Meconopsis Group – Part of the proceedings of the meeting held on 2nd December 2000


Some Meconopsis in China particularly in Qinghai, Gansu and Sichuan

in June/July 2000

(By Chris Brickell, written up by Peggy Anderson)

Chris was a member of two expeditions to north west China in the summers of 1997 and 2000. The regions visited were Qinghai (which was once part of Tibet), Gansu and north western Sichuan. John Mitchell a member of the Meconopsis Group was also on the second trip. Chris showed slides of meconopsis growing in the wild. Herbarium specimens of all the plants noted were taken and one was on display at the meeting to show the true colours of flowers because photographic slides sometimes gives a misleading impression of colour.

This area of China contains mountains of 16,000 -17.000 ft altitude or more, but most of the regions visited by the groups were high mountain pastures at 12,000 -14.000 ft. This is the area where several of the Meconopsis species that we grow in gardens originate. There were colonies of the Meconopsis horridula complex usually in slightly disturbed ground, but also in grassland. In cultivation, these plants are generally known as M. horridula, but what they really are was unknown at present. Kit Grey-Wilson considers that there are several species involved and that George Taylor had rather lumped them together in his monograph as only very limited living or herbarium material had been available when he was studying the genus. Analysis of herbarium specimens taken should shed some light on the complex.

In Yunnan, the ACE Expedition saw M. lancifolia growing in scree. It was 5-6 inches in height with bright blue flowers 3-4 inches across. It appeared to be a perennial with good rosettes. Chris did not know if it was grown in cultivation here.

Another member of the M. horridula group which was seen had been identified as M. prattii by Kit Grey-Wilson. It is monocarpic and has a very good deep blue colour. Seed was collected and had been distributed.

Another attractive deep blue scree species was seen in 1997 in the Anye Machin Shan mountain range in north west China. This area lies to the south of Inner Mongolia in Qinghai. Its identity is as yet unknown. It was growing in near neutral soil, certainly not very acid, and was flowering in the snow melt. It was very dwarf, only 3 or 4 inches high.

Chris also showed slides of M. integrifolia and M. pseudointegrifolia and all the variations that Kit Grey-Wilson has described in the New Plantsman. These are meadow plants disliked by yaks. They often shared a habitat with M. punicea in grassland, disturbed soil and scrub. No hybrids between M. punicea and M. integrifolia were found. The M. integrifolia from the Anye Machin Shan area of Qinghai would now be called M. integrifolia ssp. integrifolia. The flowers were shaped like great yellow balloons as Farrer described his lampshade poppy. The plants were very variable in height and branching. Some are quite small and others over 5 ft tall in the same populations. Along the route from the southern areas of Qinghai to Dali thousands and thousands of the typical M. integrifolia were seen on the hillsides and by the roadsides.

Back in Yunnan on the Big Snow Mountain, Da Xue Shan, M. pseudointegrifolia was growing in woodland as well as on open scree. The yellow flowers had a distinctive poise and the stigmas were well extended above the stamens. The leaf venation is different in M. integrifolia and M. pseudointegrifolia. There are three main veins in M. integrifolia whilst M. pseudointegrifolia has one long and two short veins and many branches. A similar plant was also found tumbling down rocky areas in Qinghai.

M. quintuplinervia was seen on both the 1997 and the 2000 trips. It was growing in tumbles of rocks in rich non-acid soil, as well as in open grassland. It varies considerably in flower colour and size, is vigorous and clumps up well. Some beautiful forms have much longer bells than the usual forms cultivated - some over 3 inches long. We could have much greater variation in cultivation if we could get some seed. Chris showed one plant that by its flower shape had M. punicea in its parentage.

M. punicea grew in abundance in a range of habitats. In scrub, the plants seemed to be perennial and had strong rosettes. Occasionally, they were found in rockfalls or where erosion occurred and also in open meadow land. There was not much variation in colour. On the first trip M. x cookei, the hybrid between M. quintuplinervia and M. punicea was seen. Although the name M. x cookei was first given to hybrids of these two species raised in cultivation, it also applies to hybrids in the wild. It was on the 1997 trip that the hybrid was first found in the wild and described. It was seen again in a number of places in 2000. The shape of M. x cookei flowers varied slightly,

but the colours were very similar, a muddy brownish-purple. In one of the ravines in Qinghai, much paler ones were found with the parents growing close together. It is not known if M. x cookei is fertile - in the wild no seed capsules nor seeds seemed to have formed and even if they had, they might not be fertile.

M. henrici was also seen. It seldom grew taller than 15-18 inches. The flowers were very open in the wild and of a good deep purple/blue colour. The petal number varied.

The group visited a site just over the border going from Gansu to Sichuan, about 200m into Sichuan, where Kit Grey-Wilson had advised looking for what he thought might be an unnamed poppy* that he had seen on an earlier trip. It was not seen growing with M. henrici, but as only limited areas of the countryside were explored they may have grown together in other areas. It was found on the 2000 trip, a fairly tall plant to about 3ft. high with more or less horizontally-placed flowers with distinctive black or purple/black blotches at the base of the flowers. A white-flowered form, slightly pink at the base was also found. This species seems to be monocarpic. M. henrici and this plant both have the same type of basal structure which allows the flowering stem to be detached to leave a shallow basal depression above the root system - almost like a ball and socket joint. It is very distinctive and may be a new species. It was growing with M. punicea and M. integrifolia often in very wet conditions almost marshland with some also thriving on somewhat eroded grassy hillsides. It is hoped that if people go back later in the year, they will be able to see if there are capsules and seeds on this unnamed plant.

*(Note -  The plant has now been named M. sinomaculata by C Grey-Wilson and is described in The Garden, 127, 930-931, 2002).

In Sikkim at 14,000 ft M. grandis was also found, but only in association with dwarf rhododendron and juniper scrub. The flowers were a clear blue colour and seed brought back should show the extent of variation. The M. grandis was often chewed off totally by yaks and goats even though other Meconopsis are usually left alone elsewhere.
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