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he quintessential plant for
neglectful people — that’s
bromeliads, recognizable even to
nongardeners who can’t pronounce
their name (bro-MEH-lee-ads).
Omnipresent in shopping malls, hotels,
and airports, these ornamentals with
their colorful flowers, showy bracts,
and rosettes of long, stiff leaves are
cousins to the only bromeliads that are
grown commercially for food:
pineapples.

Jeffrey Kent is president of Kent’s
Bromeliad Nursery in Vista, founded in
1973. Arguably the largest bromeliad
grower in the
country and
one of the
largest in the
world, Kent’s
grows more
than 100 varieties and holds patents to
more than 25 hybrids that are shipped
to customers all over the country as
well as Europe and Asia.

“Bromeliads actually thrive on
neglect,” said the 53-year-old Kent one
morning last week at the nursery.
“Even outdoors, they don’t require
much water. They're great drought-
tolerate plants. And if you water them
too much, they will rot and die on
you.”

You shouldn’t feed them full-
strength, either. “They are not very
happy feeders. Fertilizer will burn the
lower leaves. In fact, that’s quite
common. When we feed them here, we
water them directly afterwards, so the
fertilizer is diluted.”

Earlier that same morning, Kent
was pollinating plants — cross-
breeding them, hoping for more viable
hybrids. He breeds them seasonally, in
spring and winter, by hand. The act
itself is quick and easy, birds-and-bees
fashion. First, there’s the taking of
pollen from the stamen of the chosen
plant; then, the gentle tapping of that
pollen onto the pistil of another plant.
The rest, however, is a lengthy,
complicated process. It will be ten years
or more before Kent will know if any of
today’s crosses will become a plant

capable of sustaining the demands of
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~mass production.

A biochemist with a degree from

"UCSD, Kent breeds for durability.

“We'll evaluate their initial flowerings,
see how they grow under indoor
conditions, determine if they can be
put into a box then shipped for several
days.”

He also breeds for color —
“claret,” “candy-cane,” “firecracker,”

« B .
and “fireball” are descriptive names of
some red ones.

And he breeds for size. “Size
matters, but we’re tending now to
breed smaller plants, under 20 inches
in height and maybe 12 inches in
diameter.”

There are size constraints
indoors — and in landscapes. “I was
walking yesterday in Encinitas, where I
live,-and I happened to see in an
outdoor garden four or five flowering
bromeliads in the shade. There are little
niches where that size plant works
well.”

Size 1s, finally, a shipping
consideration. “The more plants you
can get into a semi, the cheaper they

are when they arrive at their
destination.”

Many are called; few are chosen.
From the successes in the final group,
Kent will choose one to send to a
special laboratory in Belgium to be
cloned.~“That’s one plant, but all those
others could potentially have been a
hybrid. It’s possible to make millions of
hybrids in your lifetime, very few of
which will be outstanding. I made a
hundred crosses this morning. The
numbers don’t mean a whole lot. The
question is, ‘What is good?’ That’s the
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Leonard Kent Bromeliad Garden at the San Diego Zoo
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most difficult thing: to choose. And
you have to go beyond your own
knowledge. You need to travel to other
nurseries and other places in the world.
It’s an international kind of thing, the
breeding game.” ,

Kent has taken his own advice to
heart. He is not only a bromeliad
grower; he is a bromeliad hunter, who
has discovered more than 20 new
species in the wild. He has made these
discoveries on more than two dozen
trips to South American rainforests,
where bromeliads are natives. He has
brought back seeds as well as stories,
some of which he’ll share at the San
Diego Horticulture Society’s meeting
on Monday.

In a preview, he said; it’s neither
poisonous snakes nor gun-toting
guerrillas that present the greatest risks.
“T've seen a few snakes, but never a
guerrilla. Driving is the biggest danger
in South America. You can’t drive at
night — it’s too dangerous. There are
huge potholes everywhere, and you
can’t see them. People drive with
burned-out headlights.” Car
inspection? “No such critter.”

How does Kent know when he has

made a new discovery? He has his years
of study as a guide, but beyond that,
there is an official arbiter. If you think
you have found something new, you
send it to a bromeljad identification
center. Kent sends his to a center in
Sarasota, Florida; there are others in
Brazil and the Netherlands.

- Considering that these plants
come from the rainforest but may end
up in an fluorescent-lighted, air-
conditioned office building, would it be
unfair to call them the equivalents of
exotic birds, caged? :
| “That’s an interesting idea. I
hadn’t thought of that before. They are
easier to take care of than birds. You
don’t have to pick up after them.”

— Jeanne Schinto
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