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Introduction

Flowers have had a huge part to play in a great many cultures throughout history. They appear in varying roles in many places, as materials for decoration, ritual, medicines, dyestuffs and symbols. They have attracted human interest for ever (we know that even Neanderthals buried their dead with flowers), but actively cultivating them is more recent.

This book tells the story of one hundred flowers as they came into our gardens, with an emphasis on the history of each as a cultivated plant. There is a bias towards the flowers of cool temperate climes, of Europe, North America and eastern Asia, but also some reference to warmer regions. These are the flowers we think the reader will know best, as garden plants, present in the wider landscape or common across broad regions as wild flowers. Others may be overwhelmingly more familiar as cut flowers, picked up in the corner shop or supermarket. Some may be mainly known as symbols or emblems, their stylized forms appearing on flags or badges.
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Hemerocallis fulva, day lily; see here.



What are flowers?

Nowadays we all know that flowers are about reproduction. ‘Do you realize’, declared the great Brazilian landscape designer Roberto Burle Marx, ‘that when you give someone a bunch of flowers, you are giving them a bunch of sex organs?’ And yet, in Christian Europe at any rate, no one realized this until the sixteenth century; it is generally accepted that the first clear indication of gender in plants came in 1694, when the professor of natural philosophy at the University of Tübingen in Germany, Rudolph Jacob Camerarius, published a memoir concerning some experiments he had made with a variety of plants. He concluded that pollen was necessary for the production of seed, and that plants, or plant parts, could be described as male or female. The colours and scents of flowers, we now know, are all about attracting pollinators, to make them transfer male pollen to female stigma. They do this inadvertently, being essentially tricked into it by the promise of sweet nectar.
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Wisteria sinensis, wisteria; see here.



We all know about bees (and butterflies), and many of us live in countries where it is easily understood that some birds undertake pollination too. The first flowers, however, were probably pollinated by beetles, and since then many plants have evolved to aim their lures at flies, wasps, slugs, mice, bats, lizards and monkeys. It might even be argued that some plants in cultivation have evolved to be pollinated by us, in the form of breeders waving fine-point scissors and narrow brushes to transmit pollen carefully from one specifically chosen flower to another.

Flowers once cut are abstracted from the plant that grows them, to be put in a vase, strung on a thread to decorate a sacred image, or added to food; separated from the plant that bears them, they are inevitably temporary, transient, fleeting. However, cultures that learned to grow crops soon turned their hand to growing flowers, too; garden flowers will repeat (grow again) often for many years, or at least scatter their seed to ensure flowering the next year, making them a much more lasting proposition.
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Prunus x yedoensis ‘Somei-Yoshino’, Japanese cherry; see here.



The beauty of flowers is to some extent compromised by their transience – we cannot enjoy them for long. Since the vast majority appear at a particular time of year, that transience is linked to an appreciation and celebration of the seasons. Many have, not surprisingly, become seasonal icons and symbols: among them tulips for spring, chrysanthemums for autumn and cyclamen for winter. Flowers themselves may come and go quickly, but in some species the specially evolved leaves around them last much longer, giving them a quality of longevity that has particularly recommended them to us. With bougainvilleas, arum lilies and poinsettias, for example, most of us are hardly aware of the flowers, only the large, colourful and durable bracts.

Flowers may have co-evolved with their pollinators, but humanity has introduced a very different set of criteria in the process of breeding. Double flowers – dysfunctional freaks of nature, but selected and propagated by gardeners – have often been a favourite, for millennia in the case of the rose. Nature often throws up other mutations, such as white flowers, or colours that are distinct and different from the normal run of the species. These ‘colour breaks’ are one of the drivers of breeding for the cut-flower and nursery industry; we humans, it seems, want to have our flowers in all colours, hence ‘blue’ roses and ‘pink’ daffodils. Plants with flowers that are genetically malleable, that make themselves available in different shapes and colours, have proved particularly popular throughout history.

Our one hundred flowers appear here in a very approximate historical order, arranged alphabetically by Latin name within each period. We start with the classical world of ancient Greece and Rome, from which we have a considerable body of literature, many mentions of particular flowering plants, and even images of some preserved in Roman frescoes. We move on to the post-Roman world, including, crucially, Tang-dynasty China, one of the world’s great civilizational moments. Many of the favourite flowers of this period had been in cultivation for a long time before it, but records are sketchy; in the Tang, however, we see the creation of one of the world’s most influential garden traditions.

Our story then moves to the medieval period in Europe, a much maligned era when in fact real progress was made on many fronts, in gardening as much as anything else. This was also the era when the Islamic world developed a rich garden culture, which was increasingly shared with Europe. The centuries between the medieval era and the rapid changes of the nineteenth century were dominated horticulturally by the Edo period in Japan, an extraordinary time when the country turned inwards and gardening became an obsession for a relatively prosperous population. In the nineteenth century – the Age of Empire – an enormous range of plants were introduced to Europe and North America from all over the world, and gardening came of age as a mass-market hobby in the newly industrialized countries. We end in the twentieth century, when growing sophistication and consumer demand greatly increased the quantity and range of species grown.
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Viola odorata, sweet violet; see here.



It remains to be seen what new developments will transpire as the twenty-first century progresses. Perhaps varieties that are little thought of now will come to new prominence, not to mention the breakthroughs that will inevitably result from new developments in plant-breeding and genetic engineering. There is certainly always the appetite for flowers, both commercially and as something very close to most human hearts.



Achillea millefolium (Asteraceae)

Yarrow

Soldier’s friend

[image: image]

There is a strong odour around every species of Achillea, which gives a clue to the plant’s having a chemistry that has long made it useful. Some of this is ‘allelopathic’, that is to say, the plant produces chemicals that inhibit the growth of other plant species, and which also, by tasting unpleasant, help to protect it against predators. For us, the astringency and antibacterial qualities of its foliage have made it very useful as a poultice on wounds, to reduce bleeding and to limit infection; it therefore became a vital plant to have on hand for soldiers. Not for nothing did Carl Linnaeus name it for Achilles, the greatest of the ancient Greek warriors. Old names in English stress this too: soldier’s woundwort, bloodwort, staunchgrass. It was used to dress battle wounds as late as the Civil War of the 1860s in the United States.

The plant’s bitterness has meant that it was frequently used to flavour beer, and it was really displaced in this role only by the gradual spread of hops in the post-medieval period. Yarrow also contributed something extra to the feeling of intoxication, and there is a definite hint in many traditions that the plant could be used in a way that encouraged hallucinatory visions. Second sight or the knowledge of one’s future marriage partner might be granted to those who went to sleep with a yarrow stalk poked up their nose, while for the ancient Chinese, the stalks began to be used for divination, possibly as early as the Warring States period (475–221 bc). This became formulated as the standard method of casting the I Ching, which has become the most important method of divination in Chinese culture; fifty yarrow stalks are used, preferably from as near to the home of the diviner as possible.

This particular species of Achillea is very widespread, across both Eurasia and North America, where it has found a medicinal use in the culture of almost all tribal people. Other species are more restricted in distribution and had more specialized uses. The damp-loving A. ptarmica, for example, has a milder aroma, and in sixteenth-century England it was used in salads, as a flavouring herb, and to make tea or snuff.

Origin

East Asia

Longevity

Long-lived perennial

Size

To 1 m (3 ft)

Habitat

Woodland edge

Colours

Yellow, but cultivated forms can be had in every colour except blue




[image: image]

A single yarrow flower, one of a hundred or so to be found in a head.





Alcea rosea (Malvaceae)

Hollyhock

Sturdy self-seeder

[image: image]

Hollyhocks and the closely related mallows have been grown since time immemorial for their soft, mucilaginous leaves, which are good to eat or to feed to animals, or for use as a herbal treatment when something soothing is needed. They taste of nothing, which is why we don’t eat them today. Ironically, these plants can also produce long, tough fibres, and several of their relatives have been important commercially as a source of fibre.

These are very easy decorative plants, with an amazing ability to self-seed, especially into cracks in paving. While they are only short-lived, they so often proliferate and spread, and their flowers come in such a remarkably wide range of colours, that they have become part of the personality of some places – the Île de Ré off the west coast of France being a good example.

Hollyhocks are probably of Middle Eastern origin, but they have been around for so long that it is impossible to tell. We do know, however, that the Aoi Matsuri festival, held in Kyoto every May, in which hollyhock leaves are a major element, has one of the longest runs of continual celebration in the world – since the sixth century. The leaves (but not the flowers) were used as a crest by the Tokugawa family, who established the Edo period (1603–1867) of Japanese history. The dynasty’s founder, Tokugawa Ieyasu, used his hollyhock emblem instead of the imperial chrysanthemum as a way of distancing himself from the throne and the powers behind it.

A. rosea seems to have become a European garden plant during the medieval period, and it may have come to Europe via the Crusades. Several colour forms can be seen in German paintings from around this time. The early seventeenth century brought the introduction of A. ficifolia from Russia, bringing in genes for yellow flowers. By the eighteenth century the hollyhock had become a common cottage-garden plant across Europe. During the next century a great many varieties were selected, propagated from cuttings and given names; hollyhock rust then appeared, and in a few years these all disappeared. From then on the plant would be grown only as a seed-raised biennial.

Origin

Cool temperate climates across the northern hemisphere

Longevity

Short-lived perennial

Size

To 2 m (6 ft)

Habitat

Open situations with disturbed ground

Colours

Almost all, including ‘almost black’, apart from bright orange and blues
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The seed head of a hollyhock splits open to produce up to ten seeds.





Anemone coronaria (Ranunculaceae)

Anemone

Miracle from the Holy Land

[image: image]

This old genus in evolutionary terms, spread widely across the globe, encompasses some very different plants. It is one over which botanists have tended to squabble. The latest thinking suggests we may soon have more anemones, as other genera get reclassified. Hepatica and Pulsatilla, for instance, may soon lose their own identity, which will make sense to many gardeners who already know them as very similar small spring flowers.

Our example here is the blood-red spring wild flower of the Mediterranean, which would have been familiar to the ancient civilizations of the region. It became a surprise feature for some medieval Italian trading cities, too, as soil brought from the Holy Land as ships’ ballast sprouted spectacular flowers, which were proclaimed to be miraculous, prompting pilgrims to carry seed all over Europe. Meanwhile the Ottomans had been growing them in gardens, and making selections and quite possibly hybridizing; by the end of the sixteenth century these had arrived in southern Europe via the same Italian trading cities. From there they spread northwards, although they did not grow well in the cool north of Europe, and gardens had to be expensively restocked every few years.

It is the hybrids of A. coronaria that we are familiar with as cut flowers, or as short-lived garden plants. The Dutch began to grow them commercially in the seventeenth century, but it was growers in Normandy in the eighteenth who produced the strains we grow today: ‘St Brigid’ and ‘de Caen’.

The anemones of the European and American woods may have been in plant-collectors’ gardens by the early seventeenth century, but they were always too subtle, and too slow-growing to attract much attention, although during the twentieth century they came to be increasingly appreciated by plant connoisseurs. Some southern European woodland species, however, can be treated as bulbs, and will in some circumstances eventually spread to form spectacular garden colonies in older gardens, generally around trees planted in lawns, where shade weakens the grass at the base of the trunk.

Origin

Cool temperate and Mediterranean climates across the northern hemisphere, with some in the southern

Longevity

Long-lived perennials

Size

Most under 30 cm (12 in), Far Eastern woodland types to 1.2 m (4 ft)

Habitat

A very wide range of habitats, from woodland to open conditions

Colours

Reds, pinks, white, blue-purples; no real yellows, oranges or true blues




[image: image]

The buds of anemones are surrounded by deeply incised bracts.





Calendula officinalis (Asteraceae)

English marigold

Sacred to Mary

[image: image]

This plant is named for the ‘Kalends’ – the first day of every month in Latin – because it can potentially be had in flower every month of the year. An annual weed familiar around the Mediterranean, sprouting rapidly from seed with the first rains of autumn, it was known to Roman writers mainly as a flower with which to garland statues in temples, a function that was taken up with alacrity by Hindus when it was introduced to India by Europeans at some point in the seventeenth century. (It has since largely been replaced as a temple flower by the distantly related but more productive Tagetes marigolds.) Along with a vast number of other flowers it was sacred to the Virgin Mary, which accounts for its name in English: ‘Mary-gold’.

In fact, our Calendula is a hybrid of unknown and surely ancient origin, as revealed by research in 1974, between the two western Mediterranean species known to the Romans. It is a more robust plant than its parents, and, if the conditions are right in terms of temperature and moisture, it can indeed bloom every month of the year.

This was never an important medicinal herb, but it appeared in a number of magical recipes and rituals and was also popular as a culinary herb – for the vibrant colour of its flowers rather than its flavour – being used in soups, stews, dumplings and puddings. Its colour ensured that it was used time and again as a substitute for the very expensive saffron. Its availability made it useful, too, since it is an easy plant to grow. In northern Europe, seeds could be sown in spring or even autumn for a summer crop of cheerful yellow, which would carry on until the first hard frost.

The colour echoes that of the sun, and the flowers have a tendency to close up at night, an aspect that was remarked on in a couplet by the English king Charles I, who wrote while a prisoner during the Civil War in the mid-seventeenth century: ‘The Marigold observes the Sun, More than my Subjects me have done.’

Origin

Mediterranean region

Longevity

Annual

Size

About 30 cm (12 in)

Habitat

Fields, waste ground, gardens

Colours

Yellow and orange




[image: image]

The seed head of an English marigold has rows of neatly arranged seeds.





Centaurea cyanus (Asteraceae)

Cornflower

Royal Prussian favourite

[image: image]

Once a common weed in grain fields, this is an arable weed that has now been almost eliminated by herbicides and the improved cleaning of seed grain. Pretty as its intensely blue flowers may have been, our ancestors must have cursed it from ancient times, since its tough stems blunt the stems of sickles – it was even known as ‘hurt-sickle’ in seventeenth-century England. There was also a belief that in years of bad weather, the seed of cereal crops such as wheat or rye would actually produce cornflowers rather than cereals.

Believed to have been widespread across Europe as the glaciers melted, the cornflower retreated before the advancing woodland and grassland; being an annual, it needs open ground for its seed to germinate in. However, it reconquered Europe through Neolithic farmers, who brought it back with them as they, and their practices, spread it along with their wheat, rye and barley.

The colour, pure and unusual, has long attracted people to grow it simply for pleasure, and the plant is known to have been cultivated in medieval times; by the early seventeenth century the Prince-Bishops of Eichstätt in southern Germany were growing some seven varieties, as documented in their monumental book Hortus Eystettensis.

The cornflower was never of much importance as a herb, although one sixteenth-century writer promoted it for inflammation, particularly of the eyes. The colour of the petals is fugitive as a dye and really only finds a use as a decorative element in salads. It is a good colour for symbolism, though; it became a favourite flower of the Prussian royal family during the eighteenth century, and was promoted as a buttonhole flower to celebrate the king’s birthday and show support for royalism.

This is merely one of many European species of Centaurea, which vary greatly in their life span and habitat. The genus is named after Chiron, the centaur of classical legend, a healer who, it is said, cured his own hoof with the plant. The medieval English writer Geoffrey Chaucer records the very common knapweed, C. nigra, as a herb for spicing up food; it maintained a minor medicinal use, primarily for dressing wounds, until the nineteenth century.

Origin

Mediterranean region, southern Europe, as an arable weed elsewhere

Longevity

Annual

Size

About 60 cm (24 in)

Habitat

Disturbed fertile soil in open, sunny places

Colours

Intense blue, with pink, dark red and white forms
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The base of the flower head and, later, the seed head is distinctive and can be used to distinguish the different species.





Chrysanthemum ‘Heather James’ (Asteraceae)

Chrysanthemum

Imperial symbol

[image: image]

Chrysanthemum fashions have come and gone for thousands of years. The flower has been cultivated in China for more than 3,000 years, referred to in early records usually as yellow, the colour of certain wild species. They stood out because they bloomed in autumn, after the heat of the summer, and this is one reason for their popularity ever since. It also helps to explain why they have often been linked to death; in some cultures they must never be given to people, only used for funerary decoration, and in parts of Italy a gift of the flowers is considered a curse.

By the time of the Qin dynasty (221–207 bc) in China there were almost certainly several varieties, since there was a grand market for chrysanthemum sales in the capital, while poets in succeeding dynasties wrote often in its praise. Doubles, a range of colours and multi-hued flowers appeared during the Song dynasty (ad 960–1279), with 400 varieties by 1458, when the first book on the flower was published.

In Japan, the chrysanthemum took off as a national symbol in the early thirteenth century when Emperor Go-Toba started using one as his personal symbol; other emperors followed, and late in the century it became the royal family’s official symbol. During the Edo period many new varieties were produced and new growing techniques developed, often involving detailed pruning and tying to elaborate frames to shape the plants into pyramids, miniature trees or cascades, or encourage one huge, perfect flower. The latter technique was taken up widely after the plant was introduced to the West in the 1830s. Our example is one of the ball-headed varieties that hobbyist growers in Europe and North America have specialized in, and which is especially suited to the technique.

Large-scale production for cut flowers started in California in the 1880s and was later taken up by the Dutch, who today produce vast quantities for both the ‘pot mum’ trade and cut flowers. Growers there also lead in breeding new varieties, and the use of gamma- or X-ray radiation to induce mutations is a particularly successful technique.

Origin

East Asia

Longevity

Long-lived perennial

Size

To 1 m (3 ft)

Habitat

Woodland edge

Colours

Yellow; cultivated forms can be had in every colour except blue
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The bud of a double chrysanthemum is a tightly packed flower bomb waiting to go off.





Crocus chrysanthus (Iridaceae)

Crocus

Carpet of gold

[image: image]

A true harbinger of spring, now immensely popular as a garden plant, the crocus genus contains some 70 species. Not all are spring-flowering, however; some flower in the autumn, but do not send their leaves above ground until the spring. One of these latter is the saffron crocus, which produces the world’s most expensive spice.

Saffron, Crocus sativus, is thought to have been first cultivated in ancient Persia, although the earliest record is that in an Assyrian document of the seventh century bc. Saffron is the stigma of the flower; it is tiny, and must be picked out by hand; some 400,000 stigmas have to be pulled from about 140,000 flowers to yield 1 kilogram (2 lb) of usable spice, representing some forty hours’ work. No wonder, then, that it has always been a luxury product, hugely sought after, fetching dizzying prices and traded over vast distances. Today, in an era of chemical food colouring, exotic flavours and designer drugs, we find it hard to understand why people would have become so excited about it, but in the ancient world the intensity of its yellow, the seductiveness of its aroma and the slight buzz it is possible to get from eating a lot of it would have made it very special. Its cultivation spread beyond the Middle East, and by the late medieval period it was being grown across Europe, where place names, such as Saffron Walden in eastern England, record its spread.

Today we are more likely to spend our money on crocus bulbs for their flowers, especially if they come in rich yellows, opulent purples, subtle lavenders and rich, earthy browns, and can be scattered in huge drifts in lawn grass, to emerge magically at the end of winter, their leaves dying back tidily only a month or so after flowering. Few flowers are so easy to integrate on such a large scale into conventional gardening practices. From the seventeenth century onwards, new species arrived in Europe from the East fairly regularly, adding richer colours to the limited palette offered by European ones. By the early twentieth century the bulb industry had seen the potential of the flower, and hybridization led to bigger, stronger flowers, more vigorous plants and a wider range of colours. Crocuses are now big business.

Origin

Eurasia, as far east as western China

Longevity

Long-lived perennial

Size

Usually no more than 15 cm (6 in)

Habitat

A very wide range, including woodland and open situations, but always with good drainage

Colours

Yellows, purples, off-whites, browns
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The stigma (which in the saffron crocus is the spice) and the pollen-bearing anthers.
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