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"I always thought Smith was a very odd chap," my old friend Bert Hopwood said
once, "When you went to the nursery, he never seemed to want to selfou anything,"
Unusual thoughsuch acharacteristic might have seemed to a businessman like Bert
it is by no means uncommoramong growers motivated sole} by a love of plants
rather than a desire to make diving from them or indeedthe necessityto do so Few
would dispute, however, that, by late 20" Century standards, Eric Smitthadto he
classed as a somewhat unusual charat Another friend summed him up most
accurately, when he said'l always feel that, idealy, &ic would havefitted into the
court of a medieval patron someone whocould hawe supplied his modest need and
sheltered him from the realities of life Every year or soEric could havecome forward
to present another new plant, been given a pat on the head and tol&Vell done, Eric,
Now off you go andcome up with another one,™ Medicean courts are ng however, a
feature of modem western sodety and those of us who tried to provide asuitable
environment for thistalented man seemeddoomed tofailure. Only an outstandingly
poor judge d character, asl wasin 1964, would have actually dedded to go into
business with such an unworldly, uncommercial innocentas EricSmith.

Right: Agapanthus®lue Moorfan Eric smith hybrid ;
(Guaranteed to turn me to songsays Bob Brown ofCotswold
Garden Flowers

| had corresponded with Eric for seweral years
before then, duringthe time hewas
propagator in the herbaceousplant
department of Hillier's of Wincheder. It was
through our letters that we bad estabdlished 5
that we both wanted to start our own specialis }2¢
nursery and thatthe extensivecollections of
plants we boh grew atthat time were largely
complimentary . Eric's hardy perennials and
my alpines,together wit h our mutual interest
in a variety of kulbs, provided an
extraordinarily wi de range of tncommon

that the rise ofthe garden centre would mean
the annihilation of the specialist nursery. LN ZSEN
Although the opposite hasproved to be the case, our frlends were all concerned as
what we were goingto produce for what they called'bread and butter plantsd 8
Fortunately, neither of us subscribedto the ideathat using our timeto produce large
numbers of easily propagated speciewas aworthwhile activity and we proceeded
with our plan to specializein those more unusual plantswhich appealed personally
to both of us. | founda suitable site in a walled gardemear Sherborne in Daset,
moved down from Scotland and spent part 01964 andall of 1965 installing standing
areas andgenerally preparing the ground | went off plant-hunting in Iran for most of
1966, after Eric was moved from Southamptonwith most of his plants to startto
build up stocks.
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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 |
suggested abbreviating this. As various permutations of the name are now art for
other businesses and an RHS publication, | 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.

© 2011 Steve Matson © 2010 Keir Morse © 2004 Norman Jensen
Mitella breweri, flower, foliage Mitella trifida , flower, foliage

| remembera somewhat acidetter from Ken Beckettto whom we had sold a plant
from our first list asMitel la breweri . He wrote that
he consideredthat the species we had supplied was
in fact Mitel la trifida and added that bethought
(plantsmenwould have knownbetter8 bthink we
sent his moneyback.

Right: Hypericum capitatumvar. capitatum = Hypericum laeve f. rubrum
1918 Curtis'sBotanical Magazine, London, vol. 144

Nevertheless although our lists were not
particularly remarkable by present-day standards, |
think we lived up to our name. Among the more
specialized plants which | wasresponsible for
propagating, speciesuch as the scarletHypericum
capitatum and the pinkcrucifer Ricotia davi siana,
to say nothing ofa wide range ofDionysia and
Oncocydusirises, are not just unavailable today
but seem to havevanished from cultivation
altogether. Most of Eric's hardier perennials have
fared better but whotoday takes the touble to
maintain a range ofvegetatively propagated hybrid
hellebore clones? Appearancesat a few Vincent
Square andChelseashows,along with personal recommendations, soon established
our name amongthe more specialisedgardenersand within a year or so, we had a
viable business. My problem wasvhere to go from there.

It was very much my problem as Eridhad no wish to involve himselfwith any aspect

of the business except the plantand talking about them tovisitors to the nursery.

From the start, | was responsible for all the office work, catalogues, packirand

shows. As Eric would not agree to manage any employees nor countenance the use of
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herbicides on any part of thenursery nor would he have anything to do with
machinery,a great deal of the nurserymaintenancealsofell to me. Eric had decided

that we shouldhave stockbedsdivided by grasspaths but theseremained uncut
until after | hadreturned from Chelsea at the end of May eagclear.

Asanyone who mayremember Buckshaw Gardenswould testify, the nursery was not
the tidiest nor the bestorganised of places

Aninitial resentmenttowards me, perhaps forstealing their protégée, from the circle
of elderly ladies for whom Eric seemedo havea magneticpersonality, almost turned
to support Oneyear at Chelsea show, Margery Fisfefty cameup to and asked'Where
IS Mr. Smith?"

"He would never come up to London andp any case
someone has tdook after the nursery," | replied.

"Well, | think, be is avery naughty boy, indeed, leaving you to
do all this on your own," she said

Eric could not, however, escapethe stressof Chelsea
altogether. Oneyear, in the days when people wentto Chelsea
to buy plants, Ihad a very fine, very large pan ofVerbascum
dumul osum in the alpine-house, so | usedit on our exhibit
and cane back withseveralhundred orders for the plant. Eric blanchedwhen he saw
the order-books. We had no saleabletock.

“,\\H\

il

at's alright 01 said, @'ve brought back thestock plant. I've been countingthe rosettes
on it all the time I've beenselling them. It'sno problem to root and it grows quickly.
Even if we lose somewe've plenty time to take cuttingsoff the cuttinC O Bric was
not reasaured and | donot think he slept well all that summer. When we had enough
plants to fill all the orders, | think he regardedit assomesort of miracle.

Verbascum dumulosum in the Bulgarian garden of. Silcockand C.Greenwell
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As neitherimproving efficiency of operation norincreasing productivity appealed to
Eric, | was left with the sole concept ofncreasing profitability to keep whatwas
essentiallya viable, expanding business operating sutessfully. | believe we were the
first nursery to institute a minimum mail-order requirement, a restriction which
almost led to me beingattacked at the last Chelseal®w at which we exhibited. Ihad
to attempt to reasonwith a woman shouting that she thought what we were doing
was "Disgusting andcatering to the worst possible form of snobbery."

It did, however, drastically trim out the less profitable orders. | stoppedexhibiting at
shows,an expensive way of acquiring busines3Ve reducedthe cost of producingour
catalogue asthe plants largely sold themselves By 1974, however, | had run out of
options and could see no alternative to a complete reorganizationof the entire
production side of the nursery. | persuadedEric that, while we- should retain the
specialistmail order trade at much thesame level, weneeded torealize the potential
of many of the herbaceous plantsby producing them efficiently in quantity, using
micro-propagation methods where appropriate, as containergrown stock,and
marketing them on awholesale basisEric could continue toproduce most of the
mail-order plants and concetrate on selecting newclonesand hybridizing. We both
agreedthat 'a new broom' was essential to deal with establishing the new aspect of
the businessbut neither of us for a momentmagined just how drastic the 'clean
sweep would be.

Within months we found we had merged ourselves with anotherbusinesswith heavy
concealed liabilities The entire year's mail-order receipts vanishednto a blackhole.
With a young family and my housesecuringthe bank loanintended to coverthe
development of the new project! hadto actdecisively. With one director thrown out
and Eric falling topieces, | found myself alone in aness | kept the nursery running
along onsomewhat more realistic lines, as best as | could withirtually no money,
from 1975 until 1983 but that is another story unconnected with Eric Smith.

It had rapidly become obvious thaEric had to be provided with a parachute into
another safe havenHe had the chance to go to eitheBeth Chéato or Bressingham
but, after visiting both nurseries, he thought he would feel uncomfortable in their
more commerdal environments and decided against them

Penny Hobhouselefty at HadspenHouseappearedto provide
o7 £/ theideal circumstances for his survivalHe was installed in a
BT

% For avery $iort time he had the opportunity togrow his plants
: 24 without any great commercial pressure on him but, once again,
a change of the circumstancesaround him disrupted his life. He returned to live with
his brother in the family house in Southampton,which he had leftin 1966, and died a
few years later.

It would, of course, be wrong to imagine tha any impact whichEric might havehad
on hortic ulture was restricted to this period of little more than a decadeAt least
twenty yearswould be a more accurate length afime over which to review his
involvement with plants. When he moved to Dorsd, he had already madein his
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Southamptongarden, several ofthe crosses and selections, for which he should he

remembered. In the sameway, the plants which he named & Hadspen were the
legacy d his time at Buckshaw

His caontri butionsto the development of the two genea Hostaand Helleborus, neither
of which were anywhere near asfashionable inthe 1960s as they are todayare
rightly the aspects ohis work for which he has receivednost recognition. The mog
important advances semmed from only asingle crossin each geus, both made in
Sauthampton. | havedealt briefly with Eric's association with Helleborusin a
contribution to "A Gardener'sCuide to Hellebores" andhosta-enthusiasts are more
aware than most gardeners of the significance dfis work, so | shallnot devote as

Helleborusx ericsmithii photos by Brian Ellis and Roma Fiddes

Eric is commemorated in the naméelleborus x ericsmit hii, under which Brian
Mathew described the hybridH. niger x H. x sternii, which Eric was probablythe
first to make. The crosswas actually the result of a failure to produceH. x nigercors,
a cross which Ericnever managed torepeat. Having failedwith H. argutifolius asa
pollen-parent, he tried its hybrid most successfully

He was also probably the firsto crossH. niger with H. lividus , a hybrid he madeat
about the same time as the preceding onéthink Rice andStrangmanare incorrect
in stating the Helen Ballard was"the first person to make this cross' Helenand her
husbandwere regular visitors to the nursery at the timeEric was producing these
hybrids. She was venjtaken with the results and went offnot only with some
seedlingsbut with the intention of repeating the cross

H.x ballardiae
®ink Frost
[left] and

H. x ericsmithii
Winter & Song6
[far left]

Photos, Carolyn
Walker/

Carolyn® Sade
Gardens
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It is not at all inappropriate that the hybrid should be calledH. x ballardiae ,
however, asshegrew avery much larger number onto maturity under glass much
more methodically than Eric, selecting, naming and exhibiting specific clones
Wedid not consider the tenderH. x ballardiae (originally labelled by Eric"nigrili v")
would ever make agood gardenplant but H. x ericsmithii (labelled "nigristern") was
generally much hardier and worthwhile in the open garden | took arepresentative
selection of clonesup to an RHS show and thappropriate committee picked oneto
receivean Award of Merit, subject toit being given a cultivar name
This we refused to doas we consideredt to be a piece otonsummatesillinessto
name a sterile plant whichcould scarcely be propagatedregetatively. We said we
could only countenancethe award goingto the whole group of hybrids. Chris Brickell
counteredthat, although a suitable method of propagatiommight not exist now, no-
one could know what developments mighthappen tomake this possiblein future.
| saidthat we should be pleased to name a single clone when these new methods
were provento exist. The award was withdrawn. After about thirty years we still
await the arrival of suchsuitable propagationtechniques Today,only someone living
in a world of fantasy could imaginghat they could ever obtain the ‘true’ original
clones of E.B. Andersdr 'Beatrix' , Hilda Davenport-Jones"Alabaster' and
‘Hawkhurst ' or Helen Ballards 'December Dawn' and 'Midwinter ', all namedas
single clone cultivars

| think Eric's hybrids betweenHelleborus torquatus and a plant he grew undethe
improbable name ofH. 'Colchicus Superbus' were the more significantinnovation.
His original clones, such a&Pluto’,'Miranda' and'Ariel ', which | still grow here in
West Walesdo not thrive quite so well in our wetter climate as they did in Dorsebut
they still remain significant and distinct plants, smaller-flowered and much daintier
than mosthybrlds Selectedseedllngs | raised subsequentlyjrom 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.

HelleborusOAAAT ET ¢ &OT 1T O#1 011 08 COi x1 AUTPBET O 4EI )
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Just as many oEric's earlier plants were derived from seed from gardeners like
Margery Fish, Rita Maxted, Naty Lindsayand Amy Doncaster, so they will go on to
influence future generations d seedlings along with parents derived from the past

selections of Helen Ballard and Elizabeth Strangman, contributirtg the continuing
work of today's growers, like Will McLewin, Robin White and John Massg.

Nevertheless,many d the clones raised ly Eric continue to be not on{ useful parents
but vigorous, worthwhil e garden-plants, which have sood the test of time and
comparefavourably with most seedings likely to be raised todg. While ailtivars
such as'Mercury ' and'Mars' were poor thingsand best forgotten, others, named
during his period at BuckshawGardens, such as'Sirius', '‘Cosmos' and'Aquarius'
remain outstanding.
Right:( T O0OA O" OAEOEAx "/iB&iBdd D
The same could be said of his influence on
the genusHosta. Someof his earlier
selections[e.g.HostaO" ODAEOEAare" 1 O
those which have stood the test afime best
in my estimation but| am perhapsnot the
ideal personto write of his association with
this genus, ad never sharedhis enthusiasm
for it in quite the same way as with
hellebores. My feelings towardsit may
reflect the problems with which | was
confronted when Eric was raisingvast
numbers of seedlingsWhile disposing of
large quantities of hellebore hybrids was not #
a problem at thattime, especially when they ==
had been grownto flowering and could besorted into colour categories, gettingid of
a multitude of mature plants ofmediocre Hosta seedlings was anightmare.
Commercially, they shouldsimply havebeensprayed with herbicide and ploughedin
but Eric was always unwilling todestroy any plant, far less oneof his children. |
remember insisting that we reallyhad to reducethe dimensions of anextensive
stock—bed of Irls x fulvala. Thls appearedto have been done but subsequently noted
PR ‘ 1 that the excessstock had been'
planted' around the baseof the
compostheap.

‘Hadspen Hawk' photolan Scroggy

/4 | listed surplus hosta seedlings

9 cheaplyunder avariety of categories
but they never seemed to decrease
noticeably. When Ericmovedto
Hadspen in1975, he took all the
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stocks d his most recent selections with himclones that were subsequently to bear
such nanes as'Hadspen White' ,'Hadspen Hawk', Q AAD OAT 3 AblafispeR O A &
Heron,O0( AAODPAT 2Halspeh Bluaeband a very disconcertinghumber of
other ' blues : 'Blue Danube', ' Blue Dimples ', 'Blue Diamond ', '‘Blue Moon', ‘Blue
Skies', 'Blue Wave' and maybe many more | was still left with bedsof thousands of
rejects to deal with. | brought Eric back on several occasions to review these
seedlings at difierent tim esof the year. He removedone or two more but finally
admitted that he wanted nothing more. My friend Heinz Klosehad a furth er rummage
amongEric's rgects and want off with a few (subsequently named ly him 'Blaue
Venus', '‘Blaumeise’, ' Blauspecht’, ‘Irische See and so o).

HostaO ( AAODPAT mASciodyy x 8

Eric had also given away many seedlings or, more
likely, early divisions from his unnamedselections,
still under one of his numbers (something like
TF3XSZor instance). Hecorresponded with
American enthusiasts like Paul Adel('Brig ht Glow'
came from Eric, Ibelieve) and Alex Summers Blue
Wedgewood' was Erics) and was obviously m
touch with many in Britain, like Dave andJulie
Morss (Blue Belle' and'Blue Blush') and Ann and
Roger Bowden('Devon Blue').

| suspect some clones migt have been named
twice, if not by othersthen by him. I found this was
certainly the case with some hellebores

A few yearsafter Eric's death

Roger Bowden said to me
MVe'retrying to put all WOE A8 O
hostaseedlings togetherA CAE T 8 ¢

| replied Really. Yolil have a
bit of ajob on your handso6and
thought that it was apity that |
had not known ofhis intentions
when | had severalthousand of
(el them to get ridof. | may be

& %= wrong but | think | detected a
2| note ofreproach in his voice.

(1T OGA x@3A iplioto © lan Scroggy
| fear that my attitude will never be received sympatetically by thosemany plant-
enthusiastswho rejoice in a multiplicity of cultivar names.| have never seen any

point in naming very similar clones. The dichotomy of attitudes really lies in he fact
that thosevery closeto a group of plants see minor differences as much more
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substarntial than a more detachedobserver. The extreme cases perhaps the
snowdrop-enthusiast but thehosta-enthusiastis not far behind.

Justas Ericnamed too many similar spotted hellebores sd,think, he named too
many medium-sized blueHogasbut no doubt many would disagreewnith me
strongly. The factthat | musthave exerciseda severely restricting influence orhis
naming activities while at Buckshaw is borneout by the suddenproliferation of
names when hewent off to pastures newat Hadspen

While we grow quite a numberof Eric's Hostasin Wales, wehave few of the oneshe
named laterin life. We doindeedhave his low-growing H. nakaiana hybrid
'Pastures New', a pleasant enough plant remarkbly similar in habit and foliage f
not in flower, to aclone Eric gave me ayear or so after he moved to Hadspn. This
came to me only under a number with thecommentthat he considered it to be one of
the bestand potentially most commercialof his newer selections. He told mehat |
had the entire stock, aboutwenty or soplants. After he died, | registered it as'Eric
Smith' in deference to his estimation of the clond do not think it really as worthy of
= his name as itshould be.

HostaD3 1 1 x AAT &
photo GavinMcNaughton/MacPlants
From my own viewpoint, looking at
his hostas as a gardener rather than a
collector, there are two superlative
N clones named at Buckshaw. The

{ white-flowered 'Snowden', which |
actually originally selected, as Eric
could not make his mind up between
three very similar seedlings, is as
outstanding among the larger ones as
8 'Krossa Regal' and of similar
~ 1 qualities, if you have space for it.
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