
THE UNRULY PITCAIRNIAS 

(by Chet Blackburn)  

Editorial comment (Bob Reilly) Reprinted, with permission of the Bromeliad Society 

Internations, from the Journal of The Bromeliad Society, 1997, volume 47(1), pp24-25. In 

this article, Chet Blackburn, who was the Journal’s editor at the time, takes a light-hearted, 

but insightful, look at some of the peculiarities of the Pitcairnia/Pepinia genera. 

Every family has a horse thief somewhere in its past. In fact, for many families horse thieves 

make up one or more branches of the family tree. In my family, they probably make up the 

whole damned canopy, but the point is that no family is without the occasional outsider who 

refuses to conform to the traditions held by the rest of its members – an outlaw who refuses to 

behave like every other member of the family. 

And so it is with bromeliads. The recalcitrant member of this otherwise stable family is the 

genus Pitcairnia. Pitcairnia, and its unruly brother genus Pepinia, do not follow the rules that 

“everyone knows” apply to bromeliads. This in spite of the fact that Pitcairnia is one of the 

first bromeliad genera to evolve. 

Prove it you say? Let’s just cite some examples: 

1. Maple trees are deciduous, grapevines are deciduous, tulips are deciduous, but “everyone 

knows” that bromeliads are not deciduous. Someone needs to explain that to the small group 

of pitcairnias which annually shed their leaves to get through the dry season. 

2. “Everyone knows” that a bromeliad leaf consists of a blade and a sheath. No one looks at a 

bromeliad expecting to see a leaf with a petiole. Yet some of the pitcairnias can’t even seem 

to get this simple morphological adaptation right. 

3. The family Bromeliaceae is restricted to the western hemisphere…every member of the 

family but one species is found there. Care to guess which genus includes the solitary 

outcast? 

4. “Everyone knows” that one of the main characteristics for sorting out the three subfamilies 

of bromeliaceae are the presence or absence of spines on the foliage. The subfamilies 

Bromelioideae and Pitcairnioideae have them, Tillandsioideae does not. Leave it to Pitcairnia 

to disrupt this comfortable scheme by some of its members having both types of leaves – 

spiny and spineless – on the same plant. Some even have spines at the bases of the leaf but 

none along the blades. 

5. “Everyone knows” that bromeliads do not like to be overwatered or grow in soggy soil. 

Yet there are pitcairnias growing in the wild in what can only be described as sopping wet 

conditions. 

6. Bromeliads, like orchids, are the subjects of rampant if not random hybridizing. 

Hybridizers can’t seem to pass a pair of blooming bromeliads without wondering what the 

offspring between them would look like. For example, there are only about 40 species of 

Cryptanthus, but there are close to a thousand hybrids and cultivars listed, the differences 

between some of them so small that “subtle” would be too strong a word to use in describing 

them. There are less then 100 Neoregelia species described, but there are 100 pages of 

hybrids and cultivars (about 21 plants per page) listed in Don Beadle’s Preliminary Listing of 

All Known Cultivar and Grex Names for the Bromeliaceae. Therfore you would expect a 

huge genus like Pitcairnia, second only to Tillandsia in the number of species in the 

bromeliad family, to have been hybridized and cultivared to high heaven, wouldn’t you? 

Beadle lists eleven hybrids and no cultivars. 



7. Another compulsion of hybridizers is the creation of bigenerics. There are a lot of 

horticultural Doctor Frankensteins among hybridizers who are bent on creating new life 

forms, even if some of them do turn out to be monsters. Navia is the genus closest to 

Pitcairnia, hence it is the most likely candidate for bigeneric dallying, but have you ever 

heard of an X Navcairnia? If even the hybridizers ignore a genus, you know it must be a 

disreputable one. 

8. That bromeliad growers will collect almost anything is apparent by the fact that some of 

those bigenerics remain in collections, Why in the world would anyone want to grow a X 

Neomea ‘Nebula’ for example? Still, as indiscriminate as we bromeliad collectors often are, 

do you know anyone who has as many as six of the 320 or so species of Pitcairnia in their 

collection? 

Not only are pitcairnias and pepinias a primitive bunch, but as shown above, they are also an 

unruly one. For the sake of simplicity, in this discussion no distinction is made between the 

genera Pepinia and Pitcairnia. They both were formerly included as subgenera of Pitcairnia, 

but recently Pepinia has been elevated to the status of genus. However, I might add that in his 

introduction to the Alphabetical List of Bromeliad Binominals, Harry Luther remarks, 

“Nomenclatural problems continue to plague the resurrected genus Pepinia. A number of taxa 

that appear to belong in Pepinia have never been formally transferred from Pitcairnia.” 

Why doesn’t that surprise me? 

 


