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Growth Cycle of Air Plants
by Jean Chiuminatta, Master Gardener
Air plants have an interesting growth cycle and can produce up to 17 “pups” or “offsets” (off-shoots) before the air plant dies.  Contrary to popular belief that air plants die after they bloom seems to be an invalid belief.  

According to one of my research sources, “we’ve found that they march to their own beat and bloom when they want to, but it’s most often between winter and  spring.  Eventually they die/fade away but not right after they bloom”.  They will produce several pups before death occurs.  As stated above, some air plants will produce up to 17 pups or offsets.  Generally the sales ticket will state “2-8 pups”.
Research states that the mother plant does not die or fade away until the pup has grown and matured enough to survive on their own.  (Sort of sounds like most parents with their offspring.  We will take care of you until you graduate from school but then you are on your own!) Does that sound familiar?
In addition to pups, Tillandsia also set seed.  If your plants are outside and blooming, the seeds, which are attached to a small “cotton tuft”, known as “coma”, will detach itself and drift on air currents.  It could settle on a tree, rough bark or textured surface.  To increase its chances of success, seeding usually occurs during dry seasons, before rainy season so they are not washed away.
Air plants are epiphytes, which anchor themselves on another plant, called a host plant, although the air plant takes no nourishment from the host plant.   In addition to  trees, they attach themselves to other plants and even telephone wire.  When you are outside working or taking a hike, start glancing up in the air around trees or telephone wire to see if any air plant seedlings are attached and then glance around in the shrubbery for any seedlings growing on other host plants.

If you live in a desert area, other types of air plants grow there better than others.  Xeric describes the environment by lack of water, such as the deserts and xeriphytes (“dry-loving”) have adapted to live in such conditions: hot, dry climate.  When you purchase your air plants on line, or at a shop, be sure to look for certain species:  caput-medusae (fuzzy tendrils, curls in times of drought), seleriana (highly visible with fuzzy appearance), harrisili (up to 8” diameter, silvery, drought tolerant), filum orfilifolia (wispy threadlike foliage).
Whatever air plant you choose to purchase (and with 600+  known species there’s a huge selection) the growth cycle is pretty much the same, in the desert, or the tropics or South Texas.  The pups grow at the base of the plant.  These new plantlets will bear the next cycle of blooms at maturity.  Once your pup reaches that maturity stage, the choice is to cut it off and start a new plant or leave it on and your plant grows larger into what is known as a “clump”.

From one plant purchased, you can produce up to 17 new tillandsias or one very large clump.  The choice is yours, or maybe pick and choose a few to cut and a few to clump.  Since I started this new project, I am seeing a few new pups on some of them.  It’s exciting to watch them grow and see that little pup appear the next time I look, water or move them around.  For me, it’s pure joy.  
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