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As an amateur botanist with a love of tropical forests
and a very much focused interest in one genus, 1 have
finally begun to understand the vast diversity of that
genus. [ have begun to realize that the lines separating
one species of Costus from another are merely man-
made classifications. We humans try to tell the plants
what they are supposed to look like, but the plants do
not always cooperate. Widespread species like Costus
scaber, Costus pulverulentus, Costus guanaiensis, Cos-
tus laevis and others have an incredible diversity, and [
have often been surprised to find either a single plant or
large populations of a plant that generally looks like an
entirely separate species, but yet its characters fit very
well with the formal botanical description of a well
known species.

As if this variation within a species was not enough to
fool me, I have also learned that this genus Cosfus that
captured my interest is rather promiscuous. Time after
time in my walks through native forests I have found a
single plant that defied classification into one of the
established species. There is then a rush of excitement
and a strong temptation to declare the discovery of a
new species. However, further investigation and anal-

isis can sometimes bring me to the conclusion that this new
plant is actually a natural hybrid of two well established spe-
cies that have populations in the local area.

C. Tico Tower’

Botanists draw a distinction between the terms “natural hy-
bridization™ and “introgression”, In the former, two different
taxa of plants interbreed and the hybrid offspring may or may
not be fertile. This interbreeding takes place in “hybrid
zones” where it may reoccur but does not eventually result in
the evolution of a new species. Introgression involves a long
term process of repeated crossing and backerossing and re-
sults in the introduction of genes from one of the parent spe-
cies into the gene pool of the other species.

Here are three examples of plant discoveries I have con-
cluded to be natural hybrids—one time occurrences that are
interesting and useful for cultivation, but not of any real taxo-
nomic value.

Costus ‘Tico Tower’ (C. limax )

I have named this Costus Tico Tower, inspired by its very tall
growing habit. It is a fertile hybrid and readily produces
seeds. The plant was found in the flood plain of the Rio Rin-
con at an altitude of 22 meters.
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It is believed to be a Costus lima hybrid, shares many of
the characters of that species, but is distinctively differ-
ent with green bracts instead of red bracts and yellow
instead of reddish flowers. The other parent species
could be Costus villosissimus or some other yellow
flowering species. There are 11 known species of Cos-
tus on the Osa Peninsula of Costa Rica where this plant
was found.

Ligule morphology

FE./ &
Costus lima

Costus leucanthus x C. lima

While searching along the Rio Lita in Ecuador, I came
across this single plant among several specimens of
Costus lencanthus. 1t is believed to be a natural hybrid
of C. leucanthus with C. lima, which is also found in
this area. This was a very large plant with many mature
inflorescences, but no seeds were produced.

I think it makes a very attractive alternative to either of the
parent species.

Costus leucanthus, plant in flower, with ligule at right

The Purpose of HIS

The purpose of HSI is to increase the enjoyment and
understanding of Heliconia (Heliconiaceae) and related plants
(members of the Cannaceae, Costaceae, Lowiaceae,
Marantaceae, Musaceae, Strelitziaceae, and Zingiberaceae) of
the order Zingerberales through education, research and
communication. Interest in Zingiberales and information on
the cultivation and botany of these planis is rapidly increasing.
HSI will centralize this information and distribute it to
members.,

The HELICONIA SOCIETY INTERNATIONAL, a
nonprofit corporation, was formed in 1985 because of rapidly
developing interest around the world in these exotic planis
and their close relatives. We are composed of dues-paying
members. Our officers and all participants are volunteers.
Everyone is welcome to join and participate. HS1 conducts a
Biennial Meeting and International Conference.

Membership dues are (in SUS): Individual, $40; Family, $45;
Student, $10; Contributing, $50; Corporate (Company or

Institution) $100; Sustaining, $500; Contributing Lifetime Mem-
ber, $1000, Libraries, $35 and PDF, $25. Membership fees
constitute annual dues from | July through 30 June, All members
receive the BULLETIN (usually published quarterly), the
Membership Directory, and special announcements, Please send all
inquiries regarding membership or Bulletin purchases to: Dr. David
Lorence, NTBG, 3530 Papalina Rd., Kalaheo, HI, USA 96741.
Back issues of the Bulletin are $5.00 per issue,
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Costus leucanthus blossom

Plant, above left, blossom, above right, and ligule,
at bottom, of C. leucanthus x C. lima

Costus *Mellow Yellow' (C. wilsonii x C. villosis-
SIS

This plant was a major mystery to me for several
years. In December 2006 I visited the Reserva Durika,
a private community at 1500 meters altitude in the Tal-
lamanca Mountains of central Costa Rica. The only
Costus 1 expected to find there was Costus wilsonii,
since that is the only species documented at that alti-
tude on the western flank of this mountain range. It
was too late in the season to find any fresh flowers, but
when | reached the top of a ridge at about 1800 meters

I found numerous plants whose vegetation and mature inflo-
rescences were consistent with Costus wilsonii. 1 collected
seeds from two of these plants to see what the flowers

might look like, and tagged them as *Durika 17 and *Durika
R

To my surprise, when the seeds germinated and the plants
matured | had three completely different looking plants.
‘Durika 1" produced the glabrous plant that turned out to
indeed be Cosrus wilsonii, but ‘Durika 2’ grew to be a com-
pletely different, hairy plant with broad yellow flowers that
eventually named as Cosrus ‘Mellow Yellow’. And strangely
enough, some of the seeds from ‘Durika 2° produced a
dwarf Cosfus which has never grown to more than 3 inches
in height and has never produced any flowers.

I had no idea
whether this mys-
tery plant was
something new or
possibly a mis-
placed specimen
of Costus pictus,
which the plant
most closely re-
sembled in appear-
ance and in analy-
sis of the morpho-
logical characters.
So in 2011 I re-
turned to the area
during the peak
flowering season
of July to see what
would be growing
at the original col-
lection site. When
[ explored the area
of the 1800 meter
ridge 1 found lots
of Costus wilsonii,
but no other Costus. My ‘Durika 2° plant with the broad
vellow flowers was nowhere to be found.

Costus ‘Mellow Yellow'

Then, while exploring in a nearby valley area at about 1200
meters | solved the mystery. There was a large clump of
Costus villosissimus, a hairy plant with broad yellow flow-
ers, much like my “Durika 2° plant except for the green,
leafy appendages to the bracts. I now theorize that a hum-
mingbird (known pollinator to C. villosissimus) had visited
one of those plants, then flew up to the ridge top and tested
the nectar of the wbular flowered C. wilsonii, thus deposit-
ing the pollen there and producing the hybrid seeds. The
altitude there was too high for any viable hybrid plants to
succeed, but my greenhouse was the perfect place. I am
growing a bastard child of Castus wilsonii!
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Ligules — from top, Costus Mellow Yellow', C. wilsonii
and C. villosissimus

Costus ‘Mellow Yellow'
Above

Dwarf plant from

‘Durika 2" seeds

at left
Costus ‘Mellow Yellow'




