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Heliconias: The Hanging Lobster Flower 

Last week I returned from a vacation in the U.S. Virgin Islands. During my trip we 
visited the Phantasea Tropical Botanical gardens. I saw all kinds of distinct species of 
flowers, trees, lizards, and more! My favorite flower I encountered was the Heliconia, 
also called the hanging lobster claw. Heliconia is the single genus name in the family of 
Heliconiaceae, with about two hundred species! 

It gets the name lobster claw because once their distinctive bracts have established, 
they are curved and brightly clawed, looking like a lobster claw or “beak-like.” The 
bracts are leaf-like structures that surround the flowers. The general shape of the leaves 
resembles banana (Musaceae) and the bird of paradise (Strelitziaceae).  

Heliconia plants are found in these US states and/or territory: Hawaii, South Florida, 
and United States Virgin Islands. They require high humidity, hot temperatures, and 
flourish in fertile moist soil. They can tolerate different soil types, acidic and alkaline 
pH levels, but can only tolerate slight drought and salty conditions. Most species prefer 
partial shade/sun, but there are some that can tolerate full sun. Using the United States 
Department of Agriculture (USDA) Plant Hardiness Zones map these plants fall into 
zones 10B and 11.  

Small cultivars are easier to keep as container plants. Larger species can get up to thirty 
feet tall! These often have an aggressive rhizomatous growth system making it 
complicated to control if you do not set up some type of barrier before planting.  

The plant meets maturity; each shoot can generate a single cluster of flowers also 
known as inflorescence. These inflorescence bracts are typically bright red, yellow, or 
both, but sometimes they can be green, orange, purple or pink. Each species can have a 
different number of bracts; some can have up to fifty flowers.  

Heliconias have co-existed with pollinators, especially hummingbirds. They have 
become so specialized that each species attracts a specific pollinator. Not only do they 



attract pollinators but other insects and wildlife. Honduran white bats roost in the tents 
they make. The bats will chew the side veins along the leaf midvein which allows the 
leaf to droop down on both sides to create a tent. The larvae of owl butterflies will feed 
on the heliconia leaves.  

Overall, visiting the Phantasea Tropical Botanical Gardens was an amazing experience. 
I learned so much about the different plants and animals that live in tropical 
environments. The Heliconia really stood out to me with its bright colors, unique 
shape, and interesting relationship with wildlife like hummingbirds and bats. It was 
cool to see how one plant can play such a significant role in its ecosystem. This trip gave 
me a new appreciation for nature and all the fascinating things it has to offer. 

 

 


