Meconopsis Group – Part of the proceedings of the inaugural meeting held on 12th September 1998


“Meconopsis Introductions” by Cameron Carmichael

(report compiled by Evelyn Stevens)

The subject of Cameron Carmichael’s talk was the history of the introductions of M. betonicifolia and M. grandis from the wild. For this Cameron had surveyed the herbarium material at the RBGE and he showed slides of, and had on display, many of the herbaria sheets he had examined. He had also researched the literature (including Sir George Taylor’s book “Meconopsis” and “The Quest for Flowers” by Fletcher) and he referred to information from personal contacts over many years. With Cameron’s approval, this account of his talk is supplemented by a little further information from various sources by myself. 

Starting with M. betonicifolia, by reference to the herbarium material, Cameron emphasised the considerable variation within the species that occurs in leaf-shape in the range of herbarium specimens he had examined. He showed herbarium specimens collected by Forrest and by Rock (from Yunnan, 1923), two accessions from Kingdon Ward from south-east Tibet (1924 - Kingdon Ward introduced the species into cultivation at that date, but it was first discovered by Delavay in north-west Yunnan in 1896) and Ludlow, Sherriff and Taylor (1938 - from S.E. Tibet). Leaf-shape ranged was from what we regard as typical for M. betonicifolia, with a cordate base to the leaf, to a leaf-shape very like what we regard as typical grandis, i.e. linear or lanceolate with the base of the leaf being cuneate.

In the case of M. grandis Cameron first showed a herbarium specimen collected by Dhwoj (1930) and pointed out that but for the rather serrate leaves it might be taken for M. simplicifolia. Two specimens, M. grandis PSW 4371 and M. grandis Stainton 561, collected in 1952 and 1956, respectively, demonstrated the wide range in size that can occur in the species, presumably due to effects of the altitude from which they were collected. The specimen from Sikkim collected by Ron McBeath (1992) had the lanceolate leaves with a serrate edge that we would regard as typical M. grandis.

Cameron then spent considerable time discussing the most problematical plant, namely, M. grandis GS600. This he suggested was largely the raison d’etre for the present meeting. In discussing his slide of the type specimen, collected in spring 1934 by Ludlow and Sherriff in Bhutan, he emphasised that both the leaves and the flowers were very different from any other plants in the herbarium. The appearance of these were also very close to what we now call M. ‘Jimmy Bayne’ which, he said, is one of the M. grandis GS600 clones.

 - (Evelyn’s comment: I reached the same conclusion that M. ‘Jimmy Bayne’ is a clone of M. grandis GS600 – see my article in “The Rock Garden” June 1997, vol XXV, no. 100, pp. 267-278).

Cameron went on to say that there are major problems with the M. grandis introduced by Ludlow, Sherriff, Taylor and Hicks from Bhutan.  One of the problems with M. grandis GS600 was that the type specimen, marked, and with the seed heads bagged by Sherriff in the spring of 1934 for later seed collection, was found to have been eaten by yaks or sheep when he returned to collect seed in the autumn. Therefore he had to collect seed from a number of other plants over a wide area - not from the selected type specimen. A further point was that Ludlow and Sherriff went back to the same area in 1949 and re-collected, but this seed accession was not given a number.

Cameron elaborated further on the problems involving M. grandis GS600. Not only did they make the unnumbered seed collection just mentioned, but Ludlow, Sherriff, Taylor and Hicks, during their various expeditions, made a total of 5 numbered accessions of seed. Only two of these are known to be in cultivation to-day, namely GS600 (and Cameron knows of 3 plants that can be traced to the original raiser) and Betty Sherriff’s Dream Poppy (numbered 20671 in “The Quest for Flowers”).

Regarding Betty Sherriff’s Dream Poppy, it seems clear that it was introduced in two ways, as seed and as a living plant, (and as Evelyn had said earlier, there are two cultivars in cultivation to-day purporting to have this identity). Seed was collected and distributed in Scotland, but it was also introduced as a live plant. The latter information came from Mr Smith, Betty Sherriff’s gardener at Ascreavie. Mr Smith told Ian Christie that it was grown in the garden of the bungalow at Kalimpong where the Sherriffs lived before they retired to Scotland and that a plant from this was in due course sent to Ascreavie. By checking through “A Quest for Flowers” Cameron had discovered that Ludlow and Sherriff had not only sent back to Britain large quantities of seed of many species, but also a large number of live plants - for example, in the last expedition 97 live plants were dispatched. Later in his talk Cameron showed a slide of the plant he grows as “Betty Sherriff’s Dream Poppy”, and Henry Taylor expressed his view that it was the same plant which he photographed at Keillour Castle and which is illustrated in “Meconopsis” by James Cobb. Cameron said that Bobby Masterton of Cluny had given him his plant, and the latter had received it direct from George Sherriff. He believes this may be the clone that was introduced as a live plant, whereas the one mentioned by Evelyn in her talk which is grown by Mike and Polly Stone at Fort Augustus, may be a seed-raised plant 

 - (Evelyn’s further information - the Stones say that their plant sets a lot of fertile seed, whereas Cameron’s plant is sterile – so maybe this gives support to Cameron’s contention. Further, Mike was told by Ian Christie that the plant was propagated from seed at Ascreavie. Another point to note is that Mike and Polly Stone told me that they were given a piece of Betty Sherriff’s established clump (i.e. not seedlings) at Ascreavie in 1976. Mike Stone does not think their plant is pure M. grandis “even though it is very fertile”. They have a slide of Betty Sherriff standing beside her clump just after she had dug up a piece to give them. Could the latter be the same clone that Bobby Masterton gave Cameron? - NO EASY ANSWERS!) 

In the light of the evidence above, Cameron then went onto to argue that in all probability many plants of M. grandis were introduced from the area in Bhutan where Ludlow and Sherriff collected. These could have been both seed-raised plants and live plants. As he had just said, we know that there was at least one recorded introduction of a live plant, 5 numbered seed accessions (1934) and at least one unnumbered seed accession (1949). Therefore there is a good chance that there were a lot of plants which were not derived from the GS600 accession and which have not given clonal names.

(Evelyn’s comment: this could perhaps explain the apparent existence in cultivation of a number of name-worthy, but as yet unnamed clones. However, this idea does not take cognizance of the possibility or probability of hybridisation having occurred in cultivation as well).

To return to M. grandis GS600, it is known that seed was sent to RBGE and also to the Rentons at Branklyn. The Rentons, of course, raised plants from seed as well. The next slide was of ‘Jimmy Bayne’ which Cameron had known for well over 20 years, growing in the garden of the West of Scotland College of Agriculture when he was a student. The Head of Horticulture, Eric Dovason, had received it direct from George Sherriff as GS600. Cameron subsequently acquired a plant of it from Margaret Wilson who was a lecturer at the College.

To add to the problems surrounding M. grandis GS600, Cameron then went on to tell of the doubts which began to arise as to whether GS600 was a true species or whether it was a hybrid, and the fact that it began to be relabelled M x sheldonii. This happened in the case of the large bed at Branklyn Garden during the time that Bob Mitchell was there. The next slide Cameron showed was of a large clump at the Cruickshank Botanic Garden in Aberdeen, labelled M. grandis GS600. He said that the only people he knew who were still calling this plant M. grandis GS600 are in N.E. Scotland, i.e. Jack Drake’s Nursery. Cameron then told a story in which no less an authority than Sir George Taylor had surprised him one day by saying that GS600 was a hybrid - “a natural hybrid!” This view therefore raises the possibility that the present day sterile plant grown in gardens as M. grandis GS600 and now known as M. ‘Jimmy Bayne’ is the self-same type specimen in the herbarium at RBGE and which was introduced to this country as a living plant. We will probably never know whether this is true or not.

However, as indicated earlier, Cameron maintained that probably there were, or are, clones derived from the seed accession number GS600 in existence other than ‘Jimmy Bayne’. The truth of this assertion is not easy to prove and this is for a variety of reasons. Leaf-appearance is one of the criteria that are relied upon in attempting identification and this varies widely during the course of the growing season, so it is necessary to compare one plant with another at the same stage of the life-cycle. Flower colour is not a reliable criterion either. This can be affected by coldness (hard frost) in the spring after flower-bud initiation leading varyingly to colours ranging from purple to bright red. The same applies to recent disturbance of the plants, by recent division and replanting, and to the pH of the soil in which they are grown. Cameron believes that the most reliable diagnostic features for the various forms of M. grandis and M. x sheldonii are leaf shape and colour as they appear at the beginning of the growing season and then again at the end of the growing season shortly before they die down - not leaf-shape during flowering. Petal number is also not a reliable diagnostic feature.

Cameron then showed a slide of a hybrid he had made between M. betonicifolia and his M. grandis “Betty’s Dream Poppy”. The resulting plant he thinks is not unlike like ‘Jimmy Bayne’.

Cameron concluded his talk with several slides he had borrowed from the SRGC Slide Library. The first was of M. grandis ‘Alba’ from Willie Buchanan’s garden which he think is probably true ‘Alba’, and not a hybrid as are probably other white M. grandis types in cultivation to-day. No-one in the audience claimed to grow the plant he showed, except that Evelyn wonders whether it is grown at Edrom. He finished with a slide of a plant of M. x sheldonii photographed in 1965 at Inshriach and with the varietal name ‘Stevens’. This seemed ironic as it was seemingly the same clone as one shown earlier by Evelyn. She said she had provisionally named it M x sheldonii ‘Linn’s Square’, but was in the process of researching it in the hope of finding a prior name. She had seen a clone at Biggar Park which seemed to be the same, and this had been given to Mrs Susan Barnes of Biggar Park by Major Balfour of Dawyck 25 years previously.

 - (Evelyn’s comments and further information - The theory that M. grandis GS600 may have been a natural hybrid introduced as a living plant (see Sir George Taylor’s comment to Cameron above) does not tally with John Lawson’s account on growing this plant at Inshriach Nursery (see “The Rock Garden, June 1996, vol. xxv, no. 98, pp20-28) Jack Drake of Inshriach Nursery, grew seedlings of M. grandis GS600 from seed he obtained from the Rentons in 1938. After the war he discovered that only a few plants had survived the war years. They produced a little seed which he collected but many of the plants raised were poor and not worth growing. Therefore after about three years Jack Drake abandoned propagation from seed, having discovered that the plants were readily propagated by division. He chose for this purpose about a dozen of his best plants for vegetative propagation and it is from this group of clones that M. grandis GS600 has been distributed over the years since then from Inshriach Nursery. One of these clones was awarded an Award of Merit by the RHS in 1962 when shown by the Crown Commissioners at Windsor, and it was then given the clonal name `Branklyn’. A year later it was given an F.C.C. I am grateful to John Lawson who has kindly given me copies of the correspondence dating from late 1963 between Jack Drake and Sir Eric Savill which relates these details.

MECONOPSIS INTRODUCTIONS

PLANT NAME

COLLECTORS No.

DATE OF INTRODUCTION
1.
M. betonicifolia

F. 23420



1923

2.
M. betonicifolia

Rock. 9487



1923

3.
M. betonicifolia

K. W. 5683



1924

4.
M. betonicifolia

L. S. T. 3869



1938

5.
M. grandis


Dhwoj. 248



1930

6.
M. grandis


P. S. W 4371



1952






Stainton. 561



1956

7.
M. grandis


McBeath



1992

8.
M. grandis


L & S. 600



1934

9.
M. grandis


L & S. 600



1934

10.
As above in cultivation





1953

11.
As above at “Ascreavie”





1961
12.
As above at “Huntfield”





1978

Herbarium specimens courtesy of R. B. G. Edinburgh
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