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Editorial

It is diffcult to comprehend that this is the frst “normal” SRS Yearbook for 4
years. Yes the last was winter 2006-7! In spring 2008 the special conference
yearbook was published, which took the place of the usual winter edition, and
likewise in 2009, the conference proceedings replaced the normal publication.

So welcome to this 2010-11 SRS Yearbook. I have for you an interesting selec-
tion of articles on our favourite genus, ranging from treks into the wild, garden
history, garden descriptions, a report from a major conference and a description
of a rhododendron that has fowered for the frst time in cultivation.

Last winter was testing for some of our less hardy plants, and this winter, as |
write, is shaping up to be similar. And it’s only the start of December. The west
appears to be favoured with less snow, but when the temperatures plummet
this is not necessarily an advantage. A thick layer of snow is what many alpine
plants appreciate, and it acts as an insulating layer.

I mentioned reports of treks into the wild. The frst article | would like to present
to you describes an area | visited in 1996 and 1998. The author, Yuying Geng,
as a Chinese citizen is able to travel more freely in this area than foreigners.
When | frst read it | was fascinated by the changes that have been made since
I was there. An airport in the valley of the Yarlung Tsangpo, roads opening up
diffcult to get to places, and names changed. Yuying writes of the Duoxiong La.
This equates to the Doshong La, which | and others crossed with great diffculty.
The snow was deep, the rain at lower level constant. We camped on the south
side in the cold and damp. The only buildings we came across were abandoned
tin sheds used by the military. Yuying writes of a hotel, and a road opening in
2011.

Enough from me. Enjoy the 2010-11 SRS Yearbook.

JohwRoy.
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A Trip to Linzhi, Tibet Spring 2010

Yuying Geng
Institute of Botany, CAS, Beijing & Crarae Garden,
Argyll

Tibet is the one of the most important places for Chinese Rhododendrons. More
than 180 species are recorded in the “Flora of China”, most in the south east,
and this is one of the most signifcant areas for the study of Chinese and Hima-
layan Species.

Frank Kingdon Ward was one of the frst plant hunters to explore Tibet, collect-
ing both specimens and seed. Later, Roland Edgar Cooper, Frank Ludlow and
George Sherriff also collected much from this area. Many exciting new species
were described from their collections.

Up to the 1950s few Chinese botanists had explored this area, and then for the next
two decades any research was curtailed by the Cultural Revolution. In the 1970s,
The Chinese Academy of Science instigated large scale exploration of Qing-Zhang
(a huge area including Qinghai and the Tibetan Plateau) and many specimens of
rhododendron species were sent to the main Chinese herbaria for further study.
Sadly, the quality and small quantity of these specimens for some species left
much to be desired and important identifcation characteristics were lost. Natural
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hybrids further
confused iden-
tifcation, so
when the Flora
of China was
written, King-
don  Ward’s
work and that
of other west-
ern collectors
was predomi-
nantly  used
in  describing
Tibetan  spe-
cies.

Havingalready

had a taste of what this area has to offer some years ago, | have always wanted
to return and investigate further. So a long standing ambition was realised in
2010 when funding enabled a trip to Linzhi Prefecture in south east Tibet.

Travel to Linzhi is much easier these days now that the airport is open for com-
mercial air travel, and there is now one Fight a day from Chengdu. The descent

was considered
too  treacher-
ous until a

Above:
Rhododen-
dron
aganniphum
var.
schizopeplum

Right:
Rhododen-
dron
nyingchiense
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new instrument guidance system was installed in 2006. Even now, the 95-mile
serpentine approach is considered the world’s most challenging commercial
aircraft landing (1).

Alighting from the aircraft | found myself surrounded by wonderful lush green
mountains, and then I tried to fnd a trolley for my luggage. No luck — there are
only two in the entire airport! But | thoroughly enjoyed my 50km journey along
the Niyang River valley from the airport to my hotel at the University, where |
intended to spend a couple of days researching in the herbarium.

I hadn’t realized until | arrived, that the Linzhi that | had arrived at is not the
Linzhi that I had been expecting. The old town of Linzhi, bordered and enclosed
by river and mountains, had no room for development so the name was trans-
ferred to the town of Ba Yi, just a small countryside town 40 years ago, but
much mentioned on herbaria specimens. | only found this out accidentally after
asking my taxi driver where is Ba Yi — he pointed to the huge city sprawling in
front of me. It was clear that many of those original specimens were long gone
under a mass of concrete.

My fFrst sortie was to Biri Shan not that far from my hotel (about 13km), walk-
ing from 3100m to 3500m, and then on subsequent days to the nearby Xue
Ba Shan. Here were Rhododendron bulu, R. triflorum, R. nyingchiense and R.
wardii, and at a nearby town called Pai Long | saw a few Maddenia Subsection
species including R. nuttallii, but unfortunately fowering had fnished.

Next came Si Ji La Shan, which proved to have a rich fora including RAodo-
dendron bulu, R. triflorum (2), R.wardii, R.aganniphum, R.aganniphum var.
schizopeplum, R. campanulatum, R.coryanum, R.lepidotum, R.faucium, R.
fragariiflorum, R.hirtipes (3), R.lulangense (4), R.nivale, R.nyingchiense (5),
R.oreotrephes, R.selense and R.tanastylum var. lingzhiense.

Duoxiong La has always had great attraction for me, not only because of the
wealth of rhododendrons but also its fabulous scenery. | had by this time been
joined by two colleagues from Lushan Botanic Garden, and we spent about 3
hours travelling from Linzhi (Ba-Yi) to Pai, the last town to the north of Duox-
iong La. We caught the public service mini-bus which can seat 15 people, not
a pleasant journey as 12 of my companions on the bus were smoking like chim-
neys, and there was a pervading stench of yak! | had to keep my eyes focused
through the window and tried to enjoy the wonderful scenery on the way; it was
just enough to keep my temper in check! Pai is a very well known town as so

7
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many people want to trek through from Duoxiong La to Motuo. Motou is the
last county town in China without roads — you cannot drive there — so many
people want to complete the trek before a new road is due to open in 2011. It is
a very busy small town!

We stayed in the famous Brothers hotel in Pai; many people know it from the
internet. Three men from Hunan Province run it. One of them came to Pai in
2007, trekking through like everybody else, and the town made such an impres-
sion on him that he and two friends left their homes and work, and rented the
hotel from its Tibetan owners. We got a very warm welcome from them and
were given simple but clean rooms. The food was very good and a welcome
change from some of the more dubious eating establishments in Linzhi.

After supper and under clear skies, we took a walk to see the fabulous peak of
Nanjiabawa, the world’s 15" highest mountain, and frst climbed only relatively
recently in 1992 by a Sino-Japanese team. Then, later in the hotel we listened
to many stories about the dangers of trekking through Duoxiong La, enough to
unsettle anybody! I had a problem sleeping that night — especially after being
told that I was too old to do it!

Early next morning we took the only possible “taxi” to Songlin Kou where we
would start our walk up the mountain. On the way we saw lots of Rhododendron
triflorum, R. campylocarpum, R. uvariifolium var. griseum and R. faucium. \\e
started our walk from about 3600 m, and all my anxieties faded away as we
soon found ourselves in a sumptuous world of rhododendrons. Here was R. fra-
gariiflorum, R. pumilum (the pedicel in fruit as long as 5-6 cm), and other dwarf
species covered the area - R. calostrotum, R. cephalanthum, R. laudandum,
and R. kongboense; slightly taller were R. campylocarpum Ssp. caloxanthum,
R. mekongense, R. charitopes SSp. tsangpoense, and several species from
Subsection Neriifora: R. forrestii, R. chamaethomsonii, R. neriiflorum, and
R. parmulatum. R. parmulatum is variable, especially spotting inside of the
corolla. Some simply had a few in the base of the tube, some spotted to the
middle of the corolla, while others had spots which nearly covered the upper
petal. There also seemed to be many natural hybrids between R. neriiflorum and
R. parmulatum, and R. forrestii and R. chamaethomsonii.

Subsection Taliensia is well represented too, including R. aganniphum, R. lana-
toides and R. dignabile.

R. campylocarpum and R. campylocarpum ssp. caloxanthum covered the

8
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Left:
“Taxi” to
Songlin Kuo

Below:
Hotel at
Lage

hillsides at around 3500-3800 m. Heights varied from 2 m to less than 1 m,
depending on altitude. The Flora of China reports that R. campylocarpum only
has yellow fowers, but in western literature white fowers are mentioned, albeit
as rare. Here were some fne white forms, although perhaps only less than 20
plants.

There are 6 species of Rhododendron subg. Pseudazalea recorded in Flora of
China (classi-
fcation differs
from that in
the west) and
3 of them
found here;
they are R
trichocladum,
R. mekon-
gense, and R.
viridescens
(this is where
the type
specimen was
collected).
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Above: Fine
white form of
Rhododendron
campylocar-
pum

Right:
Rhododen-
dron seedlings
at Lage
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Collecting specimens on
route, we spent more than
10 hours walking from
the top of Duoxiong La
to Lage where we spent
one night in the rela-
tively expensive and far
from luxurious ‘hotel’!
Despite the conditions, |
enjoyed being amongst
such wonderful scenery,
and more rhododendrons
— R. mekongense, R glis-
chrum, R. faucium, R.
coryanum and R. chari-
topes SSP. tsangpoense.
It was nearly dark and |
could not believe what
we found, (or rather what
found us) — midges, as
numerous and ferocious
as Argyll’s. I had another
sleepless night as it was
impossible to keep them
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out of the room, and one of the other guests was snoring like a fog horn!

South of Duoxiong La from Lage to Hanmi, we discovered many more species,
although most had already fowered. Under conifers big leaved rhododendron
species predominate. They are R. grande, R. sinogrande, R. montroseanum
(probably), R. protistum, R. praestans, R.arizelum, and under those we found
R. keysii, R. edgeworthii, R. hippophaeoides, R. trichocladum, R. glischrum
(mostly around Lage), R. crinigerum, R. coryanum and R. faucium.

It was raining heavily when we walked to Hanmi, crossing what the locals called
Leech Mountain. Fortunately 1 managed to avoid meeting any, but my friends
were not so lucky! Nearing the border, two of my companions announced that
they did not have the correct passes to cross, so we retraced our steps to Lage
and then returned to Pai, bringing our trip to an end. There is obviously so
much more to be seen and discovered, and | hope to return in the not too distant
future.

(1) Descentand approachto Linzhi http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VXJ-
UZH998U

(2) The “Flora of China” records 23 species in Subsection Trifora but
only two of them are found in Tibet, R. triflorum ssp. triflorum and R. ore-
otrephes. Around Linzhi from 2500-3700 m R. triflorum ssp. triflorum is
more common. Some of the plants | found were multi-fowered (more than
3) and most of these appeared to have darker coloured spotting. Was this
the R. triflorum var. multiflorum described in 1982 by an eminent Chinese
botanist, and identifed by its multi-Fowered inforescence, 3-5 (or more)
but, according to them, only found in Yunnan? Was it also R.triflorum var.
mahogani found frst by Kingdon Ward in 19247 Of course in the west, all
are now called R. triflorum var. triflorum.

(3) Tagg described R. hirtipes frst in 1930 in the “Species of Rhododen-
dron” but without citing type specimens. In 1931, he published it formally,

and cited several specimens - KW5659 (type), KW6187 and KW6223. The
type was collected from “S. E. Tibet, Tsela Dzong, Tsangpo valley”, and
that is now a village called Zela, near Se Ji La Shan. Its bristly shoots and
petioles, and setose-glandular pedicel and calyx, originally placed it in the
Glischrum Subseries, but in the revision was moved to Subsection Selense,
it seems only because of its leaf shape. | think it really should be retained
in Subsection Glischra.

Title(4) In 1986 R. lulangense was described by Prof. L. C. Hu, and from
the indumentum on the underside of leaves was placed in Subsection Argy-

11
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rophylla. No fruit was mentioned in the original paper as the type specimen
just showed leaf and fowers. Several herbarium specimens with fruit
and from the same location, Yi 77168 and Li et Cheng 6205 were named
R. lulangense by Hu, but one of Li et Cheng’s 6205 was also named R.
uvariiforum by the same author! The indumentum on all these specimens
appears to be the same as R. lulangense, yet the fruit is very curved like
R. uvariiforum. The leaf shape is closer to R. uvariifolium var. griseum.
I also discovered many plants in Si Ji La Shan where the type specimen
of R. lulangense was collected, and observations were the same as I found
in the herbarium, so R. lulangense is almost certainly just synonym for R.
uvariifolium var. griseum.

(5) R. nyingchiense was a new species described in 1986, but the type speci-
men is really very diffcult to distinguish from R. laudandum var. temoense
and R. rufescens, differing, according to the original paper, from the latter
in location (found in W. Sichuan and Qing Hai only ) and from the former
only by no hairs on the ovary. | found many on my frst day in Xue Ba
Shan, where the type specimen of R. nyingchiense was collected, but | had
no idea it also grew in such large numbers on Se Ji La Shan. The fowers
colour ranges from white to light pink. | am convinced that the difference
between these three species is too small, and all are in fact R. laudandum
var. temoense.

All pictures in this article by Yuying Geng
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Kangding — a Tourist destination

Willie Campbell

We had left the La Ba Ha nature reserve after a breakfast of rice porridge (better
with some honey), boiled egg, steamed dough roll and pickled spicy cabbage.
The morning was damp, misty but in the temperate zone it is thankfully cool.
The chalets had been comfortable but when the “Love Songs” Hotel in Kangding
was beckoning we were keen to be on the road.

Travelling along the main highway between Sichuan and Tibet, we followed a
line of military tankers heading for the front, which reminded us that this was
still a disputed area. Mr Liu Li the Director of the Sichuan Scientifc Associa-
tion and Mr Gary Luo our guide were along with us as well to ensure all would
go to plan. Turning on to the old Tibetan main road built before the Erlang
Shan Tunnel, we were looking for snakes and Corydalis, we did ¥nd the latter
but no snakes. Growing in profusion up a rock face amongst ferns, lichen and
damp mosses was a super blue corydalis possibly C. flexuosa. | think it was
introduced from this area some years back.

Next stop was Erlang Shan Tunnel car park for a lunch of apples, bananas and
cakes all excellent. We always had a good supply of water and goodies. The
tunnel was long, the longest and highest in the world, full of fumes. We were
glad to get out the other side. Stopping at a local vendor’s stall in a lay-by
we took in the view. The snow covered peaks of the Gongga Shan range to
the west were breathtaking, clear skies all around with rivers snaking away in
the valley. Back at the vendor’s stall and it was retail therapy time with yak
brooches combs, rings, necklaces. Just the thing for the grand children. lan Sin-
clair bought three sets of yak horns!

There was a noticeable climate change from temperate to the subalpine zone,
yes it was much drier even arid.

On to the town of Luding with the famous Iron Bridge (a Chinese version of
our Forth Bridge). The Dadu river raged below. The bridge was constructed in
1706, but it was on May 19" 1935 that the Red Army crossed the bridge suc-
cessfully by force. This broke Chiang Kai-shek’s fantasy that they would perish
beside the Dadu river. After crossing the bridge, one of our party lan Douglas,

13
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was invited to mount a horse to have his picture taken but then paid the price of
10 yuan (about £1 sterling) for the experience.

So far you would think plants were on the back burner, but this was a travel day.
We did stop to walk and botanise every few miles, or was it just to let the drivers
have a smoke. Soon we would be in Kangding.

Kangding is a medium sized town in the Ganzi Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture,
some 360km to the west of the Sichuan capital Chengdu. The picturesque town
is wedged into a narrow valley, surrounded by majestic mountains and split by
the raging Zheduo River, the water coloured brown with snowmelt from the
surrounding hills.

We were a party of nine rhododendron enthusiasts led by lan Sinclair, Gary our

guide, four drivers with Mitsubishi Shoguns. Arriving at the hotel appropri-
ately named “Love Songs”, after an anthem immortalised in a folk song entitled

14
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later in the trip we would
see a hillside full of them.
We saw lots of small blue
primulas peeping out from
rocks in the many landslips
over the road. Rhodo-
dendron  phaeochrysum
covered the hillside, much
of it wind-burnt. The fow-
ers of suffused pink were
not particularly attractive.
We were now on the snow-
line as we levelled out at
3830 metres. Parking the
vehicles, we were out in
the snow. It was cold, but
with the snow melting we
were seeing the landscape

before the yak herders and their beasts grazed the land. Overgrazing was a fea-
ture in many areas, but this was pristine and we had lots of discussion about
the dwarf rhododendrons in the Lapponica subsection. Was it R. impeditum, R.
nitidulum, R. nivale ssp boreale or R. fastigiatum? Other rhododendrons near
the roadside were R. primuliflorum and R. anthopogon. We did see Primula
amethestina with its neat blue Fowers just where the snow was melting. Also,
signs of gentians along with Cassiope, Vaccinium, and Gaultheria grew amongst

Above:
Primula
amethestina
beside melting
SNOwW

Right:
Ian Douglas on
horseback
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the rhododendrons.

The surrounding snow
covered mountains were
rugged and spectacular.
A few Chinese tourists
were about. Maybe that
was the reason there was
a toilet block and mobile
phone mast. Imagine
being able to text home
at this altitude. 1 can
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Corydalis flexuosa

Below:
Rhododendron
davidsonianum

Below left:

Dujuang mountain

range

hardy get mobile
reception at my
back door, never
nearly
4000 metres. After
lunch and a walk
over the pass, we
strolled down the
road in the sun,
looking at more of

mind at

those  wonderful
lampshade  pop-
pies.
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Back at our hotel that evening we could see the town square full of families
dancing to piped music, and kids on little motorised cars with proud grandpar-
ents looking on. The beds were comfortable and after writing up our diaries,
sleep came soon. It had been a long day.

The next day we set off to the Mugecuo scenic spot, to the north of Kangding.
At the Park we joined the National Park Bus and quickly we were transported
to 3800mtrs. We surveyed the alpine meadows seeing more Lapponica subsec-
tion rhododendrons, primulas and some woody shrubs, but nothing new. We
walked back down the roadway along side a lake. The hillsides were covered
with prayer fags, and many stones painted with colourful Buddhas. The hillside
was covered with Rhododendron phaeochrysum, as far as the eye could see.

Leaving the park road we found the path akin to a motorway. It was pink slabs
for the next 23 kilometres with waste bins every 500 metres. The pathway,
known as azalea gorge, was cut through Rhododendron concinnum, R. bureav-
ioides, R. davidsonianum, R. prattii, R. calophytum and R. asterochnoum. Many
plants had been cut, or pulled out to make way for the path motorway. It would
be interesting when the vegetation alongside the path regenerated. After walk-
ing about 15 kilometres we called it a day and sat waiting in the sun for the bus.
We saw many new buildings going up. The Chinese must be expecting many
more tourists to visit this area and we saw the reason all around us.

Back in Kangding we sampled another local meal, watched the nightly goings
on in the square, then back to the hotel to study the itinerary for the next day.
We were to cross the saddle of Zheduo mountain, over a 4298 metre pass, on
to Xindu bridge and a night in a typical Tibetan guest house at around 3300
metres. Sleeping was going to be diffcult at this altitude.

These few paragraphs describe some 3 days in a 21 day trip. Sichuan is one
of the richest areas in the world for plant species. Nowadays it is easy to be a
tourist/trekker/plant hunter in this area. The National Parks are very accessible,
organised and have 3 star accommodation on site. They were not busy at fower-
ing time in May. Organised trips help you visit all the main areas of botanical
interest. Seeing plants in the wild that we have in our gardens is a wonderful
experience, something that will remain with me all my days.

Recently | have been reading “Wilson’s China” by Mark Flanagan and Tony
Kirkham and realise that we were following in the footsteps of E. H. Wilson one
of the great plant hunters. But Wilson took months and years to complete his
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exploration whereas we were covering the area in days.

China is a fast developing country, every home is a business, every river is a
source of energy and every hillside is a source of minerals. It is diffcult for us
in the west to comprehend the juggernaut that is the Chinese economic miracle
and the use made of its natural resources to manufacture goods to supply the
world. But Britain exploited in a similar fashion, many things 150 years ago.

My thanks go to lan Sinclair our tour leader, Charles and Minette Struthers,
Marlene Storah, lan Douglas and our three American friends Keith, Bob, Brook,
Gary our excellent guide, Mr Liu Li and the four drivers who were excellent
companions in this adventure.

What’s next for your intrepid secretary? | would love to go back to Arunachal
with John Roy. There is still much to be discovered, new plant species maybe,
but I fear trekking over hot and humid mountain passes may be too much for
me. Yunnan and Bhutan sound good, but who knows. You can join me on my
next adventure: to tour the gardens of the Borders and Northumberland. It may
not be China or the Himalaya but | am already looking forward to it.

All pictures in this article by Willie Campbell
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Trip to Sichuan 2009

Marlene Storah

One problem with plant hunting trips is you have to know the right people to get
invited. They have to feel they can put up with your company for three weeks,
and that you have a little knowledge of plants that you may see. By the time
this happens most of us are well past our frst fush of youth. This trip was a
chance to feld trial my new knee. After 18 months it was almost run in but still
not wonderful going down hill. I was the token English person. Our leader was
lan Sinclair. The other Scottish people were William Campbell, Minette and
Charles Struthers, and lan Douglas. The others were American. Keith White
a GP, who for many reasons was a very valuable member of our team, Brook
Kelm, a wonderful climber who got near to plants we had no hope of reaching
and Bob Zimmerman from the American Rhododendron Species Foundation.

It was the time of the swine fue outbreak and when we arrived in Chengdu
we were kept on the plane to fll in forms (have you had any contact with pigs
etc.). People in white coats, masks, wellington boots, came on board and took
everyone’s temperature. 1 was worried, the sun was hot through the window
and when the plane’s engines were turned off so was the air conditioning. | was
getting hotter and hotter. At last we were allowed in.

The frst night was in Chengdu, where we met up with the American contingent
and our invaluable interpreter, guide and “person to smooth our way”, Gary
Luo. The next day we set off on the real adventure in comfortable four wheel
drive vehicles. Most of the day was spent going past paddy felds, small towns
and seeing the Giant Le Shan Buddha before going up into the mountains. In
the evening we arrived at the Yi Minority Guest House at Hei Zhu Gou national
park and stayed in the colourful cabins.

The next day we walked up into the clouds, along the timber walkways and
steps, only two years old but already rotting in the damp. Large Abies, with
moss and lichen covered trunks, stood with their heads in the clouds. Rhodo-
dendron argyrophyllum and R. longesquamatum emerged out of the mist. Fallen
rotting trees and rocks covered with moss made nursery beds for young rhodo-
dendrons. Soon there were R. bureavii and R. concinnum. It was the Frst time
I had seen wild growing rhododendrons fowering. My frst trip to the wild had

19



SRS Yearbook No 12

been in autumn. It felt magic and the mist made it more mystical, but the best
was yet to come as we climbed higher. R. strigillosum grew with bamboo. On
decaying wood and all the way up tall mossy trees we saw R. dendrocharis, the
colour ranging from the deepest pink to white. | fell in love. This for me was
the most precious plant of the trip; it looked so perfect, and we found them later
on Wa Wu Shan, the big table mountain. The large leafed rhododendrons didn’t
look as perfect as we usually see them in cultivation, but they were shiny and
beautiful.

We saw many beautiful things, high snow covered mountains and glaciers. It’s
not possible to tell you about everything, so | will report the best. At La Ba Ho
we walked by the river. Down in the riverbed among amazing scarlet lichen
covered rocks was a vivid blue Corydalis. Everything except the fowers was
smaller than C. flexuosa and the fowers deeper blue. We also found a very good
specimen of Rhododendron orbiculare, the only surviving plant of a colony
previously recorded.

We were driven up to the top of the pass where the snow line was at about
4000m and we started to explore. The snow was receding and | was amazed
how primulas and Meconopsis integrifolia were fowering right on the edge of
the melting snow, blowing in the wind under a blue sky. My frst glimpse of M.
integrifolia had me scrambling over rocks and ditches to get close. Later we saw
better ones by the side of the road where no effort was needed to photograph
them. At lower altitude we saw Cardiocrinum in full fower. They seemed to be
striding down the hillside.

At the old Sichuan Tibet road, at an amazing rock cliff with water running over
it, there was almost but not quite, a waterfall clothed in bright blue Corydalis
Sflexuosa and Saxifraga fortunei. There were also Arisaema and Rodgersia at the
bottom of the rock face.

Exactly 12 months before, much of the area we travelled had been destroyed
by an earthquake. The loss of life had been enormous and we visited a remem-
brance site; it was very moving. | was amazed at the speed and quality of the
rebuilding.

Much of the area is Tibetan and the new houses were in the Tibetan style, with
colourful carving. Many of the people also were in colourful Tibetan clothes.
Evidence of their Buddhist faith was everywhere, prayer fags and stupas in
high places. The incredible Ta Gong Temple was covered in gold leaf with the
golden Buddha.
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Above: Rhododendron dendrocharis “arch’ Wa Wu Shan

Below: Meconopsis integrifolia Ya Jia
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We saw many wonderful primulas, orchids, weird looking mandrake and of
course the fantastic Meconopsis punicea. \We travelled further north and visited
Pere David’s mission church at Moupin which still has a Catholic congregation.
Near the church grows Pinus armandii and Davidia involucrata, the dove tree,
but we didn’t fnd Rhododendron moupinense.

It was a fantastic experience. The food too was, you could say an adventure,
weird slime fungi that looked like

very white tagliatelle. Yak stomach

I declined. Barbecued yak | would

recommend but say no to mushy pea

ice cream. So much more | could tell

you but | must leave something to

the others.

Right: Rhododendron
orbiculare from La Ba He

Below: Mountain larches

All pictures in this article by
Marlene Storah
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People, Plants and Places:
Standish & Noble, Harry White and James P.C.
Russell

An Historical Perspective of the Sunningdale
Nurseries of Windlesham

John M. Hammond

Introduction:

Apart from a couple of short articles written by James Russell, there have been
few details published about the historically signifcant Sunningdale Nurseries,
or the involvement of several infuential ‘characters” who had a direct impact
on its evolvement, gradual demise, rescue and subsequent closure. Some of the
references in earlier publications contain inaccuracies that have been repeated
down the years and their content is misleading. These notes aim to provide a
different perspective by concentrating on the key personalities connected with
the nursery and in this way it is possible to clarify some aspects of the histori-
cal background. The following notes are partly based on an article originally
published in 2007 in the Newsletter of the A.R.S. Eugene Chapter, in Oregon, to
explain the historical background of the Sunningdale Nursery. This article was
subsequently completely revised in response to addressing a number of aspects
arising from the fascinating insight provided by Alleyne Cook (Rhododendron
Species 2009) when he worked as a trainee horticulturalist in the early 1950s at
Sunningdale Nurseries, near Bagshot in Surrey. In its revised form this article
was published in Rhododendron Species 2010, Yearbook of the R.S.F., Federal
Way, WA. Following a number of requests for historical details relating to the
nursery and its managers, the article has been reworked and updated with addi-
tional information from further research work.

It could be said that Alleyne Cook, a New Zealander, was extremely fortunate
to obtain a post at the nursery as, prior to the onset of hostilities in 1939, new
employees would have been sourced from families known to the nursery man-
ager, so they were a known entity in terms of their background and, in this
way, there would have been someone on hand to vouch for them. If they were
expecting to be ‘learning the trade from scratch’, instead of just being a labourer,
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they would probably not receive any pay in their initial years of employment, so
they would need to have other means of fnancial support. Alleyne worked at
the nursery at a time when the “upstairs, downstairs’ culture was still very much
in vogue, and all the staff would have known their ‘place’ in the social hierarchy
and what was expected of them. Some aspects of this social divide are very
evident in his recollections, but there are other cultural aspects that Alleyne may
not have realised.

Those soldiers of all ranks, who were very fortunate to survive the hostilities
of the Great War and return to civilian life, brought back with them an army
approach that percolated into all levels of their working environment. The Gen-
erals, Colonels and Majors went back to their castles or country houses, and
reassumed their role of company chairman, director or manager; the lower ranks
returned to their station in life, wherever work could be found. James Russell,
referring to the era in which he arrived at Sunningdale Nurseries, told a tale of
‘watching Mr. Gray going out to dig a single plant’, followed by three other
men walking in single fle with their implements, each man having a specifc
part to play in the ‘lifting’ of the plant. Mr. Gray, the nursery manager, decided
which plant was to be lifted; the ‘digger’ was instructed to ‘lift’ the plant from
the ground, the foreman inspected the plant then placed it in the wheelbarrow,
and the labourer propelled the wheelbarrow back to the packing shed. Labour
was relatively cheap in the depressed economy of the 1930°s and post-WWII,
so each man had a specifc responsibility that his weekly wages refected, and
he did no more, or no less, than what was required of him.

This approach was replicated in many walks of life. In the 1950°s when I began
work as a trainee manager in then Signal & Telegraph Department of British
Railways, the majority of the managers and foreman were ex-services per-
sonnel, and some had fought together in the Great War or WWII. The Signal
Lineman to whom | was allocated had retained all the army traits of having
been a Lieutenant horse-saddler in the Cavalry in the 1914-18 War; so, after an
early-morning mug of tea, the four of us in the squad were marched, in order of
seniority, out of the ‘bothy’ in single fle, along the platform and down the track,
the second in command carrying a full *bass’ of tools and the rest of us carrying
whatever other implements were necessary for the day’s work. It may be over
Tfty years ago, but I recall only too well an extremely cold January morning
when | was third in line whilst marching along the main line, the wooden sleep-
ers covered by a deep hoar frost and with a bitter east wind stinging our faces,
when suddenly the Lineman turned around to check on his subordinates and
yelled *‘Hammond, get your hands out of your pockets.” Today’s generation
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have great diffculty in even beginning to comprehend what it was like to work
and obey instructions under an authoritarian regime; non-compliance resulted
in dismissal. Another time, another place and another world. This same army
philosophy extended into the social structure of life in the upper classes. The
landed gentry were the elite who expected to be waited on by lesser mortals;
thus anyone who provided a service, be it at an individual or company level,
was deemed to be ‘“in the trade’ and thus part of a lower class. So, those in trade
or business, e.g., owning or running a nursery, would not be countenanced in
terms of being permitted to participate in the social life of the upper classes.

The Standish and Noble Era:

Bagshot Park had been a Royal hunting lodge for many centuries and once
again it became a royal residence in the early-1800’s when it was the home of
the Duke of Gloucester (1776-1834), nephew of King George Ill. The Duke
had the Lodge restored and enlarged, and also added several properties to the
estate. Princess Mary, Duchess of Gloucester and daughter of King George Ill,
continued to live at Bagshot Park after the Duke’s death.

John Standish (1814-1875) was born on the Falconer’s Hall estate, Butterwick
in East Yorkshire, the estate of Colonel Thornton for whom his father was a
forester. In 1826 the family moved to Calne in Wiltshire, his father taking-
up employment as a forester for the Marquis of Lansdowne at Bowood. John
trained as a gardener at Bowood prior to becoming foreman under Andrew
Toward, Head Gardener for the Royal Gardens at Bagshot Park, which was
renowned for its rhododendrons and extensive formal gardens.? In 1838 Stand-
ish began hybridising rhododendrons under the watchful eye of Andrew Toward
prior to leaving in 1839 to open his own nursery on the site of the old Royal
Kennels, on the Great South Western Road at Bagshot Bridge, opposite the
entrance gates of Bagshot Park. Standish raised a wide range plant material at
the Bagshot Bridge nursery and continued with his hybridising programme. By
1842 The Gardener's Chronicle was praising him for the fuchsias he had bred,
as well as commenting positively on the running of the new nursery.

It was not until 1846 that Charles Noble (1817-c1898) joined the embryo com-
pany as a partner; it may be that Noble provided fnancial support and a cold
business attitude to the enterprise. Noble was born in 1817 at Bromham in
Bedfordshire, the son of Charles Noble, a gardener at Wavendon in Bucking-
hamshire. Records suggest that the son became gardener to Robert Mangles,
of Whitmore House, Sunninghill, near Ascot. Robert Mangles is an interesting
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character; he had laid out the grounds of the house himself, with the aid of the
Rev. William Gilpin, the authority on the *picturesque’ approach to landscape
design. But, perhaps more pertinent to the present storyline, Robert Mangles
was the brother of James Mangles, one of the key rhododendron personalities
of the era. Robert created a beautiful garden around his home and is credited
with getting James interested in gardens and fowers; but perhaps the history
of the Mangles Family is another story! Whilst little is known about Charles
Noble’s background, he appears to have had a blustering, bullying attitude with
his customers, reputedly coupled with an uncertain temper which suggests that
he was not a likeable person.

The Duchess of Gloucester moved out of Bagshot Park in 1847 due to poor
health, and it is likely that a reassessment of the use of the estate properties
resulted in Standish and Noble deciding to fnd new premises.! These two
youthful ex-gardeners moved the nursery along the Great Western Road, later
known as London Road (A30), to a large new site at Windlesham, one mile
west of Sunningdale railway station, where they set-up in partnership as Messrs.
Standish & Noble in 1847. The ground was then entirely uncultivated and con-
sisted of typical Bagshot Heath country; with old gravel pits and partly covered
with Scots Fir planted during, or directly after, the Napoleonic wars.* Whilst
none of the catalogues from their Bagshot Bridge nursery have survived, Noble
mentions in one of his early catalogues:

“The soil, which is from 12 to 15 inches in depth, is a black sandy peat, resting
upon a clayey sub-soil very defcient in vegetable matter, and naturally incapa-
ble of producing any crop whatsoever.”

To get the soil into condition Noble drained it from 3.5 to 4 feet deep, and dug in
30 to 40 tons of manure per acre and initially raised crops of potatoes and man-
golds. He recommended everyone who wishes to grow rhododendrons to do the
same.* In their frst year at Windlesham they offered R. catawbiense, R. dau-
ricum, R. ferrugineum, R. hirsutum and R. ponticum and a number of hybrids.
They were somewhat lucky to have set-up in business at the time when the early
plant-hunting expeditions were getting started and they subscribed to most of
the collectors of their day. In July 1843, Robert Fortune arrived in China to col-
lect plants for the Horticultural Society of London (later the R.H.S.) and when
he returned home in May, 1846 it was Standish and Noble who received the
rhododendron, azalea and camellia plants from Fortune’s collections. By 1849
Standish & Noble were offering plants collected by Fortune, and these created
a sensation when they were displayed at the Horticultural Society’s gardens at
Chiswick.
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Standish & Noble’s early hybrids may be of little interest today, however, they
formed part of a major display at the 1851 Exhibition held at Crystal Palace
in London. Some reports indicate that orders for batches of the hardy hybrids
were placed by highly impressed visitors from the U.S.A. and Canada, and it
is likely that some of these may still be grown on the East Coast, including,
R. “Towardii’ (1847), R. ‘Blandyanum’ (1848), R. ‘Delicatissimum’ (1848), R.
‘Candidissimum’ (1851), R. “Minnie’ (1858), R. ‘Rosa Mundi’ (1860), R. ‘Cyn-
thia’ (1860) and R. ‘Bodaertianum’ (1860).41° Also, in Standish and Noble’s
1847 catalogue was R. ‘Sappho’ (cross unknown) a rosy lilac with a white and
yellow blotch, and R. ‘Standishii’ (Altaclerense Group [R. maximum X R. pon-
ticum])) violet crimson with black spots; but by their colour descriptions they
are clearly not the same plants whose names are still fairly common today. R.
‘Sappho’, a Waterer cross, was not introduced until the mid-1860’s; and R.
‘Standishii’ (some say a Mangles cross and others say a Veitch cross), was not
introduced until around 1910.

In 1850 Standish & Noble contributed a chapter on hybrids to The Journal of
the Horticulture Society and enthusiasts with an interest in the methodology
employed by the early hybridisers to make crosses and back-crosses, together
with discussion of the results and lists of names of hybrids long-forgotten, should
read this glimpse of a bygone era which was re-printed in Rhododendrons and
Azaleas (1912)8, a Gardeners’ Chronicle publication that is still relatively easy
to obtain. Asecond spate of discussion on R. arboreum crosses took place in the
Gardeners’ Chronicle in 1855 and Standish & Noble re-printed their remarks
in their catalogue, as later noted in extracts published in The Rhododendron
Society Notes and also in an article by James Russell.9%

Many of the names from these early Standish & Noble catalogues are now borne
by newer crosses, e.g., Waterer introduced a cross named R. ‘Blandyanum’ and
both this and the Standish and Noble cross of the same name were listed in A.
Henderson & Co’s catalogue of 1852. Similarly, A. Verschaffelt introduced
a plant named R. ‘Candidissimum’ in 1867. And, in a similar way, we could
continue with other names. However, the main point to note is that anyone
currently searching for specimens of early hybrids needs to know exactly which
plant they are looking for.*%” It has been said that Standish & Noble were the
only real competition to the Waterers’ dynasty at Bagshot and Knap Hill, but
in reality they were supplying different markets; Waterers’ main product was
the thousands of rhododendron hybrids it distributed at both home and abroad,
whereas Standish & Noble produced a much wider and specialist range of both
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species and hybrids.

During Joseph Hooker’s landmark expedition to Sikkim, between 1848-1850,
he sent seed back to Kew where the staff ‘were eminently successful in rearing
them’, and Hooker began distribution of the plants to private individuals and
gardens in 1850. In the spring of the same year he sent seed of his collections
to Standish & Noble and in 1851 the nursery offered seedling collections of the
then unnamed species. In the autumn of 1851 Kew began distributing seedlings
to major nurseries and, as recorded in Kew’s donation books Plants Outwards
from 1848 to 1859, on 15" March, 1852 Standish & Noble were sent plants of
six species. Purchase of a copy of Joseph Hooker’s illustrated Rhododendrons
of Sikkim-Himalaya, published in 1849 and 1851 in two instalments, qualifed
the purchaser to request a supply of seedlings from Kew. By 1853 these plants
were attracting considerable attention as outlined in Standish & Noble’s cata-
logue of that year:

“Many persons thought that when the plants bloomed, they would not come
up to the drawings published by Dr. Hooker, but having fowered two of
the species we can testify that they are not only equal, but surpass them,
as the fowers bloomed they were one third larger than the drawings. With
the exception of R. dalhousiae and R. argenteum, We have proved that the
whole of them to be perfectly hardy and we may safely say our plants are
the largest in the trade.”

By 1854 most of the species had been named and Rhododendron glaucum (glau-
cophyllum), R. ciliatum, R. hodgsonii, R. dalhousiae, R. falconeri, R. niveum,
R. fulgens, R. campylocarpum, R. lanatum, R. argenteum (grande), R. cinna-
barinum, R. cinnabarinum ‘Roylei’, R. wightii, R. wallichii, R. lepidotum, R.
salignum (lepidotum), R. elacagnoides (lepidotum), R. obovatum (lepidotum),
R. edgeworthii, R. aeruginosum (campanulatum ssp.), R. setosum, R. barbatum,
R. aucklandi (griffithianum), R. campbellii (arboreum) and R. maddenii were
offered for sale in Standish & Noble’s catalogue for that year. In April, 1856 R.
campylocarpum Towered for the frst time in a cold frame at Sunningdale and
the same month Joseph Hooker sent seed of R. calophyllum (now R. maddenii
ssp. maddenii), R. fulgens and R. leptophyllum (not known), from Bhutan.3%

These species marked an important change of direction in the hybridisation
work of Standish & Noble as they were the frst to use the fowers in a new
range of crosses. One of the best known Rhododendron thomsonii hybrids is
R. ‘Ascot Brilliant’, raised in about 1860 by Standish as a result of the frst
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fowering in Great Britain of R. thomsonii at Windlesham in 1857, said to have
been achieved by ‘top-grafting’ on to a stock plant.® There were a number of
old standards in a greenhouse on to which Standish & Noble used to graft scions
of new species and hybrids, thus getting a fower much sooner than they would
from the parent seedling.

Unfortunately, the two nurserymen were very different personalities and in
1854-55 the early signs of a break-up of the partnership became evident.® In
the words of Standish, “two suns could not stand on the same horizon’ and the
partnership was dissolved in 1856. It was sometime in late-1859, or early-1860
that Standish and Noble fnished dividing the stock between them and moving
it.2 Initially, Standish returned to his earlier location at Bagshot Bridge, he then
acquired 80 acres some three miles away for a new nursery which he named
‘The Royal Nursery, Ascot’, and it soon became clear that he was the more
profcient plantsman, whilst Noble had the practical and business skills. The
breakdown of the partnership led a continuing level of acrimony that took the
better part of a decade to abate. Back in 1856 a R. catawbiense X R. griffthi-
anum(?) cross by Standish had been singled out for propagation, and in the
spring of 1860 both frms distributed the plant, one calling it R. “Cynthia’ and
the other R. “‘Lord Palmerston’. Interestingly, Noble’s catalogue of 1860 lists
both names, but we know which name won the day!* Many of the rarer species
gradually disappeared from Noble’s catalogue and none were listed by 1870. In
the meantime, in 1861, Standish advertised that he had received all of the plants
collected by Fortune on his last expedition to China, and all the plants and
seeds lately collected by Watson in New Zealand. By 1863 Standish was fully
operational at the Ascot site and he closed-down the Bagshot Bridge location,
putting-up for sale by auction the remaining plants at the nursery. John Standish
passed away in the summer of 1875 as a result of diabetes; he had been a man
of immense imagination and great ideas, such that The Gardener’s Chronicle
carried a detailed tribute to him. In November of the same year there was an
‘unreserved sale by auction’ of the valuable stock ranging over the 80 acres of
‘The Royal Nursery, Ascot.’

Following his retirement as Director of R.B.G., Kew in late November 1885,
Joseph Hooker took up residence about a mile away from Noble’s nursery in a
Victorian villa called ‘The Camp’, having been built on the site where troops
had camped in the Napoleonic Wars. There was a hill on the property that com-
manded superb landscape views across the heather and frs of Bagshot Heath,
and he was able to visit Standish & Noble’s nursery to peruse the seedlings
raised from his collections.
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Despite Charles Noble’s reputation for being mean, quarrelsome, and a not a
plantsman, he was very successful in business, but seems to have had problems
in retaining some of the nursery land he leased and there were several sales of
stock by auction from 1865 onwards. Some land was taken for railway and
road construction, however, it is said that his attitude and intransigence was not
helpful in discussions with land owners. In October, 1896 he advertised in The
Gardener s Chronicle’.

“Charles Noble has directed Messrs. Protheroe and Morris to sell under
the hammer his long life’s selection of Rhododendrons, Ghent Azaleas and
other nursery stock, practically unrivalled in number and quantity.”

In 1898 Charles Noble held an even larger sale lasting eight days with 3,600
lots of stock. He then supervised the burning of several cart loads of nursery
records, including correspondence with Hooker, Fortune and Wallich. He sold
the nursery in the same year and retired to the seaside, and disappeared with-
out trace.® At this date Noble had a considerable wholesale and retail trade, a
number of up to date propagating houses and Harry White (1857-1936) had
been Manager for some years.

The Harry White Era:

On Noble’s retirement the greater part of the nursery land, then between 200 and
300 acres, extended from the entrance westwards along London Road for the
better part of half a mile to Lady Margaret’s Road in Sunningdale, and then he
had another large parcel of land on the other side of London Road. The greater
part of the land was sold and a 36-acre portion, much of it uncultivated, was
purchased by Major Charles Durant Kemp-Welch of Brooklands, Ascot, and the
business continued under the new name of Sunningdale Nurseries, with Harry
White continuing as Manager. It is said that Harry White and his staff dug up
and transferred many important rhododendron seedlings and hybrids from the
parcels of land that Major Kemp-Welch did not purchase. At this time Wilson’s
collection of Chinese rhododendrons began to arrive and by 1913 there were at
least 16 species available from the nursery, including R. decorum, R. oreodoxa,
R. souliei, R. calophytum, R. concinnum, R. lutescens, R. yunnanense and R.
augustinii.

Harry White was born in 1857 and grew up on a farm on the site of Sunningdale

House on the golf course. He commenced work scaring birds at Sunningdale
nursery when he was still a boy and Noble and Hooker were both impressed
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by his enthusiasm. White was an able and extremely keen plantsman, and he
began by putting down a large stool-ground of some 200 varieties of Ghent
azaleas, to which he added the ‘Molle-japonicum’ hybrids as they were intro-
duced. Noble’s notebook and stud-book for 1850 lists nearly 500 varieties of
Ghent azaleas, but White had considerably fewer to work with as a result of
over 80% of the original nursery land not being retained as part of the new busi-
ness. Throughout the early 1900s White did not have any heated greenhouses or
frames, or even a cold greenhouse, and the grafting was all done on beds of half-
rotted leaves beneath wooden frames covered in thick semi-transparent paper.
Other plants were propagated by layering. For some inexplicable reason Major
Kemp-Welch did not purchase the land containing Noble’s up to date propaga-
tion houses, or the houses themselves, or invest in any replacements; however,
around this time a further parcel of land was purchased to extend the nursery to
57 acres. In 1907 Mr Louis Gray, who was married to Mrs White’s niece, came
down from London to help Harry White with the propagation work, being an
expert in raising cuttings in glass bell jars. Around 1912-13, certainly prior to
the First World War, the nursery became the property of Sir Hubert Longman,
the publisher, who purchased it as an investment. Longman does not appear to
have had much interest in the nursery business, neither did he seem interested
in providing capital to secure his investment or for the maintenance and upkeep
of the premises.

Joseph Dalton Hooker passed away at home aged 95 on 10" December, 1911
and seedlings from his Sikkim expeditions, now mature plants over 60 years
old, fowered in profusion each spring at the nursery just along London Road,
which was a ftting a memorial to a great botanist and plant collector. The onset
of the Great War in 1914, and the younger staff leaving to sign-up for service,
drastically reduced the nursery staff, and in any case Sir Hubert Longman would
have had other priorities during the war years. However, with the cessation of
hostilities in 1918 and the impact of 1.2 million British troop deaths, plus a
further 2 million signifcantly wounded, it was virtually impossible to obtain
suitable staff for nursery work. There was still no capital available for invest-
ment and in the years that followed Harry White began to loose interest. The
winter of 1918-1919 was also a particularly diffcult time due to severe fooding
in the Sunningdale area, which would have only served to compound the prob-
lems. By the time of his death in 1936, some outlying areas of the nurseries had
become overgrown and were no longer in use; whilst other areas had become
run-down and neglected.

Harry White was widely recognised as one of the great rhododendron growers
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of the era and was awarded the R.H.S. Victoria Medal of Honour in 1927 and
the Loder Rhododendron Cup in 1932. He had been manager of Sunningdale
Nurseries since 1898, Noble’s manager for some years previously, and was a
founder member of the Rhododendron Association. He had also needed to cope
with the vast infow of species from China, Tibet and Burma; and this work,
which involved raising, classifying and labelling collectors’ seed, would have
brought White into regular contact with many of the key rhododendron per-
sonalities, including John & Roza Stevenson who resided close by at Ascot.
He visited J.C. Williams at Caerhays and Lionel de Rothschild at Exbury and
was able to converse with them about plant material on a level that Sir Hubert
Longman could not hope to aspire to. Both sent Harry White their surplus
expedition seed, and he was eminently successful in achieving a high germina-
tion rate. At one period the quantities of germinated seed were so vast that it
overwhelmed the resources of the nursery and there was no alternative but to
dispose of the surplus seedlings by shovelling them into the cart tracks to make
way for the next batches. Many of the key rhododendron personalities were
raising seedlings from the same seed collections that had been distributed under
the subscription schemes; so, there simply wasn’t a market for the volumes of
seedlings that were being raised. James Veitch’s nursery at Chelsea had similar
problems with the enormous quantities of seedlings they were raising, as they
were not receiving suffcient orders to clear the nursery beds. Harry White was
very friendly with the Veitchs and when the latter closed down their Combe
Wood Nursery in November, 1914 they sent Harry a number of plants, includ-
ing an interesting plant of R. yunnanense which Wilson brought back as a small
plant from China.*

Between the wars a continual stream of new rhododendron species arrived from
the Asiatic expeditions of Forrest, Farrer, Kingdon Ward and Rock. In a similar
way in 1913 Mr. F.R.S. Balfour of Dawyck, near Peebles, provided Harry White
with plants of all the ‘early’ batch of the R. Loderi Group and these fowered in
1918. The term ‘early’ refers to named clones from Sir Edmund Loder’s origi-
nal cross made in 1901. Balfour had a special interest in trees and plants from
North America and between 1920 and 1923 sent many rare azalea species from
America, including R. prunifolium and R. atlanticum.

Mr. Gray was in his thirties when he came down from London in 1907 and over
the years he had become an enthusiastic nurseryman, so he took over managing
the nursery when Harry White died in 1936.* At this time Sunningdale was a
beautiful stylish nursery in the Victorian/Edwardian tradition, being more like a
large garden than a nursery, and its staff was “‘steeped’ in the ways of that era. So
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it was that Edward ‘Ted’ G. Millais, grandson of John Guille Millais the highly
respected rhododendron expert and author, took up his frst job at Sunningdale
Nurseries, and the privilege of working there was considered so great that they
paid him no wages. “Ted’ left in 1938 to set-up his frst nursery in Bracknell, but
getting established in these diffcult times was by no means easy and the nursery
had to be sold during WWII; he later founded the nurseries at Crosswater Farm
at Churt, near Farnham, that are presently run by his son David Millais.

The James Russell Era: WWII and its Aftermath:

At the outset of WWII in September 1939, most of the staff at Sunningdale
Nurseries were sacked by Sir Hubert Longman, and Louis Gray, now in his late-
60’s, was left with two men. Before the end of the year Sir Hubert Longman
passed away. Major Herbert Russell M.C. and his cousin, Mr. Neil Hamilton-
Smith, purchased the nurseries, but without any staff they were unable to tackle
its restoration until after the cessation of hostilities and there was little that could
be done to prevent the nursery from becoming a jungle during the war years.

James (Jim) Philip Cuming Russell (1920-1996) was born into a military family
on April 3, 1920 and his father, Major Herbert Russell, had expectations that
his son would follow in his father’s footsteps or enter the diplomatic service. In
the way things were done in those days, James was sent to Eton where he fol-
lowed his interest in plants and made friends and connections that were to stand
him in good stead throughout his life, including his friendship with George
Howard. On leaving Eton in 1938 he spent some months visiting gardens in
Britain and Europe with a view to reading botany at Cambridge, but the out-
break of hostilities in 1939 disrupted his plans. He was commissioned in the
Hertfordshire Yeomanry, and subsequently invalided out in 1942, his discharge
ending any prospects of a career in the armed services.*®

James resumed civilian life and, following a period of convalescence, in 1943
his father gave him the task of managing Sunningdale Nurseries, the type of
career he had always sought. The following year he set about restoring the
nurseries to their former glory as “The most beautiful nursery in Britain’, with
Louis Gray and his two men, but lack of staff continued to hamper the restora-
tion under the diffcult post-WWII employment restrictions. In late 1945 Fred
Rose, the highly respected Head Gardener of Townhill Park, went to work at
Sunningdale Nurseries when Lord Swaythling decided to sell his estate near
Southampton in the aftermath of WWII. The Swaythling/Rose duo had raised
a remarkable lineage of rhododendron crosses over the years 1927 to 1939, and
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there is little doubt that Fred Rose took a selection of these and other plants
material with him to Sunningdale Nurseries. Fred Rose was a great friend and
admirer of the work of Harry White, had been a regular visitor to Sunningdale
since the late 1920s and had obtained plant material from Harry.'* He named the
Swaything/Rose cross R. lacteum x R. ‘Mary Swaythling’ after himself whilst
working at the nursery, but no record has been found as to when he retired.

In August 1947 James Russell reviewed the nursery operation at Sunningdale
and the following extracts provide something of a unique glimpse of the nursery
in the immediate aftermath of WWII : 4

“When we took over during the war the buildings were in a near state of col-
lapse and couch-grass had a strong hold over most of the nursery. The war
did not improve matters and it is only during this last year that things have
begun to clear up. At the present day the nursery contains about 50 acres,
which meander from Surrey to Berkshire and back into Surrey. The rhodo-
dendrons are grown in two large woods and there are many fne specimens
about which give more the impression of a garden than a nursery.

The large wood by the house was not much cultivated in Noble’s day, but
Harry White moved in a few superb specimens from another part of the
nursery when he took over. There are two of Hooker’s original R. thomsonii
in this wood now about 18 feet high and perhaps more beautiful at this time
of year than at any other . . . ... These are rivalled by R. cinnabarinum
‘Roylei’, also from Hooker’s 1850 sending . . . . .. There are many plants
from Wilson’s frst sendings . . . . ..

Beside the house there is a fne bank of ‘Molle-japonicum’ hybrid azaleas
planted some thirty years ago and a big bank of sweetly scented R. occi-
dentale hybrids raised by Harry White . . . ... Below the house is a strip of
ground from Noble’s original nursery known as the Italian ground . . . . ..
Down one side there runs a wall of old hybrid rhododendrons and Azalea
‘Standishii’ some 17 feet high, and at the far end is a huge bank of R. ‘Royal
Purple’ and Azalea ‘Unique’. ... .. The whole of this ground is full of rho-
dodendrons and azaleas of every colour and is a remarkable sight when at
its best. Many of the specimen plants here must be as old, or older than, the
nursery. Many of the Ghent Azaleas are an enormous size and these grow
almost imperceptibly here after about 5 feet . . .. .. From the Italian Ground
a river of Azaleas runs right down the large wood and up to a small wood
known as Land’s End, some 300 yards further on.

Across the stream in Berkshire is a new wood which slopes fairly steeply
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to the west and so should escape the worst of the spring frosts which are
our particular bane here. About six acres of this are being made into a
show garden for all types of plants, but especially Rhododendrons and the
Kurume Azaleas.

During the war it was not possible to do much about the nursery, but a
large collection of rare species, new hybrids and a great many rare Azaleas,
particularly of the evergreen section, were added to the stock here, and there
are also a number of batches of interesting hybrids coming along. The nurs-
ery itself is gradually coming into order again, and we hope to take up its
tradition of growing rare Rhododendrons with renewed vigour, and despite
the new tradition that it should take thirty forms and three months’ delay to
get the slightest repair done.”

In the period of harsh austerity that followed in the wake of WWII, most build-
ers who were still in business were mainly engaged in remedial work following
the cessation of hostilities. Russell’s fnal note refers to the introduction of
post-war restrictions on building work of all types and the need to be persistent
to successfully negotiate all the ‘red-tape’ to achieve approval to use the scarce
resources on structural repairs. He would have also been faced with the rigours
of high taxation in the post-war economy and the need to live off capital instead
of income whilst the nursery was being restored. In any case, it was almost
impossible in the immediate post-war years to get gardeners, as all able-bodied
persons were required to work to support the fragile economy. Despite all these
adversities, James Russell issued his frst catalogue in 1947.

The Stevensons, Tower Court and James Russell:

By the mid-1930’s Tower Court was probably the most complete collection
of rhododendron species in the world, but what was really special about this
garden was the rhododendron species were arranged in their “series” so the
plants raised from seed brought back by the great plant collectors could be
directly compared. And, in the same way, the Kurume azaleas could be directly
compared. Roza always maintained that those that her husband has sourced
from Yokohama Nurseries were better performers than the ‘Wilson’s Fifty’, a
perspective that was not wasted on many of her visitors each spring. Over the
years John B. Stevenson had taken more than a passing interest in the rhodo-
dendron plantings in the Woodland and Valley Gardens in the Royal Park at
Windsor. In 1946, when consideration was being given to developing a vast
semi-circular amphitheatre area in the Great Park, he was shown the site by Eric
Savill, the Deputy Ranger and Deputy Surveyor. Stevenson’s frst comment
was, “What a wonderful site to grow Kurume azaleas”. So it was that the plans
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quickly took shape, Stevenson then and there agreeing to provide cutting mate-
rial from his stock plants of the ‘“Wilson’s Fifty’ for propagation purposes.!®

John Barr Stevenson died suddenly in 1950 leaving Roza virtually penniless,
with a substantial mortgage outstanding; a fnancial nightmare. In John’s obitu-
ary, Lord Aberconway remarked:

“We have to mourn the loss of one, who not only helped us greatly, but who
was the most pleasant of companions and the most able and generous of
gardeners.”

Roza was no longer in a position to continue her late husband’s generosity with
the plant material in the Tower Court collections, and was faced with selling the
plant material in a more business like manner. That she rose to the occasion
and gradually disposed of a large portion of the rhododendron species collec-
tion, a major portion fnding its way to Windsor as the foundation of the Valley
Garden, is well documented.*

It was inevitable that the development of the ‘“Kurume Punch Bowl’ at Windsor
would create a great deal of interest in the Kurume azaleas, particularly amongst
the key rhododendron enthusiasts of the era. But there was a problem; the
Kurume collections were not readily available in the trade. In the early 1950s
James Russell obtained plant material of Stevenson’s Yokohama introductions
and in an article written in 1984, he confrmed that he had also obtained plant
material of “‘Wilson’s Fifty’ from Roza Stevenson. ®

Roza used the frm of Strathern & Blair, solicitors, of Edinburgh, to handle her
affairs following the death of her husband. An invoice dated August, 1951,
with a covering letter dated 3 October, 1951, was forwarded to James Russell
seeking payment of £798-8s-00d for items that Sunningdale Nurseries had been
supplied with from Tower Court. Purchases in this invoice include a transac-
tion prior to the death of J.B. Stevenson, together with another four transactions
in the period up to August, 1951. There is no plant material identifed, and
included in this listing is an item for an unspecifed quantity of scions taken
on 2" August 1951 for which the charge was £47-15s-00d; the plants involved
are not identifed. This appears to be the frst fnancial transaction that Russell
had with Tower Court and its timing suggests that this was in respect of the
‘Stevenson’s Kurume Collection” and “‘Wilson’s Fifty’. Looking at the later
transactions, Roza charged an average price of one shilling each for scions, so
the original transaction probably represented a total of around 1000 scions.®
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It makes sense that Roza Stevenson would not have wanted to be involved in
propagating these plants for wider distribution. So, Sunningdale Nurseries
propagated the Kurumes, listed them in their catalogue and supplied them to the
key gentlemen enthusiasts of the era with gardens large enough to accommo-
date them, either as groups of plants or as part of one of James Russell’s many
garden design projects that increasingly occupied his time in the years after
1950.% In regard to the Tower Court transactions that took place the following
year the scions and plants involved are all rhododendrons and these are clearly
identifed.

By 1950, one hundred years after Hooker had given Standish & Noble seed,
and seedlings propagated at Kew, from his landmark expedition, Russell and his
staff had resuscitated Sunningdale Nurseries and in doing so inherited some of
Hooker’s original collections. There were still many reminders of the Standish &
Noble years, including a huge plant of R. ‘Delicatissimum’ (1848), magnifcent

The Nursery Offices at Sunningdale, ¢.1960. Note the traditional
garden landscaping by James Russell.
Photo: G.S. Thomas collection
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The ‘Old Wood’ at
Sunningdale Nurser-
ies with Kurume ever-
green azaleas as far as
the eye can see, Scots
pines and an Acer
Jjaponicum ‘Aureum’,
¢.1960. Photo: G.S.
Thomas collection

arge plants of R. ‘Royal
Purple’ (c.1860) with a
yellow eye, and R. “Pro-
metheus’ (c.1860) that
must have been one of the
best reds of the period,
but was never propagated
until Harry White’s time.
R. ‘Royal Purple’ is still
an outstanding late-fow-
ering dark purple hybrid
with a orangey-yellow
eye, hardy and infnitely better than the lax R. ‘Purple Splendour’, but intrigu-
ingly seems not to have been available until Harry White propagated it in the
1930s. It is still rarely seen in gardens and is currently not being commercially
propagated. There were also a number of outstanding Ghent azaleas of which
R. “‘Unique’ (prior to 1850) measured 16 feet by 30 feet in 1950. By this date
Russell was spending an increasing amount of his time entertaining prospective
clients whilst they admired the nurseries and its garden-like grounds.

There was no pressing need for the nursery to advertise as Russell’s landscaping
and restoration work spoke for itself, and the specialised collections retailed by
the nursery set it apart from the suppliers. Not surprisingly, in 1950 Russell
took on a commission in Northumberland for designing a landscape at Seaton
Delaval for Lord Hastings. This was the frst of what was to be an increas-
ing number of wealthy clients who visited Sunningdale, sought out Russell for
advice, consultation and viewed the plants that were to form the landscapes that
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Russell would create for them.® To counter the increasing time he was spending
away from the nurseries, as well as the need for him to dedicate time to expand-
ing the nurseries themselves, in 1956 Russell took on his friend Graham Stuart
Thomas (1909-2003) to manage the nurseries on a part-time basis. Thomas had
been managing the T. Hilling & Co wholesale nursery in addition to his work as
Garden Adviser to the National Trust and wanted to continue his endeavours for
the Trust. He had also written a number of books on roses, which he was more
interested in than rhododendrons, and he brought his rose collection to Sun-
ningdale with him. James Russell also had an interest in roses and back in 1947
his catalogue of Roses of the Medieval and Victorian Period probably surprised
and delighted many collectors.

In 1960, faced with the disposal of the Tower Court property, Roza Stevenson
decided to have a major sale of the remaining plants. When James Russell
became aware of the pending sale he wrote to Roza on 14" September 1960
and indicated he was interested in acquiring some of the rare plants left in the
garden as he felt it was important they should be kept together as a group and he
suggested a date for a visit. He also indicated he was interested in the evergreen
azaleas, as Tower Court was the only source for many of the Kurumes. Roza
replied on 28" September that he should come along as she needed advice and
could maybe help him with the species. On 21% October Russell responded:

“I have been hoping very much to come and see you, but only got back
here in the middle of thismonth . .. . .. What I particularly would like to
buy from you, if I may, are...... amesiae, boothii, calendulaceum, camts-
chaticum, chrysodoron, dasypetalum, didymum (which I have lost through
frost), fragariforum, insigne, keysii and keysii unicolor, laxiforum, morii,
nivale, pallescens, pleistanthum, polylepis, prostratum, proteoides, pural-
bum, roseum, rubropilosum, searsiae, telmateium, tsariense, wallichii and
parmulatum.

The there are still a lot of the more peculiar Kurume azaleas which we lost
in a season of bad frosts . . . . .. 7

There are no invoices or records in James Russell’s Fles of the plants that he
subsequently acquired. It may well be that Roza handled the sale on a strictly
cash basis.® In 1960 Russell published Rhododendrons at Sunningdale, which
together with its supplement Rhododendrons and Azaleas for Special purposes,
is often regarded as being the most informative rhododendron nursery catalogue
ever produced in Great Britain in the era before computerisation and desk-top
publishing. This is a reference work that should be in every enthusiast’s library
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and in recent years has become a collectors’ item.® It is not widely known that
in 1962 Russell became involved with the ‘Shell Gardens Scheme’, which led to
him creating a listing of gardens recommended for inclusion in a Shell Guide to
English Gardens. This project for George Rainbird Ltd, the publisher, exempli-
Ted the care and attention to detail he invested in all his work, as he personally
contacted all the owners, administrators and garden staff involved.®

Sunningdale Nurseries Twilight Years:

Shortly after his arrival Graham Thomas drew attention in correspondence to
the rather ‘big task of resuscitating this nursery’, thus suggesting that whilst
the horticultural side of the business had been secured, the fnancial side left
much to be desired, and Thomas took a much frmer stance on non-payment
of invoices, which lit a fuse under several of Russell’s clients.’* In some ways
this was not surprising as many very able plantsmen, such as Russell, did not
have the inclination or the will to devote the necessary time to administrative
business work. This lack of attention to the business side of the company may
go someway towards explaining why prior to his death Major Herbert Russell
had signed his half-share of the nursery over to his cousin, Mr. Hamilton-Smith,
who owned the other half-share. This was done on the understanding that on
the death of either party, a half-share would pass to his son, James Russell. For
whatever reason, after the death of Major Herbert Russell, this did not happen,
probably because the cousin wanted to sell the company and realise his share of
the investment. Unfortunately, Hamilton-Smith had the upper hand with having
both half-shares under his control and, given that James Russell had made the
restoration of nursery a labour of love, this led to a major disagreement between
the two parties. When James Russell very reluctantly sold the Sunningdale
Nurseries to the Waterer Group [previously Waterer & Crisp] in 1968, by invita-
tion he went to live at the Dairies, Castle Howard, in North Yorkshire to become
resident horticultural consultant to Lord George Howard, who had been a close
friend since their days at Eton College.

Russell took a very large, but representative selection of his rhododendron col-
lection with him in forty truckloads to Castle Howard, including layers from
Hooker’s original plants, many of the original collectors plants under their
numbers, and scions propagated from plants of known origin. He also took a
collection of roses and a collection of trees. Although the retention and transfer
of plants to Castle Howard had been agreed with Waterers, there was still some
contention about the exact number and types of plants being moved, and up to
a year later plants were still being lifted and transported.>¢!> Graham Thomas
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devoted his time to writing, having authored several books during his time at
Sunningdale. He also continued his involvement with the National Trust and
the project he will be most remembered for was the re-creation of the rose col-
lection at Mottisfont Abbey Garden, a Trust property in Hampshire; another
major project was writing Gardens of the National Trust.

Russell maintained his connection with Waterers in the role of a consultant, but
this arrangement was relatively short-lived and not harmonious due to conficts
about the change of direction in which the garden centre business was being
driven. Gerald Pinkney, Managing Director of Waterers, had decided that the
‘garden centre’ concept, with its marketing outlet approach of plants potted in
cheap plastic containers, was the commercial way forward for the future. This
approach relegated the nurserymen and their propagation areas, sheds and green-
houses to the back of the property out of sight of the ‘customers.” Alternatively,
the plants would be bought in from off-site wholesale nurseries. So, it was no
accident that the availability of the huge range of rhododendrons and azaleas in
Sunningdale’s catalogue ceased at the time Russell sold the nurseries.*

In Conclusion:

One can only conjecture as to the stunning impact that the sale of Sunningdale
Nurseries, and the decision by Waterers to introduce plants in plastic contain-
ers bought in from other wholesale nurseries, had on James Russell, who had
invested thirty years of his life in rescuing and re-invigorating the nursery, and
carefully establishing a major collection of stock plants. No wonder he wrote
in a letter dated November 10" 1980 to Fred Galle, author of the monograph on
azaleas, ‘It is sad to think that the source of all this [Sunningdale Nurseries] has
now been destroyed.’®3

Aninspired Lord George Howard and James Russell shared a dream and together
they undertook a number of major projects at Castle Howard, including laying
out a large Rose Garden, replanting the huge Ray Wood, where the majority
of the plants that Russell shipped northwards found a new home, and the crea-
tion of an Arboretum. The development of these latter two adjoining gardens
and their increasing maturity confrm they are destined to become one of the
greatest woodland gardens in Europe and should be on the itinerary of visitors
to Britain. Russell carried on with his landscape consultancy work, but turned
his attention to projects for commercial clients; however he had already carried
out projects in around 200 private gardens in Britain, Ireland and Overseas. He
also gave a complete set of the Standish & Noble catalogues, and a proportion
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of Noble catalogues, running from 1847-1898, to the R.H.S. Lindley Library for
use by those interested in research work.®

The death of Lord George Howard in 1984 was the beginning of the end of
Russell’s close connection with Castle Howard. After 24 years developing the
gardens on the estate James Philip Cuming Russell retired to Scotland in 1993,
and sadly he passed away whilst laying out the garden of his new home in the
Walled Garden of Balcarres Estate, Fife, Scotland, on April 28" 1996, aged
76.12¢13 He had never endeavoured to make a show of his work, or court public-
ity, and when “cornered’ would state he was ‘simply a gardener.” Nevertheless,
his talents and vast knowledge were readily recognised by fellow horticultural-
ists who consulted him, and praised him as ‘one of Britain’s greatest modern
plantsmen’ and as one of the ‘most infuential landscape gardeners in the world’.
He was awarded the R.H.S. Veitch Memorial Award in 1981, the R.H.S. Victo-
ria Medal of Honour in 1988, and an Honorary Doctorate by the University of
York in 1994 for services to horticulture and conservation.

Today, on what was once Bagshot Heath, there are several garden centres mar-
keting a wide range of plants, including containerised rhododendrons. One of
these is the Hillier’s Garden Centre operation that took over the Waterers site in
1985. Standing at the entrance of this garden centre, looking out over the origi-
nal nursery land, away in the distance are ‘ghosts’ of Standish and Noble for all
to see. But, this is no mirage. There, on a spring day, can be seen the outline of
huge rhododendrons blooming with their fowers and foliage shimmering in the
breeze. Some of these are the original stock plants that were the foundation of
the legendary Sunningdale Nurseries.

Perhaps the last word belongs to James Russell, who not only played the role of
facilitator in this story for the better part of forty years, but provided much of the
historical background. In 1992, towards the end of his life, when reminiscing
about his many visits to the gardens at Tower Court to compare the performance
of various forms of rhododendrons and azaleas at the invitation of John & Roza
Stevenson, he recalled:

“During the great infux of collected seed between the wars there were many
large gardens able to grow very large numbers of seedlings and to select the
best form with the largest and most brightly coloured fowers. The inevita-
ble neglect caused by the war destroyed or damaged these collections and
the only one to survive more or less intact was the late J.B. Stevenson’s at
Tower Court. Here, in dry, sandy, acid soil at 300ft (91m) above sea level,
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some 80 acres (32ha) were planted in expeditions, with anything up to 50
plants from a single collection (number). Your host was apt to ask, “Shall
we go for a walk in Kingdon Ward 1926 this afternoon?” It would be won-
derful to be able to say that again today.”

References:

1. Fraser, Flora. 2005. Princesses: The Six Daughters of George I11. John
Murray Publishers Ltd.

2. The Gardeners’ Chronicle, 4™ November, 1882, London.

3. Russell, James P.C. 1960. Rhododendrons at Sunningdale. Sunningdale
Nurseries, Windlesham, Surrey.

4. Russell, James P.C. 1947. Rhododendrons at the Sunningdale Nurseries.
The Rhododendron Year Book 1947. Royal Horticultural Society, London.
5. Russell, James P.C. 1984. Rhododendrons at Castle Howard. Manuscript
listing of Rhododendrons taken from Sunningdale Nurseries and planted at
Castle Howard. [unpublished].

6. Fletcher, H.R. 1958. The International Rhododendron Register. The
Royal Horticultural Society, London.

7. Leslie, Alan C. 2004. The International Rhododendron Register and
Checklist : Second Edition. The Royal Horticultural Society, London.

8. Watson, William. 1912. Rhododendrons and Azaleas. Present Day Gar-
dening Series. T.C. & E.C. Jack, London.

9. The Rhododendron Society Notes, Vol. 111, No. 11, 1924. The Rhododen-
dron Society, East Bergholt, Suffolk.

10. Street, Frederick. 1954. Hardy Rhododendrons. Collins, London &
Glasgow.

11. Hammond, John M. 2003. The Lost Rhododendrons of Townhill Park,
Southampton, England. Journal, American Rhododendron Society, Vol.57,
No. 2 & 3, Summer & Fall, 2003.

12. Brown, Jane. 2004. Tales of the Rose Tree. Harper Collins Publishers,
London.

13. Russell, James P.C. 1951-1983. Letters and documents in the James
Russell Collection. Borthwick Institute, University of York.

14. Roper, Lanning. 1959. The Gardens in the Royal Park at Windsor.
Chatto and Windus Ltd, London.

15. Russell, James P.C. 1981. Origins of the Rhododendron Collection at
Castle Howard, North Yorkshire. 1981 — 82 Rhododendrons with Magno-
lias and Camellias. The Royal Horticultural Society, London.

16. Hammond, John M. 2006. On the Trail of the Stevenson’s Collection
of Kurume Azaleas: An Historical Perspective. The Azalean, \ol. 28, No.3,
Fall 2006 & Vol. 28, No. 4, Winter 2006.

43



SRS Yearbook No 12

Species Rhododendrons in the
Garden of Ardtornish,

Faith Raven

Above:
Rhododendron
insigne

Right: Foliage
of
Rhododendron
macabeanum
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The climate at Ardtornish on the West Coast of the Scottish Highlands is good
for the hardier of the species rhododendrons. The annual rainfall averages 85
inches as clouds blow in from the Atlantic over the summit of Beinn Mor on
the island of Mull. The garden is open to the prevailing winds, as the decision
has been taken not to obscure the view west along Loch Aline with evergreen
barriers. Sheltered oases can be found for the larger leaved species. The others
have to look after themselves.

Much of the planting sixty and seventy years ago was done in holes cut into
the heavy covering of Rhododendron ponticum, but most of this has been cut
down in the last ffteen years and most of the plants previously shielded have
survived this reduction in cover. The plan for this winter is to get rid of the last
of the wind shelter to the west of the Amphitheatre, the area where a number
of large leaved species have been growing for forty years. R. hodgsonii and R.
rex Fowered in 2010, though not as well as they had in some previous years. R.
sinogrande and R. macabeanum are sheltered by the cliff to the north and I hope
will not be affected by the new clearance.

In another area of the garden Rhododendron prattii continues to fower, although
it has been blown on to its side. Luckily, layers had been planted round about. R.
ambiguum sows itself freely, especially in the bark of fallen trunks and there are
also a number of seedlings of R. insigne, with the silvery backs to its leaves and
its useful later fowering. Whether the seedlings will come true we do not yet
know, but we shall probably appreciate them all the same, as we are enjoying a
number of our other unnamed crosses.

The grey leaves of many of the species contrast well with the vivid autumn
colour of azalea, cherry and oak and continue to draw us to look at them all
through the winter months.

Pictures by Faith Raven
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G F Dutton’s Marginal Garden

Michael Thornley

On the 4" June 2010 Geoff Dutton was buried at Glenshee Parish Church. Swal-
lows swooped over the sunlit turf of the graveyard, on a knoll surrounded by
mountains. As the wicker coffn was lowered into the ground it creaked gently
as if the incumbent was making himself comfortable. After the ceremony |
drove down the long blue glen to Geoff’s garden.

Geoff Dutton was a biochemist and professor at Dundee University. He was a
climber (and edited the Journal of the Scottish Mountaineering Club) and swam
in the sea (writing a book on wild swimming long before it became popular). He
wrote 4 volumes of bare, spare poetry and, when he was not doing all of this,
he created his ‘marginal garden’ on 8 acres of rough ground he had bought 50
years ago.

It was a steep site, lying between the 700 and 900 feet contours, at the upper
limits of cultivation. The existing birch provided no shelter from the wind, or
from the cold air that rolled down from the high mountain plateau. There were
long periods when the garden ground lay under snow, with temperatures as low
as -24°C, and late frosts and summer droughts were common. The stony hillside
was uncompromising, each excavation for a plant producing a pile of rubble.
But when fenced, and regeneration took place the land gave signs of promise.

The irregular area of the hillside might be described as an inverted fan (and was
almost impossible to map as | found out when asked to produce a plan of the
garden). The fan shape was divided into 5 segments (or axes as Geoff called
them) that came together at the highest point. These axes, taken in turn from left
to right, comprised a narrow strip of heather moor, guarded by a cliff overlook-
ing a gorge, the second axis, fanked on the further side by a ridge, the third axis.
The former line of the burn, now a meandering dry valley, made up the fourth
axis while the last was a broad slope that merged with adjacent felds on the
hillside. These features were seen not only as physical but also ecological axes:
from the open, very acid heather moor to the shaded gorge and the more neutral
soil among boulders in the dry valley. Geoff described it:

“As each axis possesses also its own exposure, the vegetation — natural and
introduced — presents 5 distinct ‘gardens’. Paths climb these axes through
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garden and rocky defles that open and close with sheltering trees and
bushes — a succession of ‘rooms’ unfolding the scenic and vegetation char-
acter of that particular axis. Paths crossing between axes add excitement of
contrast.”

In order to create shelter, spruce and frs (from other cold parts of the world)
were planted either as close cover or as belts. Over the years these were thinned
to provide space for a newly planted under-storey, or cut down entirely to create
compartments, or trimmed to form hedges. Thus the garden developed multiple
layers overhead and overlapping bands of shelter on the ground that receded
into the distance like theatre fats and wings. Not only was the initial plant-
ing over such a large area an almost backbreaking task, but so was its gradual
removal, especially with Geoff’s almost paranoiac fear of fre which meant that
burning was not allowed. However the results were often stunning: such as the
silver trunks of young birch standing in front of dense black conifers, like war-
riors on the edge of a forest, or a western hemlock hedge trimmed into domes,
snaking across the craggy hillside.

Within this topographical and arboriculture framework Geoff planted both to
reinforce and to re-establish indigenous species and to integrate these with new
introductions. Thus in some areas the remnant birch scrub was under-planted
with hazel while in others spruce trees were introduced. New plants were care-
fully selected for leaf form and habit and the overall effect was an intensifcation
of the natural landscape, creating a dreamlike quality. Geoff was an admirer of
Miss Jeykll (sharing her enthusiasm for junipers and a reluctance in old age to
leave his garden) and it is as if he called upon her myopia when arranging his
plants into almost imperceptible graduations of colours and textures that most
of us only see in our own gardens through half closed eyes or at dusk. Con-
trasting with these Fowing shapes were the upright features of carefully placed
trees, sculptural shrubs, or bright splashes of colour, such as the brick red Rosa
moyesii and the bright orange of Rhododendron luteum.

Introducing rhododendrons into this restrained and subtle landscape might be
considered as dangerous as inviting hooligans to the Guild coffee morning.
However, Rhododendron luteum, which Geoff valued as a plant that worked
for a living, proved that the opposite was the case. He admired it not only for
its Fowers but also for its slender leaves, light foliage, its capacity to survive
and take cutting back, the slight variations between different plants, its heady
scent and autumn colour. Rhododendron vaseyi was selected as its delicate and
frost resistant precursor and R. occidentale, hovering in the woodland wings,
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as its successor. The willowy leaved Trifora subsection particularly suited the
garden, with R. yunnanense for instance planted on the arid, south facing slopes
among pines. Rhododendron wardii was chosen for its ability to blend into the
background where it would glow, spot-lit by sun shafting through the canopy.

The undisputed star and favourite was Rhododendron souliei that held its
beauty so lightly and thrived in this more easterly location. As Geoff wrote “no
hybrid rhododendron could display such graceful sophistication”. But this did
not stop him cosseting R. ‘Loderi’ (which frost allowed to fower only once in
three years) or calling on stalwarts such as R. caucasicum to provide shelter, or
indulging hardy hybrids, not so much for their fowers, but for their leathery
leaves that gave form and shape to the shadowy world that lay between the
vibrant foreground and the dark woods beyond.

Overall it was an unusual collection, with hardly any of the big leaf or dwarf
rhododendrons represented. Species and hybrids were selected for specifc
purposes, notably to blend in rather than stand out, but there were also other
reasons for their being chosen. R. ferrugineum could tough it out with heather
and happily co-exist with blueberry but it was also a remembrance of the Alps.
Similarly Geoff was well aware that certain parts of the garden simulated condi-
tions in the wild so that, for instance, Meconopsis was placed between ruckles
of warm boulders, in turf, close to trickles of water, just as | had seen it growing
in Arunachal Pradesh, but never in any other garden in this country. However,
context was not only physical but also made up of layers of history, of mountain
exploration and botanical endeavour, that are most clearly expressed in Geoff’s
poem “in memoriam george forrest”, reproduced at the end of this article. Even
more it is possible to sense the literary allusions, sometimes overtly in the style
of his writing, and at other times more faintly, such as in the reference to the
opening stanzas of T S Elliot’s “The Waste Land”:

“What are the roots that clutch, what branches grow
out of this strong rubbish”

To what extent was the garden ‘marginal’ and how did it differ from a “wild
garden’? After all William Robinson and Euan Cox had been here before,
the latter in his book “Wild Gardening” in which he differentiates between
‘the landscape wild garden’ where an existing landscape of natural beauty is
enhanced, and the ‘natural wild garden’ where plants are grown in conditions as
close as possible to those in the wild. Geoff borrowed both of Cox’s defnitions
and incorporated them into the ‘wild marginal garden’ where the marginality
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was expressed in terms of limits of cultivation, the minimising of differences
between indigenous and introduced plants and the marginal amount of time
required to create and maintain such a garden. On this last point he was play-
ing tricks with his audience, most of who had read about but never visited the
garden.

The steep slopes repelled all attempts to push wheelbarrows and materials
across or up the site. While it was a real achievement to keep rank grass at bay
and to encourage wood anemones to food into the sunlight, his grass paths were
cut downhill, using a hand-pushed aluminium mower that could be tilted on one
wheel to vary the length of the cut from billiard table fatness to a rough fuzz
at the edges. Beech seedlings were trimmed into topiary balls that foated like
balloons above the scree and the heather moor was clipped into a tight, undu-
lating carpet, using sheep shears. The whole process was as labour intensive
and as controlled as the maintenance of a Japanese garden and the result was
as satisfying in its ambiguity, which William Empson has shown is the driving
force of poetry.

Geoff wrote four accounts of the garden, the Frst in a series of occasional articles
that appeared in “The Garden” between February 1988 and December 1994.
The second, “Harvesting the edge”, published by the Menard Press, a descrip-
tion of the garden through the seasons combined with his poems, comes closest
to the heart of the matter. The third, “Some branch against the sky: the practice
and principles of marginal gardening” was written at a publisher’s request, and
on a recent re-read left me exhausted from all that work and so many plants.
Frustrated at the black and white illustrations in the latter, Geoff published his
own version of a colour supplement, containing many photographs with little
text, which | had open beside me as | wrote this article.

Arriving at the garden after the funeral | had the usual problem fnding a space to
park the car, there being no conventional driveway, rather a small gate through
a hedge. It was at the end of a long hot spell of weather and the garden looked
like an over exposed photograph in the sun. During his last years, Geoff’s
involvement with his garden became marginalised to the point when his health
broke down completely he and his wife Elizabeth had to move away. Nature
stole back. The birch warriors no longer guarded the edge of the wood and the
heather moor was rank and untended. The garden, without its gardener, was no
longer the place | remembered, but it still existed in literature and in the mind as
an idea. As Geoff had written:

“If it, or |, or both, are obliterated tomorrow, it has been.”
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in memoriam george forrest

here in the gorges,
mekong, yangtze, salween,
yellow between

long green

shudders of the himalaya.

up from the boil,

the steam,

to the stone bow! of the snow line climb
the rhododendron jungles, toil-

ing back into silence. here the

great waxed separate

primitive scented

blossoms, white, white

studded with crimson, gold, blood-
red, rising slowly, shed

monsoons from elephant leaves,
fctolacteum

irroratum, vernicosum, each receives
tapping of sunlight on
long-deliberated petals. here

his kindly host

old pere dubernard dispensed
communion, was taken

out from the smooth trunks praying
both arms broken,

robbed of nose and eyes,

picked naked to pieces

three nights and days,

staked in the ashes

of his mission. here

the so precious

seeds

were gathered up, dispatched
according to the needs

of the distant professors,

the business men with
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large crying gardens. here

he died

“on his last trip” satisfed,
suddenly, beside

his dog, his gun and a pheasant.
is buried

at tungyeh. here

because

india butts asia,

summits rise

brokenly

metre by metre

into untenable skies,
clutching their ice together,
and the great trees,

the extended stigmata,
rise obediently

up the steep valley. here

the snow plume Fies

continually

over the last white stations,

over the icefall, twisted alloy,
limestone fragments, cylinders, ropes,
futtering shreds

of the expedition tents.

(First published in “Camp One” 1978 and also in “Harvesting the edge” Menard
Press 1995)
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Ordha Coille, a New Argyll Garden
Part Seven

David Starck

Do you remember, in my case way back, when as a six or seven year old during
the Frst week back at school you had to write, as a composition exercise (that
phrase shows how long ago) on the subject of “What | did during my summer
holiday”? Well here | am on the 30" of October, back at my desk, not sucking
the end of my pen but looking at the screen, hands in front of the keyboard
wishing that | had bought diaries in the 2007, 2008, 2009 and 2010 sales. Yes it
really is FOUR years since | last put fngers to keyboard to recount this voyage
into the unplanned unknown; so here is the story, as best | recall, so far.

Stump grinding has progressed and still progresses (grinds on) but there is a
bright light at the end of the tunnel, of the original 500 I have but a couple of
dozen to go. This includes the ceremonial “Last Stump” which is a big beggar
up by the foot bridge over the burn. In order that | do not get withdrawal symp-
toms | am going to fell a dozen more Sitka spruce close to the north eastern
corner of the house, this should allow me to fnish grinding during 2011.

Now that | have ground clear of stumps | can use one of my toys to ride round
the garden and cut the grass in a mere two and a bit hours, a far better experi-
ence than walking between stumps with a rotary mower then cutting round each
stump with the DR (a push-along line fail cutter) which could take a couple of
days.

The area on the north side of the burn, Dalachairn, is still not accessible to ride
on machinery so it is still cut using pedestrian mowers but I am in the process
of installing another bridge across the Allt Dail a’ Chairn a bit upstream from
its junction with the Allt nam Pearcean. As ever this work has been done in fts
and starts controlled by the amount of water in the burn. The construction is of
three, two metre lengths of 75cm twin wall drainage pipe linked side by side,
topped with concrete and paving to give a fat surface. When frst linked and
dropped in place earlier this year the water level was low but before | could
weigh them down we had an “Argyll Shower” at night and the burn flled and
overfowed with the result that the pipes, being buoyant because of their con-
struction foated out and were retrieved the following day lodged against some

52



SRS Yearbook No 12

trees nearly ffty feet away.

I now have a shed, not a wee one but a great brute measuring ten feet wide by
twelve feet long and in it | keep my “boys toys”. | had the shed erected in the
gap in the southern windbreak used by the tree fellers, yes there were three of
them, to extract the timber when the plantation was felled. It looked, well you
know what a new wooden shed looks like, horrible. By chance my younger
brother was staying and, well to cut the story short, he volunteered in true mili-
tary fashion, to give the shed two coats of green Sadolin paint. That kept him
busy for a week and the shed looks a heck of a lot better!

Whilst my brother was staying | took advantage of the “free” labour available
and gave him the job of collecting together the various piles of Sitka spruce
logs that were lying around and moving them to distinct areas along the eastern
boundary to create log stacks that could provide homes for animal life. Animals
that have made appearances in the garden, apart from rabbits, are stoats, mink,
adders, slow wormes, lizards, shrews, Feld mice, voles, roe deer, frogs and toads,
I will not list the birds but let it be said there are a lot.

Planting, well that is what this project is really all about, progresses slowly as
areas are cleared and as the ground is prone to water-logging in many places
all rhododendrons are mound planted. Rabbits are a problem that we do have.
Why the Normans could not have left them in France and shipped meat in is
beyond me, but they did and we have the little varmints trying to burrow under
new planting. Squares of chicken wire cut to ft round the plant and to cover the
planting area ease the situation but make mowing a pain. The rabbits do not, at
the moment, appear to have an inclination to chew any of the rhododendrons
or azaleas.

There is an area on the bank above the burn which, having been cleared of
sycamore saplings, is being planted with small bamboos (clump forming) and
lace cap hydrangeas and should look quite nice in a few years time. This is on
the edge of the next clearance zone which, when cleared of the dreaded Sitka
spruce in a couple of weeks, will be planted with the Rhododendron griffithi-
anum hybrids that arrived from Heaslands Garden yesterday.

The 2009-2010 winter was a bit on the cool side don’t you think? We had a
couple of problems. A burst coupling on the cold water supply to our domestic
storage tanks in the roof over the “Toy Box”, my workshop, created a reason-
able replication of Niagara Falls but repair, drying out and a new ceiling made
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it almost as good as new. More sad making was the demise of nearly all the
Cornus in the garden, only one C. kousa in a pot survived, I know not why
because its siblings in pots beside it snuffed it.

An update on a couple of things from Part Six. The lining out bed is a great
success, seedlings planted in it have fourished and are needing to be moved
on (a job for 2011), the only drawback was during the early years when the
b**** pbunnies took an unhealthy, certainly for a couple of them, interest in it.
The other item which | said would not feature, is the railway room. I lied, (The
Depot) which will interest but a few of you; all the staging is in place, scenery is
being built and the track laying is about to start. The layout is loosely based on
the Denver & Rio Grande narrow gauge railroad in the late 1950s. The Depot
gives me refuge from daytime TV on wet days and allows me to imagine and
build landform on a larger scale than in the garden, it also gives me somewhere
to play music and railroad CDs loudly.

Well I guess that’s about it apart from one thing, if you are coming to visit us
and are coming from the south (from Tarbert) our house is quite easy to fnd, we
have the Scottish Executive funded Broadband which means that we have a one
metre diameter satellite dish on the gable end of the house and I am thinking of
changing the house name to “Goonhilly Minor™.

Well that’s really all folks, not a lot about gardening perhaps, just a ramble
through my memories of the last few years. We are now well into our second
decade in Argyll and there could well be another episode next year and remember
we are only just over fve hundred miles from London so don’t be a stranger!
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Arunachal Pradesh 2009

John Roy

Above: Map of Asia showing the three areas written about in this
year book.
Below: Closer look at the three areas. Both courtesy of Google
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Atmospheric Mechuka valley

2002 was the year | frst trekked in Arunachal Pradesh. This trip has been well
documented in the past, and opened a botanical gateway into an area of India
little explored by westerners. We trekked the divide between the mighty Suban-
siri and Siyom rivers, rediscovering treasures such as Primula elizabethae and
Rhododendron ludlowii, which plant collector Frank Ludlow frst discovered to
the north of here, on the Lo La in 1936. In 2002 the trip, led by Kenneth Cox,
was in the autumn. This was great for seed collection but short on fower. It had
been an ambition of mine to go back to the same pass, but in Fowering season.
2009 was that opportunity.

In 2002, the trek from the Subansiri had been long and arduous, starting at sub-
tropical 300m (1000ft). We Fnished that year in Mechuka, on the Siyom River,
at about 1860m (6200ft). It made sense to start at Mechuka cutting out the hot,
tedious climb to altitude. With all this in mind | landed at Delhi’s international
airport on a morning in May. | had arranged to meet Hartwig Schepker here,
and we were to continue to the domestic departure for an internal Fight to the
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far east of India. Hartwig’s Fight disembarked half an hour after my own, with
no sign of my friend.

My contact in Arunachal, Oken Tayeng, had sent his courier Suresh to meet me.
Suresh reported that Hartwig had to return home from Munich, on the news
that his father had taken seriously ill. My mood plummeted. | did not want to
do this trek alone. Hartwig is a horticulturalist. He has the knowledge to docu-
ment plants correctly whereas | am an amateur. So with misgivings, | caught the
Fight to Dibrugarh, and ferry across the Brahmaputra River, to Pasighat, where
I was reunited with Oken, and his right hand man, Katu, veteran of many treks.
An evening with Oken and his family produced better news from Germany.
Hartwig’s father was out of danger, and Hartwig was catching a Fight. Oken’s
mother’s fnest home brewed chang beer was consumed to celebrate!

So | pressed on with the two day journey through stunning scenery in the val-
leys of the Rivers Siang and Siyom. Mechuka sits in a broad fat fertile valley
with mountains to east, west and the highest towards Tibet in the north. It
was more beautiful than I remembered from seven years earlier. | settled into
Pema’s Hotel, with time to spare while Hartwig caught up. For “hotel” think
“bunkhouse” with outside toilet and shower. | amused myself watching children
catching fsh in the soakaway from the town’s open sewers. An Indian Air Force
airstrip nearby was serviced by a daily fight. Shortly before this was due to
land, an army man walked the runway persuading footballers, cricketers, cattle,
ponies, sheep, goats, ladies doing their washing to keep to the side for a few
minutes. When the Fight turned round, a team of boys raced the plane to the
other end of the runway. Sadly, later in the trip, a fight Hartwig and | watched
land, discharge supplies, and take off again crashed ten minutes later into moun-
tains to the south, with the loss of all thirteen on board.

After a long arduous road trip, non stop from Guwahati, Hartwig arrived at
midnight the following night. Undeterred from jetlag, and exhaustion from a
concentrated experience on Indian roads, Hartwig was keen to start trekking
next day. So we assembled a small group of porters, a head guide, Lakpah, who
knew the mountains as a hunter, and a cook, DK, (short for Dorje-Something),
who was an invaluable helper to Hartwig and me when the terrain got tough.
Katu had a young guide, a quiet, shy man, with little English.

Our plans were to tackle the west side of the valley, ascending the trail that
brought us to Mechuka seven years earlier. This was the Tochoch La. It was not
long before we were spotting interesting plants. Within 400 metres altitude gain

57



SRS Yearbook No 12

we identifed six species of rhododendron, including beauties such as R. boothii
and R. edgeworthii. Maianthemum (Smilacina) oleracea, Streptopus simplex
and my old friend Podophyllum aurantiocaule were abundant. This was the
lowest altitude | had seen P. aurantiocaule in the wild, and | saw more of it on
this trip than on all others put together. Mossy tree trunks were home to Pleione
and Coelogyne orchids.

The rain drizzled incessantly, increasing as the day went on. Hartwig and |
had fallen into a river trying to cross on slippy boulders. My camera had total
immersion. Not good for digital photography. But the plant diversity was
amazing. An overstorey of Abies, Tsuga, and Pinus contained Rhododendron
faucium, R. arizelum, R. glischrum Ssp. rude, and the forest foor was carpeted
with Arisaema nepenthoides, A. speciosum and an arisaema | have seen on
many treks to the area, but which is still to be identifed. It is trifoliolate, can
grow to three feet tall and as much across. Its spathe is most often greenish, and
below the foliage.

A “jungle camp” was made at 2600 metres (8700ft), by cutting down many
small trees and rhododendrons, mainly R. arizelum. The rain continued, sound-
ing loud against the tents, and next morning we set off in the downpour. Was
this an early monsoon? Steadily we gained altitude, and other plants could be
seen. Rhododendron maddenii, R. griffithianum, epiphytic R. leptocarpum, R.
megeratum growing on the luxuriant moss on tree trunks. As we approached
3000 metres (10,000ft) R. campylocarpum became dominant, with groups of
R. charitopes ssp. tsangpoense showing pink amongst yellow. An Acer with
red young stems, and narrow three lobed leaves caught my eye. This was A.
hookeri.

Camp that evening was at 3300 metres, (11,000ft). It was the camp where |
had stayed in 2002 after crossing the pass from the other side. A rhododendron
found then, R. thomsonii ssp. lopsangianum was in fower around the camp.
This was my frst opportunity to see it in fower, and it varied from crimson
to very dark, almost blackish-purple. The leaves were invariably sessile and
pointed upwards. R. campylocarpum liked to hybridise with this, making some
very lovely pink fowered specimens. The woodland foor beauty, Bryocarpum
himalaicum made small groups with its yellow nodding heads, a plant that has
evaded all attempts to bring it into cultivation. Heavy rain continued, and |
retreated to my sleeping bag with numb extremities.

We did not intend to go much higher on the following day, and by midday,
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camp was made only 200
metres up. This was our
“base camp” for exploring
the top of the pass. | had
an argument with Lakpah
about crossing the Tochoch
La and camping the other
side. He was adamant
there was nowhere within
a day’s reach. 1 told him |
knew there was camping
having been there before.
He refused to give in, and
without his help we were
lost. He was of the Memba
tribe, on the other side was
the Tagin tribe. In 2002
we had found the Tagins
welcoming, intelligent and
very helpful. But they have
areputation for being tough
warlike people. Lakpah
was not going to venture
very far into their territory.

SRS Yearbook No 12

59

Left:
Omphalogramma
tibetica

Below:
Diapensia
himalaica
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The plants at

this  altitude
focussed our
interest.  We
had time that
day to walk
towards  the
top of the
pass. Just
beyond  the

camp, | found
the bright red
resting buds of
Primula eliza-
bethae. | knew
to look out for it having found it in 2002,
but I was not ready for the numbers. It
seemed every damp patch beside running
water was spotted with red. Some were

Top: Rhododendron chari-
topes var.
tsangpoense
Above: Rhododendron cin-
nabarinum
Right: Primula
elizabethae
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starting to send out leaves, but none were in fower. Omphalogramma tibetica
was dotting the hillside with lovely blue fowers. Pink, white and yellow Diap-
ensia himalaica hugged mossy boulders. Rhododendron ludlowii, R. pumilum
and R. trilectorum were all tightly in bud. R. charitopes sSsp. tsangpoense blessed
us with its pretty little pink bells. At last the rain ceased, and we sat while the
valley slowly cleared of cloud. We cheered when Mechuka appeared far away
in the mists below.

Next morning we awoke to a crisp clear morning. It was one of those Himalayan
mornings that make all the effort worth it just for that view of ridge after ridge
after ridge of mountains stretching into the far distance. | fancied the shape of
a distant peak was in the right direction, and the correct shape to be Namche
Barwa in Pemako, south-east Tibet.

Climbing to the pass was awesome that morning. Rhododendron thomsonii ssp.
lopsangianum seemed to take on deeper almost black shades. | spotted a small
clump of R. tsariense that | remembered from 2002. It was perched on the top
of a large boulder, with Diapensia himalaica carpeting its ankles. R. tsariense
had been sought in three visits to the Tsari district of Tibet in the late 1990s but
was not found there.

The trek to the pass was completed by 9.00am giving us plenty of time to explore
the Subansiri side. But frst we were entranced by the views. The weather in
2002 had been damp and cloudy, with very little of the surrounding scenery vis-
ible. This time we could see right down to the west. | could pick out the villages
of Eru and Rai, where we camped on our epic 2002 trip.

This side revealed a tiny Rhododendron pumilum on the sunny side of a hole,
with its cute little pink bells in fower. Here and there | could see yellow and
orange shoots pushing through the soil, slightly bent, resembling small bananas.
Further on really fne orange bells of R. cinnabarinum ssp. cinnabarinum hung
over the trail. We stopped beside a snow flled gully to eat lunch. We could hear
the rushing melt water under the snow. What to do after lunch. I was not happy
about crossing the snow in case it collapsed, and someone was hurt. Undeterred,
a porter walked out, and chopped at the surface with his dao. D.K. crawled
underneath and reported it was about 3 feet thick. So Hartwig and D.K. walked
across, while I sat watching. Something yellow caught my eye on the far bank.
I looked through binoculars. Was it? Could it be? | crossed over forgetting my
misgivings. | had found Primula elizabethae, and it was in fower! My day had
been superb, now it was beyond words. | collapsed happily beside a sight that
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very few outside the indigenous peoples had witnessed. | was possibly only the
third. In 1936 Frank Ludlow, having left his collecting partner George Sherriff
on the Tibet side of the main Himalayan chain, crossed the Lo La with Medical
Offcer and friend, Dr Kenneth Lumsden. For the frst time, Primula elizabethae
was found for botanical science, and named after Ludlow’s mother. Hartwig
returned from a short excursion down the hill, and became the fourth. Small
rosettes of leaves with white fowers in the centre, Primula hookeri, coexisted
with P, elizabethae. As the snow retreated these popped out of the ground. |
looked at our surroundings and realised that, without the snowfeld, this was the
place we had frst spotted P. elizabethae in 2002.

Slowly we made our way back to the pass. The views down to the Subansiri
valley were more stunning than earlier. The cloud had totally dissipated. At the
top we paused a while to absorb the atmosphere. My mind strolled over the dis-
coveries of the day. Katu ran over to me, very excited. He showed me a picture
on his camera screen, he had taken only yards away in among the Rhododen-
dron thomsonii Ssp. lopsangianum. It was one of those yellow “banana” shoots,
but it had emerged into an arisaema, which even in its immature state could
only be described as stunning. It had developed bright green trifoliolate leaves,
and a large orange spathe veined in blood red. The spadix appendix was thick,
a bit “crumpled” looking, slightly longer than the spathe limb, and all pointing
upwards, as though ready for action. | went to where Katu had taken the photo
to fnd not just one, but several in different stages of emergence. They were all
hiding away shyly among the rhododendrons.

Back at camp, tired by our long day, we could see across the valley to the east of
Mechuka, and plot our next adventure with Lakpah. We made good time going
down the following day, spotting some things missed on the way up. Arisaema
speciosum ‘Zir0’ and Rhododendron keysii, both in fower were among these.
We stayed at our frst jungle camp and set off for Mechuka in the morning. More
R. keysii, plus the autumn fowering R. kasoense and R. monanthum were seen,
and a single seedling of the Falconera subsection species nova found in 2002.

Pema’s hotel seemed like an oasis of comfort. A wash, some beer and food, and
a mattress to sleep on! Next morning, an early rise, and across the River Siyom
on a typical steel cable bridge. We caught up with Lakpah at his home in the vil-
lage of Damgin, and after tea and chang, we set off on a trail behind the village
to the Damgin La. Just above the Feld system, Podophyllum aurantiocaule and
Arisaema nepenthoides Tourished beneath huge trees of Rhododendron arize-
lum and R. kendrickii. R. edgeworthii growing on the mossy trunks had lovely
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large white, tinged with pink fowers, always in trusses of no more than two.
Here there were many more seedlings of the Falconera subsection species nova,
easily identifable by its very spherical growth buds. Interestingly there were
very few mature specimens.

Jungle camp was hewn out of the forest at 2650 metres. Lakpah informed us the
next suitable camping place was another six hours away. A small but signifcant
nuisance, which had been surprisingly absent, put in an appearance in the form
of leeches. This, plus the size of the forest trees, indicated this side of the valley
to be wetter than the other. Next day promised a long hard slog.

Camp was packed, and we were trekking by 6.20am. | found the going hard
at frst, warm, humid and steep. The forest was very rich in epiphytes, another
indication of the damp climate. As we ascended, Rhododendron exasperatum
with fowers fnished became dominant. The new growth on R. exasperatum is
often a plummy purplish colour, but most had green shoots. Other rhododen-
drons were similar to the other side. As we gained altitude R. arizelum became
smaller, but had a wide altitude range. The terrain became slightly easier, and
I saw R. ludlowii, just one on a rocky ledge but still tightly in bud, and R. ¢sar-
iense with creamy fowers, lightly spotted was becoming common on the tops of
rocks and boulders. Also R. cinnabarinum dotted the hillside with its beautiful
orange tube-like fowers. We paused for a rest at 3.00pm. We had been walking
for more than eight and a half hours. Lakpah said it was another hour before
camp. We were cutting it ne for daylight. Our resting place consisted of a huge
slab of rock at an angle to give shelter from the rain that was now steadily fall-
ing. | looked around at the vegetation, spotting a Podophyllum aurantiocaule
two Fowers between its leaves. Then an orange hooded spathe caught my eye,
then another, and more. We had come across that Arisaema from the top of the
Tochoch La, proving it had a wider range than just the one pass.

The porters were nowhere in sight, carrying our packs, but we had to press on
or be caught on a wet cold hillside after dark. The trail deteriorated to a boulder
strewn steep mountainside. The air was thin, and | knew I had to make a last
supreme effort. Our guides cut wet notched logs for footholds over the worst.
They were of dubious help. In passing | noticed a Primula elizabethae beside
a trickle of water. | was so tired, | could barely care. At last Lakpah announced
we would camp. It seemed an unpromising outcrop of large boulders covered
with Rhododendron tsariense. Not much fat land. Hartwig caught up soon after,
also at the end of his energy. Then unexpectedly, the porters arrived. What a slog
they had up that mountainside, with our heavy packs. Tents were unpacked, and
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clearings were hacked into the undergrowth. Most of the plants consisted of R.
tsariense. | promised Hartwig never to tell how many of these very rare rhodo-
dendrons were reduced to the ground, just so we could camp!

We awoke next morning to damp drizzle and little idea of the terrain beyond our
platform on the edge. Lakpah promised easier terrain, with about three hours
walking to the top of the pass. So we set off. The ascent from camp involved
negotiating some more large boulders, followed by a traverse of a steep, loose
scree. | looked at the descent into oblivion if there should be a slip or trip cross-
ing the scree, and freaked out. | turned to Hartwig and told him | was going no
further. I would stay in camp while he completed the climb. Our guides and
porters had other ideas, and formed a human chain to help me across, and thank-
fully the trail became much easier. In 2002 we had used the term *“danger point”
for mountainsides that posed a severe danger. In 2009, we had “freak points”
which described mountainsides that were lunacy to attempt.

The effort was worth it. Rhododendron forrestii Repens Group crawled over
boulders and stony slopes. Its red trumpet fowers always seem too big for the
plant. The more upright fowers were flled with rainwater. A Rheum species
formed round cabbage like forms in the scree. Were these immature Rheum
nobile? | asked Lakpah if he had seen them grow tall, maybe three feet. He
shook his head. | saw R. nobile on the Bimbi La in 1998, and these “cabbages”
looked as though they wanted to elongate skywards.

Then we entered primula heaven. P. calderiana became commonplace, with
small groups of P. pulchra making pink blobs into the distance. Small rosettes
of dark green leaves and dainty white Towers were P. hookeri but not so closely
growing with P. elizabethae. These were much rarer on this pass, most still in
bud, but one was just starting to show yellow fowers. A tiny P. rotundifolia
had leaves no more than 1cm long. Then a purplish primula, with mealy leaves
elongating from pale sheaths, and a long mealy calyx. This was the gorgeous P,
laeta, not seen since Ludlow and Lumsden found it crossing the Lo La in 1936.
All of this was growing among yellow forms of Diapensia himalaica, Cassiope,
Bergenia, and more. Fantastic!

We made the top, at 4050 metres, 13,500 feet. Close by were the near-red fow-
ers of Rhododendron anthopogon ‘Betty Graham’. Small groups of R. pumilum
showed off their lovely pink thimble shaped fowers. The mist was thick, and
visibility very poor, so we had no view from the top of this pass. Some fne
fowers of R. tsariense were seen on the trail back to camp.
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A long next day, and we walked all the way back to Mechuka. Always looking
out for plants, at lower altitude | saw a small specimen of Rhododendron mega-
calyx. In 2006, my trip to the west of here found this growing abundantly on
one hillside, the furthest west it has been found. This discovery placed another
link in the chain. Pema’s Hotel once again beckoned, and a free day before we
made the journey back to the long Fights home. At Dibrugarh airport, | was
taken aside by security. They had seen a suspicious article in my hold baggage.
I opened the bag with a sinking heart. Was | going to have things | had collected
confscated? The guards picked out a bottle wrapped in polythene. Oken had
slipped me this, a present of his mother’s fnest home brewed chang beer. | had
to drink a mouthful of it before the guards were persuaded it was harmless!

This was a hugely rich trip in botanical terms. So much seen, and so many
questions about identifcation. 2011 might see me returning to the valley to the
east of Mechuka. This would Fll in the gap between the Siang and the Siyom
valleys..... Watch this space.

Photos in this article by John Roy

Rhododendron lopsangianum
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A Beautiful New (Vireya) Rhododendron in

cultivation at Edinburgh:
R. carstensense Wernham

G. Argent & A. Conlon
Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh, EH3 5 LR.
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Amongst the living material brought back from the Kew/LIPPE expedition to
Mt Jaya in Indonesian New Guinea were several rhododendrons that had not
previously been cultivated. Most of these were seen fowering in the wild and
have already been described (Argent 2006) but several were brought back in
a sterile condition and only slowly have these plants grown to fowering size.
The present plant has taken 10 years to mature and opened Fowers for the frst
time on 28" October 2010. It had been collected with Rhododendron milleri
Argent and tentatively ascribed to this species as vegetatively it was very simi-
lar in having distinctive pale whitish-green stems with a mealy waxy covering
with small brown scales. R. milleri had been seen and collected Fowering in
the wild with its strange pale greenish-white fowers but there were numerous
shrubs without any fowers, and cuttings were taken from several of these non-
fowering plants to see if they were different.

The frst fowers of R. carstensense Wernum were pink, strongly fragrant, and
held more or less erect with the sub-persistent collar of bracts holding the corolla
tubes tightly together in a similar manner to that often seen in R. goodenoughii
Sleumer. At frst it was thought that this newly fowering plant was R. syringoi-
deum Sleumer, a species from the same locality which also has pink fragrant
fowers which in many respects is similar and had been thought to possibly even
be synonymous. R. syringoideum had also been collected on the expedition and
had fowered in the Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh some years previously
with very much longer pink Fowers. R. carstensense was previously only known
from the single dried type collection, deposited at the Natural History Museum
in London. This original material had been collected by Boden Kloss, an Eng-
lish zoologist who spent nearly 30 years in south east Asia early in the 20"
Century. In January 1913 Kloss was on an expedition that attempted to climb
Mt. Carstensz (now Mt. Jaya) the highest peak in New Guinea at 4884 metres,
but the summit was blocked by steep rocks and a wall of ice (Kloss 1913).
He nevertheless made several botanical collections on this expedition amongst
which was R. carstensense. The herbarium label gave a range of altitude from
which this original collection was made from 1675-2040m. The living collec-
tion in the RBGE was collected at about 1600m on the Darnell Ridge, Timeka
to Tembagapura road now a very accessible locality en route to the large mine
which is now operating on Mt. Jaya. R. carstensense Was described by Herbert
Wernham the curator at the Natural History Museum who himself became more
famous after his death, for collections of a more zoological nature.
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R. carstensense has grown slowly and has been nurtured in RBGE on one of
the benches, given additional artifcial light, but it is a single very healthy plant
now about 60cm high with numerous fower buds. It is potted in our standard
acid bark compost, which is very open and free draining and fed throughout
the spring and summer months. It is always diffcult to assess the horticultural
potential of a wild species on its frst fowering in cultivation, but the powerful
perfume and delightfully coloured Fowers make this potentially a most attrac-
tive species.
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75" Anniversary of the
German Rhododendron Society
Bremen Conference May 18™"-25t" 2010

John Roy

After the highly enjoyable Belgian tour of gardens and arboreta in May 2010,
three of us left the bus and our friends to travel on to Bremen in Germany, where
the German Rhododendron Society was to stage 75" anniversary celebrations
over the following days.

Bremen still calls itself a “Hanseatic” city. The Hanseatic League was an eco-
nomic alliance of trading cities that dominated trade along the coast of Northern
Europe. It stretched from the Baltic to the North Sea during the late Middle
Ages and early modern period (c.13th—17th centuries). The Hanseatic cities had
their own legal system, and established a sort of political autonomy. It was an
arrangement that produced trade, and wealth to the cities. Bremen is therefore
very historical, and its fne architecture is worth exploring. We had arrived with
a day to spare, so could do just that.

The frst day of the conference was dedicated to presentations from delegates
from all parts of the globe. We had fascinating lectures from experts all in Eng-
lish. Topics ranged widely:

Hartwig Schepker described the work of the German Rhododendron
Genebank Project. Between 2008 and 2010 110 collections have been exam-
ined and data entered for 600 species and 3850 cultivar rhododendrons.
This presentation was relevant to my own interest in the Rhododendron
Species Conservation Group.

Wilbert Hetterscheidt presented rhododendron collections in the Nether-
lands. The 1 Dutch cultivar was produced in 1876, and the Netherlands
now has a National Rhododendron Collection spread across 4 locations.
Marc Colombel showed interesting pictures of old French hybrids, few
of which are still in cultivation. He described how French Missionaries to
China and Tibet were responsible for many new introductions.

Phillippe de Spoelberch spoke about the hardy Ghent azaleas. There were
few rhododendrons cultivated in Belgium before the 20" century.

David Millais told us that hybridising in the UK goes back a long way. He
gave us some history of the major hybridising centres such as Leonardslee,
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Bodnant, Exbury, Glendoick, and his own place at Crosswater Farm.
Robert Hatcher from Australia described the problems and successes with
rhododendron growing in his climate. He told us of some of the major rho-
dodendron gardens in Australia.

Tony Fitchett spoke about his area around Dunedin, South Island, New Zea-
land, where the climate is suitable for large leaved rhododendron species
from subsections Falconera and Grandia. Maddenia also do well, and in
the sub tropical areas of the north of North Island, Vireya can be grown
outside.

John Weagle from Nova Scotia in Canada has 2 major ocean currents con-
verging offshore: the Labrador from the north, and the Gulf Stream from the
south. Hybridising is done with the cold climate in mind. Sea fog reduces
light, so rhododendrons have to be grown in the open.

That evening, after the conference dinner, it was my turn to be in the public
eye as | described some of my adventures exploring Arunachal Pradesh. Day 2
commenced with further presentations:

Don Hyatt from the USA told us about the 17 species of native North Amer-
ican deciduous azaleas, and how treks are organised into the mountains to
see them in their natural habitat.

George Argent spoke about Vireya rhododendrons in their natural habi-
tat in Borneo, talking about his own explorations of Mount Kinabalu. He
described the threat from climate change there and other places such as
Irian Jaya (West Papua).

Steve Hootman, a keen explorer in the Himalaya and China talked about
rhododendron habitats in the Sino-Himalaya. He described forest and alpine
habitats along with the special habitat required by epiphytes.

Kenneth Cox described how woodland gardening had evolved as new intro-
ductions arrived from North America and Asia. He described woodland
gardening as controlling the environment while making it look as though
it’s natural.

That afternoon was an opportunity to join guided tours round historical Bremen,
and | did just that, absorbing the beautiful architecture and the history of the
place. Our knowledgeable guide showed us the well known buildings with fan-
tastic statues, but also small narrow back streets. And a reminder of the “Town
Musicians” fable from the Brothers Grimm, where 4 animals on their way to
Bremen get the better of 4 robbers. A statue in Bremen to the musicians has
very shiny forefeet, where people have rubbed them to make wishes come true.
The conference logo consisted of the 4 animals on each other’s backs as in the
statue: a rooster, on a cat, on a dog, on a donkey.

70



The evening
promised more
celebrations with a
civic reception in
the Rathaus (Town
Hall) and dinner
in the Ratskeller
below, an award
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Left: The Bremen ‘“musicians”

Below: Bremen Rhododendron-Park

Bottom: RHODO 2010
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Rhododendron-

Park Bremen on
the outskirts of the
city. Thisisan area
of 46 hectares,
and the display
of rhododendrons
was at peak fow-
ering. Of huge
interest to myself
was the Botanika,
a vast glasshouse
that was divided
into areas Qrow-
ing plants from

Above: Lutetsburg Castle Garden

Below: Holger Hachmann in one of his “growing on’’ houses
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different parts of the Himalaya. There was a reclining Buddha, prayer wheels,
and a Mani wall to make the intrepid trekker feel welcome. And one could
visit Nepal, Tibet, Arunachal Pradesh, China and Japan with the minimum of
effort. Little nooks high in rocks were planted with alpines or epiphytes, while
lower down large leaved and Maddenia subsection rhododendrons were grow-
ing. One particular R. excellens caught my eye and nose. A separate room was
dedicated to Borneo with many Vireya section rhododendrons. Throughout the
day workshops were running on subjects such as species identifcation, advice
on cultivation and Vireya rhododendrons.

Our destination the next morning was “RHODO 2010 in Westerstede, an
extravaganza of colour on stands created by major German growers. | was par-
ticularly amused by “Yak” hybrids grafted on to the tops of straight standards.
When covered in fowers they resembled pink and white lollipops. There were
also many examples of cloud tree topiary, where the branches are trimmed over
many years so that the foliage remains in clusters at the ends of several branches.
We were to see a lot of this on our trips to other gardens in northern Germany,
indicating its popularity. Even Hartwig had a “Yak lollipop” in his garden!

That afternoon and the following day we visited several commercial nurser-
ies specialising in rhododendrons. Plants are shipped all over Europe from this
region. | was on the SRS autumn tour to Osberton in 2009, and found their
scale of operations immense, but Osberton is dwarfed by some of the nurser-
ies in north west Germany. To name but two, Bruns and Schroder stand out as
amazing in the scale of plants produced annually. If you buy a supermarket
rhododendron anywhere in Europe, chances are it has been raised here. We
saw row upon row upon row of potted rhododendrons from rooted cuttings to
marketable plants. Schroder nursery also had an important historical collection
of hybrids, many saved from extinction.

That concluded the offcial conference tours, but the next two days were part
of the deal, with post-conference excursions. May 24" started with a tour of
Litetsburg Castle Garden. This impressive moated building is modern, having
been built from 1956-62, but a castle has stood here since late 14" century. The
present garden, or Schlosspark, was commenced in 1793 when the then owner
decided to turn the formal Dutch style into something more natural. New intro-
ductions from abroad were planted, canals and streams dug, and elevated earth
banks made for structure. | found its 30 hectares mentally relaxing, in what had
been a hectic few days.
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Next on that day was the Hobbie Rhododendron Park, one of the largest in
Europe at 70 hectares. There are long trails that would have taken more time
than we were allocated. The day concluded with a visit to Oldenburg Castle
Garden, an area of 18 hectares open to the public. Created in its present design
in early 19" century to an English landscape style, it contains lakes incorpo-
rated into the perspective, curving into woodland areas, giving the impression
of distance.

Last day commenced with a visit to the renowned hybridiser and rhododendron
nursery of Hachmann. Present owner, Holger, continues the work of his late
father Hans. The vistas of colour in the garden area and nursery were stunning.
We followed the production from cutting material to saleable plants. Lunch
was provided in a large glasshouse where several of their latest hybrids were
on show. These are as yet unnamed and unavailable but there were some very
interesting Fowers. Only a handful of the many crosses made ever reach com-
merce, and those that do are of the highest quality. There were plants for sale,
but returning by Ryanair cramped my wish list.

Onward to Hamburg, where we visited another public park: Planten un Blomen.
This park of 47 hectares in the city centre is a popular spot for locals and visitors,
and contains the old botanical garden of Hamburg. A particularly fne Davidia
involucrata waved many “handkerchiefs” in the breeze.

The grande fnale of the post conference tour was a boat trip round Hamburg
docks, viewing the fne architecture of the old warehouses, and the modern
quays where huge container ships unload their cargoes. Then back to Bremen
for goodbyes over a meal and some drinks.

This had been a superb conference superbly run and organised. My sincere
thanks to Hartwig and his lovely assistant Annelie Dau for the power of work
they put in to ensure its success.

Pictures in this article by John Roy
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Left: New Hachmann
hybrid Rhododendron
‘Midnight Mystique x
Midnight Beauty’
Below: A bench of possible
new Hachmann hybrids

Next page:

Top left: New Hachmann
hybrid Rhododendron
‘Midnight Beauty x
Midnight Mystique’
Top right: Rhododendron
‘Sonnenkuss’
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The Scottish

Rock Garden Club

For all those who love to grow, show and talk about plants and bulbs
www.srgc.org.uk

Join our friendly club and enjoy: ]

. Lectures and talks in 17 local groups all over Scotland

Help from international participants in our busy web site Forum at
www.srgc.org.uk

Our excellent, twice yearly journal, ‘T e Roc aiin—
Our annual seed exchange boasting over 4000 entries

Grants for horticulture students and plant hunters

Shows, conferences, garden visits and much more...

You can join on line by visiting our world renowned web site:
www.srgc.org.uk

Or by writing to us at:
SRGC, P.O.Box 14063
Edinburgh EH10 4YE
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Above: View to the Subansiri valley
Photo by John Roy

Below: Ya Jia in Sichuan
Photo by Marlene Storah







