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PREFACE

IT STARTED with a small net of bulbs that my husband brought back from Amsterdam, where he had gone for a business meeting. By then, after a pleasurably rackety start to our marriage in a magnificent old Thames barge, we’d moved into our first house, in the brushed and combed countryside around Petworth in West Sussex. It was a long, low, brick cottage with a garden that ran away from the terrace at the front to a small copse of elm trees at the bottom.

This was our first garden, as well as our first house. My mother had had great hopes for the river bank against which our barge was moored and brought flag iris and primroses to decorate it. But the iris got washed away in the first winter floods and the primroses were all picked by those who strolled the towpath on Sundays.

The cottage had roses round the door (of course) and a large lawn with narrow borders either side. Rather randomly placed in the lawn was a small empty border, made around a drain cover. This was where I planted the bulbs, a tulip called ‘Gudoshnik’. At that stage it was the only bit of ground in the garden not swamped with brambles and weeds.

Those were the first tulips that I ever grew. Up to that point, I can’t remember that they had played much part in my life. There was an early drama when my brother used a bathroom window as the vantage point to try out his new airgun. He was a crack shot and, rather brilliantly I thought then, shot the tops off all the tulips in my mother’s herbaceous border. Much later, I remember a superb display in front of the conservatory at Kew, with pale lemon tulips bedded out among young plants of bronze fennel. I used to go to Kew sometimes at a weekend, to escape from a rather too frenetic life in Sixties London. Sometimes also, from the top of a No 9 bus, I’d catch a slash of brilliant red in the park as we approached Hyde Park Corner. Tulips again, massed for a spring display. That was what tulips represented then: mass bedding. Big, square-shouldered flowers in bright colours (usually red or yellow) used to paint the earth until it was time for geraniums. As an individual, the tulip seemed to have no existence at all.

But when in late April, ‘Gudoshnik’ began to unfurl its great flowers, it showed why the tulip had been such a sensation when it first came into our hands at the end of the sixteenth century. Here was a jewel flower, a flower of infinite variety, a flower to study for the complexity of its markings: the colour of the base, the flames that licked up the insides of the petals, the beautiful sheen, like the most expensive satin, on the outsides of the bloom, the delicate stamens, the colour of the pollen. For heaven’s sake, the tulip was saying, you’ve never really looked before, have you?

I hadn’t. And it was luck, pure luck – for my husband, though brilliant in many respects, doesn’t know a tulip from a tiger lily – that he had given me a tulip that was something much more than bright paint. In ‘Gudoshnik’ was a tulip which never produced one flower exactly like another. All the flowers were tall, and all had a background colour of pale creamy yellow. But each bloom was differently flecked and flamed with red and rose. Sometimes the markings were lightly applied, so that the flower seemed almost clear lemon. Others were heavily marked, streaked overall with a deep rose that drifted out almost imperceptibly into the base colour so you could never put a mark between the one shade and the other. And when you looked inside the flowers, even the plainer ones had bottoms that were a rich, deep blackish-blue, with black stamens that, as the flowers aged, shattered soot over the pale interior. ‘Well, Gudoshnik,’ I thought. ‘Well, well, well!’ And I was hooked.

There the matter rested for a bit, while I had another baby, learned to prune roses, and started to carve out a vegetable garden in the stiff clay beyond the lawn. But no spring ever passed after that without me growing tulips – some in pots, where I learned that they did very well, some in the narrow borders that I gradually began to clear either side of the lawn. And April became a time to look forward to almost more than any other time in the garden when, in the evenings, after the babies were in bed (they had to be in bed by six or by that stage in the day I’d have given them away to the first person that passed down the lane), I’d pour a glass of wine and wander out before it got dark to admire the new season’s arrivals: ‘Prinses Irene’ – a remarkable tulip of soft orange, flamed up the back of the outer petals with soft purple and hints of green; ‘Estella Rijnveld’ – an outrageous confection of frilly petals, striped like raspberry ripple ice cream with rich red on a white ground; ‘Meissner Porzellan’ – a charming late-April flowering tulip with flowers of infinite variety, some rose, some white, some cream, edged very finely with pink.

Then, because my husband was away quite a lot (and because I’m the kind of person that likes finding out stuff), I began reading tulip catalogues more seriously. There, tulips were arranged into different groups – Earlies, Fringed, Parrots, Darwin Hybrids – fifteen different classifications. My ‘Gudoshnik’ (the name means ‘artist’ in Russian) was a Darwin Hybrid, one of a famous race of tulips introduced in 1943 by the great nurseryman D W Lefeber of Lisse. He’d used a wild species tulip, the brilliant red T. fosteriana, found in the mountains south of Samarkand, to produce a race of tulips which became astonishingly successful in an age of mass bedding.

At that stage I knew nothing about wild tulips, where they grew, what they looked like, how many there were. If anyone had asked me where tulips came from, I’d have said Holland. Gradually, a different tulip map emerged for me, centred on Central Asia where so many of the wild species grow. Like so many other treasures, they travelled west along the old Silk Road, from Tashkent, through Samarkand, Bukhara, Turkmenistan, Baku, Jerevan, thrilling names to me, to arrive in Constantinople, the springboard for their eventual arrival in Europe. So the first questions I asked myself had to do with the species, the original building blocks from which came the tulips we plant in our gardens today. That was a delicious area to ferret about in.

But why the tulip? Well a love affair – any love affair – can only be sustained if the object of your devotion remains surprising, intriguing. The tulip was all of that. It has had more adventures than any Hollywood scriptwriter would dare invent. We are talking here about the sexiest, the most capricious, the most various, subtle, powerful and enthralling flower that has ever grown on earth. So I started to write about its adventures because very few people, apart from Daniel Hall (The Book of the Tulip), ever had.

Hall’s book had come out in 1929. Since then, apart from taxonomic studies, little had been said. I wrote, not because anyone had asked me to, or any publisher had commissioned a book, but because writing was the only way to sort out answers to the questions I kept asking myself. When there were no real tulips to look at, I haunted libraries, art galleries and museums, feeding on images created by painters who were obviously as mad about the flower as I was myself. The whole extraordinary episode of tulipomania – the tulip’s best known adventure – came into focus for me through Jan van Huysum, one of the great flower painters of the Dutch Golden Age. At the height of his career, he rarely commanded more than 5,000 guilders for a finished flower piece. But at a bulb auction in Alkmaar in 1637, a single bulb of the tulip ‘Admiral Liefkens’ changed hands for 4,800 guilders. It was cheaper to buy a painting of tulips, even from van Huysum, than to buy the real thing.

Eventually, after seven years, travelling, filling notebooks, growing more tulips each season, I had a typescript of more than a hundred thousand words. I’d followed the flower south into Crete, east into Turkey, north into the Netherlands. I’d unpicked a story that stretched through more than five hundred years of man’s devotion to this extraordinary flower. Well, I thought, as I laid the manuscript into a box: that was time well spent. But the tulip isn’t made to be shut in a box and Bloomsbury, after a rather thrilling auction, turned it into an unusually beautiful book. In it was every one of the 120 illustrations that I had pasted into my original manuscript.

After it was published, the book took on a heady life of its own, and I scrambled along madly in its wake, trying to keep up. There was a packed road trip in the UK, a two-week publicity tour that started in Edinburgh and ended in Southampton. There was America (I’d never been to the States) where Bloomsbury had just opened an office. Tulips had arrived in Manhattan with early Dutch colonists and the first time I ever walked down the canyon of Fifth Avenue in New York, cliffs of skyscrapers rising on either side, I thought of those first settlers, dying of disease, dying of starvation, while around them bloomed the flowers they had brought with them, the flowers that reminded them of home. In the basements of those skyscrapers, stifled now by bricks and concrete, lay the ghosts of the very first tulips ever to grow on American soil.

Tours in the States took me to Denver, Chicago, the Huntington Library at San Marino, Los Angeles, Portland, Seattle, Minneapolis, Richmond, Washington. And of course, New York, and a stupendous launch event at the Metropolitan Museum. In New York too, I remember fighting my way against the green tide of a St Patrick’s Day parade, trying to get to the car that was taking me to Martha Stewart’s television show, where she’d asked me to talk about the book. I remember Chicago – perhaps my favourite city in the States – and the tulip exhibition I organised there. We had paintings by Jan Brueghel, Ambrosius Bosschaert and Roelant Savery. We borrowed Iznik pottery, Delft chargers and some gorgeous textiles from the Fitzwilliam Museum in Cambridge. Harewood House lent some delicate pieces from a Coalport dessert service. We had Baltic silver from the seventeenth century, art nouveau lamps, a superb set of pewter chargers boldly engraved with tulips. We had early American furniture, Dutch Delft plates. And we had an Ottoman manuscript, the only one of its kind, that showed the elegant, etiolated tulips of that period in forty-nine stylised images. I had finally caught up with this rare artefact in a London auction room – had spent a memorable morning alone with it, the day before the sale – and had watched as it was sold to a private collector in Qatar. I knew the man who had handled the sale and, rather amazingly, he agreed to let me take this treasure for the Chicago exhibition. From there, it went straight to the new owner’s library, from which it may never again emerge.

In retrospect, I can say that the book came out at a good time, although neither I nor anyone else could have predicted that. I had, after all, been working on the manuscript for eight years. But in the year the book was published (1999), the dot-com boom was happening and economists were going back to tulipomania to see what they could learn from that cataclysmic event. It was the same message – greed makes people do odd things – but there’s no doubt in my mind that the book benefited from the conjunction. It got an astonishing amount of coverage. It shot into the bestseller lists. I read it on BBC Radio 4 as their Book of the Week. Because it was such a beautiful object, booksellers always displayed it well. I used to wave at it in shop windows, salute it in glossy magazines, where, as a piece of set dressing in some advertisement, it might lie negligently on an impossibly expensive sofa or a sleek metal table. I sat in trains opposite people reading it (longing of course to ask them what they thought of it, but not daring to). I signed more copies than any writer has a right to expect.

It was only after The Tulip was published that I could complete a piece of unfinished business with the flower. I knew by then of course that its heartland lay in Central Asia, and that in that savage and fabulous place there were more wild species of tulip than anywhere else on earth. So while my husband and I made the easier journeys that I described in the book – to see elegant Tulipa bakeri (as it was then called) flowering on the Omalos plain in Crete, to catch Tulipa julia sharing its shale-strewn slopes with wolves on the border between eastern Turkey and Iraq – I was all the time thinking about the more difficult one. How could we get ourselves to Kazakhstan, the cradle of this most gorgeous and variable of flowers?

We did get there, of course, and on that seminal journey, rode with a brilliant local guide, Vladimir Kolbintsev, through the mountains of my map, the peaks in late April still covered with snow. Here, with the lean, hardy horses, the bears emerging into clusters of fritillaries from their winter hibernation, the eagles soaring over the icy peaks, we could have been in the Middle Ages. With my field glasses and riding boots, I was the only anachronism in over five hundred square miles of wildness. Rounding a bluff one morning, we emerged to see sheets of tulips stretching over the slopes ahead as far as the eye could see. The sunny side of the valley was dominated by Tulipa greigii, perhaps the showiest of any of the wild species of tulip. Its leaves are mottled like snakeskin and its flowers have huge, fat, rounded petals, often described as bright red. But here T. greigii bloomed in all the colours of an Eastern sunset: orange flowers with yellow bases, yellow flowers marked up the centre with perfect red flames, salmon-pink flowers, feathered in lemon-yellow. Sometimes they had black basal blotches, as the taxonomists say they should. Often they didn’t. Diversity was what the tulips were after, not the dull conformity of the herbarium specimen. They played with form, tossed colours around with fabulous abandon, obeyed no diktats.

On the opposite side of the valley, the shadier, north-facing slope, were equally vast sheets of Tulipa kaufmanniana, pale lemon-yellow with a reddish wash on the outside surface of the petals. More correct, less adventurous, they did not show the variation so apparent in T. greigii. But by the stream that hurtled down from the heights to meet the river in the plain below, the two species met, shook hands and between them produced a range of children, the like of which would drive taxonomists into an early grave. Rules? Why bother, said the tulip, as it tried out yet another shape of petal, yet another combination of colours.

We were lodging in the village where Vladimir lived and in the evenings he would call by, to talk of what we had seen that day, or what we might do on the next. One evening he turned up with a bundle under his arm. He laid it on the table and carefully turned back the corners of the material that it was wrapped in. There, lying in its bed of handwoven cloth, was my book. The tulip on the cover (a Judith Leyster painting) gazed steadily at me. I gazed back.

By then the book and I had had many encounters. But nothing touched me more than this meeting in a small village house in Central Asia, one of the most remote places I had ever been. It was another strand in the web that the tulip was weaving around my life. ‘Do you know this woman?’ asked Vladimir, pointing to my name on the cover of the book. There was a silence. I thought of all those engrossing years, spent in the tulip’s company, of all it had taught me, of the adventures I had had with it. Beauty, grace, charm, refinement, distinction, they all lay with that astonishing, compelling flower. ‘Yes,’ I replied eventually. ‘Yes. I think I do.’


INTRODUCTION

THE MOST interesting things in life often happen by accident. That is how I found myself one May sitting outside a taverna at Alíkampos in the western half of Crete, with no guide book, no decent map, but an excellent collection of wild-flower books. I spoke little Greek and the village elders solemnly ranged around the table – high leather boots, thorn walking sticks, moustaches luxuriant enough to hide a family of mice – spoke even less English. Small cups of coffee, tots of lethal, white, homemade brandy and dishes of salted marrow seeds piled up around us as the books were passed around from hand to hand, all open at the picture of the same flower. It was Tulipa bakeri, named after the man, George Percival Baker, who had first collected this species in Crete.

It is not a particularly showy flower, compared with the wild, seductive, flamboyant tulips of the Crimea and Central Asia. The Cretan tulip is mauve-purple, with a pronounced and well-defined yellow blotch at its base. The backs of the petals are washed over with a faintly green flush, the overlay which gives so many tulips the texture of the finest, most luscious satin. But for some reason, I’d set my heart on finding it and Crete was its only known habitat. Intermittently, the Alíkampos elders set my flower books in front of me, opened at photographs of dragon arums, asphodels, and grape hyacinths. These, they indicated, they could show me by the hundred. But no one knew the tulip. More brandy was brought on to compensate for the disappointment.

Then, after a rapid exchange in Greek, one of the elders and a small boy beckoned me over to the hired car that I had parked nearby. I thought that they might need a lift, so we set off down the hairpin bends of the no-through road that leads to this hilltop village. Obeying violent hand signals from the old man, we bumped down a track off the road, parked, walked further down the hill and arrived suddenly at a small whitewashed building, no more than twelve feet by ten feet, standing by a spring.

The old man unlocked the door and, with a magician’s flourish, threw it open. It was a church, of course, though I didn’t know that until I stepped inside and saw the grave, elongated faces of a whole lexicon of saints staring out with pitted eyes from wall and ceiling. Eighth century, said the man, tracing the figures with the end of a beeswax candle. Byzantine. He lit the candle and I peered slowly round at the ancient saints, the dark ochre colours of the paintings disappearing and then coming to light again as the candle flame bent and flickered. It was a weird moment: expecting tulips and finding frescoes instead.

Indirectly, the saints led to the tulip, for the small boy, left outside sitting on a rock, had hijacked a passer-by and showed him the picture of the flower that I was looking for. ‘Omalós,’ he said triumphantly as we emerged. ‘Omalós,’ he said again, pointing at the picture and then somewhere to the west, way over the horizon. The next day I drove myself to Omalós, along narrow roads lined with clouds of blue scabious and heads of wild oats and barley. The backdrop was gargantuan: stony mountain peaks with thick flanks of snow.

Omalós is a bleak town set high on a pancake plain, imprisoned between walls of mountain. The plain was nibbled bare by sheep. It was so quiet that you could hear the seed pods of the wild spurges popping in the heat. I quartered the ground like a bloodhound, cheered at finding anemones in all colours, the wild forebears of the florist’s ‘De Caen’. It seemed likely that where there were anemones, there might also be tulips.

Without realising how much ground I had covered, I found after an hour or so that I was almost halfway up the mountain. The snow-line was clearly visible. I wanted to touch the snow and the track was easy. I calculated that it would take no more than an hour of climbing to get there. When I reached the snow, I found crocus on its melting edges. Even higher were flat, rock-hugging mats of an alpine anchusa, the flowers dazzling blue amongst the leaves. But no tulips.

At the top, I threw a snowball at an eagle before beginning a descent very much more rapid than the upward climb had been. Then, as I mooched back to the car, Tulipa bakeri suddenly sprang into view. I thought it was a mirage, but no. While I had been flailing up the ‘because-it’s-there’ route, they had been flowering in an area mercifully fenced off from grazing animals, on the old olive terraces of the Omalós plain. They were growing in thin, poor grassland, their shiny leaves poking out from sheaves of anemones, with orchids thrown in for good measure, as well as the strange pale-green-and-black flowers of Hermodactylus tuberosus. I gazed at them in respectful – no, more than that – in reverent silence. I could find nothing suitable to say. This was the first time I had seen tulips growing in the wild. I knew how Galahad must have felt when he finally caught up with the Grail.
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Tulip and Larkspur By Joris Hoefnagel c1590



At this moment, I happily recognised an obsession that had been creeping up on me for some time. I suppose there must be one or two people in the world who choose not to like tulips, but such an aberration is scarcely credible. Who could resist T. undulatifolia from northern Iran, with its brilliant crimson-scarlet flowers, the petals nipping in slightly at the waist to finish in sharp needle points? The backs of the outer petals are washed over in greeny-buff, so in bud it looks very sober. Then it flings open its petals and reveals itself as the wildly sexy flower it is. Who could not fall in love with the Cottage tulip ‘Magier’ as it opens its buds in May? The petals are soft milky-white splashed with purple around the edges. As the flower ages, which it does gracefully and well (a worthwhile attribute), the whole thing darkens and purple leaches out from the edges through the entire surface of the petals. It is a mesmerising performance.

But as in any love affair, after the initial coup de foudre you want to learn more about the object of your passion. The tulip does not disappoint. Its background is full of more mysteries, dramas, dilemmas, disasters and triumphs than any bessotted aficionado could reasonably expect. In the wild, it is an Eastern flower, growing along a corridor which stretches either side of the line of latitude 40 degrees north. The line extends from Ankara in Turkey eastwards through Jerevan and Baku to Turkmenistan, then on past Bukhara, Samarkand and Tashkent to the mountains of the Pamir-Alai, which, with neighbouring Tien Shan, is the hotbed of the tulip family.

As far as western Europe is concerned, the tulip’s story began in Turkey, from where in the mid-sixteenth century, European travellers brought back news of the brilliant and until then unknown lils rouges, so prized by the Turks. In fact they were not lilies at all but tulips. In April 1559, the Zürich physician and botanist Conrad Gesner saw the tulip flowering for the first time in the splendid garden made by Johannis Heinrich Herwart of Augsburg, Bavaria. He described its gleaming red petals and its sensuous scent in a book published two years later, the first known report of the flower growing in western Europe. The tulip, wrote Gesner, had ‘sprung from a seed which had come from Constantinople or as others say from Cappadocia’. From that flower and from its wild cousins, gathered over the next 300 years from the steppes of Siberia, from Afghanistan, Chitral, Beirut and the Marmaris peninsula, from Isfahan, the Crimea and the Caucasus, came the cultivars which have been grown in gardens ever since. More than 7,000 different tulips are listed in the International Register published regularly since 1929 by the Royal General Bulbgrowers’ Association in the Netherlands.
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Bloemstuk 1644 by Hans Bollongier (1600–1675) Frans Halsmuseum Haarlem



Holland was the setting for one of the strangest episodes in the long, mesmerising story of the tulip. The ‘Tulipomania’ that raged in Holland between 1634 and 1637 has puzzled historians and economists ever since. How could it have ever happened that single bulbs of certain kinds of tulips could change hands for sums that would have secured a town house in the best quarter of Amsterdam? How was it possible that at the height of the tulip fever, a bulb of ‘Admiral van Enkhuijsen’, weighing 215 azen, could sell for 5,400 guilders, the equivalent of fifteen years’ wages for the average Amsterdam bricklayer?1

Certain facts are brought forward to support less certain theories. The setting-up of the Dutch East India Company in 1602 and Amsterdam’s increasing importance as a port marked the beginning of an era of great prosperity for the Dutch. Merchants became rich, and in their wake, lawyers, doctors, pharmacists and jewellers did too. Adriaen Pauw, Lord of Heemstede, Keeper of the Great Seal of Holland and envoy of the States General to various foreign courts, was one of the directors of the new East India Company. His house, which was just outside Haarlem, stood in magnificent gardens where tulips grew clustered around a mirrored gazebo. The mirrors gave the illusion that the hundreds of blooms were thousands, for even Adriaen Pauw could not afford to plant thousands of tulips. For rich merchants, fountains, aviaries of rare birds and temples in the Greek style were standard accoutrements of the garden. But the tulip was the ultimate status symbol, the definitive emblem of how much you were worth. In the 1980s, the City trader’s Porsche performed the same function, though in a cruder way. Among the many rare tulips in Pauw’s garden was the entire known stock of ‘Semper Augustus’, the most beautifully marked of all the red and white striped tulips of the early seventeenth century. By the 1640s, when tulipomania was officially over, there were thought to be only twelve bulbs of ‘Semper Augustus’ still in existence, priced at 1,200 guilders each. This was the equivalent of three times the average annual wage in mid-seventeenth-century Holland, perhaps £80,000 in modern-day terms.

If you could not afford the flowers themselves, you commissioned an artist such as Ambrosius Bosschaert or Balthasar van der Ast to paint tulips for you. Even the grand master of Dutch flower painting, Jan van Huysum, could rarely command more than 5,000 guilders for a painting. But a single bulb of the tulip ‘Admiral Liefkens’ changed hands for 4,400 guilders at an auction in Alkmaar on 5 February 1637, while ‘Admiral van Enkhuijsen’ was even more expensive at 5,400 guilders. The last of the big spenders bid at this auction of tulip bulbs: ninety-nine lots which realized 90,000 guilders, perhaps as much as £6 million in today’s money. Because the sale was held in February, while the bulbs were still in the ground, each was sold by its weight at planting time, the weights recorded in azen. Offsets carry the same characteristics as their parents. That is why they were valuable. They were the equivalent of the interest earned on the capital invested in the bulb. Tulip seed, by comparison, usually produces a wide number of variations on the theme of the parent bulb.

Selling tulip bulbs by weight seemed sensible but the system contained the germs of its own destruction. Once the concept of the azen had taken hold, these azens could be traded on their own account, without the bulbs actually changing hands at all. The azens took on a ‘futures’ life of their own and the tulip itself, in Zbigniew Herbert’s words, ‘grew pale, lost its colours and shapes, became an abstraction, a name, a symbol interchangeable with a certain amount of money’.2 For this, tradesmen mortgaged their houses, weavers their looms. Many were bankrupted. Innkeepers flourished, for it was in the inns that most trading took place and the drietje or wine money was an integral part of each tulip deal.

In the end, there is no way to explain why tulip fever affected the solid, respectable burghers of Holland in such an aberrant way. They were possessed, obsessed by this flower with its intoxicating aura of the infidels who, as recently as 1529, had been battering at the gates of Vienna. And the flower itself had a unique trick which added dangerously to its other attractions. It could change colour, seemingly at will. A plain-coloured flower such as Councillor Herwart’s red tulip, might emerge the following spring in a completely different guise, the petals feathered and flamed in intricate patterns of white and deep red. Seventeenth-century tulip lovers could not know that these ‘breaks’ were caused by a virus which was spread by aphids for the research that provided the answer to a mystery that had intrigued and ensnared tulip growers for centuries was only carried out in the late 1920s. Connoisseurs throughout Europe (and in the Ottoman Empire) had always rated ‘broken’ flowers more highly than plain-coloured ones. For that reason, the broken flowers were the ones that commanded outrageous prices. But out of a batch of a hundred tulips only one or two would turn their coats each year and emerge the following season with highly desirable ‘feathered’ or ‘flamed’ flowers. As all the bulbs received exactly the same treatment, no grower could fathom the reasons for these differences. Each broken flower, each superbly complex pattern was as original as a fingerprint. The virus was the joker in the tulip bed. Since its cause was for so long not known, its effects could not be controlled. Fortunately, once a bulb had broken, it remained broken and the offsets produced by the bulb carried the same characteristics. But the virus had the effect of weakening the tulip, so offsets were not produced so freely and vigorously as might be the case with a virus-free bulb. Consequently, fine broken varieties such as ‘Semper Augustus’ were slow to increase, and that in turn increased their value.
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A plate from the Hortus Eystettensis (1613), a record of the collection of flowers in the garden of the Prince-Bishop of Eichstätt



The virus works by partly suppressing the laid-on colour of a tulip, its anthocyanin, leaving the underlying colour, always white or yellow, to show through. The contrasting red or purple of a broken tulip looks as though it has been painted on the petals with a fine camel-hair brush. Sometimes the feathered and flamed markings make symmetrical patterns and these were always highly prized by tulip fanciers. The contrasting colours of a broken tulip are always sharply defined, the effect quite distinct from the indeterminate flushes of different colours displayed on the backs of tulips such as ‘Prinses Irene’ or the pink and white species T. clusiana, the Lady Tulip. The base of a broken tulip always remains pure white or yellow. The contrast between the purity of the base and the patterned petals was an important criterion of excellence among the florists who, from the middle of the seventeenth century, cultivated the tulip as one of six florists’ flowers, shown in keenly contested competition.

Deeply intrigued by the process of breaking and spurred on, no doubt, by the thought of the vast sums of money to be netted from a good break, early growers noted the characteristic effects of the virus on the tulip – the mottled leaves, the smaller flower, the reduced vigour of the plant – without ever being in a position to relate effects to cause.

The very word ‘virus’ was not understood in the modern sense3 until the 1880s. Only the advent of the electron microscope in the late 1920s gave researchers the necessary means to unravel its true nature. Aided just by the evidence of their own enquiring eyes, early growers had a thousand theories about the best way to bring about the magic break. Some charlatans sold miracle recipes for the purpose at a guinea a time. Some fools bought them. Pigeon dung was a favourite catalyst, as was plaster from old walls, and water that ran from dung hills. Some growers, taking their cue from contemporary alchemists, laid the desired colours in powdered paint on their tulip beds, expecting the colours
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