“Evergreen monocarpic Meconopsis”
by Dr. Chris Grey-Wilson
(written up by Norma McDowall and checked by Dr. Chris Grey-Wilson)

Dr. Chris Grey-Wilson introduced the first of his talks accompanied by an excellent PowerPoint presentation.  He remarked how the monocarpics, which were popular twenty or thirty years ago, have now gone into decline. Very few pure species remain with us as they hybridise so easily, and we need to rebuild collections from wild material wherever possible.
 
The evergreen monocarpic species are almost all found in the Himalaya, with the exception of M. wilsonii which is found in western China. It is possible to have seed collected again by expeditions from the wild so that we can get the monocarpics distributed with no one growing more than one or two. Dr. Chris Grey-Wilson explained that the monocarpics hybridise easily and the species will soon be lost if grown together. We have to work out a way of keeping them in cultivation, and ensure that at least part of every seed collection goes into a Seed Bank so we can refer to them again as necessary.

The monocarpic species are evergreen, with wonderful rosettes. When they were coming into cultivation between 1910 and 1920 they were grown for their rosettes rather than their flowers. The Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, among other gardens, grew a mixture for these solely for their winter rosettes, ripping them out when they came into flower. Nowadays both flowers and rosettes are considered desirable. The largest rosette seen recorded was 1.7 metres across, but nowadays they are in the range from 0.60m to 1.2 metres across, under good growing conditions, and most will grow for 2-4 years before flowering.

He acknowledged a number of people who have helped with the photographs, including members - Anne Chambers, Ron McBeath, David Rankin and Margaret and Henry Taylor - and recommended two magnificent books; one by Eiko Chiba, a Japanese lady who has been an outstanding help, the other by Toshio Yoshida who has produced a beautifully illustrated book on the Himalaya costing £100, with 3000 photographs and location maps (again in Japanese, but with Latin botanical references).

Meconopsis fits into two subgenera of which one is a very small subgenus: this includes four or five species with a small strange disk which fits on top of the fruit. The second contains the Section Polychaetia which is divided into several subsections and numerous series, following George Taylor. This classification may or may not stay in the long run. At present we are interested in the Subsect. Eupolychaetia which is characterised by evergreen rosettes and by hairs which are barbellate (i.e. barbed).  Plants in Subsect. Cumminsia (which is to be studied in the lecture after lunch) do not have evergreen rosettes, but die down to a resting bud or series of buds in winter and most, but not all, have simple non-barbellate hairs.
He showed a number of images from James Cobb’s book - MM wallichii, dhwojii, paniculata, superba and regia - showing barbellate hairs (i.e. having small spikes coming off the hairs). George Taylor talked about ‘substellate indumentum’ in his monograph (of 1934) but Dr. Chris Grey-Wilson does not understand what he meant by that; in his view, hairs are either stellate or not stellate. In these species you can have barbellate hairs of all sizes. In some species there are only the long hairs, while in others you get the short hairs as well. On some species there are both long and short barbellate hairs. Hairs can be up to 7 or 8mm long. These characteristics can be useful taxonomically but are not the ‘be all and end all’ in determining which species you are looking at.
M. regia was common in cultivation for a long time but then suddenly disappeared. What have been considered M. regia (even by Wisley) are hybrids. To refocus it has to be studied in the wild. It grows in Central Nepal in the Lamjang Himal, east of the Annapurna massif, in isolation at 11,000 or 12,000 ft. Not many people have seen it in the wild but two people who have are Alan Dunkley and Dieter Schacht. Their photographs independently show it growing in rocky slopes along streamsides where there is a lot of moisture moving under the ground. It is 1.3m (4ft) tall in the wild, perhaps 2m (6ft) in cultivation.
Rosettes are very distinct with golden hairs and totally unlobed leaves with a serrate margin. Plants like this were grown at Kew thirty years ago but have not been seen recently. He showed an old painting from Curtis's Botanical Magazine of 1934 with a typical unlobed leaf and yellow flowers with a purplish stigma (sim. to M. paniculata).  
The leaves of M. superba was shown photographed in one of the Irish gardens. Dr. Chris Grey-Wilson said he does not have a photograph of M. superba in flower so he would be pleased to have one if anyone had. 
M. superba is closely related to M. regia, endemic to Bhutan, with a distinct rosette with petiolate leaves that M. regia tends not to have. Instead of the golden hairs of M. regia the hairs of 
M. superba are silvery. 

Fruits are a very distinguishing feature of all the monocarpics. Different species really do have different fruit characteristics, with different lengths and types of bristles coming out at different angles. Long and short bristles occur on the same fruit of M. superba.

M. napaulensis portrays a ‘thorny’ problem. The plant first shown came to him as M. taylori, photographed in the wild on Annapurna. It had magnificent blooms. This plant came to be known as M. napaulensis in cultivation. M. taylori has never been seen again in the wild since its original collection, but certainly it is well worth collecting for the herbarium as it has huge fruits, much bigger than any other in the group, or indeed those of any Meconopsis species.
Dr. Chris Grey-Wilson showed a variety of plants, with varying colours, growing in Nepal and central China, and all known as M. napaulensis. He was concerned about the authenticity of this range accorded to M. napaulensis but explained that George Taylor in his monograph of 1934 did not have the information that we have now, or the means of analysis. 

To get to the bottom of this mystery he has studied the herbarium specimens from France, Kew and from the Wallich collection from Nepal. Most Wallich specimens had just Nepal as their location apart from one in the Wallich collection which had the name ‘Gossental’ now known as Gosainkund, in Central Nepal, pencilled in. This is not far from Kathmandu, on one of the routes leading to the famous Langtang Valley, and is probably one of the best botanised areas in Nepal so we know in the main what grows there. It is well away from the typical M. napaulensis area which occurs much farther west in the Annapurna region. There is no indication on the Wallich specimens what colour the flowers were.
The fruits of these specimens from Gosainkund very closely match the type material so it was very easy to match them up. He showed photographs of the plants coming into flower showing rather upright rosettes up to 60-70cm across and up to 1m in height, so it is not a tall plant. It forms a panicle of yellow flowers at waist high with no purple stigma and simple bristles with no underlying bristles, unlike M. paniculata. In Dr. Chris Grey-Wilson’s view this is the true M. napaulensis. Our ideas of M. napaulensis over many years have now changed.
In some ways it is closest to M. dhwojii in the same complex, but the latter is found much further east and has other characteristics. This plant is only known from the Gosainkund/ Langtang area.
M. longipetiolata poses another problem. It is known from seed collected ‘somewhere in Nepal’ and grown at Kew in the 1960s. The type specimen from cultivation unfortunately disappeared from the British Museum so we only have a very sketchy record of it, although it was described fully by George Taylor. It is distinguished by its very long petioles. As some (but not all) of the plants of M. napaulensis at Gosainkund also have long petioles plunging down into the base of the plant Dr Chris Grey-Wilson now suspects that M. napaulensis and M. longipetiolata are  in fact the same species.
This now poses a problem - what are the red flowering plants once thought to be M. napaulensis? Again, doing studies, it became clear that they all concentrated around a relatively small area of the Kali Gandaki Valley in CW Nepal and the western flanks of Annapurna. It is a plant reaching up to 2m high with big lobed leaves (shallowly lobed at the top, more deeply so at the base) with golden hairs and red, pink or occasionally pure white flowers. 
Dr Chris Grey-Wilson searched through all the literature to find a name for this plant and in the end decided to call this plant M. staintonii. Adam Stainton was a major collector of plants in Nepal, with some very fine collections in the 1950s and 1960s now in herbariums with excellent notes; he made a major contribution to Meconopsis from this part of the Himalaya.
Flowers, fruits and buds are covered in these golden hairs. The big fruits are very different from the true M. napaulensis
Finally he showed large stands of M. staintonii grown from wild-collected material, in cultivation at Vancouver twenty or so years ago, growing to 3m high. 
M. wallichii was once considered a blue form of M. napaulensis, but this taxon is now considered a species in its own right. It has remained fairly pure in cultivation as it flowers and sets seed later than the other species, thus avoiding problems of hybridisation. A wise gardener will take the seed from the later fruits. In the wild near Ghunsa it grows up to 2m tall, growing all the way from the Arun valley in Nepal eastwards to Sikkim where it peters out. It occurs in two forms (red or blue flowered) but Dr. Chris Grey-Wilson cannot find any distinguishing feature apart from colour, so he has kept them together.
The red or purplish form was described by Hooker as M. wallichii var. fusco-purpurea. 80% of early herbarium specimens even from J.D. Hooker make no mention of colour, and the colour of the specimens has faded and cannot now be seen. More modern collections do indicate colour. The two colour forms do not apparently grow together. The blue form is very pretty and dainty, with the panicles having as many as 15 flowers on the side branches. Fruit, which is rather pointed, narrowing towards the top, has spreading bristles.
Dr. Chris Grey-Wilson showed two paintings from Curtis's Botanical Magazine; the first, published in 1852, of M. wallichii grown from seed collected by J.D. Hooker, the other showing the darker red form of M. wallichii var. fusco-purpurea from a collection at the RBGE in the 1930s. 
Finally, in this section, Dr. Chris Grey-Wilson showed a photograph taken in Logan Botanic Garden where these plants grew twenty years ago, when it was quite common.
After a short break Dr. Chris Grey-Wilson resumed his talk, again very well illustrated by PowerPoint images. 

A few years ago when Dr. Chris Grey-Wilson started to look at Chinese plants he realised that variations of “M. napaulensis” were also recorded from western China. When he checked the literature he realised that plants had been in and out of cultivation but did not appear to be in cultivation again until recently.. Then Henry Taylor received some seeds from China and sent him a photograph of the rosette. He realised that this was very distinctive and the leaf-lobing was different from the others. He checked the herbarium material and to his surprise he discovered that it was distinctive in a number of characters, but in the old books of the Flora of China these plants were all called M. napaulensis.
In the herbarium at RBGE there were a lot of specimens collected by Wilson, Forrest, Kingdon Ward and others and it was clear the plants could be divided into two groups very easily.
M. wilsonii subsp. wilsonii
The first group, collected by Wilson, (but not collected elsewhere nor seen since in that area), is from W Sichuan around Baoxing (Moupin), to the north of Wolong. This Sichuan plant is an attractive plant, with dainty, well-cut ferny leaves, narrow, upright, almost fastigiate with short branches, and the fruits are very short and squat.
As a result of this and several other characteristics Dr. Chris Grey-Wilson decided to call it M. wilsonii after E.H. Wilson. This has been recently published.

 M. wilsonii subsp. australis 

In the second group about four hundred miles south in NW Yunnan and E. Myanmar (Burma)  there is essentially the same plant but with much coarser leaves. Mainly collected by Forrest, it is much more commoly represented in herbaria. It is clearly the same species with the same coloured flowers, never red, never blue, but often described as ‘muddy purple’, although it can have a good colour. Plants can be tall up to 2m. It remained unseen in recent times until five or six years ago when two expeditions by Yoshida and Atkin both found it to the west of the Cangshan Mountains. Herbarium specimen show how narrow and fastigiated the inflorescence is in flower and fruit, with short peduncles or lateral branches compared to M. wallichii. It can be a beautiful plant with a unique colouring, and well worth bringing into cultivation. It has been named M. wilsonii subs. australis which takes in all the forms in Yunnan and Myanmar, and it may extend into SE Tibet.
Fruits
Dr. Chris Grey-Wilson has produced digital photographs of the fruits of the Section Polychaetia: subsection Eupolychaetia [i.e. the 14 evergreen monocarpic species characterised by large over wintering rosettes]
He showed a number of these fruit capsules on the one image( which makes it easier to compare one with another) and commented briefly on some of them individually.[These images are shown on page 185 of his article in Curtis's Botanical Magazine, May 2006]. 
· M. robusta  

Closely related to M. paniculata. A little known species confined to Kumaon in N India, (an outlier). Maybe not in cultivation? 
· M. napaulensis
Very distinct - long, narrow
· M. superba 
Big round fruits and appressed bristles
· M. violacea 
Kingdom Ward collection from N. Myanmar (Burma), was in cultivation for a short time as it was shown in a black and white photograph in Taylor’s monograph of 1934. Described as pure violet colour with an unusual leaf. Not in cultivation now.

· M. wilsonii 
short stubby fruits from two locations, essentially the same.
· M. dhwojii
 Found in Rolwaling Himal in CE Nepal towards Everest. Has been in cultivation for many years. Distinctive, 2ft tall in wild. Yellow flowers, neat leaf rosettes, blackish base to the leaf, bristles simple with black bump at bottom.

· . M. gracilipes  
Daintiest plant of all, smallest flowers, odd fruits 
· M. ganeshensis  
Small, evergreen monocarpic, related to M. dhwojii. Red flowers. Unfortunately, this last not in cultivation and is unlikely to be in cultivation in the near future, as the area, although fairly close to Kathmandu, is in a remote and inaccessible area (which is the type locality of quite a number of plants). Named by Dr. Chris Grey-Wilson after the Gamesh Himal. 
M. paniculata has proved the most difficult in this complex to sort out and needs a lot of work yet. It has a very wide distribution, ranging all the way from W Nepal to N Burma. Dr. Chris Grey-Wilson showed a number of plants to illustrate how variable it is. He showed a rosette photographed in Ghunsa, scarcely lobed, with a leaf similar in some ways to M. regia with its serrate-margined leaves. Another Ghunsa form has been in cultivation. e.g. at Ron McBeath’s nursery. In herbarium specimens very few have basal leaves, which are needed to distinguish one from another. The plant may, or may not, be divisible.
Another photograph showed an untidy scrap, the Wallich type of M. paniculata in the Wallich collection, originally known as Papaver paniculatum. Dr. Chris Grey-Wilson said that this is all we have to link it with the M. paniculata that we know.
In the wild M. paniculata is found in Nepal, Sikkim, Bhutan, S. Tibet and NW India and also recently from N Burma. What is confusing about it is that when it starts to flower the inflorescence is very tight then opens out as successive flowers open lower down the inflorescence. This is the way that all Meconopsis flower, from the top down. Leaves are deeply lobed but variable. Some forms from Bhutan photographed by Toshio Yoshida have very big yellow nodding flowers 4 in. (10cm) across - a plant well worth seeking out. Inflorescences are simple, not paniculate.

The Jumla region of West Nepal is very interesting as it an outlier region for a range of plants including Meconopsis, including both M. grandis and M. paniculata. Here the leaves have a pointed apex and the flowers do not have a purple stigma, whereas all other specimens seen by Dr. Chris Grey-Wilson have. The plants are also very tall, perhaps 9/10 feet in height.

Finally Dr. Chris Grey-Wilson showed a number of hybrids. It has become a complex business to work out what in fact they are. Shown in photographs taken at Wisley were plants under the name of M. regia in pinks, yellows and occasionally whites. Good garden plants, these are the type of plants people have in their gardens. Leaves are often halfway between a M. regia and M. staintonii with a mix of flower colours, often with very hairy inflorescences. He showed a number of hybrids including one growing in Evelyn’s garden two years ago. The need is now to get the species back into cultivation.
Summary
Dr. Chris Grey-Wilson assessed the range of evergreen monocarpic Meconopses in the Subsection Eupolychaetia. He has evaluated M. napaulensis as studied by George Taylor in his monograph of 1934 and as a result introduced us to three of the four new species he has identified - M. staintonii, M. wilsonii and M. ganeshensis.
[The fourth is M. chankheliensis, related to M.  dhwojii and M. gracilipes but with purple or red flowers. Found in W Nepal but it is not in cultivation. See reference in ‘Curtis's Botanical Magazine’]
Dr. Chris Grey-Wilson answered a number of questions. Points noted included

· The amount of seed found in fruit capsules varies, or seed is found only in the lower part of the capsule as in M. gracilipes, in the wild as well as cultivated specimens, but usually the larger the seed capsules, the more seed there is.
· CMC 296 was probably an all white form of M. wallichii from east Nepal. The only white ones in the wild are M. staintonii (of which he had shown a photograph) but a very pure white hybrid has occurred in cultivation. 
· M. staintonii was confirmed as being similar to a very dark red M. paniculata. 
· What was considered M. paniculata is now a true M. napaulensis. M. paniculata distinguishes from M. staintonii in leaf and hair characteristics. Crucially the basal leaves are lost when the plant comes into flower. Seed could be collected of most species in the wild, if permission can be granted.
· Some plants have heat intolerance - plants are lost in high temperatures. Many of the plants local to Dr. Chris Grey-Wilson in east Anglia have been lost due to hot summers.
· We need to grow these plants in other area such as Trømso and Vancouver with cooler, moister conditions, and seed kept in seed banks.

· The suggestion that M. superba is more difficult to grow now was discussed. It was pointed out that it does not hybridise and is self fertile (which is an advantage). Plants grow in the woodland garden at the RBGE, and seed is stored in the seed bank. 

· Smaller monocarpic species can produce side shoots especially if damaged and these side shoots can grow on to flowering again.

John thanked Dr. Chris Grey-Wilson for his talk and members accorded him a hearty vote of thanks.
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