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


“Meconopsis `Lingholm strain’ and Meconopsis ‘Crewdson hybrids’” by Mike Swift

(report compiled by Evelyn Stevens)

Mike Swift sought to clarify the identity and nomenclature of two forms of the large blue Meconopsis of interest to us, namely Meconopsis ‘Lingholm strain’ and Meconopsis ‘Crewdson hybrids’.  Both these plants had their origin in the Lake District, and both are claimed to be fertile, but Mike questions the latter point.

The parentage of the hybrid poppy M. x sheldonii involves M grandis from Sikkim and Nepal as one parent, and M. betonicifolia from Tibet and Yunnan as the other. The cross was first made in 1934 by W.G.Sheldon of Oxted in Surrey.  Normally this hybrid is sterile. Therefore to find two fertile forms of M. x sheldonii would be lucky, but to find two fertile forms both originating in Cumbria would be remarkable.

M. x sheldonii ‘Lingholm strain’ Mike then discussed Meconopsis x sheldonii 'Lingholm strain'. By way of illustration he referred to a lovely painting of it which he possesses. This fertile form of Meconopsis x sheldonii has been in cultivation since before 1978, has found its way into the trade and has been given many differing names. Its origin and subsequent history are as follows:-

In the early 1970's a Dr. Nelson from Brampton in Cumbria purchased a named plant of Meconopsis x sheldonii from Hayes Garden Centre at Ambleside. Each year he tried to collect seeds to grow new plants but never found any, which is not surprising as M. x sheldonii is normally sterile. However, in 1977 he found a seed pod thicker than normal and it contained seeds. These he gave to a gardening friend, Mrs. MacVitie of Keswick, who in turn, in 1978, passed them onto Mike’s predecessor at Lingholm Gardens, namely Mr. Sidney Harrison, then Head Gardener. When Mike arrived at Lingholm in 1984 to take over as Head Gardener, the plant had been and was being grown and sold in large numbers to the visiting public and to nurserymen by Sidney Harrison as M. grandis, this name being used on the basis that if it was not M. betonicifolia it must be the other blue poppy! Then, having seen it growing for a year Mike realised it was not what it seemed. To all intents it looked like x sheldonii (as he was growing two named x sheldonii forms at this time he had a comparison), but he was hooked by tradition that x sheldonii was sterile and that therefore it could not be a x sheldonii.

Mike then did some investigating and found out about Dr. Nelson in Brampton, talked to him about his story and concluded that this plant was a fertile form of M x sheldonii. With a little further investigation, plus a study of the seed pods, foliage and flower he concluded that this was in fact the case and changed the name in 1986 to Meconopsis x sheldonii ‘Lingholm strain’ simply to differentiate it from other forms. This has since become known variously as 'Lingholm Strain’, ‘Lingholm Form', fertile x sheldonii, 'Correnie’, 'Blue Ice’, grandis, and maybe other names. Mike suggested that this situation should be resolved and proposed that it should retain the name 'Lingholm strain' as it was originally named by himself in the place of its origin and from where thousands of plants have been sold to the public as well as to the trade. Mike has given, sold, and distributed plants and seed to Bodnant Gardens, Inverewe Gardens, Garden Cottage Nursery, Poolewe, Kayes of Silverdale, Lancs., Bridgemere Nurseries, Cheshire and many others.
Mike then described the plant. It is variable from seed as are all plants to a degree when seed-raised, but the variation shows up in the characteristics that make 'Lingholm Strain' what it is. The seed of 'Lingholm strain' is quite large and angular when viewed under a hand lens. As a seedling the plant shows great vigour and at the pricking out stage some of the seedlings show the characteristic bifurcated tip to some of the leaves which are also apparent later on the mature leaves of some plants. The foliage is dark green when emerging in spring not showing any signs of purpling. Fine golden hairs cover the foliage and flowering stern, the leaves show some serrate edges and as the leaves grow up the flower stem these serrations either persist or lose their identity and become undulations. A proportion of the leaves possess a break or broadness in the midrib with a twist to the leaf at this point. Whether this break is due to the twist or visa versa Mike is not sure but it is a very characteristic point when trying to identify plants. The flower is very large and a deep sky blue with a dark blue/purple stain on the base of the outside of the petal when opening which fades when fully open to leave a typical clear blue x sheldonii flower some 4" across with petals overlapping at the base and golden anthers in a dome (the flower can be larger on young plants). The seed pod is elongated and slender as the anthers darken and begins to become fat after petal fall with the characteristic golden hairs with all the appearance of a hairy grandis seed pod.
Mike emphasised that the plants grown at Lingholm Gardens in Cumbria and now at Torosay Castle Gardens on the Isle of Mull were and are grown in isolation, away from other fertile Meconopsis. Mike believes this is the reason for the characters staying true within the above variations. He divides the plants after three years and finds they are very perennial given this treatment. However, new seed raised plants are the most vigorous. All seed is cleaned and only the large fat seeds are used for propagating: small seeds are thrown out with the cleaning dross. Only healthy stock is used for seed collection. Therefore it could be claimed that there that there is some selection, but when all is said and done this is a strain and not a vegetatively produced clone and one should expect minor variations, unlike in a clone where all plants are identical.
Meconopsis x sheldonii ‘Crewdson Hybrids’ This is the second Cumbrian hybrid raised some fifty years ago in the garden of Cicely Crewdson, a highly-skilled grower of many rare plants and a friend of many plant-hunters in the early part of this century who kindly provided her with seed from their trips abroad.

Mrs. Crewdson was growing Meconopsis (direct in from the Himalayas) well before the last war and it was during a session of study that she noticed a seedling in 1938 which proved to be the hybrid M. grandis (Sikkim form) crossed with M. betonicifolia. This she named ‘Crewdson hybrids’. It is a very upright plant with fine foliage larger in all its parts than M. betonicifolia growing to 4' or more if manured. It has flowers of a clear brilliant blue which nod upon opening gradually raising the flower head as it matures. It is perennial and, whilst not such a good doer as some other forms of M. x sheldonii, it is handsome and now very rare 
Mike then referred to the fact that it is often cited as being fertile. This is quite untrue and he believes that the reason for this assertion is that an “impostor” has crept in and is now grown in the 'trade' as `Crewdson hybrids’. This “impostor” has been propagated from seed, under this name for many years by many nurserymen. This “impostor” fertile strain is also very good. We are therefore faced with the situation of having two different but good plants with the same name. The problem could perhaps be logically resolved by naming the original sterile plant of Cecily Crewdson as M.  'Crewdson Hybrid' and the “impostor”, seed-raised plants M. 'Crewdson Hybrids'. Unfortunately under the rules of International Nomenclature this is not allowed as published names are valid and cannot be changed without very good reason.
The true M. ‘Crewdson hybrids’ is as already stated, very rare, and the only source known to Mike is at Dalemain Garden in Cumbria, which was owned by Sylvia McCosh. George Sissons, her gardener, was of the old school and liked to be allowed to get on with his work uninterrupted, but he had to keep dealing with new plants bought in or given to Mrs. McCosh or brought from her other house, Huntfield. As far as meconopsis was concerned his idea of propagation was by division and so whatever he was given was vegetatively produced by splitting and was therefore the same plant (clone) twenty years later. In this way he kept alive M. 'Crewdson Hybrids' and Mike was fortunate to get a plant from Mrs. McCosh via the kind auspices of Geoff Yates who himself had been given a plant some time before. In Mike’s opinion he has the true plant, i.e. the self-same as Cicely Crewdson found in her garden in 1938.
The first clues that things were not as they should be came by a comparison of descriptions which didn't tally – the seed pods differ and the flower of the “impostor” has a definite betonicifolia 'bent'. Most importantly, the seed of the “impostor” is not only viable but fat and healthy and extremely fertile. Mike’s contention is that this is a back-cross with its betonicifolia parent. This would thus be a similar situation to that of another cultivar, James Cobb’s M. ‘Kingsbarns hybrids' which is M. x sheldonii backcrossed with either one or the other of its parents: it too is fertile though more variable than “impostor” 'Crewdson hybrids'.
The true plant and the impostor now grow at Torosay Castle on the Isle of Mull many yards apart and both are much admired.
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