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THE FRITILLARIA GROUP OF THE ALPINE 

GARDEN SOCIETY 
Spring Show and Meeting 

20 March 2016 at the Hillside Centre, RHS Wisley 

 

  9.30   Doors Open and Coffee.  Plants and Bulbs will be on sale throughout.  

 

10.30 “Of Chocolate Lilies and Mission Bells” by Ron Mudd. 

 Ron has been growing Fritillaria for over 35 years.  The species of the US 

West Coast, China and Japan are his particular interest. He grows a wide range 

of species and is very interested in developing large scale cultivation of 

Fritillaria for use in the Traditional Chinese Medicine industry 

 

12.00 Open discussion of selected flowering frits from the show benches. 

 

13.00 Lunch Break  

 

14.30 “Memories and Treasures of Iran” by Arthur Nicholls. 

Arthur has been growing bulbs, including many fritillaries, for some 30 years.  

He has travelled several times to Iran.  Arthur’s talk will show Fritillarias, 

Oncocyclus iris plus many other endemics as well as some World Heritage 

sites. It promises to be another fascinating insight into a part of the world that, 

presently, is seriously difficult to access. 

 

15.45  Raffle and end of meeting 

 

Please bring flowering Fritillarias for the show bench!  

 Visitors are welcome. 

Nurseries and other bulb sellers – come and be tempted! 
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Chairman’s Chatter 
By Bob Wallis 

 
Well, I hope that you all enjoyed the Group’s year as much as I did, including   

the Theydon Bois venue.  Its position near the bottom of the major roads to the 

north and the M25 means that we can encourage more of our northern members 

to come.  What about Martyn Rix’s presentation?  It was full of things that I 

have never seen before and lots of gems of knowledge that he has accumulated 

over the years and which are so useful in helping us to cultivate the rarer species. 

I loved that picture of F anhuiensis! 

 

This brings me on to how we can help the cultivation of rarer species.  The 

Group’s seed distribution is just what its title suggests.  It is a distribution of 

“genetic wealth” (my phrase which has no intended political ramifications and 

for which I offer no apology!).  It depends on each of us donating seed and 

receiving something different in exchange which we can try to grow.  Please 

give generously and seek your reward!  It comes as free packets to donors. 

 

If you need tips on what to do next then the Group’s “Forum” 

(http://www.fritillaria.org.uk/forum) is a great place to seek advice.  So far it 

seems that the Group’s committee are the only people using it.  Please don’t 

forget that it is open to all and in future will become a superb historical resource 

of information on the genus.  Other sites which are extremely helpful in this 

regard are the Fritillaria Study Group to be found on Facebook and Fritillaria 

Icones (www.fritillariaicones.com). 

 

Returning to my theme of the year:  Kit Grey-Wilson’s “Miscellany” theme at 

the autumn meeting in Wisley was a feast of fritillaries and other bulbs from all 

over the northern hemisphere.  It highlighted a number of the taxonomic issues 

that we have in, say, the Iberian peninsular species and the Chinese species 

where there is no clear demarcation between described taxa, so it becomes a 

matter of opinion of what to call them. 

 

Finally, a word about trips to see Fritillaria in the wild.  In April about 10 people 

enjoyed the visit to Witney and Magdelene College to see the Fritillaria 

meleagris meadows.  Thank you to Alice for organising this.  Can we carry out 

more such ventures?  If you have an idea or proposal, please let me or another 

member of the Committee know. 

http://www.fritillaria.org.uk/forum
http://www.fritillariaicones.com/
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Cultivation of Fritillaria chitralensis in the Open Ground 

and its use in a Breeding Program 
Words and images by Willem Wietsma and Ronald van den Berg 

 
Fritillaria chitralensis, is one of the four members of section Petilium of the 

genus Fritillaria. Crown Imperials (F. imperialis) are widely grown, F. 

raddeana and F. eduardii are more rare in cultivation and F. chitralensis is very 

rare and only grown in some botanical gardens and specialists’ collections. F. 

chitralensis has been in cultivation for just over one century. It was Miss 

Watson, North Court, Finchampstead, Hampshire, who exhibited the flowers on 

February 22, 1910, at one of the committees of the Royal Horticultural Society 

(Gardeners’ Chronicle, page 171, March 12, 1910). 

Fritillaria chitralensis is reported from Kashmir (Chitral), NE Afghanistan and 

N Pakistan.  

 

 
Culture in the open ground. Left front: F. chitralensis; left behind: F1 hybrid F. 

raddeana x F. chitralensis; right front: F. raddeana. 
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Brian Mathew (1996) gives the following information about the cultivation of 

F. chitralensis: “To date, as far as I am aware, it has not been tried in the open 

ground in Britain since its rarity in cultivation has precluded much experiment; 

it does, however, appear to be reasonably frost-hardy in an unheated glasshouse 

in Britain, planted in deep pots to accommodate the vigorous root growth”. In 

Kew Gardens it was only successfully grown under Kew’s all-weather frame (a 

large cold frame with no sides). Jānis Rukšāns lost almost all his bulbs, planting 

them in an open garden in Latvia: “In my region it comes up so early that the 

shoots are always killed by frost; as a result, the few bulbs I had planted became 

smaller and smaller. Now I grow them in the greenhouse without any 

problems”.  

 

In autumn 1992 the first author received from Brian Mathew one bulb of F. 

chitralensis, size 5 (periphery = 5 cm in size, diameter (Ø) ca. 1.6 cm). This 

bulb was planted in a pot and grown in a cold frame (Wageningen, NL). During 

the winter the cold frame was protected against frost, but also against high 

temperatures during sunny periods, by a cover of reed. The bulbs were planted 

in the second half of October, in a well-drained mixture of compost (ca. 75%) 

and sand (ca. 25%). In February before the plant started to grow, fertilizer (NPK 

12-10-18, ca. 5-7 gram/pot) was added. The first two years the bulb produced 

plants that did not flower. In the summer of 1994, the bulb grew into size 11 (Ø 

ca. 3.5 cm). In the period 1995-1999, the plant flowered with 1-2 flowers each 

year. In 1999, by natural splitting, two bulbs were harvested, one of size 10 (Ø 

ca. 3.2 cm) and the other of size 4 (Ø ca. 1.3 cm).  

  

From 2000 onwards, the bulbs were planted in the open ground (in a garden at 

Wageningen, NL), in well-drained sandy soil, with a pH around 5, from the 

beginning of November until mid-November. At the time of planting new roots 

were already developed (ca. 2-3 cm). The plant depth is circa three times the 

biggest size of the bulb. The reason for this relatively late planting is to prevent 

the plants emerging very early, already in winter. The plants start to grow in the 

beginning of February in ‘warmer’ winters. In cold springs, with heavy ground 

frost (up to -4°C till -8°C), the emerging plants were covered with a non-woven 

frost fabric. In February, just after the plants started to grow a fertilizer was 

added (NPK, 12-10-18, 75 gram/m² and lime (CaCO3) 50 gram/m²). Before the 

plants emerge, preventive control against slugs was carried out. This was done 

during the whole growing period. From the middle of March until the end of 

May, every 7-10 days, preventive control against botrytis was carried out. In 
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May, when damage is seen from the larva of the Lily beetle (Lilioceris lilii), 

they are manually removed or destroyed by chemical treatment. 

  

The bulbs were harvested at the beginning of June. Bulbs were stored together 

with the other fritillaries under controlled conditions (June until mid-August 

constant 25°C, then going down to 17°C until the end of October). F. 

chitralensis is susceptible to Bulb Rot caused by Fusarium oxysporum and 

during storage over the years some bulbs were lost.  

  

In garden conditions the plant is much smaller than the 20-45 cm it can reach in 

greenhouse conditions.  The stem will be at most 15-25 cm high. Flowering will 

take place around. 3-4 weeks after emerging in February.. F. chitralensis 

flowers in the open ground, around. 1 week earlier than F. raddeana and 3-4 

weeks earlier than F. imperialis. Bulbs of size 7 and bigger are able to produce 

flowers, bigger bulbs produce 2-3 flowers per stem.  Greater numbers of flowers 

per stem were never observed. 

 

According to Mathew vegetative propagation is possible by carefully breaking 

or cutting the bulbs into two or more pieces. The propagation technique we used 

for the multiplication of the larger fritillaries (section Petilium) is to cut big 

bulbs with a knife, from bottom until halfway through the bulb, in July-August, 

during the dormant stage.  (See image below.) 
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 In 2003, the first bulb, size 11, was cut at the end of July by making three 

cuttings, crosswise. During planting at the beginning of November, small bulbs 

were already visible, growing in the old bulb. During 2003 and 2014, a total of 

31 bulbs were cut (bulbs used for cutting were of size 8-11). In 2014, 8 bulbs, 

size 8-up, were cut and in 2015 from these 8 bulbs, 53 bulbs were harvested in 

different size classes: size 0-3: 14 bulbs; 4-6: 17 bulbs; 7-8: 20 bulbs; 9-up: 2 

bulbs (in comparison F. imperialis, bulb cut size >24: 15-20 bulbs; F. raddeana, 

size >18: 6-8 bulbs; F. eduardii, size >20: 4-6 bulbs). 

During cultivation in the open ground, but also during the long storage process 

in summer/autumn, many of the very small bulbs were lost or dried out. The 

young bulbs (offsets) growing in the old bulb after cutting, seen in November 

during planting, were, besides the main stem (if not destroyed during cutting), 

also able to produce flowers, see photo below. This phenomenon, after cutting, 

is not seen in the other members of the section Petilium. It was observed during 

cutting the bulbs, that F. chitralensis had a less pungent fox-like odour, much 

weaker than that of the bulbs of F. imperialis.   

 

 
Growth of F. chitralensis after cutting the bulb, in the middle the main stem (2 

flowers) and adventitious shoots (with 1 flower). 
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Crossing experiments were performed to get more insight into the species’ 

relationships and to develop new cultivars with new properties in section 

Petilium. This breeding program started in 1978. Breeding goals were: 

increased Fusarium resistance, more diversity in flower colours and cultivars 

with less fox-like odour suitable to force as cut-flowers in the greenhouse. 

Crosses between F. chitralensis and the other members of section Petilium were 

made from 1995 onwards. All plants used in the breeding program, were always 

hand emasculated and pollinated. Self-pollination on F. chitralensis never 

resulted in seed production, while self-pollinations of F. imperialis (cultivars), 

F. raddeana and F. eduardii produced abundant seeds. The efforts to produce 

F1-species hybrids on F. chitralensis also never resulted in seed production. 

F. chitralensis used as pollinator was more successful. A species hybrid F. 

raddeana x F. chitralensis was made in 1996 and flowered with bright yellow 

flowers in 2000, after four years (the members of section Petilium normally 

takes 5-7 years from seed until first flowering). 

 
F1 Hybrid F. raddeana x F. chitralensis 
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Flowers of: F. raddeana (left); F. raddeana x F. chitralensis (middle); F. chitralensis 

(right). 

 

Propagation of the F1 is rather slow, like F. raddeana. Bulbs from size 12 

upwards, will produce flowers. The hybrid combination of the orange-red F. 

imperialis ‘Aurora’ x F. chitralensis is easy to make and gives numerous seeds. 

These F1-hybrids vary in their flower colour from yellow-orange to orange, see 

photo 6 and 7.  

 
F1 hybrid F. imperialis ‘Aurora’ x F. chitralensis 
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F1 hybrid F. imperialis ‘Aurora’ x F. chitralensis 

 

The orange red F. imperialis var. kashmirensis (the odourless form of F. 

imperialis) x F. chitralensis produce F1-hybrids with orange red flowers, with 

a tuft with only a few bracts. Crossings with F. eduardii (both varieties) never 

resulted in F1-hybrids.  

 
F1 Hybrid F. imperialis var. kashmirensis x F. chitralensis. 
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Mathew only reported cultivation of F. chitralensis in the UK in unheated 

glasshouses. Later studies showed success only when growing them under 

controlled conditions. This study from 2000 until 2015 shows that F. 

chitralensis can be grown in the open ground in the Netherlands. Care has to be 

taken for ground frost in early spring, slugs have to be treated and spraying 

against botrytis is necessary.  

In the Gardeners‘ Chronicle, page 171, 12 March 1910, it is reported that: “in 

Chitral, this particular variety is said to be as common as Daisies in this 

country”. Sadly, there is little plant material available and little is known about 

how this beautiful species grows in its original habitat.  

 

Acknowledgments: we are indebted to VOF. De Keizerskroon (represented by 

Doede de Jong) for supplying plant material for this study.  

 

References:  

Mathew, B. 1996. 288. Fritillaria chitralensis. Bot. Mag. 13: 27-32, t. 288. 

Rukšāns, J. 2007. Buried Treasures. Timber Press, Inc, Portland, Oregon pp 

154-156 

 

Cleaning Seed 
By Pat Craven 
I have recently completed the Fritillaria Group Seed Distribution, and packed 

Fritillaria seed for the AGS Seed Exchange.  

 

When I first started to get Fritillaria seed from the AGS list 20 years ago, and 

then from the Fritillaria Group which I joined at its inception, I often was 

disappointed by how few seeds were in a packet and that among them some 

were “papery” and never used to germinate. 

 

When I became Seed Manager I resolved to pack only viable seed, and to 

maximise the number of seeds per packet.  Although many donors obviously  

sort their seed carefully, much of the donated seed contains “chaff”, and I 

sometimes spend more time separating the good seeds than packeting them. I 

know that some members are probably unaware that seed capsules may contain 

not only viable seeds, but also underdeveloped ones that are not viable. But I 

also think that some donors simply don’t think about whether their donations as 

received can be packeted and sent out. 
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There are times when it is difficult to assess likely viability, but one piece of 

guidance would be: 

Harvested seed often contains two types, one darker, thicker and opaque 

and the other paler, thinner and translucent. The latter are not viable 

seeds and will not germinate. 

The pictures below illustrate the problem. 

 
Fig 1 Contents of one donated packet containing only about 20 good seeds and a 

preponderance of chaff 

 
Fig 2 Contents of one donated packet with more good seed, but a significant amount 

of chaff 
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Fig 3 Chaff and debris from an entire seed distribution – the pile is about 15mm deep! 

 

As members participating in the Group Seed Distribution will be aware, I now 

delay packing until I have received all the requests from members. I can then 

decide how many packets of each donation to pack and how many seeds to 

include in each. But I can do this only when I can estimate how much good seed 

is available, which necessitates sorting it from the chaff. 

 

So please, please, have a little sympathy for your Seed Distribution Manager, 

remember that the distribution is done not by a team, but by a single individual 

and prepare your seed before you send it off. 
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A Fritillary Miscellany 
Abridged transcript of a talk given by Christopher Grey-Wilson 

Images by Bob Charman 

 
I’m no expert on fritillarias, as you will soon discover.  I have, however, been 

interested in them for many years, but I have never done a trip specifically like 

Bob other people have done, to look for fritillarias in the wild.  I have been to 

many places around the world and fritillarias have popped up here and there on 

my travels and I have been able to make quite a few observations on them.  The 

other thing is, that I’m not up-to-date with all the nomenclature.  I don’t know 

what Bob and Martyn have been doing with this, so if some of the names have 

changed you’ll have to put up with them and if you can correct them.  There 

may be some variants with what the current thinking is.  It will be very 

interesting to see the monograph when it comes out in the near future. 

 

I’m going to start with the obvious and then move on, starting in this country 

with what is, I have to say, my favourite fritillaria.  You can’t get away from it, 

Fritillaria meleagris is still one of the most beautiful, and, apart from 

imperialis, by far the best species to grow in the open garden.  I just moved  
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house last year and I kept half my old garden.  We moved six miles to another 

garden, and from alkaline soil to acid soil, from Norfolk just into Suffolk.  It is 

a proper damp meadow, not so good as it was about 8 years ago, since a few 

alder trees have grown up and slightly depleted the moisture in the soil.  As a 

result the frit numbers have gone down, but I noticed this year that there are 

thousands of seedlings dotted around so perhaps they will come on in future 

years.  I find in my mixture and in Suffolk generally– there are four or five really 

good Fritillaria reserves in Suffolk – that we get quite a high percentage of 

whites among the ordinary colour forms. So these are typical of Fritillaria 

meleagris growing in a meadow.  They just love moist meadows. It’s an 

interesting species .  Whether it’s native or not – and I suspect it probably is – 

it’s an Atlantic seaboard species.  It grows down the west side of Europe, like 

the bluebell does and several other flowers.  It creeps into central Europe in one 

or two places.  In Britain at least it’s associated with old river meadows on the 

whole and a few damp meadows.   There’s a lovely meadow near us called 

Midfield Meadow.  It is not a river meadow, just a very damp boulder clay 

meadow where they are naturalized in quite large numbers together with 

cowslips. 

There are the different colour forms that occur both in the wild and in gardens.   

 
Colour forms of Fritillaria meleagris 
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You will need to clone them. 

 

 The one which has been named for years, the white one, is often called 

‘Aphrodite’, but the original ‘Aphrodite’ was pure white, without the green in 

it.  A lot of the whites sold today have more green in them and these I think 

should just be called alba.  I’m not sure how many people have the true 

‘Aphrodite’ any more.  I haven’t seen it for a few years.  Then there are others 

named after planets.  I’ve got ‘Jupiter’ still and ‘Mars’.  They’re still going as 

is ‘Uranus’.  Timothy Clark in Soham in Cambridgeshire has nearly all of these 

named clones still.  He’s one of the few people who have them.  He has his own 

personal collection of named clones, together with a very large collection of 

Fritillaria imperialis.  He’s gathered together all the different types.  He’s a 

very interesting gardener with several collections, amongst them collections of 

very old Narcissus cultivars and old English primroses. 

 

We’re going off now to the Pyrenees.  We’re going to dot around rather.  The 

meadows of the central Pyrenees are full of wild flowers, including Iris latifolia, 

which we used to call Iris xiphioides, the English iris, which occurs in bright 

blue, pink or white in the wild, as it does in cultivation.  In one or two places 

near Gavarnie you get fields full of Tulipa sylvestris, which likes damp 

meadows and is stoloniferous, so it runs around.  The frit which you’ll  

 
Fritillaria pyrenaica 
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find in these same meadows is of course Fritillaria pyrenaica, which occurs in  

different forms in the wild.  There’s a famous meadow just above Gèdre where 

there are lots of daffodils with F. pyrenaica growing amongst them. In this area 

there are a lot of yellow ones, a higher percentage than elsewhere.  It’s from 

there, I think, that they came into cultivation many years ago via various 

collectors.  Colonel Meadows, for example, in the AGS Bulletin talks about 

collecting the yellow form and bringing it into cultivation.  I think at present 

there are two or three different cultivars of the yellow Fritillaria pyrenaica 

going around.  Then you get darker ones.  One was selected out and called 

‘Cedric Morris’. That’s quite an interesting plant. I knew Cedric Morris very 

well and I should have asked him where he collected the original bulb.  It 

couldn’t have been in the Pyrenees, because he never went there.  I rather 

suspect it was in the Picos, where F. pyrenaica also occurs.   F. pyrenaica in 

gardens is quite variable.  It tends to maintain the dark colour, but quite often 

you get extra tepals, or Siamese flowers, with two fused together with 8, 9, 10, 

11 or more tepals.   

 

Let’s go to the Picos now.  If you go to northern Spain the Picos follow on from 

the western Pyrenees, though they are not connected.  The Picos are in fact much 

older mountains than the Pyrenees.  They were worn right down before the 

Pyrenees were built up then lifted for the second time when the Pyrenees were 

raised.  They have a lot of endemic species.  It’s an interesting area because it 

shows the influence of both the Mediterranean and the North Atlantic flora.  

You get a lot of Ericaceae, for example, which you don’t in the Pyrenees.  The 

fritillaries there have long confused me, and have, I think, confused other 

people, but I shall try to explain how I see them.  There are an extraordinary 

number of Narcissus nobilis there in huge meadows covering acres and acres, 

along with Narcissus triandus.    There is a little frit growing in large numbers 

in those same muddy damp daffodil meadows. At first I thought it was F. 

pyrenaica, but it’s about a third of the size and the only name I can come up 

with is F. boisseri.  It’s a dainty little thing, slightly tessellated. It used to be a 

subspecies of F. pyrenaica, but it’s so different in its stature and size that I can’t 

believe it’s the same thing.  F. pyrenaica does occur in the Picos, but not in this 

area.   

 

When you get away from the boggy bits there are lots of dry meadows in the 

Picos, and they’re absolutely full of wild flowers.  There are very few places, 

apart from the Alps and the Dolomites, where I’ve seen such gorgeous meadows 
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in Europe.  They’re species-rich, especially in orchids.  We’ve counted over 30 

species of orchids in the Picos.  Being so rich in flowers, these meadows are 

renowned for their butterflies and other insects as well.   

There is a wonderful  valley, very close to that first fritillary site, that goes up 

north below the Puerto San Glorio, back into the Picos.  It’s got some rich 

meadows with scrub of roses and willows and in the very wet places large 

numbers of Trollius europaeus.  In amongst all this, especially amongst the 

willows, grow lots of frits which I put in the F. lusitanica/hispanica group.  You 

may put them somewhere else, but they’re common here.  They have three upper 

bracts, unlike the other ones.  They grow quite high up the mountains here, and 

can have 1, 2 or 3 flowers on a stem.  They’re quite strong-smelling, too, much 

stronger than F. pyrenaica. 

. 

At the top of the same valley you come to the summit, another two miles further.  

There is a wonderful view from there, and some dwarf beech trees at this altitude 

with patches of grass in amongst them.  In the grass you can find F.pyrenaica.  

They occur in ones and twos, never in large numbers.  You have to search 

around to find them.  This form is very like Cedric Morris’s, very dark.  I know 

he spent many holidays in the Picos and northern Spain, and there is also a 

Narcissus named after him, ‘Cedric Morris’.  So, it’s possible that the form he 

brought back to his garden in Suffolk was from the Picos, and not the Pyrenees, 

as is often stated.  All these frits grow within four or five miles of one another. 

 

Let’s go along now to the Savoy Alps.  Here we found another frit, F. burneatii.  

Again, it used to be a subspecies of meleagris.  I’ m not sure where Bob is going 

to put it in the monograph.  I personally think it’s very distinct from meleagris 

in a number of respects, including the fact that the leaves tend to be congested 

in the upper half of the plant rather than the bottom.  You often get a long stalk 

with the first leaf several inches above the ground and the flowers are much 

darker and somehow more fleshy than those of meleagris without those very 

sharp shoulders.  This is actually quite common up there amongst gentians and 

androsaces.  Fritillaria involucrata occurs just south of here. 

 

Let’s go on to Greece now.  We’re dotting around here a bit.  The frit which 

occurs in Central Crete, in the Kedros Mountains, is F. messanensis, which is a 

very variable species in my experience.   A rather elegant tall thing, 15 – 20 

inches.  That’s said to be the F. messanensis of gardens.  It’s certainly the form 

I have, and David Haselgrove and Rod Leeds, but where it comes from I’m not 

sure.  Cedric Morris had the same form in his garden.  Perhaps that’s  
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where it came from.  It can have three or four flowers per stem, which I’ve never 

seen in the wild.   

 

 
Fritillaria messanensis subsp messanensis 
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Here we are in central Greece on Mt Smolikas.  As you go up, eventually you 

come on to serpentinite rock.  This is the home of F. epirotica which is endemic 

to central Greece and known from 8 or 9 sites, all very close.  A very pretty little 

thing, just a few inches high.  Always growing in very rocky spots.  

 
Fritillaria epirotica 

 

Going down to Mt Menalo in the Peloponnese, south of Tripolis before you get 

to Sparta.  A very interesting mountain, very good for spring bulbs.  The frit 

which is everywhere here, especially towards the summit in the screes , is F. 

graeca. There are masses of it, mostly only about 6 – 7 inches tall,  

                    
                                   F. graeca                       F. gussichiae 
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flowering in late May, early June.  A lovely thing, there are forms with these 

extraordinary dark flowers, but sometimes flowers with wide stripes and 

occasionally yellow ones. Everyone always calls these yellow, but they’re more 

green than yellow in my opinion. 
 

Then on Mt Parnassus, north of the Peloponnese, there’s this other plant that I 

call Fritillaria gussichiae. It’s a much taller, rather different plant, often with 

several flowers on it.   And then in the southern Peloponnese there’s F. davisii, 

which flowers incredibly early.  I usually go in April, and almost always miss 

it.  One year we saw just a few left.  I find F. davisii quite an easy garden plant.  

It has a wide distribution in the southern Peloponnese. 

 

Nipping around the world, we’re now in the Caucasus, in Georgia.  It’s a lovely 

country, very welcoming.  Above Usguli in NW Georgia the snowy pass is the 

home of Fritillaria latifolia along with the endemic Anemone caucasica.  It 

often grows in quite large numbers, occasionally forming halos around melting 

snow patches. 

 

Let’s go on to Iran.  I haven’t got many pictures of Iran, just enough to tempt 

us.  The Zagros Mountains, west of Isphahan, has Fritillaria zagrica, again 

growing in snow-melt patches with colchicums. There is also quite a common 

yellow form.   

 
Fritillaria zagrica 
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In Iran it is still possible to come upon thousands of Crown Imperials in the 

spring in the Chelgard Valley, the snow not long melted away. There are 

literally hundreds and hundreds of these.  90% of these are uniform red, with a 

few colour variations here and there.  It’s very wet and muddy in the spring, but 

sun-baked and dry in the summer.  Growing with it there is a plant which 

 

 
 

I have been calling F. chlororhabdota, but which Bob and Martin have decided 

is a form of Fritillaria assyriaca.  It is a tall elegant plant with a wide 

distribution that goes right the way down beyond the Persian Gulf, beyond 

Shiraz.  There’s also F. persica in its various colour forms.  Not terribly 

exciting.  What I haven’t seen in the wild is a yellow form of F. imperialis.  

  

Central Asia, Samarkand.  If you go into the mountains near Samarkand, there 

are all sorts of goodies. Fritillaria sewerzowii is in the Chimgan Valley growing 

among the rocks.   They’re usually of a very dark, chocolatey  colour, which 

some people find very exciting.  You can also find greenish ones, which are 

really in many ways rather more attractive. There are also some lovely forms of 
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F. bucharica here, but growing in damper spots.  We also found a few F. 

stenanthera here, but they had almost finished flowering.   

 

Let’s go to Nepal in the Himalayas.  There’s an unidentified frit, which is 

obviously neither F. cirrhosa nor F. roylei, which are the only two fritillaries 

recorded in Nepal.  I have no idea what it is. There are no specimens of it as we 

weren’t allowed to take any.  It’s the colour of F. roylei, but the combination of 

the leaves is very different. 

 

Let’s go into China, where things start to become difficult.  The 

Qinghai/Szechuan border, right up in the north, is a very rich area, but a dry 

one. Although it’s in the monsoon area, it doesn’t get a huge amount of rainfall, 

so the trees and shrubs and woodland tend to be found in the moister valleys 

near the rivers and streams.  Slightly further south you get rolling grassland 

which is grazed by yaks and cows and horses in the summer months.  The frit 

which occurs throughout this area, and which is dug up by the Chinese in huge 

numbers, is F. unibracteata, with a single bract at the top.  Rather a dusty-

looking flower, but which also occurs in a greeny-yellowish form.   Reading 

various accounts of Chinese fritillarias, I end up completely confused as to what 

I’m looking at.  The taxonomy is not properly understood.  Some of them are 

cultivated for medicine, and you see bulbs for sale in all the markets and 

bazaars.  Further south in Szechuan, you find F. sichuanica.  It has mostly paired 

leaves, and also occurs in a greeny-yellow form.  It has a slightly different 

flower shape from F. unibracteata, and is much more tessellated, even in the 

darker form.  Yunnan, in western China , is a mountainous area which is  

extremely rich botanically.  F. cirrhosa grows there in a pot- pourri of types and 

forms.  It will be interesting to see what is made of them taxonomically.  

 

Fritillaria 

cirrhosa 
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The Chinese are trying to make  quite a lot of them, and the British are trying 

not to.  A fairly typical colour form for this area is yellow-green with rather 

mottled tessellation.  It can have dumpier flowers, and grow anywhere between 

10 and 18 inches tall. You can get three flowers on a stem, and we have even 

seen four.   But they all seem to fit within that complex.  In northwest Yunnan 

you get large areas where there is only a form with greeny-yellow flowers with 

no tessellation whatsoever.  The Chinese call this form viridiflava, a name 

which may or may not be valid.  It’s quite a nice plant, actually.  Go to Tianchi 

Lake near Zonghdian and something entirely different happens. You suddenly 

get very tall and elegant F. cirrhosa-type plants.  They grow to over two feet 

tall and almost always have solitary flowers, slightly different shaped flowers 

to the ordinary ones, but with the same sort of foliage with tendrils. This can 

also occur with greeny-yellow flowers.  Ordinary F. cirrhosa are not found here 

at all.  These taller forms have been called F. crassicaulis, but they certainly are 

not.  The type locality of F. crassicaulis is in this area, so people assumed that 

they were the tall plants.  True F. crassicaulis has thicker foliage and nodding 

yellow-green flowers.  All of these plants grow in rather marshy areas.  The 

other one growing here, which I saw right at the end of its flowering season so 

I’ve never seen it in its full glory, is F. delavayi  It grows mainly in screes high 

in the mountains.  

 
Fritillaria delvayi 
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We’ll finish up by going to America.  Let’s go first to the Columbia River Gorge 

in early spring, in March.  All through the meadows F. pudica grows in large 

numbers. It produces a huge amount of “grass” and very few flowers, which is 

my experience of it in cultivation.  Our last little trip is up the Fraser River, near 

Vancouver in Canada.  We camped in Botany Valley Indian Reservation, where 

we found  F. affinis growing in the lush damp meadows.  This is quite variable 

again, growing much taller in the wetter meadows than on the drier road verges. 

 

 
Fritillaria affinis 
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Help others – use the Forum 
By Jack Meatcher 

As I write this, there is a very interesting thread on the Fritillaria Group forum. 

It concerns variability in frit seed germination and the factors that might affect 

it. While preparing a posting, I realised that of the five contributors four are 

Committee members.  

My username is rankamateur. So you can quickly work out where I fit into the 

scheme of things. However, I thought it very disappointing that no other 

members saw fit to contribute. There must be a lot of you who have been 

growing frits for years and have a wealth of experience and knowledge. Sharing 

that during a forum thread will undoubtedly help a lot of others and not only 

those new to frit cultivation.  

Where’s the Frit Forum? Search www.fritillaria.org.uk and then select Forum 

from the menu at the top of the page. Alternatively, use Google to search for 

Fritillaria Group.  

You can read all the postings without registering, but if you want to start a new 

thread or reply to an existing thread, there are instructions on how to register. 

It’s a good idea to have a Username and Password ready before starting. If you 

still need help, ask your grandchildren. 

Looking around at the 2015 AGM emphasised the fact that the majority of our 

membership is old (like me). This means that it is important to capture your 

knowledge and experience now. See it as an opportunity to pass on your hard 

won experience and to encourage new and potential members. 

 

Growing Fritillaria in the Open Ground 
Words and images by Harris Howland, former Chairman of the Lily 

Group and Lyttel Cup winner 

 
I have been trying to grow fritillaries for many years and have come to the 

conclusion that it is best to stick to those that will readily grow outside. As many 

know I am a lily crank and have enough trouble growing these that I do not need 

another difficult species requiring time and space in the greenhouse. 

 

We moved into our house 30 odd years ago, it is approximately 6 miles east of 

Maidstone and at the foot of the south side of the North Downs. We were lucky 

the ground  is good soil with very few stones and drains very quickly, almost 

too quickly when they keep putting up the water rates. The back of our garden 

http://www.fritillaria.org.uk/
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is approximately 4 feet above the adjoining field, almost like a ha ha so drainage 

is very sharp. 

 

The species I have most success with is Fritillaria pontica, so much so that we 

have to make sure that flower stalks are dead headed otherwise seed gets to 

borders where it is not wanted. Unlike some of the other frits, pontica seem to 

come up as individual stems without the mass of immature bulblets. Both 

acmopetala and elwesii exhibit this growth pattern.  As the clump of bulbs 

gradually matures so there are more flowering stems. 

 

Another successful frit is F. graeca, which grows on the south side of a ragstone 

wall under a Daphne pontica. It gradually increases in number and can be relied 

upon to produce seed each year. Our other successful fritillary is thunbergii.  

We have two plantings of this, one in a border, and the other on top of our 

rockery. Whilst these are sizeable clumps of  bulbs they do not 

produce a great deal of seed. 

 
Fritillaria graeca 
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I have not so far mentioned F. meleagris.  This is probably the easiest of frits 

to grow and could become invasive. This is another frit that requires the seed 

heads to be removed. 

 

Now for those frits that have proved a little more difficult or near impossible 

to establish outside. Up until a few years ago we had a very nice stand of 

paliidiflora. These bulbs came from Kath Dryden and whilst they produce a 

nice show they never set seed.  I suspect their origin was over the water. We 

are again trying to establish F .pallidiflora. 

 

F.uva-vulpis and  F. michailovskyi are two others that we struggle with. They 

show for a couple of years and then shuffle off. 

 

 
 

Fritillaria michailovskyi 

 

 

One success story to finish with:   Fritillaria persica seems to be establishing 

itself under a Pittisporum and is flowering every year and starting to produce 

seed. 
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