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In the 1979 Journal John Tooby wrote an
interesting article on ““Camellias in the British
Isles”, in which he traced their early history in
cultivation. A work that he does not quote is one
of my gardening ‘‘bibles’’, J. C. Loudon’s
‘Arboretum et Fruticetum Brittanicum’.
Published in 1838 in 8 volumes, it contains a
comprehensive record of all the trees and shrubs,
both exotic and endemic, growing in the British
Isles at that date. Loudon achieved this by
sending out a questionnaire to no less than 3500
. leading gardeners and nurserymen of the day.

[in the Section on Camellia, Loudon describes
59 varieties of C. japonica; 25 imported from
Japan and China, and 34 raised in cultivation.
This illustrates the enthusiasm of the early
nineteenth century gardener, as all these new
varieties were raised after 1818, the date of the
first set of seed (on a plant of C.
“*Anemoneflora”).

The nurseries chiefly concerned with camellias
were Messrs Loddiges and Messrs Chandler.
Chandlers raised C. japonica “Elegans’ from C.
‘‘Anemoneflora” in 1822. From Loudon’s
description, both these varieties have not altered
over the intervening years. In 1836 Chandlers
would have charged you 10/6 (52Y2p) for a small
plant of C. ““Elegans’’, and 5/- for C.
“Anemoneflora”; cheaper was C. *‘Alba Plena”
at 3/6. The most expensive variety of C. japonica
listed was “Triumphans” at 42/-; this is not
described by Loudon, and must have been a
recent introduction only fit for the wealthy. (a
gardener’s wages were about 10/- a week at this
time). The cheapest variety of all was the single
type C. japonica at 1/6.

For C. reticulata, or ‘‘Captain Rawes
Camellia”, they would have charged £1/11/6.
Loudon gives its date of introduction from China
as 1824, rather than the more commonly quoted
1820; I suspect that the earlier introduction was
lost to cultivation, and that it was the later
importation that was distributed by Chandlers,
and is the antecedent of all the plants of this
superb variety today. Chandlers were of the
opinion “‘that it will be found to be hardier than
C. japonica, and that at no distant period,
perhaps, it will ornament our shrubberies.”
Sadly they were to.be proved wrong in this
respect, at least in most areas of the British Isles.
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Mr and Mrs Nigel Holman (left) with overseas
visitors at Chyverton.

The recognition of the hardiness of camellias
by the gardeners of this time is one of the most
surprising aspects of Loudon’s book. To quote:
“Within the last 15 or 20 years plants of this
species (C. japonica) have been tried in the open
air, some against walls and others as bushes; and
provided they are protected for a few years after
planting, till the roots become firmly established
in the soil, they seem to be as nearly as hardy,
even in the climate of London, as common
laurel. .. In Devonshire camellias form immense
evergreen bushes without any protection
whatever”.

This understanding of the hardiness of
camellias seems to have been lost for nigh on the
next 100 years. In 1936 I was sent off from my
native Cornwall at a tender age to a boarding
school in Surrey. One of the masters was an
enthusiastic gardener; I can well remember being
reduced to tears by his refusing to believe that
camellias grew out-of-doors in my father’s
garden, despite his knowing that I lived in
Cornwall, In 1949 1 stayed at a house in
Derbyshire, admittedly in the North of England;
the pride and joy of the Head Gardener was a
camellia in a greenhouse. I can see now the
disbelief in his eyes when I told him how well they
flourished unprotected in the open in Cornwall,
and in much of the South of England.

The reason for this could be that at the
beginning of the 19th century there was a series
of very mild winters foilowed by some severe
winters in the middle of the century; Dickensian
Christmases seem typitied by heavy snow. The
reduction in the popularity of camellia as a
garden plant could also have been due to the
inflated claims of firms such as Chandlers as to
the hardiness of their products. Even in
Cornwall, C. reticulata **Captain Rawes” is only

suitable for a wall except in the mildest of
gardens. Continued on page 19




Continued from page 18

My father planted a number of plants of this
variety over the years at Chyverton in open
ground; none of them have survived. A
specimen, however, still flourishes in a warm
corner of the house since its planting in October,

1938. Robin Miller charmingly refers to this .
. plant in his report on the Cornwall Camellia

Conference in the 1976 Journal...‘Standing
outside the silvery house (on one wall of which
. “Captain Rawes"”
heads for all the world like Rose “Mme Gregoire
Staechlin™). . Despite the arrival in. recent
years of the “Kunmlng reticulatas,
‘many hybrids they have ‘mothered, “Captain
Rawes” is still to me one of the loveliest of all the
many camellias that can be grown in the British
~ Isles.

Introduced too late to be included in Loudon
was C. reticulata ‘‘Robert Fortune’. This
flowered for the first time in 1857, seven years
- after its introduction from China. This variety
never seemed to have gained any sort of
popularity, and was hardly known in cultivation
-for the next 100 years. My father was very excited
-to find it in cultivation in Portugal in the early
:1950s under the name C. reticulata **Dobrada”.
He imported a number of plants,
“scattered round the garden; only one of these,
planted in 1958, has survived; growing against a
sheltered wall, it is a ““thin” plant, more stem
* than leaf, but it manages to flower most years,
~although it is more liable to bud-drop than
“Captain Rawes''. It was undamaged by the very

severe winter of 1978/79, which is more than can -

dropped its great glowing

and the

memories,

which he

be said for **Captain Rawes”, which had a nasty
shock. (However, the “Captain’’, (June 1980), is
now looking never better.)

“Robert Fortune” is flanked by two recent
imports from the United States of America that
are a credit to that nation. On one side is C.
“William Hertrich”, a reticulata cultivar that
deserves to be widely grown; untroubled by the
winter of 78/79, it could well be the answer for
those who find “Captain Rawes” too tender.

On the other side of “Robert Fortune” is C.
“Royalty”, a japonica/reticulata hybrid. I rate
this variety as one of the most beautiful of semi-
double reds. Growing against a sheltered wall, it
is difficult to access its hardiness from its
performances at Chyverton, but its quality is se
high that its worth giving it a try no matter how
severe the c]imate you disenjoy.

!19

“Royalty other neighbour is another
reticulata cultivar from America, C. ‘““‘Arch of
Triumph’'. This plant brings back special
‘as it was the parting gift of the
International Camellia Society after their visit to
the garden in 1976. Over the past four years it
has developed into the most handsome plant,
with flowers. of a size unequalled by any other

-variety of camellia in the garden. I wait

impatiently for the next visit of the Society to see
what further treasure they may leave .behind!

‘Meanwhile, as this' may be many years hence, it

would give me the greatest pleasure to show
members of the Society, and any of their friends,

this plant, and more besides, when next they
chance to be in Cornwall.
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