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This charming new hybrid is the result of crossing our Aechmea chantinii, #15 with Neoregelia ampullacea var. tigrina ‘Midget’. Though each of these plants is a favorite of mine as a parent in its respective genus, their union in an intergeneric hybrid had always seemed ludicrous to me and, thus, for years I resisted the temptation of making this cross. Well, in a somewhat whimsical and frivolous gesture, I picked up a pot of Neoregelia ampullacea, carried it over to where one of our most beautiful varieties of A. chantinii was in bloom, and applied the Neo. pollen to the stigmas of every flower that was open. I didn't bother to tag any of the blooms because I began to feel that the cross was just too foolhardy to even consider. I even wanted to pinch off the blooms after I had pollinated them. Well, I didn't.

The following morning, while passing the same two plants on my way to open the roof vents of this greenhouse, I noticed new flowers open on each plant. I hesitated for an instant to reflect on the folly of my actions the day before, then proceeded on my way through the house. I made only five steps and stopped with a jolt, then looked back at the flowers. They just seemed to be asking for my attention. O.K., I turned around, retraced my steps, and again pollinated each flower on the A. chantinii that was open. This time, I suppose you could say, I had made a definite commitment: I tagged all of the flowers that had been pollinated on both days. From that day on, I made it a point to visit A. chantinii #15 each morning on my way through the greenhouse.

This went on for weeks from mid July into August back in 1972. I never bothered to reciprocate the cross - A. chantinii onto N. ampullacea - because I had found this Aechmea always to be a most-willing seed parent with almost every type of pollen placed on it. I felt that if viable seeds were to come from this union, the Aechmea was more likely to produce larger and stronger seeds than the little Neoregelia could.

Well, two months later, on October 15, 1972, I gathered the blue berries, processed them in my usual manner, and sowed the seeds in several plastic trays. To my surprise, hundreds of plants came up! However, the growth of about fifty was alarmingly rapid. In fact, the first plants bloomed in August, 1974, in a period of less than two years.

Not all of the plants from this cross were worth keeping - many never progressed beyond that flat-seedling stage. Still others were downright ugly with burn-like markings that are common to all Aechmea chantinii by Neoregelia crosses throughout their juvenile stage. Only the fifty or so plants that I considered select were kept - all others were destroyed. In this way only the best plants from the cross would ever be known. These select cultivars are all more or less uniform in growth habit. They are most accommodating in that they will do well in bright sun or in more moderate

light, and they can be grown equally well wet or dry. They root readily without shock if removed from the parent plant, and increase rapidly by three or four-inch stolons.

Neomea 'Stardust' matures at less than a foot tall with many cultivars attaining only eight to ten inches. Shape, unique among present-day Neomeas, is like an elongated or upright-growing A. chantinii with long-oval or ellipsoid tank. Some forms have a decidedly pinched-neck shape like a tall vase or pitcher. All have great appeal! Leaf blades and sheaths are minutely though lavishly peppered with deep maroon dots and

heavily dusted silvery gray. In strong light the green leaves take on a yellow-green to red cast.

The inflorescence is a compound head usually well above and out of the high cup and varies from golf ball size to as large as four inches tall by three inches wide. Sepals are usually vivid rose red while the petals are cream to yellow, tipped blue to violet.

Yes Neomea 'Stardust' is aptly named, truly a distinct novelty that fascinates every bromeliad fan who sees it. Though it is a terrific grower, it is sure to remain in short supply for several years to come.

