plant (their favourite 

Kaempferia as they said) falling out of the genus 

Kaempferia, they agreed, for the sake of science, to em-

bark on a collaborative project to uncover the truth. 

Dr. Thaya (far right) and the team are all smiles after finding about 15 plants of Curcuma candida in flower. 

We located all specimens of this species from various her-

baria to confirm that this species was rather rare and re-

stricted in its distribution. Dr. Thaya then led us on a field 

trip to find flowering material, so that all aspects of mor-

phology could be examined. The timing of such a trip is 

always tricky as these plants flower just before the mon-

soonal rains for only a short period sometime between late 

March and early May. We placed our bet on the second 

week of April. On our way to the forest, we were assured 

that our timing was spot on, as we learned from locals that 

young inflorescences, cherished as a seasonal vegetable, 

had already appeared in the village markets for sale during 

the previous week. Yet, when we stepped into the com-

pletely dry bamboo forest, there was no sight of the pale 

flowers on the forest floor, which was covered by silvery 

beige dried bamboo leaves. We spread out and went on all 

fours so as not to miss the precious flowers and before 

long, the first find was accompanied by cheers from every 

one. We spent the next two hours photographing and dis-

secting the flowers, taking notes and looking for more 

plants, before rewarding ourselves with lunch and local 

durian. 

 

Soon after Jiranan started work on molecular analyses, she 

reported that Kaempferia candida did not seem to belong 

to the genus Kaempferia. We then decided to add more   
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Illustrations of two genera featured in this issue of the Bulletin 
Reproduced from Singapore Botanic Garden 2007 calendar 

Paintings by James and Charles de Alwis, between 1890 and 1908 
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 WANTED: Seeds of heliconias 
 

 Heliconia subulata ‘Cock of the Rock’ 

 Heliconia subulata ‘African’ 

 Heliconia carlei 

 Heliconia tortuosa ‘Yellow Twister’ 

 Heliconia rostrata ‘Yellow form’ 

 Heliconia rostrata ‘Peru’ 

 Heliconia rostrata ‘Pink Peru’ 

 Heliconia rostrata ‘Dwarf’ 

 Heliconia rostrata ‘Green Tip’ 

 Heliconia spissa ‘Belize’ 

 Heliconia lankesteri red flowered 

 Heliconia lankesteri yellow flowered 

 Heliconia velloziana yellow flowered 

 Heliconia velloziana ‘Ilha Bella’ 

 Heliconia dielsiana yellow flowered 

 Heliconia pendula ‘Frosty’ 

 Heliconia nutans ‘Yellow Twister’ 

 Heliconia beckneri 

 Heliconia ignescens 

 Heliconia bella 
   

 Contact Clinton Care at:  

 subtropicalslorikeet@hotmail.com 

Bulletin advertising 
 

Advertising rate is $US 10.00 per 1/16th page per issue, paid annually in advance, i.e. $US 40 per annum. Ads can be up 

to 1/2 page. Send ads, with payment, to the editors. Below are the first ads placed. Kindly patronize our supporters.   

Plant Group Hawai’i 
 

Premium quality rhizomes: 

 

Heliconia 

Alpinia 

Curcuma 

Etlingera 

Globba 

Zingiber 

Others 

 

We specialize in international and 

Wholesale shipments. 

 

www.plantgrouphawaii.com 

 

Email:info@plantgrouphawaii.com 

 

Tel/Fax: 1.808.959.7943 

 

Follow us on Facebook! 

    

Look forward to the HSI Biennial Conference in Bali, Indonesia, August 25 to 27, 2014 

mailto:subtropicalslorikeet@hotmail.com
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