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Origin of Bromeliad Plants
By Jean Chiuminatta, Master Gardener

“Possibly the most hostile, most unstable, most stressful of environments has been conquered by plants which have adapted to sustain themselves on barren rock or as epiphytes (tree dwelling but not parasitic), in the canopy of trees exposed to extremes of temperature, drought, intense sun, devastating rainstorms and to an extreme barrenness of nutrients;  environments where plants are continuously threatened by dehydration, burning, dislodgement and starvations. Plants which colonize such harsh, forbidding habitats are notably ORCHIDS and BROMELIADS.” 

The question arises:  what mechanisms, what deviations from normal plant conventions have they employed to succeed in environments where more conventional plants would perish?

According to my research, these two kinds of plants belong to the angiosperms or flowering plants, the most advanced form of evolutionary development attained by plants, which began to evolve about 200 million years ago (WOW). They developed in Africa, Australia, Antarctica, South America and the subcontinent of India.

Since that period of time, they have moved around to new locations. The oldest bromeliad-like fossil found in South America rock sediments has been dated as thirty million years old and has been named “Karatophyhyllum Bromehoides” (please don’t ask me to pronounce that word).

Over time, these plants have evolved into only 2000 species, which make up the family. The Bromeliad family is divided into three subfamilies on the basis of genetic affinities:  the Pitairnioideae, Bromelroideae and Tillandsioideae which are all further subdivided into genera comprising the individual species. The first two each have about 500 species while the third contains about 1000 species, with the genus Tillandsia as the largest bromeliad genus accounting for almost 600 members. And to think that the Tillandsias (ball moss and Spanish moss) and Bromeliads are growing on my front porch. Their ancestors were growing and probably eaten by very large mammals that existed 200 million years ago!!

Although most bromeliad species share, at least superficially, a common design of appearance and survival strategy, it is the Tillandsias that have evolved the greatest diversity of form, of nutrient procurement and of habitat tolerance. Apparently endowed with significantly greater genetic resilience and the power of broader adaptation than possibly inherent in other bromeliad genera, it comes as no surprise to find Tillandsias as successful colonists in the widest range of available habitats. Areas with a particular abundance of species are Mexico, some regions of Central America, the West Indies, and eastern and southern Brazil.

More bromeliads occur in the tropics and subtropics in moist mountain forests at between 5000 and 8000 feet altitude than in any other habitat. It would seem that warm and temperate cloud forests with average annual rainfall provide the ideal habitat for many kinds of epiphytic plants.

Bromeliads became important in horticulture during the nineteenth century, but their introduction to the western world started over three hundred years earlier, with Christopher Columbus’s second voyage to the New World in 1493. During this voyage the Spanish explorer discovered the pineapple cultivated by the Indians. Pineapples are part of the Bromeliad family.

It’s hard to know how long Bromeliads will survive in nature. Together with many epiphytes such as orchids, aroids (includes peace lilies, anthuriums and more) and gesneriads (includes African violets, Gloxinias and more), they largely depend on trees, and it is the trees, the forest in the tropics and subtropics that are being destroyed at an alarming rate. Over the last few decades an area equivalent in size to Tasmania has been deforested each year. It is more than probable that this rate of forest clearing will further accelerate in the foreseeable future. Every new subdivision of homes and/or commercial property that is developed is most probably taking down many trees.

I hope they don’t disappear, but their future is in danger.
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