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Surplus Cyanellas - how about a snack?

Those who grow the winter rainfall Cape bulbs will almost certainly know a

species of Cyanella or two. These interesting Southern African members of
the mainly South American Tecophilaeaceae are perhaps not among the
world's most striking plants, but they have their uses. There are about 8

species; they grow from corms, producing long, narrow leaves in rosettes or

tufts and loosely branched stems carrying small white, yellow or blue flowers
with reflexed segments. They flower in winter or early spring and, in cool

temperate regions, require only a frost-free glasshouse to see them through
the winter. Perhaps more useful than their modest ornamental value is the
fact that they are edible. Whilst checking some literature a while ago I came

across a reference: "A preliminary investigation of Cynnel/a hyacinthoides as

an edible crop plant" by Gillian Scott, in the South African Journal of Botany
55: 533-536 (1989):. She explains that locals in the southern and western

parts of Cape Province used many geophytes (i.e. bulbous/cormous/tuberous
plants) and that they clearly had a good practical knowledge of plant toxins

since some of them contain poisonous alkaloids and glycosides which can

only be removed or destroyed by boiling, roasting, etc. Although Cyanella
probably does not contain these, the corms were roasted or boiled in milk in

any case since, as Dr Scott reports, flatulence is a problem if they are

consumed raw. They are said to taste rather like mashed potatoes and, in

comparative tests with these, it appears that they have almost as much

protein and contain more fibre. The two species known to have been eaten

locally were C. luteo and C. hyacinthoides, both of which are cultivated by
bulb enthusiasts to some extent. The study set out to find whether C.

hyacinthoides could be grown as a viable crop in parts of South Africa,
recording details of the best time to sow seeds, the germination rates,
seedling growth and the optimum crop densities; the last of these showed

that up to 50 plants per square metre could be grown. Obviously, it would

only be successful if a marketable crop could be raised rather rapidly.
The problem encountered here is in getting the corms up to a suitable size

to flower. We always seem to have lots of small ones, increasing well in

number, but not 'growing on' in size very satisfactorily. So, it looks as if we

shall be sticking to potatoes, at least for the time being. A pity, as I rather like
the idea of saying to dinner guests: "Would you care for another helping of

Cyanella"? [cooked, of coursei]. Maybe followed by a bulb liqueur? (see p.19).
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What is Iris vorobievii?

Whilst looking through Index Kewensis for various references recently l came

across the name of an iris which was quite new to me. Not that this is unusual
since the I.I<. is littered with obscure names, many of which turn out to be old

and forgotten synonyms for something else and mostly in the original I.K. or

the earlier Supplements. This name, however, was a bit different since it was

published only 10 years ago by a Russian taxonomist. As yet, it is not known

to be in cultivation so all i can do is to extract information from the Latin

diagnosis and pass it on, in the hope that we can provide a follow-up some

other time when it has been assessed more fully.
Iris vorobievii was described by N.S.Pav|ova in the Plantar; Vasculares

Orientis Extremi Sovietici Volume 2, page 424 (1987). This is a Flora of the far

eastern regions of the former USSR. and this new Iris is from an area to the

south-east of Vladivostok, on the Russian side of the border with China near

the town of Kraskino. Although the habitat is given as stony slopes, the Iris is

presumably found at fairly low altitude since this is a comparatively narrow

strip of land between China and the Sea of Japan without any mountains of

any significance.
The type specimen of Iris vorobievii was collected on June 2nd 1964 by K.D.

Stepanova, G.E.Kurentzova, Z.C.Valova and D.P.Vorobiev, after whom it is

named, and is deposited in the herbarium at Vladivostok with a duplicate in

St. Petersburg.
The author places I. vorobievii in the section Hexapogon which, following

Rodionenko's classification, contains the subsections Rage/Ia, Pseudoregelia
and Oncocyclus. More specifically, it is compared with I. humilis (I. flavissima)
the small yellow bearded arillate-seeded iris which occurs widely in eastern

Asia, even as far west as eastern Europe if I. arenaria is included in it. These
irises were allocated a section of their own by John Taylor, namely section

Psammiris which translates as the sand-iris (I. arenaria m growing on sand). lf

we accept this section, it includes I. humilis, I. arenaria (if different from the

first), I. bloudowii, I. mandschurica (which may be the same as I. humih's), I.

curvifolia and probably also I. potaninii which is the only one to have both

yellow and purple—flowered variants (the purple has been named var.

ionantha).
Iris vorobievii is described as being similar to I. humilis but having a short,

vertical rhizome with many radiating 'accessory' roots and slender bright
green leaves up to 25 cm long and 2 cm wide; the bases of the previous
season's leaves remain as a brown and fibrous tuft at the crown of the
rhizome. The flowers are said to be pale yellow with brown veining and have
a pale yellow beard on the falls, and the aril on the seeds is larger.

lt would be interesting to see this recently-described species, preferably as a

living plant since irises are notoriously difficult to assess from herbarium

specimens. So, if we there are any kindly Russian readers who are willing to

send us a few seeds, we will be delighted to try them out.
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Bulbs are storage organs which allow plants to survive adverse growing
conditions such as summer drought. It may, therefore, seem surprising that
there is a small number which prefer permanently damp soils even though
they grow satisfactorily in most soils which do not dry out. In this article I am

going to discuss a few with which i have had experience.
Three British natives favour a wet soil. Snake's~head fritillary, Fritillaria

meleagris, in a garden will grow in any moist soil but in nature is a plant of
water meadows with the soil always moist, and at times with standing water.

Summer snowflake, Leucojum aestivum, was once locally common in southern

England but is now rare. It was formerly found frequently in the Thames

Valley and one of its names, Loddon lily, indicates that it was once common

along this tributary of the Thames. [l have seen huge fields of this in Turkey
in full flower, completely flooded with water - B.M.] Usually flowering earlier is

the spring snowflake, L. vernum, a rare British native found in one or two

locations in southern England on river banks, but relatively common in central
and eastern Europe.

Three~cornered leek, Allium triquetrum, although native of Mediterranean

regions, is naturalised in several places in England, especially in the west

where it favours a moist soil. It is one of the better white-flowered onions,
with substantial tepals of a clean colour. Its strong onion scent makes it
unwelcome in the flower garden but it may be grown in a herb gardenfor
flavouring or adding to salads when finely chopped. Along river banks in wet

soils grows A. angulosum which is widespread in central Europe and extends
eastwards into and across Asia. The bulbs of this are eaten raw or pickled.
Having virtually no onion smell, it is quite satisfactory for the flower garden.
From amongst a few lax, thin leaves a stern arises to about 25 cm carrying an

umbel of mauve or pale purple flowers. The North American swamp onion, A.

validum, comes from coastal areas in California and northwards. From a

rhizomatous bulb rise flat leaves and a flower stem to 60 cm with an umbel of

up to 30 flowers in shades of pink. Perhaps because all grow in moist soils,
the leaves do not start to die as the flower stems develop, unlike many of the

'dry-«country' species whose foliage often looks very decrepit by flowering
time.

Another North American genus of bulbous plants in which most, perhaps all,
the species favour a moist soil is Camassia, cammas or quamash. Early
settlers crossing the continent were to see prairies in spring covered with blue
flowers of cammas, C. quamash and C. leichtlinii; like the Indians, they
utilised the bulbs for food. On my travels i saw a species on Vancouver island
which I was informed was C. suksdorfii [usually regarded as a subspecies of C.
leichtlinii - BM]. it was rather more elegant than other species i had seen,
smailer in all parts and with flowers of a richer, darker blue. This was growing
in a field where in May when it was in flower there was standing water.

Southern Africa is very rich in bulbous plants and many of those from the
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more eastern parts favour wet soils during the growing season but need to be

drier in winter when the bulbs are dormant, for example Crocosmia, Tritonia,
Rhodohypoxis and Saniellu. Some genera are tolerant of both dry and wet

soiis, and Zuntedeschia is a good example; Z. aethiopica, which is

rhizomatous, is being increasingly planted in gardens worldwide in areas

where winters are mild, from whence it has escaped into the wild. In many

places I have seen it colonising banks of streams, rivers and ponds and it is

regarded as a pest in parts of New Zealand and Australia. It grows in a wide

range of soils, even tolerating those which are dry in summer. Christopher
Lloyd at Great Dixter in Kent grows it in his horse pond.

The bulbs mentioned above are all plants which Brian Halliwell has cultivated

or has seen in the wild, but there must be other 'wet bulbs' and this article

may prompt suggestions from subscribers as to which ‘bulbs' grow naturally
in damp to wet places. We can think of a few, such as Crocus scharojunii
(luzicus) which grows in running water in the mountains of north—eastern

Turkey and never really dries out in summer. The brilliant turquoise blue

Believe/fa forniculata, also from eastern Turkey, and its blackish-blue relative

B. pycncmtha also colour the water meadows in places. Perhaps one of the

most extreme cases is Crinum bottoms from West Africa which grows in

streams, its long leaves trailing in the water and the umbels of white flowers

standing up above the surface!

mostdele ea? . 9:825:51];A
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The September number of the

Quarterly Bulletin of the Alpine Garden

Society arrived just recently and, for

bulb enthusiasts, is probably better

than any of the pills and powdery stuff

peddled in seedy night clubs. This‘is

one which the Editor, Kit Grey-Wilson
has been putting together for some

time and it certainly does not

disappoint. There is something for all

hardy bulb freaks here, from a

beginners' guide to growing bulbs (Vic
Aspland) to the cultivation of rare bulbs

(Erich Pasche), bulb frames (Bob Wallis),
bulb propagation (Rod Leeds) and

showing bulbs (Kath Dryden). Articles

of a specialist nature include Juno irises

(Tony Hall), Calanthus (John Grimshaw,
Matt Bishop & Aaron Davis), Crocus

(David Stephens), Erythroriium (Brian
Mathew), Narcissus (John Blanchard),



hardy orchids (Tom Norman), Fritillaria (Jack Elliott), Oxalis enneaphyl/a & its

relatives, Iris wink/er!“ (Arnis Seisums 8: Janis Ruksans) and a new species of

lily (L. akkusianum) from Turkey (René Gaemperle). Robert Rolfe, in inimitable

style, gallops through an impressively large selection of the bulb literature,
including a welcome reference to this little newsletter — We liked the

description of BN as "a gossip—column but with the salacious details and trivia

removed" - that is just what we were trying to achieve!
The A65 has always illustrated its bulletins well and currently they are

lavishly adorned with colour photographs of an extraordinary standard. This
one is no exception. Apart from providing enjoyment, these photographs are

very informative and an invaluable source of plant illustration. For example,
there is almost certainly the first image ever to be published of Iris wink/err“,a
bulbous iris from Central Asia which has now passed from near-mythology
into cultivation following its rediscovery by Arnis Seisums and Janis Ruksans.
There are usefully comparative photos of all the yellow Turkish Lilium species,
L. ponticum, L. mona/dephum, L. ciliatum, L. kesselringianum and the newly
described L. akkusianum, all taken by Rene Gaemperle, and from Alan

Edwards some mouth-watering shots of the dark purple Crocus pelistericus
and yellow C. cvijicii in northern Greece. While on the Crocus theme, David

Stephens' article 'Crocus Desiderata' includes portraits of the recently
described C. paschei and the extraordinary variant of Crocus chrysanthus
with a black stigma which is now in cultivation; interestingly, during our

Cyclamen Society field study trip to Turkey last year, we saw a similar form,
mixed in with many other colour forms of annulate crocuses. OxaIis fanciers

will find much to salivate over in Peter Erskine's article where we are treated

to illustrations of wonderful forms of O. enneaphy/Ia, O. Iaciniata (including a

deep violet), O. adenophyI/a and the seldom-seen and very choice 0. Ioricata.

Narcissus are well catered for, with photos from John Blanchard of some of

the little-known species (eg. N. bujei, N. radinganorum, N. cordubensis and'

N. jennmonodii), while Christine Skelmersdale shows us some of the small,
excellent hybrids such as 'Elka' (a creamy trumpet type), 'Petrel' (a white

Triandrus hybrid) and a particular favourite of ours, 'Mite' (a tiny deep yellow
Cyclamineus hybrid). Galanthophiles may well never have seen illustrations of

'Francesca' (an elwesii with green external segments), ‘Comet‘ (an eIwesii with

green tips to the outer segments), Greenfinch' (a plicatus with green tips on

the outer segments) and ‘Carolyn Elwes' (an elwesii with yellow markings.
There are good illustrations of several fine erythroniums including a very dark

E. revolutum, the superb "E. cIiftonii" (otherwise known as the Feather River

variant of E. multiscapoideum) and [leanette Brickell‘, an excellent white with

beautifully brown~marbled foliage. Tony Hall's article gives us a good idea of

the extraordinary range ofluno irises in the collections at Kew, and the proof
is in the array of crisp photos, many of them taken by Andy McRobb of the

R.B.G. Kew ~ rarely seen species such as I. Ieptorhiza, I. pawn/a, I.narbutii,
I. edomensis, I. regis-uzziae, I. tubergeniana, I. postii, I. subdecolornta,
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