
The Meconopsis Group – Its Future Direction by Margaret Thorne. 
 

On every other occasion when I have stood up here to give a talk, it has been 
about the travels David and I have made to the Himalaya and China to see 
Meconopsis in the wild, but this time my subject is much closer to home: the 
future direction of the Meconopsis Group. This has provided me with the 
opportunity of showing a picture of our own garden in the Scottish Borders 
taken in May 2014, of a bed of Meconopsis superba in a colourful array of 
white, red and pale yellow flowers – of which I shall say a little more later. 
 
The Meconopsis Group was set up at the instigation of Evelyn Stevens and 
Mervyn Kessell and the objectives of the group were ‘To study the genus 
Meconopsis by scientific research and to promote its cultivation and 
conservation’. The inaugural meeting took place on 12th September 1998. All 
the talks given at that first meeting were written up, are available on the 
website along with those from all subsequent meetings and they make very 
good reading still. Several of the speakers at that first meeting are with us 
here today: Evelyn, Ron and Jim Cobb. Sadly others are not. The initial task 
which the Group decided to tackle was ‘to investigate the identity and 
nomenclature of the perennial blue Meconopsis in cultivation’ but that 
eventually it would be ‘desirable to extend the remit of the Group to 
investigate problems concerning other members of the genus’.  
 
We are obviously all well aware, that the Group has been highly successful 
and a lot has been achieved. 47 large perennial hybrids and species named 
and allocated one of five categories. An identification key or table is in 
preparation – this is obviously exceptionally important, as the whole purpose 
of having plants with different names is that they must be sufficiently distinct 
to tell them apart and as easy as possible for someone who isn’t an expert to 
be able to work out which one is which. There are 59 hybrids and species 
awaiting decision on naming – obviously a more controversial achievement. 
 
A Meconopsis Trial ran from 2010-2013 resulting in 10 new AGM’s M. ‘Slieve 
Donard’ retained its AGM.  
Other Group activities include the Seed Exchange, biannual meetings, a 
website, Gardening Scotland stand, membership etc etc 
 

Having achieved so much of what the Group originally agreed to tackle, it 
therefore seemed like a good time to think about what we should be doing 
next. So I thought I would write down all the ways in which people have 
contributed to the study of the genus Meconopsis and then we should decide 
how we, as a group, can make a difference, since the whole point in working 
as a group, is that you can achieve more than if every individual person is 
working in isolation. The naming of the big blue perennial poppies is obviously 
an excellent example of that having been achieved. 
 
 
The slide below illustrates what does and can happen to plants and seeds 
collected in the wild. Many can be lost to cultivation. 
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Just to illustrate this point, I thought you would be interested to hear about this 
book which David & I came across in the archives, here at the RBGE, when 
we researching Ludlow & Sherriff’s 1949 expedition. It is the list of all the 
seeds from this expedition received by Mrs Knox Finlay at Keillour Castle.  
 
 

Seeds received by Mrs Knox Finlay at Keillour Castle
from Ludlow & Sherriff’s 1949 Expedition to Bhutan

• M. bella: 17312, 19488, 19793, 21124 
• M. bhutanica (M. discigera): 17455
• M. grandis: 21069
• M. horridula: 17229, 17300, 21198
• M. ludlowii (M. lancifolia var concinna) corrected to 

M. primulina: 17446, 17461
• M. paniculata: 17233, 19799, 21168
• M. primulina: 17338, 17370, 17426, 17427
• M. sherriffii: 17231A, 17231B, 17231C, 17253, 17271, 
• M. simplicifolia: 17232, 17301, 17371, 18995A, 18995B, 

19854, 21162
• M. sinuata: 17299, 19052, 19745, 19810, 21131, 21194
• M. superba: 17562, 19617
• M. wallichii var fuscopurpurea (M. nepalensis): 19855

 
 



 

Anyway, some 11/12 species of Meconopsis are represented, very nearly all 
of which had been collected previously and certainly some had already been 
lost from cultivation, creating a demand for replacements. 
 
We are now in the situation that it is not legal to go to Bhutan and many other 
countries to collect seeds, so as this final link in the circle has been removed, 
we must make every effort to conserve the species that we already have in 
cultivation. But we can still photograph and study species in the wild as well 
as the ones we have in cultivation. Something else which David and I try to do 
is to encourage local people in the Himalaya to grow Meconopsis species in 
cultivation on their own land and sell us the seeds. So far we have not had 
any success in this, but we have not been able to guarantee them a market. 
This is something which we, as the Meconopsis Group can do, through the 
seed exchange, whereas we, David and Margaret Thorne, are not able to do 
as individuals. Finally. We hope that one day, the various countries we visit 
will put in place the mechanisms whereby we and others can obtain permits to 
legally collect small quantities of seed and other plant material for scientific 
purposes. This is absolutely essential for a variety of purposes and certainly 
essential in order to carry out all the DNA analysis necessary to firmly 
establish the relationships between species and subspecies of Meconopsis. 
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The following slide indicates what could be done. 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 

 

Well, you might say, Kit Grey-Wilson has just brought out the definitive work 
on the Genus Meconopsis, so maybe all the answers are in there. But if you 
have read the book, you know that the author himself recognises that there is 
a lot more work to be done, both in terms of data collection and study in the 
wild and DNA analysis which requires tests on multiple collections of verified 
material. 
David and I met Kit last weekend and had a long chat with him and he is still 
very interested in receiving new information about Meconopsis. 
Those of you who have a copy will know that there are 76 species described 
in the book, 3 naturally occurring hybrids and a considerable number of new 
sub-species.  
There are also a few of Meconopsis species which have been properly  
described which don’t feature at all in the book, so the status of these is 
unclear, but to the best of my knowledge none of these is in cultivation. 
 
 
So, what should be the Meconopsis Group’s next priority? Well, we can 
only tackle areas of work if we, the members are willing to contribute to the 
work involved. In common with many other similar organisations like the Rock 
Garden Groups not always easy to find people willing to fulfil roles e.g We 
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have not managed to replace Norma.  Those of us who go to see species in 
the wild will continue to do so and would appreciate any support in terms of 
information which other members of the Group can offer. But in my opinion, 
the next absolute priority is this second set of activities, establishing the 
status of different species already in cultivation and doing our best to 
prevent any more from being lost. This is an objective that can involve 
everyone in the Group, whether or not you have a garden, and we hope to 
involve non members too.  
 
A couple of years ago, a questionnaire was circulated to Group members, 
about 30 of which were completed and returned and I am going to give a very 
brief summary of the findings. Then I shall go on to say what I think we have 
to do to get a much more accurate understanding of the current situation, 
especially in the light of the taxonomic changes recently made and all 
presented together in Kit’s new monograph.  
 

Meconopsis species ± secure in cultivation

• baileyi baileyi

• grandis grandis

• paniculata

• prattii

• punicea

• quintuplinervia

• racemosa

• superba

 
 
 
 



Meconopsis species ± lost from cultivation in UK

• argemonantha

• bella

• bhutanica

• bijiangensis

• discigera

• forrestii

• horridula

• impedita

• lancifolia

• latifolia

• ludlowii

• lyrata

• pinnatifolia

• prainiana

• primulina

• pseudointegrifolia

• pseudovenusta

• regia

• robusta

• sherriffii

• sinuata

• simplicifolia grandiflora

• sinomaculata

• speciosa

• taylorii

• torquata

• venusta

• violacea

• wallichii fuscopurpurea

• etc etc
 

Meconopsis species scarce in cultivation

• aculeata *

• baileyi pratensis

• betonicifolia

• delavayi *

• dhwojii *

• gracilipes

• grandis orientalis*

• henrici *

• integrifolia *

• napaulensis *

• rudis *

• simplicifolia simplicifolia

• staintonii *

• sulphurea sulphurea*

• tibetica *

• wallichii wallichii *

• wilsonii orientalis

• wilsonii wilsonii *

* Recently in seed exchange

 
 

 
I suggest that the Meconopsis species which are scarce in cultivation and 
those which are ± secure in cultivation should be a priority. We need one or 
more members of the Group to champion each of these species, much as Jim 
Cobb has done with Meconopsis punicea, to really make an effort to make 
plants available so we can be sure that several people have populations from 
which they are generating surplus plants and/or seeds. 
 
This brings me back to the title slide I showed at the beginning of this talk. 
These are plants grown from seed exchange seed, I’m not sure which one 
was obtained as Meconopsis superba. These two shorter plants had white 



flowers and were fertile, these taller plants had red and pale yellow flowers 
and did not produce any seed. It was not possible to tell the plants apart 
before they flowered. This is a big danger. If M. superba flowers are fertilised 
by pollen from another species, they may produce seed, but if it is put into the 
exchange, the resulting plants are not true to type and are sterile. This has 
obviously been a contributing factor to Meconopsis species disappearing from 
cultivation. I’m not against people trying to hybridise plants as this is how we 
produce better garden worthy varieties, but we do need to be careful that the 
parent species are not lost in this way. 
 
So if you really want to champion a species, it may be best to ensure that you 
do not grow any other species with which it might inadvertently hybridise.  
You should also seriously consider keeping all the genetic diversity that you 
can which is the exact opposite to what plant selection is usually about. 
 
 

 
But, of course, M. superba is one of the monocarpic species; it dies after 
flowering, so if you don’t have seed to plant for future years you have to get 
more from one of the seed exchanges.  
 
On the other hand, the Meconopsis listed below  are the perennial species 
and in general terms, these are going to be more popular in the garden. Even 
if they become sterile, there is still the hope that they will survive and grow 
bigger from year to year and this makes them useful parents of new crosses 
and clones. However, as there are several subspecies of the main big blue 
perennial poppies, some only just described by Kit in the new monograph, it is 



really very important that you know the true identity of your parent plant before 
you start crossing it with something else. This is especially true as it is very 
likely that some of these subspecies will be elevated to full species in the not 
too distant future and for very good reasons (eg M. grandis grandis and M. 
grandis orientalis).   

Identity and conservation of perennial Meconopsis
species and subspecies

• M. baileyi (subsp baileyi, pratensis, multidentata)

• M. betonicifolia

• M. grandis (subsp grandis, orientalis, jumlaensis)

• M. simplicifolia (subsp simplicifolia, grandis)

• M. punicea

• M. quintuplinervia

• M. delavayi

• M. bella (subsp bella, grandifolia, subintegrifolia)

• M. sherriffii

 
 

So, if you are growing any of the target species (and I’ll show the lists again at 
the end), please can you take digital photographs of them this coming season 
and probably and at the autumn meeting or next spring, we can put them into 
some sort of presentation and see what collectively we have growing in our 
gardens. If you don’t have a garden, you can always do the same thing in a 
friend’s garden or one open to the public. This is what I would like you to 
photograph: 
 
Whole plant, leaf (not necessarily severed), flower, seed capsule 
Anything else particularly distinctive, foliage emerging in spring, detail 
of seed etc 
 
Slides of the type of photos needed were shown at the end of the talk. 
The group were also asked how many they could identify.  
 

M. grandis subsp orientalis

 



 
M. grandis subsp grandis

 
 

M. simplicifolia subsp simplicifolia

Cheli La ≈ 3860 masl
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

M. simplicifolia
subsp grandiflora

 
 



M. dhwojii

 
 

The talk ended with a repeat of the suggestion that the Meconopsis species 
which are scarce in cultivation and those which are ± secure in cultivation 
should be a priority. We need one or more members of the Group to 
champion each of these species, to really make an effort to make plants 
available so we can be sure that several people have populations from which 
they are generating surplus plants and/or seeds. 
 

 
 
 


