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~~ Trumpetmajors-

, The Iﬁ'éignificent new glassﬁouse Ef@pﬁy m;ﬁ; West Sussex, shows why

it’s time that hippeastrums came in from the cold, says John Hoyland
~ Photographs by Clive Nichols “‘\: e .
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HE ultimate degradation for plants
is to find themselves being sold
on a service-station forecourt:
chrysanthemums in a cellophane
shroud, over-fed cyclamen in foil baskets
and, at this time of the year, glittery boxes
of dried-up amaryllis bulbs. These bulbs are
not even named correctly: true amaryllis are
South African plants, hardy in much of the
UK, with a brief, but beautiful flowering in
the autumn. What are being sold and what,
to the irritation of botanists, we all refer to
as amaryllis, are, in fact, hippeastrum. The
name was changed in the late 1980s, but most
people—growers and breeders included—
continue to refer to the plant by its former
name. Perhaps a first step in liberating the
‘amaryllis’ from its shelf at the service sta-
tion might be to call it by its correct moniker.
Few plants are as flamboyant as hippeas-
trum: floriferous and long flowering, they
would be welcome at any time of year, but
to have their exuberance during the dull grey
days of winter seems almost miraculous.
It is unfathomable that such a plant is dis-
missed, in some quarters, as old-fashioned
or disparaged for being too ostentatious.

¢ Like orchids,
hippeastrum have
an unreal, out-of-this-
world aura?

Most hippeastrum are hybrids, selected
for their bright colours or the shape of the
blooms. Red, trumpet-shaped flowers are
the most widely available, but breeders have
recently begun to introduce a broader range
of colours, often with a contrasting picotée
edge to the petals and flowers up to 9in
wide. Hippeastrum papilio is a species that
hasbeen used as the parent to a group known
as Butterfly Hippeastrum. It has flowers
of cream-coloured pointed petals with a char-
treuse throat and long stamens. The petals are
striped in burgundy and appear to be hand
painted. This species is also one of the parents
of the so-called Spider flowers, which have
narrow petals that curl as they age.

The most extravagant flowers are on the
double form, which has an extra row of petals
so that it resembles an overblown rose and
looks far too heavy to be supported by its
slender stems. Like orchids, all the types
of hippeastrum have an unreal, out-of-this-
world aura, but they are easy to grow, with none
of the elaborate nurturing that orchids need.

Tom Brown, head gardener at West Dean
Gardens in West Sussex, is a hippeastrum
enthusiast. Searching for plants that would —>
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brighten the estate’s magnificent greenhouses
during the winter and early spring, he decided
that hippeastrum met his requirements per-
fectly. Last winter, with the help of a specialist
bulb nursery, he acquired 60 different varieties
that are mainly in flower during the early part
of the year. He also wanted plants that were
long lived, ‘something more sustainable than

¢ The effect in the
first year of flowering
was impressive.
“Everyone was blown
away by their beauty
and their variety” ?

tulips, which are basically annuals and have
to be replaced each season’. The effect in the
first year of flowering was far more impres-
sive than even Mr Brown had anticipated.
‘It was amazing,’ he says. ‘Everyone was blown
away by their beauty and their variety.’
Although hippeastrum are most often
associated with Christmas, the spectacle at
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West Dean lasted several months, peaking
in April. In general, bulbs will flower six to
eight weeks after they are planted, but many
factors influence flowering and some will take
10 weeks. If a bulb is not producing flowers,
be patient: I have known flowers suddenly
appear after three months of waiting,.

At Christmas and New Year, there are few
other plants that can be grown alongside
hippeastrum, but only a few plants grown
together will, at this time of year, feel like
a tropical forest. As the season progresses,
companions begin to appear. On the West
Sussex estate, where the plants are being
grown again this winter, Mr Brown adds
pots of hyacinths and daffodils, followed
by tulips and other spring-flowering bulbs.
The bright flowers of the hippeastrum tower
above the other bulbs, bringing height and
vibrancy to the display.

Garden centres often sell hippeastrum as
ready-flowering plants, frequently sprinkled
with glitter or tied up with tinsel, but plants
as showy as these need no additional orna-
mentation. Grown singly, in groups or, as at
West Dean, with the companionship of forced
spring bulbs, they are guaranteed to enliven
even the bleakest days of winter.

Visit www.westdean.org.uk
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