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Readers of my notes a year
ago will perhaps recall the
high hopes I had for Echium
candicans surviving the  hard
winter to flower in my
garden. Sadly it was not to
be. Despite protecting it
with garden fleece, sub-zero
temperatures and frequent
rain reduced my precious
plant to a soggy pile and
with it my dream of a future
spectacle. The January gloom,
however, was in part relieved
when my potted plant of
Chrysosplenium macrophyllum (fig. 1) produced an eye-sparkling display of pale
green and white pink-tinted and frilly-margined flower heads that made a
mockery of the shrivelled brown leaves and dark brown twigs of the shrubs
around. How such a bold, fleshy perennial can survive low temperatures to bring
such winter cheer is beyond me, but I complain not. Memories of my recently
departed echium returned to me in February when I spent a week with my family
on Tenerife in the Canary Isles, a special birthday treat for my wife Sue. It was to
be a family holiday, not a botanical one, but where can you go on that island and
not see plants, especially exotic and exciting ones? 

As it happens we spent three nights at the Parador in Las Cañadas, the vast
caldera floor of Mt Teide, Tenerife’s active and impressive volcano, which is how
I came across Echium wildpretii (fig. 2). Those who have seen or grown this
spectacular species, which is endemic in the wild in Tenerife and La Palma will
be familiar with its large rosette of narrow, long-pointed, silvery hairy leaves and,
should it thrive, the densely packed column of red flowers which precedes its
seeding and ultimate demise, for it is not a long-lived plant. I have seen it
flowering in the Abbey Gardens, Tresco, and in protected cultivation in some
mainland gardens. but a hardy and easy-peasy plant it is not. Hence my

President’s perspective – 
plants, people and places

Roy Lancaster
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Fig. 1 Chrysosplenium macrophyllum
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excitement and pleasure when, on our first
excursion into the lunar landscape that is
Las Cañadas, at 6500ft we found numerous
examples of the skeletal remains of the
previous year’s seedheads on steep rocky
slopes and cliffs. Although long spent, these
seedheads still retained a firm structure,
occasionally up to 2m tall, and were quite
beautiful when lit by the early morning or
evening sun, their bristle-like hairs shining
like fibre optics. Plentiful, also, were the
overwintering rosettes, some of which
would flower later in the year. Exposed to
the sun’s heat and a rarefied atmosphere in
summer, Las Cañadas is snow-covered in
winter which helps explain why this echium
is less often seen in cultivation than the
much taller blue-flowered and free-seeding
E. pininana. 

In mid-May I made a now familiar
journey through northern France to attend

Les Journées des Plantes de Courson, or the Courson Flower Show, which these
last 25 years has been held in the parkland surrounding the Chateau de Courson
which itself is situated in a pleasant, wide green landscape of fields and scattered
woodland. The show is held twice a year, in May and October, and attracts a loyal
fan base and increasing numbers of new visitors from Europe and the UK who

enjoy its relaxed rural atmosphere
and the opportunity of buying
quirky new and exciting plants
for their gardens. Of course there
is much more to do and see,
including famous faces, but this
is one show where the plants, not
the celebrities, are the stars. I am
fortunate in having been one of
the judges there since 1988,
which means I have seen over 
the years a great many new
introductions and this year was
no exception. Leaving aside

Fig. 2 Echium wildpretii

Fig. 3 Ophiopogon planiscapus ‘Black Beard’
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woody plants, there were plenty of
interesting perennials to enjoy, such 
as Ophiopogon planiscapus ‘Black
Beard’ (fig. 3) and the contrasting
Carex trifida ‘Rekohu Sunrise’, both 
as tough as old boots, whilst Festuca
glauca ‘Intense Blue’ (fig. 4) really 
was, to my eyes at least, an
improvement on several other fescues
of similar hue I have grown over the
years. I was also attracted to Libertia
ixioides ‘Goldfinger’ (fig. 5), a golden
leaved version of a perennial I first
found growing on the rocky shores of
Lake Rotoiti in North Island New
Zealand, in which country it is native. I
returned from the show with our car
boot filled with such goodies as
Bletilla striata ‘Albostriata’, two
strikingly variegated hostas, ‘First
Frost’(fig. 6) and ‘El Niño’, which, in
pots, adorned the steps of our front
door last summer and, last but not least, a clutch of those rich and colourful
heuchera hybrids which I find irresistible as container decorations around the
outside of the house. 

Most years, the Courson Spring Show takes place just a few days before the
Chelsea Flower Show, which
means a quick return across
(or rather under) the Channel
in time for an early
exploration on the Sunday, the
last full day of staging.
Naturally I made a beeline for
the Hardy Plant Society
exhibit to be greeted by
members of our team putting
in the final touches. I was
immensely impressed with all
I saw, and knowing well
enough how much planning,

Fig. 4 Festuca glauca ‘Intense Blue’

Fig. 5 Libertia ixioides ‘Goldfinger’
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thought, energy and time
goes into such exhibits I
wished them well for the
morrow, judgement day. The
following morning, as in
previous years, our exhibit
was attracting a great deal of
attention from visitors and
press and to cap it all it was
selected as the location for a
special ceremony in the
afternoon when the RHS
Victoria Medal of Honour
(VMH) was presented by
HM the Queen, the society’s
patron, to HRH the Prince
of Wales, with the Society’s
President Giles Coode-
Adams and the Press Corps
in attendance. Well, we 
all know what happened
following the judges’ visit,
and the award of a Gold
Medal has already been
celebrated in The Hardy
Plant last autumn. I wish,
however, to add my own
congratulations, as well as
to the Cheshire Group for
their Silver Gilt Medal
at Tatton Park and the
Chairman’s Cup at Southport

Flower Show, the Derbyshire Group for their Gold Medal at the Bakewell Flower
Show, and the West Yorkshire Group for their Gold and Silver Medals at the
Harrogate Autumn Show. In January it was announced that the HPS Chelsea
stand had received the Holford Medal – awarded annually for the best exhibit of
plants and/or flowers (fruit and vegetables excluded) staged by an amateur or
group of amateurs. I cannot emphasise enough the credit these exhibits and
awards bring to our Society and the pleasure they bring to all who see them, so
it’s hip hip hurrahs to all who help fly the flag at these events.

Fig. 6 Hosta ‘First Frost’

Fig. 7 Lilium mackliniae
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In late May Sue and I visited
Glendoick, near Perth, to help
celebrate Peter and Patricia Cox’s
joint 75th birthdays. The occasion
was also an excuse for British
members of the 1981 Sino-British
Expedition to the Cangshan in
Yunnan, China, to have a get-
together and for us to take a stroll
through the famous Woodland and
Stream Garden on the hillside
above the house. It was looking
lovely and with so many plants in
flower it would be difficult to pick
out the best. Among the
perennials seen though, I much
admired a recent introduction of
Lilium mackliniae (fig. 7) in bud,
darker pink than others I have seen.
There was also a superb clump of
Podophyllum aurantiocaule with
gorgeous foliage shielding the
white flowers and a handsome
clump in flower of the North
American bear grass Xerophyllum
tenax (fig. 8). Rare in British
gardens, and then mainly in the
North, this curious member of Melanthiaceae I have several times seen in the
wild and most recently in September last year when visiting Mt Hood in the
Oregon Cascades. 

In June, at the Sir Harold Hillier Gardens in Hampshire, I noted in the
Centenary Border a fine stand of a robust version of our native common valerian,
Valeriana officinalis subsp. sambucifolia (fig. 9). I had encountered this plant for
the first time earlier that month on Mt Floyen above Bergen in Norway where it
grows with Polygonatum odoratum and Alchemilla filicaulis subsp. vestita, a
downy lady’s mantle also found in Britain. The valerian in the border was a good
2m tall and very impressive with its large panicles of white to pale pink-flushed
flowers and its bold pinnate foliage, larger than in the typical form which the late
Graham Thomas referred to as ‘cat’s valerian’ because cats apparently adore it.
Can anyone confirm this? 

Fig. 8 Xerophyllum tenax
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We all enjoy those red-letter
days in our gardens when a much
loved plant flowers with us for the
first time. It might be something we
have had for a long time which
suddenly obliges us, or else a plant
more recently acquired performing
without fuss and on cue. Either
way, it can have a therapeutic
effect, if only to have us dancing
around shouting ‘Yes, yes!’

One of my red-letter days
occurred in August when the stout,
twin shoots of Roscoea purpurea f.
rubra ‘Red Gurkha’ (fig. 10)
produced their gorgeous, fiery
orchid-like blooms. My plant, left
on our doorstep by a nurseryman

friend in 2008, grows in a clay pot, and from the moment the shoots emerged into
the outside world last summer, my anticipation and pleasure increased with each
passing day. I am truly fortunate to have seen the typical plant, Roscoea
purpurea, flowering on Phulchoki, a hill above the Kathmandu valley in Nepal, in
1971. Its stout shoots clothed with two opposite ranks of bold, wavy-edged,
parallel-veined leaves were surmounted by 2–3 big, pale purple flowers, the large
lower lip of each deeply notched above a pale base. For many years I grew this
species, a Tony Schilling collection (No. 1185) also from the Kathmandu Valley,

in a sunny border by our
house. It was always the 
last of the roscoeas I grew 
to appear, and it always
gladdened my heart when it
did. Imagine my amazement
when, in the 1990s, I heard
on the grape vine news of
the discovery of a bright red
form of this species made 
by an Oxford University
expedition to Central Nepal.

I first read of it in the
Bulletin of the Alpine

Fig. 9 Valeriana officinalis subsp. sambucifolia

Fig. 10 Roscoea purpurea f. rubra ‘Red Gurkha
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Garden Society, then in the
celebrated Curtis’s Botanical
Magazine and more recently
in Jill Cowley’s ‘must have’
monograph The Genus
Roscoea (2007). Now, here
it was before me in my
garden, given pride of place
on the steps where all 
could admire it, if necessary
through the windows of our
sitting room. The following
month Sue and I flew into
Seattle heading for Dan
Hinkley’s home, Windcliff.
It was our first visit to his
new garden, which sits on a
bluff looking out across
Puget Sound towards the distant city and, beyond it, seemingly in the sky, the
massive snow-covered summit of Mt. Rainier in the Cascades. We arrived after
dark, but the next morning, on leaving to tour the garden through the main
entrance, I could not help but notice a potted plant of ‘Red Gurkha’ in full flower
outside the door. Touché.

Dan’s garden would need an article of its own to do it the justice it deserves.
Suffice to say, I left with my notebook crammed with names and comments,
vowing to return. I had been invited to the Pacific North West to deliver three
lectures, two in Seattle and another to the Oregon Hardy Plant Society in
Portland. It was by no means the first time I have lectured in the North West and I
have many friends there, and once again enjoyed the warm welcome and
legendary hospitality offered to all gardening visitors from the old country. 

No sooner had I returned home than I was off to Malvern to attend the HPS
Autumn Study Weekend organised, and brilliantly so, by the Worcestershire
Group. There were so many things I enjoyed, not least our visit to see the
Michaelmas daisies and other plants at the Old Court Nurseries in Colwall, where
we were delighted to meet Paul Picton, who proudly introduced us 
to the newest member of the family-run firm, his daughter, Helen, fresh from
University (fig. 11). The overwhelming feeling I came away with from the
Weekend, however, having talked with members from all over Britain, was how
fortunate I am to be President of such a friendly, sharing, caring, vibrant and 
fun-loving Society.

Fig. 11 Old Court Nurseries: Paul Picton and his daughter
Helen with Aster ‘Helen’
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