Alcantarea ‘Blok’ by Derek Butcher May 2010.

This cultivar name has been used to replace Vriesea blokii treated by Leme as a synonym of A. imperialis. The plant with this name in SE Queensland seems to have come from a John Bolger but nobody knows where John Bolger got his plant. But then other anecdotal evidence suggest that John Catlan got his plant in the 1980’s from a nursery called ‘Forest Glen’ on the NSW coast who in turn got it from a ‘Colonel’. The Colonel just has to be George Clarke, the inaugural President of the Central Coast Brom Soc and we know he did import.

In 1935 this plant was in ‘Das Pflanzenreich’ Bromeliaceae by Mez as a Vriesea having been previously known as a Tillandsia and we know that the description by Mez was based on the painting in Botanical Magazine 1908 plate 8192. In 1966 Lyman Smith in Phytologia placed it as a synonym of Vriesea regina, accepting Mez’s description as being correct and apparently not checking the herbarium specimen at Kew. Leme revealed in Bromelia in 1997 that the actual herbarium specimen at Kew told a different story and that Tillandsia blokii should have been treated as a synonym of Alcantarea imperialis. Whoever did the painting in 1908 took artistic licence in drawing the plant as flowering distichously not secund as it should have been. As the painting shows, this plant could easily have been identified ‘correctly’ as Vriesea blokii before Leme’s revelations in 1997.

So we have an errant plant called blokii or various spelling of this name for a plant that flowers depauperately.

Mark Paul says it is a depauperate/simple form of an A. geniculata type with a simple inflorescence [generally only a couple of branches on the scape but flowers and all other attributes as per  A. geniculata].

He could well be correct but there is still the odd flowering habit to contend with which is why I propose the cultivar name of ‘Blok’. I have tried over the years to get Queenslanders to report on this plant because the only photographic record I have is from John Catlan in 1995. Ross Little of PineGrove has sent me a photo, admittedly well past its use by date but it does show recognisable characters to warrant the continuation of the name, admittedly as ‘Blok’ but at least it will not be swallowed up under the variable A. geniculata.
I am now going to show you what was written about Tillandsia Blokii in 1908, over 100 years ago. Clearly they knew the difference between Alcantarea imperialis and ‘Blokii’ and I have a feeling that Elton Leme may be incorrect in treating it as a synonym. The particular herbarium specimen at Kew used by Leme could well have been pressed incorrectly. In any event, here is what was said and I leave you to judge. 

The more adventuresome of you may even butcher their plant to see if it agrees with this old description.   

TAB. 8192.

TILLANDSIA BLOKII

South America.

Bromeliaceae

TILLANDSIA. Linn.; Benth. et Hook. f. Gen. Plant. vol.iii. p.669; Mez in DC. Monogr. Phaner. Vol. ix. p.633

Tillandsia Blokii, Hort., Gard. Chron. 1898,vol. xxiii. p. 254 ; Journ. de la

Soc. d’Hort. de France, 1898, vol. xx. p. 479 (nomen tantum); species ex

affinitate T. reginae, auctorum, a qua differt foliis latioribus rubro-maculatis, bracteis sanguineis, floribus minus divergentibus et petalis luteis biligulatis.

Planta perennis, monocarpica, florigera circiter 2 m. alta, caule simplici crasso brevissimo. Folia numerosa, densissime rosulata, crassa, coriacea, lineari-oblonga, usque ad 1 m. longa, infra medium circiter 15 cm. lata, apice abrupt longeque acuminata, integra, inermia, recurva, maculis rubro-purpureis ornata. Inflorescentia terminalis,_erecta, pinnatim paniculata, circiter 1.5 m. longa; scapus bracteis amplis coriaceis sanguineis ovato-acuminatis diu persistentibus vestitus; rami laterales circiter 14, quaquaversi, curvati, recurvi, 20-30 cm. longi, flexuosi, sanguinei, usque ad 12-flori. Bracteae florigerae  ovatae,  acutae, quam calyx dimidio breviores, sanguineae, calyci arete appressae, persistentes. Flores distichi, breviter pedicellati, inter se l.5-2 cm. distantes, circitcr 10 cm. longi. Sepala 3, lanceolata, 4-5 cm. longa, acuta, sanguinea, coriacea, persistentia,, capsulae longiori arcte appressa. Petala 3, linearia, circiter 10 cm. longa, acuta, intus basi ligulis binis dentatis instructa, cito marcescentia. Stamina 6, petala aequantia. Stylus trifidus, stamina vix excedens.  Capsula (plane matura non visa) 3-locularis, oblonga., 5-6 cm. longa, acuminata, subcarnosa, nitida; loculorum parietibus intus atro-purpureis nitidis. Semina numerosissima, cylindrico-clavata, ferruginea, cum cauda terminali demum in pilos dissoluta comiformi circiter 2 cm. longa, basi coma pilorum obversorum ex ovuli

integumento dissoluto ornata; rhaphe valida, demum libera.- Vriesia Blokii, Hort.

The species of Tillandsia (or Vriesia) of the group to which T. Blokii belongs have been much confused, partly in consequence of authors attempting to identify

different species with the very rude, diagrammatic figure of T. regina, Vell. (Fl. Flum. Ic. vol. iii. t. 142), partly from the fact that Lemaire figured (Illustr. Hort. vol. xiv. t. 516) one species, the one generally accepted as T. regina, and described another, the Vriesia imperialis, Morr. ( V. Glazioveana, Carr. in Rev. Hort. 1881, p. 50, with a coloured plate), partly also from differences of view as to specific limits.

Mr. J. G. Baker (Handbook of the Bromeliaceae, p. 22) included V. imperialis, Morr., and V. geniculata, Wawra, under T. regina ( V. Glazioviana, Lem. in Ill. Hort.. 1867,

t. 5l 6); but Mez, with complete specimens before him, restored them to specific rank (DC. Monogr. Phaner. vol. ix. p.615, and unravelled their very much involved synonymy. V imperialis differs from the others in having secund, not distichous, white flowers, and in stature, sometimes attaining a height of 16 to 18 ft. T. regina, as

known to us, has distichous, white bracts and flowers, only the lower bracts being tinged with red; and the flowers are given off at nearly right angles to the axis. But there is a drawing in the Morren collection at Kew of a Tillandsia having a red scape, green bracts, red inside, a green calyx and yellow petals, which Morren himself named Vriesia gigantea, a garden name for T. regina.
The history of T. Blokii is obscure and its origin apparently not recorded. A very fine plant of it was exhibited in flower at the Ghent quinquennial meeting in 1898, but the

name of the exhibitor  is not given in any of the contemporary papers. In the Gardeners' Chronicle report we read: “ The giant of the family was a huge specimen of Tillandsia (Vriesia) regina, shown as V. Blokii.  It was as tall as a man and in flower.” And practically the same statement appeared in the Journal de la Societe National d'Horticulture de France. Mr. F. W. Moore. to whom we are indebted for the specimen figured and for photographs of the entire plant, writes: “I purchased the plant in question from l'Horticulture Colonial, Parc Leopold, Brussels, in April, 1903, under the name of Vriesia Blokii. It was a healthy little plant, about twelve inches high, and I was given to understand that it was a seedling of the original, shown at Ghent, and quite distinct from T. regina. It did not flower with me until last year. The whole plant is about 6ft. high, and the diameter of the inflorescence from tip to tip of the branches is 2 ft. 3 inches. I think it is a finer plant than T. regina, and the large bracts retain their colour through the fruiting stage."

The seeds of many of the Bromeliaceae are very singular and beautiful objects. Those of Tillandsia Blokii are exactly like those of Vriesia imperialis, Morr., as figured by

Mez (Fl. Bras. vol, iii. pars 3, t. 105). They are narrow, cylindrical or clavate bodies, tailed at the distal end and furnished with a reversed coma, at the base enveloping the

lower half of the seed. When the seed is ripe the tissue of the tail is broken up into hair-like rows of cells similar to the pappus of a composite. The basal coma, in the same manner, is the result of the breaking up of the outer integument or testa of the ovule. The integument breaks up in a variety of ways in different species of the genus.

In T. Regnellii, Mez (Fl. Bras. t. 110), for example, it breaks up into a reversed coma at each end, the hairs of which overlap each other and completely clothe the body of the seed.  Unfortunately we did not receive the seed of T. Blokii until after the plate was printed.

DESC.  Shrub, flowering only once, though of several - sometimes twenty years' duration. Stem very short, unbranched. Leaves numerous, densely tufted, thick,

leathery, narrow-oblong, 2½-3½ ft long, about 6 in. across in the widest part above the broad base, tapering upwards, abruptly long-pointed. entire, unarmed, recurved, beset with oblong, purple-red blotches, Inflorescence crimson, terminal, erect, pinnately paniculate, 4 ft. 6 in. to 5 ft. long; scape stout, clothed with broad, sheathing bracts; lateral branches about 14, spreading in all directions, recurved, 8 in. to 1 ft. long, zig-zag, 10-12-flowered. Floral bracts ovate, acute, half as long as the calyx, closely appressed, persistent. Flowers in two rows, very shortly stalked, ½-¾

in. apart, about 4 in. long, Sepals 3, lanceolate, 1¾-2 in. long, acute, leathery, crimson, persistent, closely appressed to the capsule. Petals 3, yellow, linear about 4 in. long, acute, furnished with two small, toothed scales near the base on the inside, marcescent. Stamens 6, equalling the petals. Style shortly 3-lobed, a little longer than the stamens. Capsule 3-celled, oblong, 2-2½ in. Iong, acute, leathery, shining. Seeds very  numerous comose at both ends, the basal coma reversed. - W. BOTTING HEMSLEY.

Cultivation - The large Tillandsiae are handsome stove plants. Several of them have long been conspicuous objects in the tropical houses at Kew, and one of them,

T. regina, flowered in the Victoria house last year, where also the gigantic Brocchinia cordylinoides flowered about twenty years ago. They require tropical conditions, enjoying plenty of moisture at the root, the healthiest plants at Kew being those that stand on the tank in which the Victoria regia is cultivated, their pots being partly in the water. Here they receive full sunshine and as much moisture as they would get in a tropical forest. In the palm house the conditions are too dry for these plants. It is unfortunate that the whole of the upper portion of the plant dies immediately after flowering, but suckers are usually developed from the base of the stem, and these afford means of obtaining fresh stock. Under cultivation it takes these big species of Tillandsia about twenty years to reach the flowering stage.- W WATSON

Notes on Illustration

Fig. 1, a petal and stamen from the inside

2, lower part of the same

3 and 4, front and back views of an anther

5, ovary; 

6, top part of style 

:-  all enlarged.

