Fashionable daffodils

by Sally Kington

A fashion for daffodils that flourished in late Victorian times and held sway through the decade before the First World War left its mark on many a garden. In fact I think I saw it in two great Suffolk gardens, now abandoned, which, under the guidance of Edward Martin, I was privileged to visit last March. 

Peter Barr was the nurseryman behind the upsurge in enthusiasm. Trading as Barr & Sugden since the 1860s, he had been collecting the daffodils that already existed in gardens ( four wild ones that had wandered in from the English woods and fields, and sports and natural hybrids of species brought over from the Continent in the late 1500s, wild collected in Spain and Portugal. He had also been releasing man-made hybrids, the outcome of pioneering experiments in the 1840s by William Herbert, Dean of Manchester, and subsequent developments by two other amateurs, businessman Edward Leeds and banker William Backhouse. In 1884 he was at the back of a Daffodil Conference the Royal Horticultural Society held at their garden in Kensington (where the Natural History Museum, the Science and Geological museums and Imperial College now stand). Daffodils old and new were all assembled; they were sorted into a classification for garden purposes; and they were put into a classified list that was the start of the cumulative International Register (nowadays online at http://apps.rhs.org.uk/horticulturaldatabase/daffodilregister/daffsearch.asp).
In the thirty years between that Conference and the War, breeders of great skill and imagination saw to it that the number of new hybrids grew apace. These were such notables in daffodil history as the Reverend GH Engleheart, Irishman Guy Wilson, and WFM Copeland, scion of the renowned china factory.
The classification Barr instigated is still in service, its divisions useful for describing the different shapes that daffodils come in: division 1 for trumpet daffodils, their corona (the part at the centre of the flower) as long or longer than the petals; division 2 for large-cup daffodils, with a proportionately shorter corona; and division 3 for daffodils with a very short corona. Double daffodils in division 4 have extra whorls of petals and/or a segmented corona. Other divisions are for daffodils with the distinctive characteristics of a particular species parent: triandrus hybrids with dangling, bell-like flowers; cyclamineus hybrids with swept back petals; jonquillas egg-yolk yellow and sweetly scented; tazettas pungently scented, with bunches of small flowers on a stem; poeticus daffodils with a tiny, multi-coloured corona; and bulbocodiums, which are the little ‘hoop-petticoat’ daffodils. 

Barr’s firm became Barr & Son and then Barr & Sons as the family grew. Daffodil catalogues were issued annually, and the gardens where I think I saw plantings contemporary with them were at Rougham Hall near Bury St Edmunds and Sudbourne Hall near Orford. 

At Rougham, Sir George Agnew kindly showed us where the daffodils still flourished in the now overgrown grounds of the now ruined house. The family had moved out and the grounds fallen into disuse after the house was bombed in 1940. As we set off, daffodils came into view immediately, in a wide band either side of a long, straight, slightly raised drive, almost a causeway. Here there are many mingled varieties: mostly trumpets, mostly with slender coronas and rims notched and flanged; or large-cup daffodils with stockier, cone-shaped coronas. Petals are quite broad; they are wavy-edged or twisted, and more often than not inflexed. Petals are bright white or delicate creamy white, coronas light or golden yellow. It is a field of the cloth of silver and gold. 

Two double daffodils are here of the kind that Barr collected from old gardens and were called Phoenixes. They may be ‘Yellow Pheonix’, quaintly known as “Butter and Eggs”, and ‘Orange Phoenix’, or “Eggs and Bacon”. 

The drive then branches ( one way heading for the the aviaries ( the other way, which is taken by the daffodils, circling the gardens to reach the house and the stables. There are views on one side across the gardens to the house and on the other side through wooded areas to the fields beyond. The daffodils gather between shrubberies on the garden side or float into glades among the trees on the field side. 

There are many more small-cup daffodils here, with well separated, narrow petals. And there are more variants on the previous, almost entirely white and yellow colour scheme, some tinged orange at the rim of a yellow corona, one whose very small corona has a band of solid orange on it. A tall yellow double appears. Some varieties swell into large groups: there are swaths of a trumpet with a particularly strong contrast between clear white petals and dark yellow corona; while one wide glade between conifers has sweeps of an all-white flower that looks quite spidery, its narrow wavy petals taper to such a fine point.

By the house, daffodils seem to have been drawn up in island beds in lawns or planted under specimen trees. One old and burred oak is still clustered round with a yellow and white trumpet and a pale yellow, small-cup variety with an orange rim. Meanwhile a  vista can be made out, across the former lawns, over the drive and out to the fields, with daffodils in the woodland glades decking the middle distance.

The grounds at Sudbourne are also overgrown, for the house here was demolished in the early 1950s. But we had Sir Edward Greenwell’s kind permission to work our way in, and there were the daffodils, spread out between the lake and the site of the former house. If one had looked down from the end of the magnificent long terrace in front of the house, from the end where it turns into an Italian garden with stone-rimmed flower beds, daffodils would have filled the view, masses of a classic yellow variety with a long trumpet run into a white-petalled, small-cupped one that then goes solo itself. Step through them and follow the path along the lake and there are daffodils either side, various different ones now, including a heavy-headed double. Wind round to a rockery and a water garden and there is a tell-tale clump of the same double. 

An interesting mystery at Sudbourne lies away from the lakeside, in a small area in the corner of the saw-yard, where clumps of many different daffodils seem to be randomly planted, while one in particular is in a heavy slick of many clumps. Were these planted for picking? Are they examples of all the different varieties elsewhere in the garden? Why the especially large patch of one of them? 

To my mind the style of the daffodils at both Rougham and Sudbourne coincides with that of the Barr period. Put very simply, the range of varieties is wider than it would have been before Barr got busy in the 1860s, but does not include flowers with stiffer petals at right-angles to the corona that characterised the years after the First World War. 

Of course there is the possibility that later owners put in old-style daffodils. But this seems unlikely at either place. At Rougham they are clearly integrated with a garden landscape that survives from its creation in the late 1890s by owner EJ Johnstone and adoption in 1904/5 by the Agnew family, which is still there. An issue of The Gardeners’ Chronicle in 1896 describes the very plantations, shrubberies (rhododendron) and pleasure grounds that can still be made out today. An exception that perhaps proves the rule is a relatively short, self-contained stretch at the side of the drive as it starts to go round the gardens, where the daffodils do look a little later in style than those elsewhere.

At Sudbourne, the daffodils shadow the landscape that was laid out by the Wallaces in the 1870s and developed by the Clarks from 1904 onwards. The house changed hands several times after its sale by the Clarks in 1918; little more was probably done to it before the Greenwells came in the 1930s, then it was requisitioned in the Second World War, only to be demolished in the early 1950s. 

And one more clue to the length of time the plants have been down is in the size of the clumps they have made, with the numbers of flowering stems evidence of many years’ annual increase in the numbers of bulb offsets.

Barr’s catalogues* extolled just such uses for daffodils as Rougham and Sudbourne seem to have made of them. They point out that ‘for naturalization in woodland walks, semi-wild places, on the margins of lakes, streams, and plantations, and amongst grass, few hardy flowers look so natural and pleasing’, and that ‘in flower beds and shrubberies groups of Daffodils look splendid.’ There are special quotations for large quantities of ‘hardy cheap showy varieties for growing in masses.’ They were vigorous and free-growing. In fact all the strong growing daffodils were adapted for naturalization, said Barr, and he put together inexpensive collections for this very purpose. 

Barr’s collections are a useful clue to identifying individual daffodils.  On a website of reliably named historic daffodils (Croft 16 Daffodils, for example, or Quality Daffodils, Falmouth, or the American Daffodil Society site at daffseek.org), one would look first for pictures of those that Barr named and then for matches with those on the ground, a job made all the easier if a photographic record has been made of what is on the ground, portraits of all the different varieties as they appear, early and late, sorted according to classification. 

In a catalogue for 1889, for example,1 one collection for naturalizing includes ‘such fine sorts as Emperor, Empress, Horsefieldii, Moschatus varieties, Sir Watkin and all the varieties from Incomparabilis to Poeticus.’  In 1894, Princeps, Abscissus, Lent Lily, Variiformis, Telamonius Plenus are named. Now I would want to double-check, but I suspect that a number of these are at Rougham and Sudbourne. ‘Emperor’ and ‘Empress’ are two Backhouse trumpets, both with dark yellow coronas, the first with pale yellow petals and possibly represented in the sweep between house and lake at Sudbourne, the second with white petals and perhaps in the glades at Rougham and under the burred oak. There is a ‘Sir Watkin’ look-alike along the drive at Rougham, an uptilted large-cup variety with a cone-shaped frilled corona. Incomparabilis daffodils are yellow-petalled large-cups, often with orange in the corona like one in the glades at Rougham, while a poeticus daffodil with pure white reflexed petals and red-rimmed corona stands by the lake at Sudbourne. Varieties in between include all-white small-cups like the spidery one at Rougham, and multi-headed scented tazettas, of which there is one in the saw-yard at Sudbourne. ‘Princeps’, which may be there on the drive at Rougham, is a trumpet with narrower white petals than ‘Empress’ and a slender yellow corona. The tall yellow double in the Rougham glades is probably ‘Telamonius Plenus’, as is the double by the lake and water garden at Sudbourne.

So, gardens that were once fashionable might grow over, but it seems as if their fashionable daffodils can live to tell the tale.

1. Scans of this and some other relevant catalogues by Barr are available from the Suffolk Gardens Trust from [email address]

