AN ADVENTURE WITH PLANTS
Judy Barker
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lants are remarkable survivors and have
been around for far longer than we have.
Nearly twenty years ago I bought a few
garden chrysanthemums, but unlike most
perennials these did not come through the winter.
In the UK plant breeders from the 1950s were
breeding for larger flowers on shorter plants for
autumn use only. I had two allotments, but
trying to find winter-hardy chrysanthemums, as
opposed to autumn-hardy ones, proved to be
difficult.
So I started trialling plants; a trial
which, at its peak, generated over two hundred
cultivars. Slowly I was able to determine which
ones were hardy and which weren’t.

C. ‘Apollo’
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A lot of these plants appeared in the RHS Wisley
Garden Trials, and I spent a wonderful day going
through all the records from the 1950s onwards,
tracking names and finding out who had
submitted them. All the chrysanthemums in those
days were dug up at the end of the year, housed in
a cold greenhouse and fresh cuttings taken in
spring.
According to the National Chrysanthemum Society, there was no other way to treat
them.
C. ‘Chelsea Physic Garden’
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I was awarded full National Collection status by
Plant Heritage (then NCCPG) and was immediately
invited onto the RHS Wisley Chrysanthemum Trials
Committee. This started seven years of journeys from
J22 to J10 of the M25 every two weeks. Now I was
really in at the deep end, as the entire committee were
top National Chrysanthemum Society people. They
all talked in a code which I soon discovered was the
Chrysanthemum Register, a bit like reading a knitting
pattern. So I mastered the code and was allowed to
walk the trials field, marking the plants every two
weeks from August to November. Two toxic sprays
were applied twice a week to control disease, plus
large amounts of feed. The result was lovely flowers
but certainly not the sort of plants beloved by Hardy
Plant enthusiasts.
C. ‘Emperor of China’
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C. ‘Dulwich Pink’

C. ‘Mei-Kyo’

Eventually I was allowed to submit a few of my plants - five in the first year - but the committee
still insisted on digging everything up at the end of the year. My persistence paid off as I kept on
about my trials on open allotments where the plants were all left in for the winter, and slowly they
began to listen. In 2009 I was told that if I could provide 500 plants at no cost to the RHS, a winter
trial could take place; something the RHS had never attempted before. A lovely friend, who was a
retired Parks Superintendent, helped with the propagation and the trial went ahead.
Having planted out in May 2010, the first winter was mild. ‘Ah, a fluke’, the committee said. The
second winter went down to -17ºC, but when the committee turned up at the May meeting
expecting to see an empty field they were confronted by rows of healthy plants, which went on to
flower well that autumn.
By now the chrysanthemum breeder Dr Barrie Machin (on the committee) was very interested, as
he had never seen hardy chrysanthemums before. So every two weeks I took printouts of my
research to Wisley and we had many wonderful discussions over coffee. Why were these plants so
different?
He teased the answer out of me: in the 1920s - 1930s, breeders of hardy
chrysanthemums cross-pollinated their plants with wild species originating from a latitude of
around 45ºN across Eurasia, the edge of the last Ice Age. Breeding with these scruffy wild plants
enhanced the progeny’s ability to survive cold. However, in the UK we also have winter wet what survives a Minnesota winter may not do so well in Maidstone - so my allotment trials had
focused on refining them to suit the British climate.
These garden-worthy plants may never make the show bench, but for a real splash of colour at the
end of the year I feel they cannot be overlooked.
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