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PHIL PARVIN – A pioneer in the Protea Industry 
 
Phil Parvin and Proteas are synonymous.   He was a larger than life personality who started his 
Protea Career growing these native South African plants from the Cape Floral Kingdom at the 
Maui Research Station of the College of Tropical Agriculture of Hawaii, probably as a result of 
an exchange between institutions like Kirstenbosch and Hawaii.  The first seeds were brought 
to Hawaii in 1964 by Dr. Sam McFadden, a visiting professor from the University of Florida, 
according to an article by Phil Parvin for Pacific Horticulture in 1985.   The University started 
buying seeds direct from a South African source in 1966.    
 

HortScience (America) Vol 8(4) August 1973 published a special issue on Proteas, with a 
scientific article on ‘Developmental Research for a New Cut Flower Crop’ by Philip E Parvin and 
Richard A Criley and Richard M Bullock of University of Hawaii, Honolulu.   Phil Parvin lectured 
on proteas at the International Plant Propagators Society in San Diego in 1974 and so continued  
his long association with Proteas.   Phil Parvin became a frequent visitor to many protea 
producing countries and a friend of many.   
 
 In 1975 through the Society for Horticultural Science which brought him into contact with Dr. 
J.T. ‘Kleintjie’ Meynhardt in South Africa, he undertook an extended trip around the world to 
make contact with nurserymen, growers, and scientists, and to collect plant material for 
vegetative propagation in Hawaii and seed sources for development of Australian species.   His 
later involvement with the International Protea Association is legendary. 
 

An International Horticultural Society Congress was held in Sydney, Australia in August 1978.    
During this Congress a couple of protea people got together at the suggestion of Peter 
Mathews of Australia who had galvanized Dr. Phil Parvin to send around a memorandum to 
people he knew around the world: 
 

Aloha Friends and colleagues,      21 July 1978   
Peter Mathews, Proteaflora, Silvan, Australia, has been instrumental in communicating 
with many of us regarding the possible mutual benefits of some sort of international 
dialogue on protea marketing.   As Peter points out, the International Horticultural 
Congress in Sydney offers a unique opportunity for people interested in protea production 
from South Africa, Israel, Australia, New Zealand, California and Hawaii to get together to 
chat.    

 
 
Phil Parvin presided at the subsequent meeting and Peter Mathews outlined the purpose which 
he stated to be: 
To explore the possibility of a loose affiliation of Protea-growing countries for the purpose of 
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cooperating in the worldwide marketing process, and sharing information. 
 
Resulting from this meeting, the 1st International Protea Conference was held from 4-8 October 
1981 in Kallista, Victoria, Australia where the proposed constitution of the newly formed 
Association was tabled for approval.    A highlight was the area report from each country, 
something that has been continued to this day.     It is not recorded who suggested that an IPA 
Conference should take place in a different protea growing country every two years, but 
adopting this system certainly has meant that growers and scientist were given the 
opportunity to see how things are done around the globe.  As an added benefit it also gave 
local growers who were not able to travel, the opportunity to meet international leaders in the 
field of protea growing, marketing and research, as well as meeting fellow growers from other 
parts of the globe. 
 
Phil Parvin and Dr. JT (Kleintjie) Meynhardt (South Africa) were the main movers for the 
formation of the Protea Working Group.  The approval for its formation was via the 
International Society for Horticultural Science and its American President, John Seeley, who 
sent a letter to Dr. Van der Borg, Secretary General of the ISHS.  
 
“At a meeting of our Section Members at the time of the Symposium of on Production Planning in 
Glasshouse Floriculture in Denmark next month, we will establish a Working Group for Proteas and 
then will select a chairman to serve until the time of the IH Congress in Davis in 1986”  
 
To this end, scientists were invited, at short notice, to attend a preliminary meeting to be held 
in March 1984 in Cape Town.  Scientists from around the world responded. 
 

In December 1993, Phil Parvin retired from the Kula Research Station in Maui to retire to 
Florida.  On his retirement the cultivar garden at the Kula Research Station was named after 
him in recognition of his work.   
 

In 1995 a Fynbos Genebank Trust was established in South Africa,  with support from IPA.  The 
launch was widely reported.   Phil Parvin and Jim Heid of Hawaii attended this important 
milestone event.  
 

After his retirement we managed to entice him to join us for the IPA conference in Hawaii on 
2002, where he shared his extensive experiences of protea cultivation around the world, with 
an overview of the past and present, with challenges for the future.   During the conference he 
was honoured by having a deep red Leucospermum called after him, Ls. ‘Phil Parvin’. 
 
His involvement with proteas stretched from the 1970’s to 1993 and beyond as many of his Protea 
Friends kept in touch quite regularly.    It speaks for the man that these friendships were built 
originally from a mutual interest in flowers, and continued right to the end. 
 
We salute a Protea Pioneer who has done so much to bring this small floriculture crop to the 
notice and attention of the world.   He will be missed by all who worked and played with him. 
 
By Maryke Middelmann 
(who had her first ever Mai-Tai in Phil’s garden in Maui!) 
 
19 Sept 2013 


