Alcantarea ‘Whyanbeel’ by Peter Tristram Dec 2010.
Peter Sargent, who lives north of Cairns at the Whyanbeel Arboretum, near Mossman, has been a prolific grower of seed, especially bromeliads, for most of his life. Many species and some cultivars in our collections originate from Peter’s seed raising efforts, mostly from imported seed.

Many years ago, around 1982, a very young Peter imported a single packet of seed into Australia, from Renato Bello in Brazil. It was labelled, ‘Vriesea imperialis’. The batch of about 150 plants grew predominantly green, with broad, slightly mottled, often ribbed leaves with typically speckled sheaths and bloomed with a huge red ‘imperial’ inflorescence, after some years. More batches were sown from these bloomings, all true to the originals. Prolific numbers of adventitious pups were also harvested.

Among the batch were also some redder ones, very similar in shape and size, just red, but none have bloomed. They look magnificent in the grounds around Peter’s house, complementing the ‘green’ ones wonderfully. Adventitious pups of these have also been harvested and are spread in many collections. These are yet to be named though ‘Whyanbeel Red’ would be obvious.

In the early 1990s, David Warmington of the Cairns Flecker Botanic Gardens, received 8 large plants, all ‘green’ forms. From there they spread south and the name ‘Cairns Green’ was also coined. Who used this name first is still a source of debate. Now this form of ‘Vriesea imperialis’ was on the move, changing to Alcantarea ‘Cairns Green’ or Alcantarea imperialis ‘Green’ depending on the collector, with the resurrection of that genus by Jason Grant in 1995. 

Later, at the Australian Bromeliad Conference in Brisbane in 2004, Arno King, another prolific importer, who had been on a trip to Brazil, contended that it was Alcantarea brasiliana, after seeing very similar plants of this name in the famous Sitio (Roberto) Burle-Marx near Rio de Janeiro. Mark Paul, another Alcantarea aficionado, also visited Burle-Marx’s extensive gardens in 2006 and agreed with Arno. Thus the plants in the south were renamed Alcantarea brasiliana and spread further and wider still when Bruce Dunstan, at the then Stockade Nursery (now Greenstock), began mass propagation.

The name ‘Whyanbeel’ is proposed in recognition of Peter Sargent and the Arboretum, which he runs with his parents, Pirrie and Jan. It follows the same reasoning as recent registrations of imperialis forms like ‘Grace’, ‘Silver Plum’ and ‘Purple Skotak’. Peter does not like the name ‘Cairns Green’ as it was invented without his consultation or recognition.

The name Alcantarea brasiliana may be reduced to synonymy with Alcantarea imperialis, so, pending official publication of taxonomic changes by Leme and/or Versieux, it seems Renato Bello's seed was correctly named, something many growers never doubted. The complexity of and interrelationships between populations of imperialis/brasiliana/regina and other species like geniculata and glaziouana, in southern Brazil, especially near Rio de Janeiro, will take much longer to understand.

Alcantarea ‘Whyanbeel’ refers to many greges now propagated of very similar appearance, quite different to the many other forms of Alcantarea imperialis. It can be distinguished by a fairly tight ‘stacked’ rosette of light green, subtly mottled, broad (av. 20cm), ribbed leaves, which are turned under at the very tip. These suffuse some redness in cooler climates and lack the obvious surface wax of most forms of Al. imperialis. The inflorescence rises to over 3m with a mass of enfolding stem bracts, like reduced leaves, colouring a rich red in the lower half of each, to all red, near the apex. From each stem bract, the lateral, red branches are typical imperialis, along with the 10+cm creamy-white/yellowish flaccid flowers.

