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During April and May 2004, I returned to Malaysian 
Borneo, the third-largest island in the world, where I had 
already conducted two earlier expeditions.  In 2001, my 
wife, Anja, and I made a one-month expedition to Sarawak, 
Sabah and Brunei.  The second, a three-month expedition in 
2002, was to Sarawak, Sabah, Brunei and Kalimantan.  The 
aim of this third expedition was to conduct supplemental 
research on wild bananas, especially in remote areas, and to 
present lectures on wild bananas to local institutions. 

Borneo is comprised of three countries: Malaysia 
(Sarawak and Sabah), Indonesia (Kalimantan) and Brunei—
which is encompassed by Sarawak and the South China Sea.  
Because Borneo is located on the equator, it has a rainy, hu-
mid climate.  Winter monsoons stretch from October to 
March and bring winds from the northeast.  They are wetter 
than the summer monsoons, which last from April to August 

and bring winds from the southwest.  Depending upon 
locality, average annual rainfall in Borneo ranges between 
3 and 7 meters. 

Borneo also has high mountains, which provide 
many different habitats (Fig. 1).  In prehistoric times, it 
was connected to the Asian mainland.  To the east of the 
island is the so-called “Wallace line”, which separates 
the fauna and some of the flora of the Sunda Shelf from 
that of the Sahul Shelf—both of which are extensions of 
continental shelves that are covered during interglacial 
periods by the South China Sea and Timor Sea, respec-
tively.  Because of the wide variety of plant species that 
developed earlier as a result of its isolation from the con-
tinent, Borneo is considered to be one of the most impor-
tant centers of biodiversity in the world.  It is estimated 
that Borneo contains some 15,000 plant species, of 
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The Purpose of HSI 

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 plants 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 plants 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. HSI conducts a 
Biennial Meeting and International Conference. 

Membership dues are (in $US): Individual, $35; Family, 
$40; Student, $10; Contributing, $50; Corporate (Company or 
Institution) $100; Sustaining, $500; Libraries, $25. 
Membership fees constitute annual dues from 1 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: Ray Baker, Lyon Arbore-
tum, 3860 Manoa Road, Honolulu, HI 96822, Phone (808) 988-
0455, Fax (808) 988-0462, raymondb@hawaii.edu.   Back is-
sues of the Bulletin are $5.00 per issue. 
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President, Anders J. Lindstrom; Vice-presidents for 
Membership, Carla Black and Jan Hintze; Secretary, (not 
filled);  Treasurer, David Lorence; Editors, Ray Baker and 
Victor Lee; Cultivar Registrar, Bryan Brunner; Archivist: San-
dra Barnes.  Board of Directors: Mark Friedrich, Raymond 
Jerome, David Orr, David Skinner, Chelsea Specht. 
                        The HSI BULLETIN is the quarterly publication of the 
HELICONIA SOCIETY INTERNATIONAL. Editors: Ray-
mond F. Baker, c/o Lyon Arboretum, 3860 Manoa Road, 
Honolulu, HI 96822 USA, 808-988-0455, 808-988-0462 
(FAX), raymondb@hawaii.edu and Victor Lee, 55 Jalan Ke-
muning, Singapore 769777, leevic@starhub.net.sg, 65-
67598208, 65-67571231 (FAX). 
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which some 6,000 are endemic.  It is surmised that the 
inland areas of Borneo, which are relatively inaccessible, 
still harbor a considerable number of new plant species yet 
to be discovered. 

In this article I present my expedition to remote areas.  I 
also briefly describe events during the first week in Kuala 
Lumpur. 

 
Kuala Lumpur 

I left my home, this time alone, on April 16, and flew 
from Helsinki airport to Frankfurt, Germany.  In the after-
noon, I flew on to Kuala Lumpur, and arrived the next 
morning.  After a day of rest, I met my first host on Mon-
day morning: Datuk L. C. Lim, the chairman of the Forest 
Research Institute Malaysia.  I had agreed to give my first 
presentation on bananas at their head office in Kepong, 
near Kuala Lumpur.  The next day, we visited their new 
Kepong Botanical Garden.  Wednesday morning I met my 
second host, Prof. H. F. Chin from the Universiti Putra 
Malaysia, where I gave my second presentation.  On the 
next day, Thursday, we visited the Malaysian Agricultural 
Research and Development Institute field collection of 
bananas, located on the huge UPM campus.  Friday I made 
one more visit to the University of Malaya and their Rimba 
Ilmu Botanic Garden.  All of the places in Kuala Lumpur 
were already familiar because of my earlier visits there. 

 
Research Methods 

During my 2002 expedition to Sarawak, we used the 
following method to conduct research.  First, we reviewed 
the areas which we planned to study with Voon Boon Hoe, 
my counterpart from the Sarawak Agriculture Research 
Centre (SAR).  Then with the help of the local agriculture 
departments, we traveled to various longhouses.  In Sara-
wak, countryside communities live in big houses which 

comprise an entire village.  Each longhouse chief is fa-
miliar with his surrounding territory and helped guide 
us.  With this method, we were able to cover most of the 
areas that we had planned to study in Sarawak.  Unstud-
ied areas still remained, however, some of which I hoped 
to explore during this trip. 

Kuching 
On Saturday I flew to Kuching, Sarawak, and 

booked myself into the downtown Holiday Inn, where I 
rendezvoused with Voon Boon Hoe (Fig. 2).  The 
weather was clear compared to 2002, when there was 
heavy haze from thousands of fires in Kalimantan, where 
farmers had burned the forests to clear fields for oil 
palms. 

Sunday, Hoe and I spent the day planning our explo-
rations in Sarawak.  Then on Monday we headed to the 
Sarawak Biodiversity Centre (SBC), some 35 km from 
Kuching, where I was to participate in a one-day seminar 
called “Biodiversity Appreciation and Public Awareness 
Programme” the next day.  In the afternoon, Voon and I 
went to the SAR head office, where he was working as a 
senior research officer.  We also went to look at my wild 
banana ex situ collection (conservation of a plant outside 
of its original or natural habitat), located in SAR’s field 
areas.  In 2002, I had collected some 40 wild bananas, 
consisting of 10 different species and varieties from all 
over Sarawak.  Almost all were growing fine and flower-
ing, even though I had collected them as suckers only 18 
months earlier. 

On Tuesday morning, the seminar started with my 
2.5-hour presentation on wild bananas.  Following a buf-
fet lunch, the seminar continued with a press conference, 
after which we had free discussions with the audience on 
such topics as how to protect the natural resources. 

Wednesday morning, Voon and I headed to the Bau 
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limestone area, most of which is protected from logging 
and therefore has rich biodiversity.  In the afternoon, we 
headed towards the west, along the Indonesian border to 
Lundu and returned to Kuching via a coastal road. 

On Thursday morning, we visited at SAR’s two field 
collections of different types of banana cultivars and al-
most all other tropical crops that occur in Sarawak.  In the 
afternoon I gave my fourth presentation on wild bananas at 
the Universiti of Malaysia Sarawak (UMS) in Kota 
Samarahan.  I was also invited to participate in the launch-
ing of a book entitled Sarawak Bau Limestone Biodiver-
sity, which contains figures and illustrations of my wild 
banana Musa bauensis, which I had described earlier in the 
Systematics and Biodiversity scientific journal. 

Interior 
On Saturday, May 1, after having been in Malaysia for 

two weeks, I could at last begin my expedition.  One bota-
nist, Meekiong Kalu (Fig. 3) from UMS, accompanied me 
as an assistant.  We flew to Sibu, the main gateway to the 
mighty Rajang River, and booked ourselves for one night in 
the Tahamas Hotel.  We were warned in Kuching that in the 
Kapit-Belaga Range and interior areas there were bad epi-
demics of malaria, dengue fever and filariasis, distributed by 
mosquitoes.  So my assistant purchased some malaria-
preventing pills.  I already had some pills for myself.  We 
had not been vaccinated for the other two diseases but de-
cided to continue our expedition. 

On Sunday, we took an express boat to Kapit, some 140 
km and 2.5 hours upriver from Sibu.  Located in the central 
part of Borneo, the Kapit division is the largest division of 
Sarawak and has a mountainous region covered mainly by 
dense primary forests, comprised of about 3,000 species of 
trees.  The most recognized trees are the Dipterocarpus spe-
cies of the family Dipterocarpaceae.  In Borneo, there are 
some 300 Dipterocarpus species, the most important canopy 
trees in the rainforests, reaching a height of some 60 meters.  
These trees have high commercial value and for that reason 
have been heavily logged in many parts of Borneo. 

There is no road or air access to Kapit, so the only con-
nection is the river.  However, in the town there are a lot of 

cars which were brought in by barges.  Upon arrival in 
Kapit we met SAR local officer Dennis Rabbar (Fig. 4) 
and booked ourselves into the Greenland Inn.  In the af-
ternoon we purchased mosquito nets, sleeping bags and 
other supplies for the coming trip to the interior.  On 
Monday morning at sunrise, Dennis Rabbar, two of his 
assistants, Meekiong Kalu and I loaded ourselves into a 
4WD car and set off southward along abandoned logging 
roads toward the Indonesian border.  The direct distance 
to our destination was about 60 km, but by way of that 
old road the distance was much longer.  We drove all 
day, often stopping to look at wild bananas and other 
unfamiliar plants.  We became apprehensive when it 
started raining, rendering the road undriveable. 

This area on the way to the border had not previously 
been studied botanically, so there were numerous new 
species for our botanist to examine.  I also got a clear 
picture of the banana diversity in that unexplored area.  
As a result of my studies at that time along with my ear-
lier expeditions, I was able to determine the Musa 
lawitiensis (Fig. 19) varieties in Borneo.  The species 
was previously considered very rare, but it was rather 
common in that area.  The fruit is commonly eaten with 
the seeds by the locals.  The seeds are rather small, like 
Pitahaya seeds.  The locals also ate the bigger wild ba-
nanas and spit the seeds out.  I published an article on M. 
lawitiensis in the Natural History Museum Paris France 
scientific publication called Adansonia. It is available 
online at http://www.mnhn.fr/museum/front/medias/
publication/8187_a06n1a3.pdf. 

Just before dark, we arrived at an Iban tribe long-
house, the first we had seen that day.  It was close to the 
Indonesian border, but in the middle of nowhere.  This 
was an authentic longhouse along the river, built on stilts 
and could have been more than 100 meters long.  It was 
divided longitudinally into two parts, the front being a 
common open space for everyone and the back contain-
ing everyone’s private quarters.  The inhabitants of the 
longhouse were some 70 families, consisting of a few 
hundred people.  They were living in a very isolated 

      

Fig. 2  Voon Boon Hoe 
and Musa voonii. 

Fig. 3  Meekiong Kalu 
with M. azizii. 

Fig. 4   Dennis Rab-
bar, of SAR Kapit of-

fice. 

Fig. 5  Dr. Houbin 
Chen. 

Fig. 6  Johnny Gisil. 
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area, without transportation facilities to Kapit. 

Their agriculture was based on a shifting cultivation 
system, practiced by primitive tribes in the forested high-
lands in tropical/equatorial rainforests.  The tribe first se-
lects a small patch of rainforest.  To create a clearing, the 
tribe selectively slashes the natural vegetation using simple 
tools and burns the logs, so the nutrients are released as 
ash which dissolves and is washed by rain into the soil as 
natural fertilizer.  Various food crops such as rice and 
maize are grown.  However, hunting and gathering are still 
an integral part of livelihood for people living in the inte-
rior.  There is no marked border at all in the jungle, so they 
collect their food from Malaysia and Indonesia.  There 
might be a sign marking the border on the road which con-
tinued into Indonesia, but small roads along the borders in 
Borneo are commonly unguarded. 

As Dennis Rabbar was a government representative, we 
were warmly welcomed by the chief of the community and 
were allowed to camp in the longhouse’s big hall.  In the 
evening, they offered us dinner, eaten with our fingers 
while sitting on the floor.  They offered wild pigs, fish, 
rice, some vegetables and homemade rice wine which 
seemed to be inappropriate because many of the longhouse 
residents and some members of our group became intoxi-
cated.  I had encountered those hospitable habits in every 

longhouse I visited in 
Sarawak. 

Early Tuesday morning after a good sleep, we began 
studying the surrounding areas.  We moved along the 
small rivers in narrow long boats and walked from time 
to time in the jungle, guided by the locals.  Although I 
found no more new banana species, I saw a lot of M. 
lawitiensis and M. hirta (Fig. 16).  Other fruits I ob-
served were wild gingers (Fig. 9), some palm fruits and 

various figs.  Most fruits were not ripe yet, because in 
Borneo there are two seasons for the indigenous fruits: 
from June to August and November to February. 

The conditions in that humid jungle were very unpleas-
ant to me.  The millions of mosquitoes were difficult to 
protect against, even though the locals had concocted some 
protective substance.  Another major nuisance was fast-
moving tiger leeches (Fig. 10), which were ubiquitous 
among the leaves.  I got 
many bites from those 
blood suckers; some 
went inside my shirt col-
lar and after sucking 
themselves full could not 
drop off, so they re-
mained inside my cloth-
ing until I undressed in 
the evening.  In addition, there were painful biting ants.  Of 
course there were various kinds of snakes, but they nor-
mally avoided us. 

We heard the noises of orangutans but they were diffi-
cult to observe because of the dense canopy.  We were 
also constantly warned about falling wild thorny durians 
as we could not recognize the trees.  It was funny, but 
the locals always moved in the jungle barefooted, fast 
and agile like monkeys.  According to my GPS naviga-
tor, we had illegally encroached a few kilometers into 
Indonesia.  We spent the whole day trekking in jungle 
and moving along the small rivers without any further 
success, as far as wild bananas were concerned. 

Readers who would like to know more about these 
tribes’ habits might want to read Dr. Hanne Cristensen’s 
well-illustrated book: Ethnobotany of the Iban & the Ke-
labit.  In this book, she adeptly describes the habits of the 
two isolated tribes: the Nanga Sunpa—Ibans located some 
140 km west from our location at that time and the Pa 
Dalih—Kelabits living close to Bario in Borneo’s interior.  
According to Dr. Christensen, these two tribes are using at 
least 1,144 different species representing 172 botanical 
families—fungi, lichen, mosses, ferns, gymnosperms, 

Fig. 7  Communal longhouse. 

 

Fig. 9  Etlingera elatior (ginger eaten as a vegetable). 

Fig. 10  Tiger leech. 

 

Fig 8.  Author (above) 
and longboat. 
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monocotyledons, dicotyledons—and at least 15 of the re-
corded species were new to science. 

I had visited the Nanga Sunpa longhouse with Voon 
Boon Hoe during our 2002 expedition to the Batang Ai 
area.  We returned to this longhouse just before sunset.  We 
again enjoyed the hospitality of the local tribe’s people 
during the evening.  Wednesday morning, we started our 
way back to Kapit to where we arrived late in the after-
noon.  I packed my samples and suckers and they were 
sent to Kuching via Sibu by SAR staff. 

 

Belaga 
Thursday we took an express boat of more than five 

hours to Belaga, the last major town in the upper Rajang 
River Valley, about 170 km upriver from Kapit.  We had to 
pass through the notorious Pelagus Rapids and several 
lesser rapids before reaching Belaga.  Sometimes when the 
water level was low, the passengers had to lighten the boat 
by walking a few kilometers overland through a small 
path, boarding again after the rapids.  Arriving in Belaga in 
early afternoon, we met the local SAR representatives.  We 
discussed the next day’s mission and booked ourselves on 
the next weekly flight to Bintulu, scheduled for the follow-
ing Saturday. 

On Friday we set out to explore the surrounding areas of 
Belaga with the local SAR people.  They knew their terri-
tory so well that we went directly to the appropriate places 
to search for wild bananas.  We first looked along small 
roads in their all-wheel-drive car, but in the afternoon 
heavy showers set in and the roads soon became treacher-
ously slick.  So we began using their longboat, even though 
it was uncomfortable because of the rain, and started look-
ing along small rivers, continuing until sunset.  In that area 
we found many different banana species, including one 
new unknown species. I collected numerous banana sam-
ples, which I normally studied during the evenings.  Later 
on, based on these discoveries I described a new species 
and named it as Musa azizii (Fig. 3), honoring the chairman 
of SBC, the secretary of state Datuk Aziz.  The description 
was published 2005 in the Japanese scientific publication 
called Acta Phytotaxonica et Geobotanica.  I had earlier 
named another new species, M. voonii (Fig. 17), honoring 
my counterpart Voon Boon Hoe.  Identification of that spe-
cies was based on my 2002 study.  The description was also 
published in Acta Phytotaxonica et Geobotanica in 2004.  
Those two people made my studies in Sarawak possible by 
issuing difficult-to-obtain research permits and helping me 
by all means during my several studies over there. 

The town of Belaga became really dead after 7 PM.  
Everything was closed and no streetlights were on, which 
seemed rather ominous compared to other small towns in 
Sarawak which were rather lively in the evenings.  In the 
morning, we went to Malaysia Airlines’ small office (there 
was actually only one person working there).  We heard 
that our flight had been cancelled because of bad weather.  
I suppose that the main reason was that there were only 
two passengers for this small Malaysia Airlines plane.  We 

waited until noon and got final confirmation of the flight 
cancellation. 

This cancellation left two choices for us: either wait a 
week for the next flight, or go back to Sibu by boat.  We 
decided instead to risk driving with SAR people to Bin-
tulu along a very poor, muddy road.  On departure, I no-
ticed that a bunch of M. hirta, samples of which I had 
collected for study and then left behind in my room, was 
on sale in front of the hotel at price of 10 ringgit, which 
is equal to 3 US dollars.  The distance from Belaga to 
Bintulu is some 135 km.  The first 55 km of it, to the 
town of Tubau, was a very poor road, with several land-
slides which resembled a wet potato field.  Luckily, we 
made our trip to Bintulu airport in seven hours, and 
caught the last plane to Miri. 

Miri 
On Sunday May 9, we took a small plane from Miri to 

Bario, close to the Indonesian border and one of the 
most isolated small towns in Sarawak.  Bario is well 
known for its highland rice, which is very expensive.  
There are no roads or rivers connecting Bario to settle-
ments outside Kelabit territory.  The only ways in or out 
are by small plane or by walking for up to 10 days.  Dis-
tances in remote areas such as this are normally meas-
ured in walking days.  The Bario inter-montane plateau 
lies in the Kelabit highlands, close to the Indonesian bor-
der with an average altitude of 1,100 m above sea level.  
The Kelabit longhouse community mentioned by Dr. 
Cristensen in her book is located some 35 km south of 
Bario.  However, we did not visit that community be-
cause it was too far for me to walk.  In Bario are seven 
cars and a few motorbikes, all of which were brought in 
by air but there are only few kilometers of driveable 
roads, so predominantly one has to walk.  All essentials, 
such as gasoline, are supplied by aircraft as well. 

We stayed at the De Plateau Lodge, which was more 
homelike, with accommodations for a few guests.  We 
were also on our own in Bario because there was no 
SAR office there.  On Sunday afternoon and the next day 
we did our field work, walking in the adjacent forests.  
There were fewer mosquitoes there, due to the higher 
altitudes, but plenty of leeches.  We observed two wild 
banana species, one new to science.  My scientific de-
scription of it was published in an Acta Phytotaxonica et 
Geobotanica paper, in 2005, under the name M. barioen-
sis. 

At noon Tuesday we took a flight back to Miri.  There 
is a SAR office in Miri so we met some representatives 
and agreed to do some field/collection work with them 
the next day.  I had studied these areas in 2002, and I 
needed some additional samples so I knew where to go.  
On Wednesday, we started in the morning and drove 
some 40 km south towards Bintulu, then another 40 km 
inland, passing the small town of Beluru.  I had previ-
ously collected samples of M. borneensis var. flavida 
from that area.  We found nothing new, so we returned to 
Miri.  As Meekiong Kalu returned to Kuching the next         
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Fig. 11  M. acuminata; SAR Kapit staffer at 
right. 

Fig. 12  M. balbisiana.  (M. acumi-
nata and M. balbisiana are the par-

ents of our cultivated bananas.) 

Fig. 15  M. campestris var. sabahensis. 

Fig. 14  M. borneensis var. sabahensis. 

Fig. 16  M. hirta. 

Fig. 13  M. beccariana var. 
hottana. 

Fig. 18  M. monticola. 

Fig. 17  M. voonii. 

Fig. 19  M. lawitiensis. Fig. 20  Ensete superbum. 
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day, he took along all the samples from the Miri and Bario 
areas.  On Thursday, May13, it was time to say goodbye to 
my assistant, and I continued my trip to Sabah by flying 
from Miri to Kota Kinabalu. 

Kota Kinabalu 
After arriving in Kota Kinabalu, I met my friend Prof. 

Houbin Chen (Fig. 5), who arrived later that day from the 
South China Agricultural University, Guangzhou, China.  I 
booked both of us into the Promenade Hotel.  I had invited 
Prof. Chen to assist me during the Sabah explorations and I 
had arranged all necessary permits for him.  In Sabah the 
research permit system is different than in Sarawak because 
of different laws.  In Sabah I cooperated with the Universiti 
Malaysia Sabah instead of their agriculture department.  
My counterpart there was Dr. Monica Suleiman from the 
Institute for Tropical Biology & Conservation, Universiti 
Malaysia Sabah.  I had also worked with her during my 
2002 expedition.  We planned our coming two week sched-
ule with Dr. Suleiman, and had to use a different method 
for our studies in Sabah because there are no longhouse 
communities as there are in Sarawak.  The university pro-
vided us with their botanist, Johnny Gisil (Fig. 6), and an 
all-wheel-drive car with a driver to assist us during our ex-
ploration.  On Friday I gave my fifth presentation to the 
university’s lecturers and the students of wild bananas.  We 
spent the rest of the day acquainting Prof. Houbin with the 
university. 

Tenom 
On Saturday we drove from Kota Kinabalu to Tenom 

via Penampany, the Raffles Forest Reserve, and the towns 
of Toboh and Tambunan.  Along the way, we reached the 
highest point of the road at Mt. Alab (1,964 meters eleva-
tion).  From that point, Mt. Kinabalu could be seen far to 
the east.  In that area, we still found M. monticola (Fig. 
18), a very rare species, at its previously known location.  
On the way down from the hills, M. textilis and M. acumi-
nata (Fig. 11) with purple male buds were found exten-
sively, and another variety of M. acuminata with a yellow 
male bud was found near the town of Tenom.  We stayed 
overnight at the Perkasa Hotel Tenom.  The next day, Sun-
day, we visited the Tenom Agricultural Research Centre in 
the morning and conducted some research in the after-
noon, in the adjacent areas.  I had made arrangements ear-
lier with curator Jain Linton of the centre for them to 
carry on some pollination experiments with bananas intro-
duced from Vietnam.  I also wanted to see my ex situ ba-
nana collection, consisting of several local species which I 
had collected from Sabah earlier and some of which they 
had grown from seeds I sent to them from Finland, such 
as Ensete glaucum and E. suberbum (Fig. 20).  We drove 
back four hours to Kota Kinabalu in the evening. 

Crocker Range 
On Monday we drove to Kimanis, some 50 km south 

from Kota Kinabalu along the South China Sea coast.  We 
then turned left on Keningau Road, heading toward the 

Crocker Range National Park some 30 km away.  I was 
looking for, but could not find, a Musa species that I had 
found in 2002 but had not had time to study.  We saw big 
bushes of M. campestris (Fig. 15) and a large forest of  
M. textilis.  We also collected some samples of M. born-
eensis var. sabahensis (Fig. 14), which I described in 
2005 in that aforementioned Japanese paper.  There was 
major road construction underway from Kimanis to Ken-
ingau though the Crocker Range National Park.  The 
construction has most probably destroyed most of the 
wild banana populations along the old road.  After a long 
day we returned to Kota Kinabalu. 

Sandakan 
Early Tuesday morning we set off to drive 340 km to-

ward Sandakan on the east coast of Sabah via Ranau, Te-
lupit and Sepilok.  Actually, our plan was to stay over-
night at the Sepilok Jungle Resort, a tourist attraction, and 
continue south to Sukau in the morning, but the resort was 
fully booked.  Instead, we proceeded to Sandakan and 
stayed overnight there.  The trip from Kota Kinabalu to 
Sandakan took the whole day and we arrived in Sandakan 
in the evening.  Along the way, between Telupit and Belu-
ran, we saw many M. beccarii populations along the road-
side.  This species occurs only in that region of Sabah.  
Beginning some 50 to 60 km before Sandakan and con-
tinuing almost to Sandakan, the land had been totally 
cleared for oil palm plantations.  Later on, we saw the 
same type of land clearing some 300 km south, near 
Tawau.  We saw only oil palms (Fig. 21) along the road-
sides; all other vegeta-
tion had cleared off. 
We were warned not 
to walk into the oil 
palm plantations be-
cause they had intro-
duced cobra snakes 
there for natural pro-
tection against rats 
and other small mam-
mals which could 
harm the fruits.  How-
ever, the snakes 
crawled away when 
we encountered them.  All of the laborers on the planta-
tions were Indonesian immigrants.  We were also told that 
there have been a lot of serious accidents with snakebites, 
even with medical people easily accessible.  I suppose 
those accidents may have occurred when the snakes were 
disturbed while hiding inside fruit bunches. 

Sukau 
On Wednesday morning we started our trip to Su-

kau, some 135 km from Sandakan via roads to the 
southeast.  We arrived in early afternoon and were ac-
commodated for two nights in the university’s re-
search station.  Sukau is a small town on the Kinan-
batangan River, the biggest river in Sabah and famous 

 

Fig. 21  African Oil Palm (Elaeis 
guineensis), the main source of 

palm oil. 
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for big seagoing, man-eating crocodiles.  Presumably 
because the river delta is mostly swamp and unsuitable 
for oil palms, it has been left untouched.  It has a popu-
lation of protected small wild elephants imported about 
150 years ago from continental Asia for logging work 
by the British and later released to nature. 

We started our exploration in the afternoon to search for 
one special banana of which I had a clue from Dr. 
Suleiman and which was our main target in that area.  We 
first went upriver, landing in many tributaries to find that 
unknown banana but without success.  We did not know its 
location exactly because Dr. Suleiman’s student had al-
ready left the university, but I had good photos of this ba-
nana to aid us in identification.  We continued our explora-
tion the next morning and almost lost hope of locating it; 
we saw only rainforest and monkeys, and no trace of the 
wild bananas we wanted. 

Luckily one of our local guides had some hunches 
about these small bananas.  Thursday morning after a 40-
minute trip by motorboat downriver, we stopped on the 
north river bank and walked about 30 minutes through 
the forest.  Finally we found several small banana plants 
in a small, shaded open area.  They were similar to M. 
beccarii in shape and in the flowers’ color, but they were 
smaller, less than a meter high.  After later morphological 
and DNA analyses, I described it as M. beccarii var. hot-
tana (Fig. 13) in Acta Phytotaxonomica et Geobotanica, 
honoring a Japanese professor who had conducted pre-
liminary studies of wild bananas in Borneo. 

Once again there was the nuisance of bites from numer-
ous leeches.  The bleeding of the bites was difficult to stop 
and continued for several hours.  All in all, it was an unfor-
gettable exploration of the Kinanbatangan River delta.  
Later in the afternoon we explored around the town of Su-
kau, in areas which were not planted with those oil palms.  
We found M. acuminata varieties and collected samples. 

Lahad Datu – Danum Valley 
Friday we drove to Lahad Datu, some 75 km south, to 

get a permit to visit the Danum Valley Conservation Area.  
Afterward, we drove another two hours, some 40 km, to 
the Danum Valley.  Even though the place is well known 
to botanists from all over the world, we found few ba-
nanas there, but a lot of leeches.  Since we were already 
fed up with these pests, we decided to go back to Lahad 
Datu.  We discussed that evening how to proceed on our 
trip.  Originally we had planned to proceed to Tawau, 
from where I would fly to Tarakan Kalimantan, Indonesia 
and the university boys would take Prof. Chen back to 
Kota Kinabalu, from where he could fly back to China.  
My plan in flying to Indonesia was to conduct some re-
search in the upper Malinau river region, in cooperation 
with local Center for International Forestry Research au-
thorities.  Unfortunately, Indonesia had changed its visa 
regulations during my stay in Borneo, and I could not 
obtain a visa in time to travel there, so I cancelled the 
trip.  As a result of our discussion, we decided to turn 
around and return to Kota Kinabalu. 

Mt. Kinabalu 
By Saturday morning the university boys were eager to 

return home, and we drove 200 km to Mt. Kinabalu head-
quarters, where we found accommodations in a small 
lodge for the night.  Because our guide, Johnny Gisil , has 
worked in Mt. Kinabalu Parks as a botanist, the next 
morning we got in a special tour.  I had to agree that the 
place had changed since my previous trip there in 2001.  
Since we still had time, we also visited a developed hot 
springs area, another local tourist attraction, which I had 
visited in 2001.  After those visits, we returned to Kota 
Kinabalu late in the afternoon and booked a flight to 
Kuching for the next day. 

Kuching 
On Monday we flew back to Kuching and I decided to 

rest for a few days before my homebound trip, but it was 
impossible due to so many coming meetings.  On Tues-
day, Prof. Chen flew back to China and I stayed in 
Kuching until Saturday, when I flew to Kuala Lumpur, 
on to Amsterdam and then to Helsinki.  I arrived home 
Sunday evening after 32 hours of traveling. 

After six weeks at home, I flew back to Kuala Lum-
pur and on to Penang to attend the International Banana 
Congress, where I was one of the main speakers, but that 
is another story. 

Conclusion 
Borneo, being part of the center of banana origin, has 

a large number of wild bananas.  Until the end of the 
19th century, the island was covered with dense rain for-
ests.  Because bananas are pioneer plants and grow only 
in open exposures, their growth has been confined to 
small, isolated populations.  For that reason, over time 
they have developed huge genetic variations.  Since 
then, influences of man such as agriculture and logging 
have permitted bananas to expand their growing area 
enormously. 

During exhaustive studies on wild bananas in Borneo 
during 2001, 2002 and 2004, I was able to scientifically 
describe the following new Musa species and varieties: 
M. azizii, M. bauensis, M. barioensis, two distinct varie-
ties of M. beccarii, i.e. beccarii and hottana, six distinct 
varieties of M. borneesis, i.e. alutacea, borneensis, 
flavida, lutea, phoenicea and sarawakensis, six distinct 
varieties of M. campestris, i.e. campestris, lawasensis, 
limbangensis, miriensis, sabahensis and sarawakensis, 
four distinct varieties of M. lawitiensis, i.e. kapitensis, 
lawitiensis, sarawakensis and suratii, and M. voonii. I 
have also published some tentative notes on M. acuminta 
varieties and prepared critical notes about M. hirta. 

It is expected that eventually all of these Musa spe-
cies and varieties will hybridize into one homogenous 
population because of their fast expansion facilitated 
by land clearing.  Then genetic variations that have 
developed since prehistoric times will be lost forever 
unless they are stored in a gene bank. 
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Heliconia bihai ‘Yuen-Peng McNeice’ is named for 
Lady Yuen-Peng McNeice, wife of the late Sir Percy 
McNeice who was the first President of the City Council 
of Singapore. 

Lady McNeice’s contributions to nature conserva-
tion and biodiversity have been immense, having been a 
recipient of both the Singapore Green Plan 2012 Award 
(2004) and the Public Service Medal (2005). 

The former Board Member of the National Parks 
Board and philanthropist is also Patron of the Society of 
Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (SPCA) and served as 
Vice-President of the Singapore Gardening Society from 
1975 to 1980. 

Many species have been named for Lady McNeice, 
including a freshwater fish and a crab. The plants-woman 
was also the first person to introduce bromeliads to Singa-
pore - first being intrigued by them at the Chelsea Flower 
Show and later buying the collection of Shelldance and 
donating it to the National Orchid Garden. 

The Heliconia bihai ‘Yuen-Peng McNeice’ thus 
transpires the immense contributions of Lady McNeice 
through its resplendent gold color. The heliconia was a 
spontaneous seedling Mr. Ryan Su picked up from an un-

remembered source.  It remained in his collection for 7 
years before growing into a large clump and then bloom-
ing. 

Plant enthusiast Mr. Ryan Su is perhaps the 
youngest person at 19 to discover and register a helico-
nia cultivar.  He is also the first to register a heliconia 
from the Republic of Singapore. 

Mr. Ryan Su seeks to distribute this cultivar as 
widely as possible to honour Lady McNeice and hopes 
that others will follow in her path and support environ-
mental causes. 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Heliconia bihai ‘Yuen-Peng McNeice’ 
 
Ryan Su 
Singapore Gardening Society - Committee Mem-
ber,  
email: ryan_scape@yahoo.com.sg,                 
tel: (+65) 9739 4158. 

Dear HSI Members, 

If you have questions regarding your membership status, please write to us:  
carla@volcanbaru.com or hintze@ozemail.com.au  

Sincerely, 
Carla Black and Jan Hintze 
Vice Presidents for Membership 

YOUR MEMBERSHIP HAS  
EXPIRED! 

All memberships expire at the end of June, and all 
members renew at this time of year. 

RENEW NOW!  
It will take just a moment. 

You can renew via our website using PayPal:  
www.heliconia.org,  

or if paying by a check drawn on a U.S. bank, or by Interna-
tional Money Order, send it to our Treasurer: 

Dr. David Lorence 
National Tropical Botanical Garden 

3530 Papalina Road 
Kalaheo, HI 96741 USA 

Heliconia bihai ‘Yuen-Peng 
McNeice’ mature inflores-
cence (left), bract cut open 
exposing bracteoles and flow-
ers (below), flowers at 3 
stages (bottom). 

http://www.heliconia.org/
file://localhost/Users/victor/Library/Mail%20Downloads/javascript:main.compose('new','t=ryan_scape@yahoo.com.sg')%00
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Seed germination experiment 
 

Earthen tubs (12”) were taken and filled with com-
post soils that contained about 20% organic matter (leaf 
material).  Seeds were sown to a depth of about 1 cm in the 
earthen tubs.  The tubs were kept in the semishade and 
watered every day. 

Ten seeds per tub were sown at different times of 
the year to record dormancy, suitable period of germina-
tion, percentage and nature of germination. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
                                      

From the germination experiment (Table 1), it was evident 
that seeds sown immediately after collection in December 
(19.12.2006) took a maximum of about 130 days to germi-
nate, whereas seeds sown in May (05.05.2007) took a 
minimum about 20 days to germinate.  The seeds had 
probably at least 3 months of dormancy.  Percentage of 
germination was highest when sown in March.  Suitable 

period for germination was March to April.  Type of ger-
mination was epigeal.  100% of the seedlings survived. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Experiment of stem cuttings 
 

Five stem cuttings of about equal size (25 cm) 
were taken.  Each cutting bore about 4-6 nodes.  They 
were planted in 12” earthen tubs in February 
(14.02.2007) and a small amount of soil was put on the 
cut surface.  New leaves appeared from the nodes in 
March (22.03.2007). 

Propagation Methods of Cheilocostus 
speciosus (J. Koenig) C.D. Specht 
 
Nahid Sultana and Md. Abul Hassan, Depart-
ment of Botany, University of Dhaka, Dhaka-1000, Bangla-
desh 
 
nahid_botany@yahoo.com 

Fig. 1 Seeds of 
Cheilocostus speciosus  

Table: 1 Data on seed germination experiment  

D
ate seeds 

C
ollected 

D
ate seeds sow

n 

N
o. of seeds sow

n 

D
ate of seeds germ

ination 
N

o. of seeds germ
inated 

D
ays taken to germ

inate 

%
 of germ

ination 

N
ature of germ

ination 

19.12.06 19.12.06 
01.03.07 
05.05.07 

10 
10 
10 

21.4.07 
23.4.07 
22.5.07 

6 
8 
4 

c. 130 
c. 55 
c. 20 

60 
80 
40 

Epigeal 

a b 

c 

Fig. 2 (a, b, c) Different stages of seed germination 
and seedlings 

a b 
Fig. 3 (a, b)  Stem cutting process of Cheilocostus 

speciosus using soil on cut surface 

Fig. 4  New leaves ap-
peared from the nodes 

(Ed. note:  Cheilocostus speciosus 
(J. Koenig) C.D. Specht, was pub-
lished in Specht, C.D. (2006) 
Taxon 55(1): 159, and was for-
merly Costus speciosus (Koenig) 
Smith).  Photo: R. Baker 
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We are inter-
ested in the commu-
nity of aquatic inver-
tebrates associated 
with Heliconia cari-
baea, commonly 
known as wild plan-
tain, and found pri-
marily in the Carib-
bean region.  The 
inflorescence of this 
plant appears in two 
distinct color forms: 
yellow or red.  Each 
inflorescence has 
several bracts that 
hold water (Fig. 1), 
thus creating a phy-
totelma (an aquatic 
habitat in a part of 
the plant).  This water is pumped to the bracts through the 
roots of the plant with additional water accumulating 
through rainfall.  It has been suggested the presence of 
this fluid may discourage nectar theft by bees and other 
flying insects.  Often small aquatic invertebrates, espe-
cially dipteran larvae, live in the fluid contained in the 
bracts.  Very few investigations have examined the 
aquatic invertebrate communities in Heliconia inflores-

cences and none have been conducted with H. caribaea 
on Saba. 

Saba is a small Caribbean island in the northern 
end of the Lesser Antilles (Fig. 2).  The island is vol-
canic in origin and is thought to have emerged from the 
ocean approximately 30,000 years ago, with its last ma-
jor eruption about 5,000 years ago.  Maximum eleva-
tion reaches 887 m and its surface area encompasses 
approximately 13 km2. 

Samples of aquatic invertebrates from H. cari-
baea inflorescences were collected during October 
2006 along the Mount Scenery Trail and the Sandy 
Cruz Trail in Saba (Fig. 3-4).  The vegetation of these 
areas includes a mountain rain forest with a closed can-
opy where H. caribaea occurs as an understory plant.  
Plants bearing inflorescences were found and their lo-
cation, including elevation, was determined using a 
GPS.  Each inflorescence was covered with a zip lock 
plastic bag and inverted to drain all of the water and its 
contents into the bag (Fig. 5).  The bag was labeled and 

Aquatic Invertebrates Associated with 
Heliconia caribaea from Saba 
 
Courtney Bass and David Bass, Department of Biology, 
University of Central Oklahoma, Edmond, Oklahoma, 
73034 USA 
cbass4@ucok.edu, dbass@ucok.edu 

 

Fig. 1  Heliconia caribaea          
inflorescence 

Saba

Fig. 2  View of Saba 

Collecting Area 

Fig. 3  Location of collecting area along Mount Scenery 
Trail (windward side) 

Fig. 4  Location of collecting area along Sandy Cruz 
Trail (leeward side) 

Collecting Area 

mailto:dbass@ucok.edu
mailto:cbass4@ucok.edu
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returned to the cottage where we stayed during our visit 
to Saba for preliminary processing.  The volume of water 
from each inflorescence was measured using a graduated 
cylinder.  Invertebrates were strained from the water 
through a 0.25 mm Nitex net, preserved in 70% ethanol, 
and transported to the University of Central Oklahoma 

Invertebrate Laboratory.  In the laboratory, the inverte-
brate samples were sorted, identified, and counted under a 
stereoscope.  The data was statistically analyzed and all 
specimens were deposited in the Caribbean Section of the 
UCO Invertebrate Collection. 

 The fluid and its inhabitants from 30 inflorescences 
of H. caribaea were collected and analyzed.  Yellow in-
florescences were sampled because they were the only 
color morph present during the time of sampling.  The 
number of bracts on the inflorescences in the samples 
ranged from two to nine, with an average of 7.0 bracts per 
inflorescence.  The volume of the water samples from H. 
caribaea inflorescences ranged from 16-528 ml, with an 
average of 113.2 ml of fluid associated with each inflo-
rescence.  An average of 16.2 ml of fluid occurred in each 
bract. 

 All of the inflorescences sampled had invertebrates 
living in them.  The average number of individuals per 
inflorescence was 294 and the average number of species 
per inflorescence was 5.8.  The range for the number of 
individuals per inflorescence was 7-1323.  The 95% con-
fidence interval of 294 ± 149 (145-442) individuals was 
calculated for each inflorescence.  The volume of fluid 
present appeared to have limited effect on the number of 
individuals found with the inflorescences.  For example, 
sample 9 held 528 ml of water and 1,086 individuals, 

while sample 10 only had 182 ml of fluid, but con-
tained 1,323 individuals.  For all 30 samples, only a 
moderate correlation existed statistically between vol-
ume and the number of individuals. 

 A total of 17 species were present in the 30 H. 
caribaea inflorescences sampled (Table 1).  The most 
abundant taxa were Haemagogus (mosquito), Ascidae 
(mite), Dasyhelia (biting midge), Polypedilum (true 
midge), and Pericoma (moth fly) (Fig. 6).  Of these, 
Haemagogus was the most frequently encountered in-
vertebrate in the inflorescences, composing 69.5 per-
cent of the individuals collected.  The second most 
abundant was Ascidae, making up 18.4 percent of the 
individuals.  Dasyhelia, Polypedilum, and Pericoma 
were the only other taxa collected that constituted over 
one percent of the individuals in the samples.  Both lar-
val and pupal stages of Haemagogus, Dasyhelia, and 
Polypedilum were collected.  Thirteen of the 17 species 
found in these collections were dipterans, a finding 
similar to that reported by others who have studied in-
habitants of Heliconia inflorescences. 

Samples collected on the leeward side of Saba 
along the Sandy Cruz Trail were compared to samples 
taken on the windward side of the island along the 
Mount Scenery Trail.  There was no significant differ-
ence between invertebrate population sizes found in 
inflorescences existing on different sides of the island.  
In addition, the 30 collections were divided into two 
groups, based on different elevations, and these were 
compared to each other.  One set of samples was col-
lected from an average elevation of 561 m (489-665 m), 
while the other set came from an average elevation of 
803 m (774-820 m).  Again, there was no significant 
difference between invertebrate population sizes found 
in inflorescences at different elevations.  Both of these 

  

Fig. 5  Preparing to make a collection of invertebrates 

Oligochaeta:   Tubificidae 
Crustacea:      Copepoda 
Acari:               Ascidae 
Collembola:    Isotomidae 
Diptera:           Dasyhelia sp. 
                         Ephydridae sp.1 
                         Ephydridae sp. 2 
                         Haemagogus sp. 
                         Metriocnemus sp. 
                         Orthocladiinae 
                         Orthocladiinae Genus E Epler 
                         Pericoma sp. 
                         Polypedilum sp. 
                         Syrphidae 
                         Stratiomyidae 
                         Diptera sp. 1 
                         Diptera sp. 2 

Table 1. List of taxa collected from Heliconia  
caribaea on Saba 
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results were probably a 
reflection of the high 
variability between the 
samples. 

An aspect of 
MacArthur & Wilson’s 
island biogeography the-
ory predicts a positive 
correlation would exist 
between the size of the 
habitat and the number 
of species present.  
However, when our 
data was statistically 
analyzed, it did not support this species-area aspect of 
island biogeography theory.  It is likely only a few inver-
tebrate species are capable of inhabiting temporary 
aquatic habitats and a small amount of water is sufficient 
to support these species associated with H. caribaea in-
florescences on Saba.  Increasing quantities of water have 
not resulted in additional species existing in these tempo-
rary habitats. 

The inflorescences of H. caribaea are seasonal.  
They are present for five to six months, but the bracts 
deteriorate and will hold water for about 60-70 days.  
Therefore, invertebrates living in the bracts are special-
ized and have evolved faster life cycles than many of 
their relatives.  While many species of mosquitoes exist 
in temporary aquatic habitats, Haemagogus is reported to 
be found only with plants containing water for short peri-
ods of time. 

Because the inflorescences may be widely sepa-
rated from each other, invertebrates associated with H. 
caribaea must have some means to be distributed be-
tween inflorescences.  Haemagogus and other dipteran 
adults capable of flight deposit eggs directly into the wa-
ter-filled bracts.  Ascidae are transported via humming-
birds as they visit different flowers and feed on nectar.  It 
has been suggested that these mites play an important role 
of self pollination in Heliconia while hummingbirds are 
responsible for outcrossing. 

D. Bass reported 18 invertebrate taxa from aquatic 
habitats, such as temporary forest pools, open cisterns, 
and small artificial ponds, in Saba.  Only three of the 18 
taxa he reported were found with H. caribaea on the is-
land: Haemagogus, Dasyhelea, and Stratiomyidae.  D. 
Bass did not find any Polypedilum or Ascidae, two of the 
most abundant species in our collections from H. cari-
baea.  Therefore, 14 of the species collected from these 
H. caribaea inflorescences were previously not known to 
exist on Saba and may exist only in the H. caribaea phy-
totelmata. 

 This study has presented the results from 30 H. 
caribaea inflorescences.  The data we collected generally 
agrees with the few other studies of invertebrate popula-
tions inhabiting Heliconia inflorescences from other 

tropical locations, includ-
ing an investigation in 
nearby Puerto Rico.  
However, we have col-
lected a total of 50 H. 
caribaea inflorescence 
samples and we will con-
tinue to sort and classify 
the invertebrates from 
those remaining 20 inflo-
rescences until the work 
is completed.  It will be 
interesting to determine 
if the remaining data 

will be consistent with this work that we have already 
completed.  It will also be exciting to learn if there are 
additional invertebrate species existing in the bracts of 
H. caribaea inflorescences in Saba that have not al-
ready been encountered. 
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I am under contract with Timber Press to do a book, 
Heliconias and Their Relatives.  This will be a popular 
“horticultural” rather than comprehensive “botanical” treat-
ment of this group.   It will focus on those species and hy-
brids that have the most ornamental value and use in the gar-
den setting.   Dramatic photography of close-ups, container-
ized, and garden shots will be very prominent in this book.   
          I do not profess to be an expert in terms of these 
plants, but do have a history in working with and loving 
tropical plants and have always admired the majestic beauty 
of plants in this group.  Up to this point my books have 
mostly dealt with orchids and general gardening.  Please see 
my website for the books that I have done and my back-
ground.  

 
  http://members.authorsguild.net/stevefrow/index.htm 
 

          I have joined the Heliconia Society and have paid for 
all back issues of the Bulletin, which I greatly look forward 
to reviewing.  Although I have some images of the Heliconia 
group, I will need more for the book, especially shots show-
ing the plants in a garden landscape.  I plan to take many 
myself, but would welcome any additions from any of you.  
Since books of this type are labors of love with very little 
money being made on the author’s part, I can’t offer 

you  money for using your images but would, of course, 
credit you under each image used and acknowledge your 
help in the book.  If you feel that you would like to con-
tribute images they need to be either slides or very high 
resolution digital images.  I can give you better specs, if 
y o u  a r e  i n t e r e s t e d .             
          A chapter will be devoted to each plant family 
within this order.  There will be specific profiles of the 
chosen taxa within each genus.  The exact number of 
each within the chapters has not yet been deter-
mined.  Those with the most ornamental qualities will 
receive top priority.  I would “guesstimate” that the total 
number profiled would be about 300-400 taxa.  Addi-
tional species and cultivars may be listed in charts, ta-
bles, and in text references.  Each family chapter will 
lead off with a representative sample of genera with pho-
tos, line drawings of morphological details, and silk 
paintings.  Each chapter will discuss cultural information 
specific to the genera with the family.  A source guide 
will be provided.  I would estimate that the text would 
end up being in the range of 80,000 words, and it will 
take me about two years to produce. 
           The book will be written in such a way that it will 
be useful for gardeners in northern temperate climates 
that want to grow these plants in sunrooms and green-
houses during the winter and outdoors during the sum-
mer as well as for those growers in warmer climates 
where some of them can be grown year-around outdoors             
Thanks, in advance, for your help.  I think this is a much 
needed book and hope it will give this group of wonder-
ful plants the exposure in the poplar horticultural press 
that it deserves. 

An appeal for photos for a new popular 
book on the Zingiberales 
 
Steve Frowine, 5802 Bob Bullock C1, Unit 
328C-169, Laredo, Texas USA 45920 
(stevefrow@aol.com )  

<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>> 

We had a great time and learned a lot!  That’s the 
consensus of the 40 participants who traveled from 
around the world to reach the Peruvian Amazon for HSI’s 
biennial conference in Iquitos.  We offer our thanks for 
the invitation to Iquitos, and for his wonderful organiza-
tion of the conference, to Carlos Acosta of the Victoria 
Regia Hotel and the Heliconia Lodge. 

Everyone arrived by air or via the Amazon River, 
as Iquitos, at approximately 600,000 inhabitants, is the 
largest city in the world without highway access.  When 
not attending conference presentations, we all got around 
via motortaxis and on the Amazon River.  We ate plenty 

of fish, selected from 
some 80 species that 
reach the dinner table, 
often accompanied by 
a salad of shredded 
palm hearts.  The array 
of fresh fruits and 
juices was amazing, 
even bewildering at 
times, and always deli-

cious. 
          The array of 
conference presenta-
tions was also amaz-
ing, though never 
bewildering, thanks 
to fine preparation 
by the presenters.  
The topics, filling 
the first two days of 

Heliconia Society International 2008 
Conference June 24 - 27,  2008 
 
 Carla Black, Apto. 00424-0027, Volcán, Chiriquí, 
Panamá 
carla@volcanbaru.com 

mailto:carla@volcanbaru.com
http://members.authorsguild.net/stevefrow/index.htm
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the schedule, ranged from scientific to botanic travelogue, 
with many stops between.   Advances in tissue culture, 
improved cut flower quality, systematics of Zingiberaceae, 
photo galleries of little-known heliconias, taking better 
photos of heliconias with a point-and-shoot camera, H. 
bihai as a political symbol in the Caribbean, and an over-
view of neotropical Costus were a few of the topics pre-
sented by 14 experts in their fields. 

The meeting room and dining room were beautifully 
adorned by arrangements by Margarita Rios Chiong, a 

heliconia grower and florist in Iquitos.  The Dorado Plaza 
Hotel offered interesting and delicious local specialties 
during the breaks. 

We enjoyed field trips the next two days, starting 

with a cruise on the Amazon River and a visit to the river-
side community of 
San Rafael.  The 
townspeople met us 
with music, and heli-
conias enlivened the 
meeting hall where 
children danced for 
us.  Then some of our 
numbers visited the 
mariposarium, while 
others trekked into the 
jungle looking for 
local heliconias.  H. 
rostrata, H. charta-
cea, H. schuman-

niana, H. standleyi, and H. orthotricha were all in their 
native habitat along the path.  We enjoyed lunch on 
board the river boat as we returned slowly to Iquitos.  

The second day’s field trips took us to Margarita’s 
farm on the 
edge of town.  
She greeted us 
w i t h  m o r e 
beautiful flower 
arrangements, 
and free reign 
to stroll around 
her garden-
t u r n e d - f a r m .  
The weather 
both days was 
beautiful; not 
too hot, and no 
threat of rain.  Some of us then took a side trip to the 
large city park, Lago Quistolocha.  A swimming beach 
was the main attraction for local kids, but we headed 
straight to the botanical garden, passing through the zoo 
of Amazon animals on the way.  Lunch at the Zunga-
rarococha Lodge was spectacular, highlighting unusual 
regional dishes, served in a giant thatched dining area.  
The supposed 5 minute board walk to the lodge from the 
parking area took us nearly 20 minutes, as we stopped 

 

 

 

 
Clockwise from 
left:  H. stand-
leyi, H. orthotri-
cha, H. schu-
manniana, H. 
velutina 
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repeatedly to take closer looks into the surrounding forest. 
The HSI conference tradition of banquet and auction 

was a wonderful end to the conference, with good food 
and drink, and spectacular heliconia items for the auction 
offered by board members and other conference partici-
pants.  

The board of directors met the day before the con-
ference began. Discussion topics included ideas for im-
proving the HSI website, ways of getting and keeping new 
members, deciding on Singapore as the first choice for our  
2010 HSI Conference, and electing one new board mem-

ber, David Skinner from Talahassee, Florida, USA.  Sev-
eral board members’ terms had expired (as required by 
our by-laws), and we thank Mike Bordelon, Alan Carle, 
Gil Daniels, Halijah Ibrahim, Helen Kennedy, W. John 
Kress, and Kyle Williams for their service on the board.  
We hope some of them will agree to return to the board 
when they are again eligible.  The current board of direc-
tors and officers are listed on page 2 of this issue. 

The conference in Iquitos was a great success, and 
we look forward to seeing you in Singapore in two 
years’ time! 

<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>> 

More to 
come 

 
         Besides the 
conference in 
Iquitos there was 
a pre-conference 
tour of Cuzco 
and Machu Pic-
chu, and two 
post-conference 
tours—one on 
the river boat 
“Tucanare” (see 
Ray Jerome’s 
article on a 2001 
trip on that boat 
in HSI Bulletin 
13(1/2): 13-16, 
Nov 2006) and 

one to the Helico-
nia Lodge (see 

Bryan Brunner’s article in HSI Bulletin 13(3/4): 1-6, Oct 
2007).  Look for more details on pre– and post-conference 
trips, as well as conference presentations in future issues 
of the Bulletin. 

Admiring a Heliconia marginata on the post-
conference tour of the Rio Napo on the “Tucanare” 

Dawn at Machu Picchu,                        
winter solstice, 21 July 2008 

Happy campers at the Heliconia Lodge, Amazon River 


