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NOTES FROM THE COMMITTEE
My wife and I have been grounded since last Friday having been bounced 
around the M62 by an articulated lorry and left bruised and shaken and with 
no car. However they say that in every cloud there’s a silver lining and so it was 
today. The sun was shining and it was quite mild and balmy so I took courage 
and ventured forth into the garden. 

To my pleasant surprise I discovered several plants in flower so armed with 
my mobile phone I was able to photograph a few and thought I would share 
them with you. As well as the usual Cyclamen coum, various galanthus hybrids 
and early to rise reticulata irises, there were also spring flowering Colchicum 
luteum and recently obtained C. hungaricum, a pink Hepatica which Anne 
Wright had provided and more cyclamen. Last year I lifted some Eranthis 
pinnafitida from a sink as though they were in flower they only managed a 
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half-hearted display and produced no seed. 
With this in view I decided to try them in the 
open garden and I’m pleased to say that they 

have responded well to this treatment. Hopefully 
they will spread and with luck will produce seed. If they do I will share it with 
some of our members who are more proficient than myself and with luck we’ll 
have some available in a few years time to share with the group. Incidentally, I 
note that the main AGS website has an article dedicated to this rather small but 
beautiful aconite which is well worth a visit.

I look forward to seeing you all at the February meeting.

John Stone

Cyclamen and crocus

Colchicum hungaricum

Eranthis pinnatifida



Page -3-

Spurges and Daffodils

What links a Silver Swan, a church in County Durham 
and the most famous daffodil of the 1900’s?  

One day in the early summer of 2015, I was asked by my friend Roger Brook if 
I would join him and a group of his retired professional horticultural colleagues 
for lunch, and then allow the group to visit my garden. I immediately agreed, 
but as the day of the visit approached, I became increasingly nervous.  Although 
I am normally quite confident showing visitors around my garden, I had never 
before entertained a group of professional horticulturists. However, within 
minutes of their arrival, my fears evaporated and I started to feel comfortable 
simply chatting about plants and enjoying the relaxed, good-natured company 
of fellow gardeners.    

When we looked around my polytunnel, one of the group identified Euphorbia 
characias ‘Silver Swan’ that I had propagated from cuttings and asked whether 
I considered it to be a worthwhile variety. I replied that I thought that it was 
a superb plant that looked good all year around. I explained that I was so 
impressed by its performance that I had propagated new plants to extend my 
initial planting.  The questioner replied that he was very pleased that was the 
case because he had in fact, discovered the plant and was responsible for its 
introduction into commercial horticulture. Panic returned immediately because 
I knew that the variety was subject to Plant Breeders’ Rights and I thought that I 
might have broken the law. Was I in trouble? Well of course not. I was not trying 
to sell the plants, but was simply producing a few more for my own enjoyment. 

The discoverer of ‘Silver Swan’ was Dr. David Willis and I was so pleased to meet 
him that I asked if I could take his photograph with my original ‘Silver Swan’. 
David agreed with great good humour and posed with his discovery.  I thought 
no more about the ‘Silver Swan’ incident until I heard from David the following 
spring. He asked if I still had a specimen of ‘Silver Swan’ in my polytunnel that I 
could spare.  He explained that his own plant that had been grown in a container 
had died because it had been waterlogged during the very wet winter and spring. 
David went on to say that that the company to which he had granted his PBR 
licence had become insolvent, and the variety was temporarily unavailable.  
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I had actually planted out all the 
‘Silver Swans’, but was absolutely 
delighted to lift one, and return it 
to its discoverer.  David had told 
me that when he first found the 
variegated shoot that became 
‘Silver Swan’ on a green plant of 
E. characias in his garden,  he had 
a few sleepless nights because he 
could not decide whether to let it 
grow further, or to immediately 
take it as a cutting and try to get it 
established as a plant on its own 
roots. David took the latter course 
and the new variety was created.

A little while later, David 
contacted me to say that he 
wanted to return my favour and 
had a few ‘odd’ daffodil bulbs that 
I might be interested in growing. These turned out to be very special indeed.  
There were five bulbs of Narcissus ‘Empress’ and five of Narcissus ‘Weardale 
Perfection’. The hand-written label that accompanied the bulbs informed me 
that the former was raised by William Backhouse in 1865 and was the first 
triploid cultivar, and the latter, also created by William Backhouse, was the first 
tetraploid narcissus and had flowered for the first time in 1872.

When the bulbs flowered in my glasshouse the following spring I was delighted 
by both daffodils but especially by ‘Weardale Perfection’. This truly lovely 
daffodil was tall, elegant, delicately bi-coloured and held its flowers strongly 
above the foliage. My delight turned to astonishment when I discovered the 
history of this cultivar and the story of its loss and rediscovery and the key role 
that David had played. 

William Backhouse was a Quaker and wealthy Darlington banker and the 
leading hybridizer of daffodils from 1855 until his death in 1869. His country 
home was at St John’s Hall, Wolsingham in Weardale, County Durham. During 
the flowering season he undertook his plant breeding in the early morning 
before catching the train to Darlington to start his day’s work. Unfortunately, 

David Willis and ‘Silver Swan’ 
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William died before the cultivar 
that was to become ‘Weardale 
Perfection’ first flowered in 1872.  
His sons witnessed the event and 
the variety became a sensation.   
In the 1900’s a single bulb cost 
ten guineas, equivalent to almost 
£2000 today. This makes even the 
current craze for snowdrops look 
quite sensible! Despite its cost, the 
variety became distributed widely 
amongst daffodil enthusiasts 
and an article in a Sheffield 
newspaper in 1899 indicated that 
when ‘Weardale Perfection’ was 
displayed in Totley Hall (a C17 
mansion owned by fellow daffodil 
enthusiast W.A. Milner for whom 
William Backhouse named another 
of his crosses), some local workers were given time off to go and see the 
amazing new daffodil!  

The outstanding characteristics of ‘Weardale Perfection’ meant that it was 
quickly used in daffodil breeding programmes and many excellent new cultivars 
were developed.  But as so often happens in horticulture, the swarm of hybrids 
replaced the parent and by the 1930’s ‘Weardale Perfection’ had disappeared 
from the bulb catalogues. 

When I first met David I realised that he was an expert horticulturalist but it 
was not until I received the bulbs that I discovered that his real passion was 
daffodils and that he was one of the UK’s leading authorities on these plants.  
David knew the story of Weardale Perfection’s origin and subsequent demise 
because he had studied breeding records of early daffodil cultivars.  Indeed, for 
a number of years he had been looking at catalogues from around the world 
and had tried without success, to obtain a specimen. 

The story advanced when a Wolsingham resident Margaret Keyte read about 
‘Weardale Perfection’ and thought that an excellent Millenium project for the 
Weardale Society might be to find the daffodil and plant it in the churchyard 

‘Weardale Perfection’
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where William Backhouse was buried. David was approached and asked 
for help with the project in 1998.  The idea was to visit sites in the Weardale 
region associated with the Backhouse family to see if the daffodil was still 
growing. The aim would then be to isolate and bulk up stock that could be 
planted out for the Millennium event. Searches of likely sites did not reveal 
any plants that David could be certain were ‘Weardale Perfection’ but then 
there was a breakthrough.  

Margaret Keyte heard that the cultivar was still growing in a house in 
Wolsingham. The house had previously belonged to the district nurse 
Jessie  Young,  who had been known to grow the daffodil in her garden.  
The present owner was convinced that there was a single bulb of ‘Weardale 
Perfection’ growing in a mixed tub of bulbs but the flower had long-since 
faded, and identification was impossible.   She kindly offered the tub to David 
and he moved it to his home in a village near York. The following spring 
disappointment resurfaced. Daffodils appeared in the tub but not ‘Weardale 
Perfection’. However, in spring 2000, a flower was produced that David 
was convinced was the cultivar he sought. It matched his list of 21 criteria 
put together from a study of descriptions found in old catalogues. Whilst 
David was virtually certain that the bulb he obtained from Nurse Young’s 
garden was a true ‘Weardale Perfection’, he was delighted to be supplied with 
information in 2008 that removed any trace of doubt.  The evidence linked 
Nurse Young to the garden of Bedburn Hall where ‘Weardale Perfection’ was 
known to have grown (and probably still does). 

The source of the bulbs at Bedburn Hall is thought to be Charles James 
Backhouse who actually named the variety ‘Weardale Perfection’ after his 
father’s death.  Charles, along with other prominent Weardale Quakers, were 
known to have visited the Hall for Sunday lunch in the latter parts of the 
Nineteenth Century and probably brought the bulbs as a present on one of 
these occasions. The owner of Bedburn Hall, Mrs Bonas, had known Nurse 
Young from childhood and had employed her to help with her own children 
when they were born. She had remembered Nurse Young admiring ‘Weardale 
Perfection’ in the garden at Bedburn Hall and being given a few bulbs.  

After flowering in David’s care in 2000, the daffodil grew well and when the 
bulb was lifted in summer of 2000 it had produced a detachable daughter bulb.   
This daughter bulb was used for twin-scaling (a rapid propagation method 
that involves taking slices of the bulb with a section of the basal plate and at 
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least two segments of bulb scales) and by November of 2000, David had ten 
new bulbils.  Over the next few years further twin-scaling was performed and 
in September 2007, five-hundred bulbs were planted out in the grounds of the 
Parish Church of St. Mary and St. Stephen in Wolsingham.   The project had 
missed its Millennium target but the date coincided with the 200th anniversary 
of William Backhouse’s birth.  I was so taken with the story of this remarkable 
bulb that I visited the church in April 2017 and the photograph below shows 
that ‘Weardale Perfection’, is doing really well. 

This story also had another fascinating and totally unexpected outcome for 
David. He had been researching his family history and discovered that in 

the 1700’s, three generations of his family had been baptized, married and 
buried in the Parish Church of St. Mary and St. Stephen in Wolsingham.  His 
great-great-grandfather’s grave is only fifty yards from the drift of ‘Weardale 
Perfection’ daffodils that David had propagated.  

I would like to acknowledge David’s help in providing information that allowed 
me to write this account and for reading the first draft.  

The detailed story of David Willis’s involvement with ‘Weardale Perfection’ 

‘Weardale Perfection’ at Wolsingham church in 2017
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and the genetics of daffodil breeding can be found in an authoritative article 
David wrote for The Daffodil Society Journal in 2008.  If you wish to look even 
further into the history and breeding of daffodils David has made his book 
‘Yellow Fever; A prospect of the history and culture of daffodils‘ available on 
line at thedaffodilsociety.com/wordpress/yellow-fever-by-dr-david-willis/

And if that wasn’t enough ! – many of us have for years used the general 
fertilizer Vitax Q4 that was formulated by David Willis in the 1960’s.  It was the 
first general fertilizer to contain trace elements and has been a best seller for 
50 years.

Peter Williams

Eric’s little helpers.

The National Alpine flower show at Harlow Carr on the 14 October was a great 
success in terms of visitor numbers. The 2015 show attracted just short of 1800 
visitors, last year 3100 and 4862 in 2017. The RHS, needless to say, were very 
pleased!

2017 was a difficult year for exhibitors; many plants had finished flowering prior 
to our show and this was reflected in a reduction in the number of exhibitors 
and exhibits, and whilst numbers were down the standard of plants on the 
show bench was not diminished.

It is not possible to put on such a show without those people who generously 
give up their free time to assist me with all that is required to run a National 
Alpine Flower Show.   

I thank them for their assistance in my last year as show secretary, and I am 

The TEAM at Harlow Carr show



Page -9-

sure members will give Ian and Georgina Instone the support I have enjoyed 
over the years in their roll as show secretaries for the Autumn Show.

Eric Rainford

Editor’s note - I’m sure members will join me in thanking Eric for the fantastic 
job he’s done over the years running the group’s shows, and hope he gets a 
good rest now!

Members’ Photographs
The idea of our December meeting, Members’ Photographs, is that four 
or five members will show, with technical help available, around ten or so 
photographs/slides and will say a few, brief words about them (average time 
about ten minutes). Subjects could include seeing members’ gardens, favourite 
plants, cultivation tips, plants from travels etc. If anyone felt slightly unsure 
about standing up in front of everyone and running the projector, please 
remember that saying one sentence about each photograph would be fine and 
you only need to press the arrow key on the hand-held clicker when you want 
to show the next photograph - someone else always takes care of the projector/
computer side of things. Members’ Photographs is hopefully another way we 
can learn a bit more about each other and what we like to grow as well as 
seeing and hearing things of interest.

For December 2017 Eric Rainford showed some pictures of the old Harlow 
Carr alpine houses and the construction of the new alpine house, Di Dark 
showed some of her Harlow Carr Show photographs, Trevor Wright showed a 
different photograph taken in his garden each month of the year, John Briscoe 
showed photographs from his visits to Costa Rica and Roberto Renzi showed 
photographs of his garden. All contributions were really good to see.

It would be great if some other members could contribute in the future. 
Photographs can be dropped as files from the camera or computer onto a 
usb stick or sd card and brought to the meeting in November. This gives time 
to arrange the schedule for the December meeting and to make sure that the 
photographs display properly. 

Some people prefer to use Powerpoint presentations rather than a folder of 
photographs. One advantage of a Powerpoint presentation is that plant names 
can be displayed alongside or even on the photographs. Please speak to me 
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if you would like a Powerpoint presentation created from your photographs.

Perhaps over the course of this growing/travelling year you could take 
photographs with the December Members’ Photographs meeting in mind or 
select for it some of those wonderful photographs that you already have tucked 
away!

Matthew Childs

Harrogate Spring Show 2017
The Cleveland group assembled a fine display of lightweight alpine troughs, 
also a photographic display, and were awarded a Silver Gilt medal for their 
efforts. The West Yorkshire group assisted only on the admin side for the four 
days of the show.

The display was formed in part as an educational tool in the making of 
lightweight troughs from different materials. Many of the visitors to the stand 
were interested in the number of methods which had been utilised in the 
making.

We tried our level best to introduce visitors to the Alpine Garden Society, 
Cleveland Group and our own West Yorkshire Group - time will tell if we 
managed to attract any new members. 

The AGS exhibit at Harrogate Spring Flower Show 2017
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It is a pity we do not have an Alpine Show at the Harrogate Spring Show to 
go with the display, which would in my view attract many more visitors and 
potentially new members.

We will be putting on a display for the show in 2018. It will be an island unit 
some 3 meters in diameter, incorporating the continents of the world as part of 
the educational theme. I will update members as things start to progress and 
develop.

Eric Rainford

***Editor’s Note*** 
Many thanks to all the contributors to this newsletter. 
The  editor, Anne Wright is VERY keen  to receive articles, news 
items, tips etc., for inclusion in future issues. 

All it takes is a paragraph, or a photograph, or both. This is not just the 
committee’s newsletter! Have your say too! PLEASE give your contributions 
to Anne at the  meetings or post to Mrs A. Wright, 130, Prince Rupert Drive, 
Tockwith, York, YO26 7PU, to arrive before end JULY 2018 (e-mail 
attachments preferred but not essential - please send images separate to the 
text). Articles via E-mail to be sent to anneswright42@hotmail.co.uk (remove 
the 42 before emailing to this address)

Most formats accepted, e.g., Microsoft Word/Works and graphic formats like 
BMP, TIF, JPG. You can even hand write it, and I can manage!

Website reminder
The West Yorkshire AGS Group have their own mini website hosted on the 
main AGS website. If you have any contributions that you think would be 
suitable for the website or any suggestions about it please speak to Matthew 
Childs. To find the website: 

main AGS website > Groups > Group Websites > West Yorkshire AGS Group
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CALENDAR
10 MAR Local Group Meeting, St Chad’s - Simon Wallis - 

The waterlily Tulip & its cousins: Growing species Tulips                                                                                                          
at Cambridge Botanic Garden

10 MAR Loughborough Show

17 MAR Kendal Show

31 MAR Cleveland Show

7 APR Chesterfield Show

14 APR Local Group Meeting, St Chad’s  - Richard Horswood Span-
ish high points from the Sierra Nevada to the Picos de Europa

14 APR Hexham Show

21 APR Solihull Show

28 APR East Lancs Show

12 MAY Local Group Meeting, St Chad’s  - AGM talk and  **LOCAL 
SHOW*** 

2 JUN Stockport Show

8 SEP Local Group Meeting, St Chad’s - Peter Williams - A year in 
a woodland garden.

YORKSHIRE SNOWDROP TRAIL

This will be on February 17 - 18 at Primrose Bank Nursery, Kexby near York 
YO41 5LH. Along with winter flowering plants and shrubs, Anne Wright’s 
Dryad nursery will have many varieties of snowdrops for sale at reduced prices. 
There will be talks by Anne Wright, Michael Myers and Russel Watkins. In aid 
of the Anthony Nolan trust. Kiplin Hall and Thorpe Perrow gardens will also 
be opening.

The will be a pot of Anne’s yellow snowdrop Dryad Gold Bullion to be auctioned 
- now is your chance to bag one at Yorkshire prices!


