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"I always thought Sm ith was a very odd chap ," my old friend Bert Hopwood said 
once, "When you went to the nursery, he never seemed to want to sell you anything," 
Unusual though such a characteristic might have seemed to a businessman like Bert, 
it is by no means uncommon among growers motivated solely by a love of plants 
rather than a desire to make a living from them or indeed the necessity to do so. Few 
would dispute, however, that, by late 20" Century  standards, Eric Smith had to he 
classed as a somewhat unusual character. Another friend summed him up most 
accurately, when he said "I always feel that, ideally, Eri c would have fitted  into the 
court of a medieval patron, someone who could have supplied his modest needs and 
sheltered him from the realities of life. Every year or so Eric could have come forward 
to present another new plant, been given a pat on the head and told, 'Well done, Eric, 
Now off you go and come up with another one,'" Medicean courts are not, however, a 
feature of modem, western society and those of us who tried to provide a suitable 
environment for thi s talented man seemed doomed to failure. Only an outstandingly 
poor judge of character, as I was in 1964, would have actually decided to go into 
business with such an unworldly, uncommercial innocent as Eric Smith. 

Right:      Agapanthus ȬBlue Moonȭ, an Eric smith hybrid ; 
ȰGuaranteed to turn me to songȱ says Bob Brown of Cotswold 
Garden Flowers! 

I had corresponded with Eric for several years 
before then, during the time he was 
propagator in the herbaceous plant 
department of Hilli er's of Winchester. It was 
through our letters that we bad established 
that we both wanted to start our own specialist 
nursery and that the extensive collections of 
plants we both grew at that time were largely 
complimentary . Eric's hardy perennials and 
my alpines, together wit h our mutual interest 
in a variety of bulbs, provided an 
extraordinarily wi de range of uncommon 
plants. At that time, there was much conjecture 
that the rise of the garden centre would mean 
the annihilation  of the specialist nursery. 
Although the opposite has proved to be the case, our friends were all concerned as to 
what we were going to produce for what they called 'bread and butter plantsȭȢ 
Fortunately, neither of us subscribed to the idea that using our time to produce large 
numbers of easily propagated species was a worthwhile activity and we proceeded 
with our plan to specialize in those more unusual plants, which appealed personally 
to both of us. I found a suitable site in a walled garden near Sherborne in Dorset, 
moved down from Scotland and spent part of 1964 and all of 1965 installing standing 
areas and generally preparing the ground. I went off plant-hunting in Iran for most of 
1966, after Eric was moved from Southampton with most of his plants to start to 
build up stocks.   

http://www.cgf.net/
http://www.cgf.net/
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We started business in 1967 under the name 'The Plantsmen'. In a search for a 
suitable name for the business, Eric came up with 'The Plantsman's Nursery' and I 
suggested abbreviating this. As various permutations of the name are now extant for 
other businesses and an RHS publication, I think it was a good name and certainly 
reflected our involvement with the plants themselves rather than gardening in 
general.  It was original at the time and there was a little bristling at our 
presumptuousness. 
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 I remember a somewhat acid letter from Ken Beckett, to whom we had sold a plant 
from our first list as Mitel la breweri . He wrote that 
he considered that the species we had supplied was 
in fact Mitel la trifida  and added that be thought 
Ȱplantsmen would have known betterȢȱ  I think we 
sent his money back. 

Right:  Hypericum capitatum var. capitatum = Hypericum laeve f. rubrum 
1918 Curtis's Botanical Magazine, London, vol. 144 

Nevertheless, although our lists were not 
particularly remarkable by present-day standards, I 
think we lived up to our name. Among the more 
specialized plants, which I was responsible for 
propagating, species such as the scarlet Hypericum 
capit atum and the pink crucifer Ricotia davi siana, 
to say nothing of a wide range of Dionysia  and 
Oncocyclus irises, are not just unavailable today 
but seem to have vanished from cultivation 
altogether. Most of Eric's hardier perennials have 
fared better but who today takes the trouble to 
maintain a range of vegetatively propagated hybrid 
hellebore clones?  Appearances at a few Vincent 
Square and Chelsea shows, along with personal recommendations, soon established 
our name among the more specialised gardeners and within a year or so, we had a 
viable business. My problem was where to go from there. 

It was very much my problem as Eric had no wish to involve himself with any aspect 
of the business except the plants and talking about them to visitors to the nursery. 
From the start, I was responsible for all the office work, catalogues, packing and 
shows. As Eric would not agree to manage any employees nor countenance the use of 
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herbicides on any part of the nursery nor would he have anything to do with 
machinery, a great deal of the nursery maintenance also fell to me. Eric had decided 
that we should have stock-beds divided by grass-paths but these remained uncut 
until after I had returned from Chelsea at the end of May each year.  

As anyone who may remember Buckshaw Gardens would testify, the nursery was not 
the tidiest nor the best organised of places. 

An ini tial resentment towards me, perhaps for stealing their protégé, from the circle 
of elderly ladies for whom Eric seemed to have a magnetic personality, almost turned 
to support . One year at Chelsea show, Margery Fish (left) came up to and asked "Where 

is Mr. Smith?" 

"He would never come up to London and, in any case, 
someone has to look after the nursery," I replied.  

"Well, I think , be is a very naughty boy, indeed, leaving you to 
do all this on your own," she said.   

Eric could not, however, escape the stress of Chelsea 
altogether. One year, in the days when people went to Chelsea 
to buy plants, I had a very fine, very large pan of Verbascum 
dumul osum in the alpine-house, so I used it on our exhibit 

and came back with several hundred orders for the plant. Eric blanched when he saw 
the order-books. We had no saleable stock.  

ȰIt 's alright ,ȱ I said, ȰI've brought back the stock plant. I've been counting the rosettes 
on it all the time I've been selling them. It's no problem to root and it grows quickly. 
Even if we lose some, we've plenty time to take cuttings off the cuttinÇÓȢȱ  Eric was 
not reassured and I do not think he slept well  all that summer. When we had enough 
plants to fill all the orders, I think he regarded it as some sort of miracle. 

 
Verbascum dumulosum in the Bulgarian garden of S. Silcock and C.Greenwell 
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As neither improving efficiency of operation nor increasing productivity appealed to 
Eric, I was left with the sole concept of increasing profitability to keep what was 
essentially a viable, expanding business operating successfully. I believe we were the 
first nursery to institute a minimum mail-order requirement, a restriction which 
almost led to me being attacked at the last Chelsea Show at which we exhibited. I had 
to attempt to reason with a woman shouting that she thought what we were doing 
was "Disgusting and catering to the worst possible form of snobbery."  

It did, however, drastically trim out the less profitable orders. I stopped exhibiting at 
shows, an expensive way of acquiring business. We reduced the cost of producing our 
catalogue, as the plants largely sold themselves. By 1974, however, I had run out of 
options and could see no alternative to a complete reorganization of the entire 
production side of the nursery. I persuaded Eric that, while we· should retain the 
specialist mail order trade at much the same level, we needed to realize the potential 
of many of the herbaceous plants by producing them efficiently in quantity , using 
micro-propagation methods where appropriate, as container grown stock, and 
marketing them on a wholesale basis. Eric could continue to produce most of the 
mail-order plants and concentrate on selecting new clones and hybridizing. We both 
agreed that 'a new broom' was essential to deal with establishing the new aspect of 
the business but neither of us for a moment imagined just how drastic the 'clean 
sweep' would be.  

Within months we found we had merged ourselves with another business with heavy 
concealed liabilities. The entire year's mail-order receipts vanished into a black-hole. 
With a young family and my house securing the bank loan intended to cover the 
development of the new project, I had to act decisively. With one director thrown out 
and Eric falling to pieces, I found myself alone in a mess. I kept the nursery running 
along on somewhat more realistic lines, as best as I could with virtually no money, 
from 1975 until 1983 but that is another story unconnected with Eric Smith.  

It had rapidly become obvious that Eric had to be provided with a parachute into 
another safe haven. He had the chance to go to either Beth Chatto or Bressingham 
but, after visiting both nurseries, he thought he would feel uncomfortable in their 
more commercial environments and decided against them.  

Penny Hobhouse (left)  at Hadspen House appeared to provide 
the ideal circumstances for his survival. He was installed in a 
delightful cottage on an estate in a beautiful part of Somerset. 
For a very short time he had the opportunity to grow his plants 
without any great commercial pressure on him but, once again, 

a change of the circumstances around him disrupted his life. He returned to live with 
his brother in the family house in Southampton, which he had left in 1966, and died a 
few years later.  

It would, of course, be wrong to imagine that any impact which Eric might have had 
on hortic ulture was restricted to this period of littl e more than a decade. At least 
twenty  years would be a more accurate length of time over which to review his 
involvement with plants. When he moved to Dorset, he had already made, in his 

http://www.bethchatto.co.uk/gardens.html
thebressinghamgardens.com/the-gardens/
http://www.penelopehobhouse.com/hadspen.htm
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Southampton garden, several of the crosses and selections, for which he should he 
remembered. In the same way, the plants which he named at Hadspen were the 
legacy of his time at Buckshaw. 

His contri butions to the development of the two genera Hosta and Helleborus, neither 
of which were anywhere near as fashionable in the 1960s as they are today, are 
rightly the aspects of his work for which he has received most recognition. The most 
important  advances stemmed from only a single cross in each genus, both made in 
Southampton. I have dealt briefly with Eric's association with Helleborus in a 
contribution to "A Gardener's Guide to Hellebores" and hosta-enthusiasts are more 
aware than most gardeners of the significance of his work, so I shall not devote as 
many words to them as they may meri t. 

            
Helleborus x ericsmithii photos by Brian Ellis and Roma Fiddes 

Eric is commemorated in the name Helleborus x ericsmit hii,  under which Brian 
Mathew described the hybrid H. niger x H. x stern ii,  which Eric was probably the 
first to make. The cross was actually the result of a failure to produce H. x nigercors , 
a cross which Eric never managed to repeat. Having failed with H. argu tifolius  as a 
pollen-parent, he tried its hybrid most successfully.  

He was also probably the first to cross H. niger with H. lividus , a hybrid he made at 
about the same time as the preceding one. I think Rice and Strangman are incorrect 
in stating the Helen Ballard was ''the first person to make this cross." Helen and her 
husband were regular visitors to the nursery at the time Eric was producing these 
hybrids. She was very taken with the results and went off not only with some 
seedlings but with the intention of repeating the cross. 

 

H. x ballardiae 
ȬPink Frost  
[left]   and   

H. x ericsmithii 
ȬWinterȭs Songȭ 
[far left]    

Photos, Carolyn 
Walker/  
Carolynȭs Shade 
Gardens  

 

http://carolynsshadegardens.com/
http://carolynsshadegardens.com/
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It is not at all inappropriate that the hybrid should be called H. x ballardiae , 
however, as she grew a very much larger number on to maturity under glass, much 
more methodically than Eric, selecting, naming and exhibiting specific clones.  
We did not consider the tender H. x ballardiae  (originaIly labelled by Eric "nigrili v") 
would ever make a good garden-plant but H. x eri csmit hii  (labelled "nigristern") was 
generally much hardier and worthwhile in the open garden. I took a representative 
selection of clones up to an RHS show and the appropriate committee picked one to 
receive an Award of Merit, subject to it being given a cultivar name.  
This we refused to do as we considered it to be a piece of consummate silliness to 
name a sterile plant which could scarcely be propagated vegetatively. We said we 
could only countenance the award going to the whole group of hybrids. Chris Brickell 
countered that, although a suitable method of propagation might not exist now, no-
one could know what developments might happen to make this possible in future. 
I said that we should be pleased to name a single clone when these new methods 
were proven to exist. The award was withdrawn. After about thirty years we still 
await the arrival of such suitable propagation techniques. Today, only someone living 
in a world of fantasy could imagine that they could ever obtain the 'true' original 
clones of E.B. Anderson's 'Beatrix' , Hilda Davenport-Jones' 'Alabaster'  and 
'Hawkhurst '  or Helen Ballard's 'December Dawn'  and 'Midwinter ', all named as 
single clone cultivars. 

I think Eric's hybrids between Helleborus torquatus  and a plant he grew under the 
improbable name of H. 'Colchicus Superbus'  were the more significant innovation. 
His original clones, such as 'Pluto ', 'Miranda'  and 'Ariel ', which I still grow here in 
West Wales, do not thrive quite so well in our wetter climate as they did in Dorset but 
they still remain significant and distinct plants, smaller-flowered and much daintier 
than most hybrids. Selected seedlings I raised subsequently from them, like 'Titania ' 

and 'Zuleik a' are 
better garden-
plants here but no 
vegetatively 
propagated clone is 
going to become 
widely distributed 
and grown, using 
the current methods 
of propagation.  

It is the influence of 
the selected parent 
stocks on 
subsequent 
generations of 
seedlings which is 
really important .  

                  Helleborus ÓÅÅÄÌÉÎÇ ÆÒÏÍ Ȭ#ÏÓÍÏÓȭ     ÇÒÏ×Î ÂÙȾÐÈÏÔÏ 4ÉÍ )ÎÇÒÁÍ 



Ȱ2ÁÉÓÅÒ ÕÎËÎÏ×Îȱ:Eric Smith, a plantsman 

© J.C. Archibald     www.srgc.net 

Just as many of Eric's earlier plants were derived from seed from gardeners like 
Margery Fish, Rita Maxted, Nancy Lindsay and Amy Doncaster, so they will go on to 
influence future generations of seedlings, along with  parents derived from the past 
selections of Helen Ballard and Elizabeth Strangman, contributing to the continuing 
work of today's growers, like Will McLewin, Robin White and John Massey. 

Nevertheless, many of the clones raised by Eric continue to be not only useful parents 
but vigorous, worthwhil e garden-plants, which have stood the test of time and 
compare favourably wi th most seedlings likely to be raised today. While culti vars 
such as 'Mercury ' and 'Mars' were poor things and best forgotten, others, named 
during his peri od at Buckshaw Gardens, such as 'Sirius', 'Cosmos' and 'Aquarius'  
remain outstanding. 
 

 Right: (ÏÓÔÁ  Ȭ"ÕÃËÓÈÁ× "ÌÕÅȭ ÐÈÏÔÏ )ÁÎ 3ÃÒÏÇÇÙ/ BaliHai 

The same could be said of his influence on 
the genus Hosta. Some of his earlier 
selections [e.g. Hosta Ȭ"ÕÃËÓÈÁ× "ÌÕÅȭ] are 
those which have stood the test of time best 
in my estimation but I am perhaps not the 
ideal person to write of his association with 
this genus, as I never shared his enthusiasm 
for it in quite the same way as with 
hellebores. My feelings towards it may 
reflect the problems with which I was 
confronted when Eric was raising vast 
numbers of seedlings. While disposing of 
large quantities of hellebore hybrids was not 
a problem at that time, especially when they 
had been grown to flowering and could be sorted into colour categories, getting rid of 
a multitude of mature plants of mediocre Hosta seedlings was a nightmare. 
Commercially, they should simply have been sprayed with herbicide and ploughed in 
but Eric was always unwilling to destroy any plant, far less one of his children. I 
remember insisting that we really had to reduce the dimensions of an extensive 
stock-bed of Iris  x fulvala . This appeared to have been done but I subsequently noted 

that the excess stock had been ' 
planted' around the base of the 
compost-heap. 

                        

'Hadspen Hawk' photo Ian Scroggy 

I listed surplus hosta seedlings 
cheaply under a variety of categories 
but they never seemed to decrease 
noticeably. When Eric moved to 
Hadspen in 1975, he took all the 

http://www.mailorderplants4me.com/
http://www.mailorderplants4me.com/
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stocks of his most recent selections with him, clones that were subsequently to bear 
such names as 'Hadspen White' , 'Hadspen Hawk ', Ȭ(ÁÄÐÓÅÎ 3ÁÍÐÈÉÒÅȭ, ȬHadspen 
Heronȭ , Ȭ(ÁÄÓÐÅÎ 2ÁÉÎÂÏ×ȭ,  'Hadspen Blue'  and a very disconcerting number of 
other ' blues' : 'Blue Danube' , ' Blue Dimples ', 'Blue Diamond ', 'Blue Moon' , 'Blue  
Skies', 'Blue Wave' and maybe many more.  I was still left with beds of thousands of 
rejects to deal with. I brought Eri c back on several occasions to review these 
seedlings at different times of the year. He removed one or two more but finally 
admitted that he wanted nothing more. My friend Heinz Klose had a further rummage 
among Eric's rejects and went off with a few (subsequently named by him 'Blaue 
Venus', 'Blaumeise ', ' Blauspecht ', 'Irische See' and so on). 

 
 

 Hosta Ȭ(ÁÄÓÐÅÎ 2ÁÉÎÂÏ×ȭ    Ian Scroggy 
                                              

Eric had also given away many seedlings or, more 
likely , early divisions from his unnamed selections, 
still under one of his numbers (something like 
TF3XS2 for instance). He corresponded with 
American enthusiasts like Paul Aden ('Brig ht Glow' 
came from Eric, I believe) and Alex Summers ('Blue 
Wedgewood'  was Eric's) and was obviously in 
touch with  many in Britain, like Dave and Julie 
Morss ('Blue Belle'  and 'Blue Blush') and Ann and 
Roger Bowden ('Devon Blue' ).  

I suspect some clones might have been named 
twice, if not by others then by him. I found this was 
certainly the case with some hellebores. 

A few years after Eric's death, 
Roger Bowden said to me 
ȰWe're trying to put all %ÒÉÃȭÓ 
hosta seedlings together ÁÇÁÉÎȢȱ   

I replied ȰReally. You'll have a 
bit of a job on your hands.ȱ and 
thought that it was a pity  that I 
had not known of his intentions 
when I had several thousand of 
them to get rid of.  I may be 
wrong but I think I detected a 
note of reproach in his voice. 

(ÏÓÔÁ Ȭ3ÎÏ×ÄÅÎȭ       photo © Ian Scroggy 

 I fear that my attitude will never be received sympathetically by those many plant-
enthusiasts who rejoice in a multiplicity of cultivar names. I have never seen any 
point in naming very similar clones. The dichotomy of attitudes really lies in the fact 
that those very close to a group of plants see minor differences as much more 

http://www.mailorderplants4me.com/products/1716
http://www.hostahem.org.uk/HadspenSamphire.shtml
http://www.mailorderplants4me.com/products/289
http://www.mailorderplants4me.com/products/1338
http://www.hostahem.org.uk/BlueMoon.shtml
http://www.mailorderplants4me.com/products/1839


Ȱ2ÁÉÓÅÒ ÕÎËÎÏ×Îȱ:Eric Smith, a plantsman 

© J.C. Archibald     www.srgc.net 

substantial than a more detached observer. The extreme case is perhaps the 
snowdrop-enthusiast but the hosta-enthusiast is not far behind.  

Just as Eric named too many similar spotted hellebores so, I think, he named too 
many medium-sized blue Hostas but no doubt many would disagree with me 
strongly. The fact that I must have exercised a severely restricting influence on his 
naming activities while at Buckshaw is borne out by the sudden proliferation of 
names when he went off to pastures new at Hadspen.  

                 

             Hosta  Ȭ0ÁÓÔÕÒÅÓ .Å×ȭ  © Plants Galore 
           

                                                                                                                                     Hosta Ȭ%ÒÉÃ 3ÍÉÔÈȭ   photo © Bob Axmear 

While we grow quite a number of Eric's Hostas in Wales, we have few of the ones he 
named later in life. We do indeed have his low-growing H. nakaiana  hybrid 
'Pastures New', a pleasant enough plant remarkably similar in habit and foliage, if 
not in flower, to a clone Eric gave me a year or so after he moved to Hadspen. This 
came to me only under a number with the comment that he considered it to be one of 
the best and potentially most commercial of his newer selections. He told me that I 
had the entire stock, about twenty or so plants. After he died, I registered it as 'Eric 
Smith ' in deference to his estimation of the clone. I do not think it really as worthy of 

his name as it should be.  

Hosta Ȭ3ÎÏ×ÄÅÎȭ    
photo   Gavin McNaughton/MacPlants 

From my own viewpoint, looking at 
his hostas as a gardener rather than a 
collector, there are two superlative 
clones named at Buckshaw. The 
white-flowered 'Snowden' , which I 
actually originally selected, as Eric 
could not make his mind up between 
three very similar seedlings, is as 
outstanding among the larger ones as 
'Krossa Regal' and of similar 
qualities, if you have space for it. 

http://www.plantsgalore.com/
http://hostalibrary.org/
http://www.macplants.co.uk/

