Meconopsis Group – Part of the proceedings of the meeting held on 14th February 2004


Some Meconopsis and others

by Ian Christie

(written up by Norma McDowall)

Ian introduced his talk with a warning to look after the wild collected seed, and to monitor anything that grows, especially under the label Meconopsis horridula.

He showed a number of excellent slides of Meconopsis and other plants, along with insights into the landscape and people who live in this remote and inhospitable area in the Sichuan region of China. His trip started at Wolong at about 4,000 feet. The group travelled by camper van which had a fridge that was very handy for food [and seeds] so it was not all camping out. They drove up to Balang Shan and then up to Seguniang which is at 4325m, about 14,000 feet, above sea level. It is an area of high mountains (part of the Himalaya) with steep slopes, screes and ravines, and high plateau.

The weather conditions were changeable, with several snowstorms. As they climbed in altitude there were several uninteresting areas botanically in the conifer woods but higher up looking towards Seguniang Shan among the screes in open areas grew lots of different Meconopsis. It was difficult walking at that altitude and the temperatures was 15-20C in the intense sunlight. This obviously influences the plants too! Ian thought the area might be calcareous. He also found Saxifrage callianthemum farreri, and Gentian arethusia, Paraquilegia, and a very distinctive striped Gentian veitchiorum (possibly) with the intense blues similar to Meconopsis. The M. horridula here had a long stem and Ian suggested that the stem elongated as the plant set seed in order to keep the seedpod above the level of the snow. The seed is dropped on the snow. The stems were very spiny, 15-18inches high, and had lots of seedpods. He collected lots of seed here under the label Meconopsis horridula complex, and noted the locations by number. 

He saw several M. punicea flowering, mostly as expected among shrubs and bushes. He also found them out in the open, amongst the rocks, without shelter. He suggested that some appeared perennial.

Meconopsis were growing right up the Balang Shan, between there and Seguniang, along with others like Potentilla, Gentianella, Pleurospermum and Allium. There was not much nutrient among the rocks apart from what is brought down by the snowmelt.

In the river valleys and ravines he found Daphne tangutica growing among other shrub. It was an isolated area, with people living in wooden houses with roofs of yak dung.

He showed M. integrifolia with its stem with seedpod at a height of about 4 feet. This is far taller than the M. integrifolia found by John at a flowering height of about 15-18 inches, again suggesting elongation to keep above the snow. The seedpods are absolutely huge, far larger than previously seen, both hairy and plain. The latter might be due to the weather removing the hairs. This is identified as seed ‘Meconopsis 41’ and is obviously worth watching.

In the area of Stone Mountain John recognised Aba, a village of mud huts with decorative windows facing the sun. The grain is kept stacked on the roof.

After a long 3 hour walk across the Tibetan Plateau to Stone Mountain is an area of screes and boulders, with terraces where Meconopsis grew in abundance among the rocks. This included M. punicea, M. integrifolia, and M. horridula with long spiny strappy leaves. The latter’s seedpods too were very spiny.

Ian also identified more Gentian farreri – he had found large expanses with variations in colours and stripes stretching across as far as he could see. White flowers attracted him on a steep grassy banking where he found Gentian stipitata var tizuuensis. (First recorded in the Flora of China) There was also frequently a mist which helps keep the plants moist, despite the temperatures and sunlight being high.

He concluded by adding that that the area around Wolong and Seguniang Shan are very diverse areas for plants and merit a number of visits.

Questions included the local foods (and Ian’s response to it), the possibility of new species to be discovered in that area, the length of the flowering and seed season, the rock type, whether acid or alkali, (possibly limestone or neutral dolomite) in whose fissures the Meconopsis were growing and the eventual links to the website which will show the newly raised plants from the collected seed.
John thanked Ian for his interesting talk.
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