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To look at a daffodil flower and have not only its grace and beauty flash upon the eyes, but also the secrets of its 

history flash upon the mind, is a wonderful experience. It gives one an appreciation of the patience, dedication 

and love that has gone into the creation of these lovely garden plants together with a powerful reminder of their 

fragility and the need to do everything in our means to ensure their continued survival in all their great diversity. 

This has been my privilege and my vision. 

 

 

David Willis, May 2012 

Sherriff Hutton, York 
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ñI doubt whether any flower has a more interesting or romantic history than the Daffodil, or has filled the lives of 

so many well-known garden lovers with pleasure.ò 

 

Peter R. Barr, 1933 
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This work is dedicated to the memory of Barbara Fry who loved daffodils. 
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 FOREWORD 
 

 

 I wish to draw the readerôs attention to two points in the text which follows. 

 

 The first concerns the revised colour coding of cultivars which appeared in the International Daffodil 

Register, 1998. In this, the colour coding of many cultivars was modified, in most cases only marginally, from 

what had gone before. The vast majority of the cultivars referred to in Yellow Fever use the 1998 coding. I found 

it impossible, however, to convince myself that óApricotô is now a 1W-Y and not a 1W-P by which I have known 

it throughout my life working with daffodils. I also find the 1998 coding for óBeauty of Radnorô extremely testing 

as a 2W-YYO. It was described in early catalogues as having a large white cup with a wide band of pinkish 

apricot. The clincher for me is Guy Wilsonôs description in the 1920s when he said it had a ñunique colourò. 

Would he have said this about a 2W-YYO? I think not. It should be remembered that Wilson had been the dyeing 

expert at the family cloth mill and was widely regarded as having a wonderful eye for colour. 

 

 The second point concerns chemicals, especially pesticides, referred to in Chapters 22, 23, 25 and 26. 

Since these chapters were first considered, the number of pesticides available and the regulations governing their 

use has changed rapidly and is in a continuous state of flux. Recommendations which were approved a mere 

decade ago are now history and as this book is concerned in part with horticultural history it has been decided to 

leave these recommendations in to give a picture of the last 20 years of the 20th century or even earlier. There is 

no danger of these past recommendations being misinterpreted as current, as many of the chemicals have now 

been withdrawn from use on the grounds of user or environmental safety. To avoid any confusion a section is 

devoted to the current situation (2011) and how to obtain information relative to pesticide use in the years ahead. 

 

David Willis, May 2012 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

 

ñI doubt whether any flower has a more interesting or romantic history than the 

Daffodil, or has filled the lives of so many well known garden lovers with pleasure.ò
(1)

  

 

This book sets out to trace the history of a plant often described as the most extensively grown ornamental 

in the British Isles. Commercially, it is indisputably the most important bulb crop in the United Kingdom, which 

is the worldôs largest producer, accommodating about half the global total area. About 29% of the crop is forced 

and 28% grown outdoors for flower production, the latter predominantly in the south-west. The remaining 43% is 

grown for dry bulb production, much of which is exported in a trade worth several million £stg a year
(2)

. In 

addition, the results of pioneering work in breeding new cultivars have been distributed all over the temperate 

world.  

 

The daffodil became inextricably linked with these islands through the writings of Shakespeare, Herrick, 

Wordsworth and others, although its links in nature may be more tenuous than the numerous literary references 

suggest. In the wild, daffodils are most widely found in southern Europe from Spain and Portugal eastwards to 

Greece, but some extend northwards in Europe, southwards across the Mediterranean into North Africa, and 

beyond Greece into Asia. There, they are to be found in a relatively narrow latitudinal band running from Turkey 

to Japan, although in many of these areas they are doubtfully native.  

 

The daffodil immortalised by Wordsworth is the most northerly branch of the genus and it has been 

claimed that it is native in Britain, although it is more likely to have been long naturalised. Its botanical name is 

Narcissus pseudonarcissus but its once common name, the English Lent Lily, indicates its long association with 

England. One might expect neighbouring Wales to possess a stronger link with the daffodil, the countryôs national 

flower. Surprisingly, this is not the case, the only daffodil found growing there in a semi-wild state being the 

Tenby Daffodil (Narcissus obvallaris). It was so named because of its discovery in a single colony near Tenby, 

Dyfed, but its true origin is uncertain and the Welsh stock is also thought to have arisen through naturalisation. 

Scotland has had some important daffodil connections, firstly through the Glaswegian, Peter Barr, who scoured 

southern Europe for new species during the late 19th century. He brought these back to England where they grew 

in his nursery alongside the numerous new cultivars becoming available at that time. Scotlandôs second claim to 

daffodil fame came in the form of the northern laird, the Brodie of Brodie, a hybridist of considerable importance 

during the first half of the 20th century.  

 

In these islands, perhaps the strongest daffodil links are in Ireland, especially through work in the first 

half of the 20th century: for it was there that many of the important early advances took place. These led to 

considerable improvement and diversification within the genus. The work began in the late 19th century on the 

arrival in Dublin in 1879 of F.W. Burbidge, who was already recognised as an international authority on daffodils 

following the publication in 1875 of his The Narcissus: its history and culture
(3)

. Enthusiasm for the flower 

quickly spread to several others, none more so than to William Baylor Hartland, a nurseryman at Mallow in Co. 

Cork. He was succeeded in the early years of the 20th century by two giants in the history of daffodil breeding: 

Guy L. Wilson in Co. Antrim and J. Lionel Richardson in Waterford. For almost 50 years until the early 1960s, 

they indisputably led the world in daffodil breeding and, in due course, they acquired a circle of young followers 

who have continued to this day to keep Ireland at the forefront. Other countries have also played their part. The 

Netherlands has been involved since the late 19th century, Australia and New Zealand since the early 20th 

century, while the USA, though late on the scene, now plays an increasingly significant role.  

 

Whilst daffodil species have been cultivated since well before the birth of Christ and featured 

significantly in the cultures of several ancient civilisations, current garden varieties (cultivars) are the products of 

the past 200 years. Owing to this relatively recent evolution, the history of daffodil improvement has been well 

researched and documented, facilitating analysis of the development of this most popular garden plant. The extent 
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of this improvement is all the more remarkable because, predominantly, it was achieved by a relatively small 

number of dedicated, amateur hybridists. Among their ranks were several eccentrics and many ócharactersô, 

whose successes emerged from a combination of dedication and persistence, tinged occasionally with a little luck.  

 

The improvements of the past 200 years have come about through an increase in the number of polyploids 

within the daffodil population, especially of the optimal ploidy form for Narcissus, the tetraploid. Selection of 

such plants followed careful observation of their growth and floral characteristics. Initially, improvements were 

the result of natural hybridisation, while those selected somewhat later came from deliberate hybridisations. 

Hartland, for example, selected and named natural hybrids when he toured the old estates and monastic sites of 

Ireland in the late 19th century, whereas Richardsonôs selected improvements had their origins in deliberate 

hybridisation carried out during the 20th century. Selection by observation was based largely on the recognition of 

improved vigour and other desirable characteristics, and early realisation that such improvements could be 

captured forever through the process of vegetative reproduction. Only recently has the science behind these 

improvements been understood. The establishment of óofficialô breeding programmes, set up to complement the 

efforts of amateur enthusiasts, is even more recent. While the history of the daffodil is largely immutable, aspects 

of its culture such as propagation, pest, disease and weed control are constantly changing as knowledge increases. 

Every effort is made below to provide up-to-date information on these aspects of growing.  

 

It is hoped that the story of the daffodil contained in these pages will in some way help in its conservation 

ï while there is still time and while many of the older cultivars still exist, albeit several rather tenuously. The 

genus Narcissus is unique in its completeness: from the species, through the early cultivars, to those of the present 

day. Almost all the major stepping-stones in the process of improvement, spanning 200 years, are present and 

evident, and every effort should be made to ensure that they remain so. For plants are fragile things and, once lost, 

can never be replaced or recreated. Here, in this single genus, is a considerable resource that should be preserved 

as a living memorial to those it has inspired in gardens, literature, religions and civilisations over hundreds of 

years. Existing cultivars have characteristics with a potential for imparting disease resistance to their offspring, 

thus facilitating the continued development of the genus. The daffodil also possesses considerable educational 

value through demonstrating the types of change and improvement that have occurred in plants since man began 

to grow them for his own use. And what a potential for tourism, perhaps in the form of a complete collection, 

sited in an area such as the English Lake District, already famed for its native or long naturalised daffodils.  

 

Growers and breeders of daffodils become increasingly restive as the short days of winter gradually 

lengthen into spring. A few warm days lead to that first exciting glimpse of some early cultivar such as óFebruary 

Goldô. Then a pause during March as the cold winds keep the swollen buds tightly closed, followed by the 

headlong rush into the delights of April. New seedlings throw forth their first flowers and the air is full of 

expectancy and promise, the daffodil enthusiast being completely overcome by óYellow Feverô. It is hoped that in 

reading through the pages that follow many others will be overcome by this blissful condition. Furthermore, in 

view of the burgeoning interest in garden history and plant conservation, this book may recommend itself not only 

to the specialist but also to the general reader: for the development of the daffodil is a microcosm of the 

development over the past 9,500 years of all cultivated plants used and improved by man, and on which we all 

depend for our material and spiritual wellbeing. The prophet Mohammed obviously regarded these last two 

general considerations as of equal importance when he wrote: ñIf you have two loaves, sell one and buy the white 

flowers of the narcissus.ò
(4) 
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CHAPTER 2 
THE DAFFODIL IN HISTORY 

Ancient Greece and Egypt 
The daffodil has been an important constituent of gardens since earliest times, when man first cast off the 

role of hunter-gatherer and settled to cultivate plants.  

 

Initially, the beauty of the daffodil flowers was of secondary importance, their chief significance being 

medicinal; they may have also played a part in the religious ceremonies of ancient civilisations. The aesthetic and 

spiritually uplifting qualities of daffodils have, however, been appreciated by man for very many centuries and 

certainly predate the establishment of ornamental gardens.  

 

The story begins in Greece, the home of the óPoetsô daffodil, where its cultivation was recorded by 

Theophrastus of Eresus well before the birth of Christ. He referred to the gathering of Narcissus seed and the 

division and planting of the large, round, fleshy roots.  

 

The name Narcissus itself is of Greek origin, perhaps used in honour of the legendary youth of that name. 

There are a number of variations of the story, all of them involving his death as he gazed, entranced, at his own 

reflection in a pool of water ï a daffodil grew where he died. Another possible derivation, and one which certainly 

alludes to the medicinal properties of Narcissus, is from the Greek word narkao (ɜŬɟəɎɤ), from which comes 

narcotic, indicating the stupefying effects of daffodil sap which can, in large quantities, prove lethal.  

 

In Ancient Egypt, the flowers of another type of daffodil, N. tazetta, held a place in religious ceremonies 

and are known to have been associated with funerals and burials. N. tazetta has long been a naturalised plant in 

Egypt and has been cultivated for its delightful scent for almost as long. In 1888, W. Flinders Petrie unearthed 

several wreaths composed of flowers of N. tazetta while carrying out archaeological excavations in the cemetery 

at Hawara. These perfectly preserved wreaths, thought to have been made two thousand years before their 

discovery, may in fact have been the work of Greeks resident in Egypt rather than of Egyptians themselves. 

Nevertheless, it is known that Egyptians have held N. tazetta in high regard over many centuries as a personal 

adornment.  

The Mughals and Islam 
N. tazetta is thought to have originated in the southern parts of the Iberian Peninsula and the adjacent 

areas of present-day North Africa at a time when these two areas were land-linked. Some authorities hold that the 

natural distribution of N. tazetta is much wider than this, for it is found along both northern and southern 

Mediterranean shores, from Spain to the Middle East and onwards through Afghanistan, India and parts of Central 

Asia to China and Japan. This distribution is, however, more likely to have resulted from movements of man, 

especially the eastward movement of the Mughals from Persia (modern-day Iran) during the 15th century. 

 

The form of N. tazetta found in India is most likely to have arrived there with the Mughal Emperor Babur 

(1483-1530) who had become familiar with the splendours of Persian gardens during his early formative years. 

Later, Babur established gardens at Kabul in modern Afghanistan, and at Agra, site of the famous Taj Mahal in 

India. There are many references to his colourful gardens in his memoirs, the Babur-nama, and these are 

beautifully illustrated in later manuscripts produced during the reign of Akbar (1556-1605)
(1)

. 

 

It is surprising to learn that flowers played such an important, decorative role in the gardens of Islam 

some considerable time before they assumed a similar role in the gardens of Europe. Yet it was reported that 

spring had barely arrived before bulbs were in flower in the gardens of Afghanistan and northern India, Narcissi 

featuring prominently among them. Their decorative popularity in gardens was copied on to carpets, clothes and 

other items of everyday use and wear. The most likely type of daffodil to be found in this region was N. tazetta 
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and the earliest known reference to it in India is to be found in the Ain-i Akbari (1596) of Abu L-Fazil
(2) 

that is an 

historical treatise on the Mughal period. In addition to its widespread use in Mughal gardens in the 15th and 16th 

centuries, N. tazetta, with its strongly scented flowers, has been cultivated in Kashmir for hundreds of years, as it 

has been in China where it is known as the Sacred Chinese Lily. This is N. tazetta var. chinensis, which is similar 

to those found in Kashmir, Japan and areas of central Asia such as Uzbekistan. All are triploids containing 30 

chromosomes (x = 10). 

 

The daffodil has been known in the gardens of Turkey as long as it has been in those of Persia (modern-

day Iran), Afghanistan and India, there being a link between all these countries through the Islamic religion. In the 

whole of this area, it was N. tazetta that predominated. It is not surprising, therefore, that in Turkey during the 

16th century Ebussad Efendi, head of the Islamic faith for 22 years during the reign of Soliman the Magnificent, 

grew both yellow and white daffodils in his famous gardens at Karaagac. During the 1700s, Narcissi were widely 

grown on a field scale in Turkey and it became a leisure pastime to visit areas where the flowers grew in 

profusion. One such hillside became so famous for its daffodils that even today it is known as ñthe field of the 

daffodilsò
(3)

. 

 

By the 18th century, daffodils had become so popular and developed to such a degree that no fewer than 

269 distinct types were recorded in the Netayieu el Ezhar (Floral Summary) of Ubeydi
(4)

, among which seven 

double sorts were listed. As in Ancient Egypt, the daffodil was associated with burial and was frequently found 

engraved on the tombstones of followers of Islam. The daffodil was, in fact, a symbol of eternity and the promise 

of paradise in the after-life. A óHadisô of Mohammed stated that persons who pass on to paradise live eternally in 

the company of those they loved most on earth. There is a record of Hasan Efendi, a great lover of daffodils and 

other flowers, officiating in his mosque when a member of the congregation asked: ñIs there a man on earth who 

bears the sign that Paradise will be his destiny?ò Looking around Hasan Efendi saw a gardener in the 

congregation whom he asked to stand up; and pointing to him said: ñHere is one, because lovers of flowers will 

always have a place in Paradise.ò
(5)

  

China and its Sacred Lily 
The variety of N. tazetta known as chinensis has been grown and revered in China since time 

immemorial. Known as the Sacred Lily of China it is the symbol of the Chinese spring.  

 

Its origins are chronicled in ancient folklore in the story of Sung Li. As a young man, he journeyed 

westwards to see the world and whilst in the Middle East was set upon, robbed and left for dead. He was found by 

a hermit, who nursed him back to health. When the following spring arrived, Sung Li was enchanted by the 

masses of beautiful scented flowers that appeared along the sides of the creek close to the hermitôs home. When 

fully recovered, Sung Li dug up some of the bulbs and set off for China where he planted them on the small, 

barren plot of land that his father had left him. The daffodils thrived in the poor soil and multiplied to such an 

extent that Sung Li was able to sell bulbs and thus earn a living. N. tazetta var. chinensis is to be found in Chinese 

art dating back to the 11th century. One painting, entitled New Yearôs Day, shows daffodils growing by a 

streamside. They are also illustrated on pottery of the Sung Dynasty from the 13th century. In addition to being 

known as the Sacred Lily, they were also referred to by other names, such as the Water Fairy Flower and the New 

Year Lily. The former name alluded to a common method of culture in China in which the bulbs were placed in 

bowls filled with pebbles stood in water. Using this method, the daffodils were forced into flower for the Chinese 

New Year in January. 

Into Northern Europe 
The earliest species to be moved northwards by man was N. poeticus. This movement is thought to have 

taken place at the time of the expansion of the Roman Empire. The reason for this assumption is that the favourite 

poet of the period was Ovid (43 BC-17 AD) and he is known to have been a great admirer of the Narcissus. The 

works of Ovid were so popular with the Romans that many of their villas were decorated with tiles depicting 
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scenes from his poems and stories. What therefore would have been more natural than for colonising Romans to 

take with them one of his favourite flowers, to plant wherever they settled.  

 

Narcissus pseudonarcissus, the daffodil of Wordsworthôs ógolden hostô, occurs over a large area of 

Europe from England in the north-west to Romania in the south-east. In the past, some authorities (e.g. F.W. 

Burbidge) have regarded it as native to England, but this is now generally accepted as just one station of its 

widespread naturalisation throughout Europe, its true home being France and Iberia. It and some of its white 

variants (e.g. N. moschatus) are thought to have been brought north by monks travelling between monasteries in 

southern Europe and those of similar orders in Britain and Ireland. This connection was first noted by W.B. 

Hartland in Ireland, who found several types of white trumpet daffodil growing in the vicinity of monastic 

establishments during his searches for ónewô daffodils during the late 19th century.  

 

In England, two of the important sites for N. pseudonarcissus are the Lake District in Cumbria and 

Farndale in North Yorkshire. Their origins at these sites are shrouded in the mists of time but there is a monastic 

connection between these two areas. Local folklore in North Yorkshire has it that the Farndale daffodils came 

from a religious house in neighbouring Rosedale. Little survives of this 12th century nunnery, but it is possible 

that its former inhabitants were instrumental in bringing daffodils to Farndale. There is, however, a much more 

intriguing connection between Rosedale and the Lake District. In the mid-13th century, the monks from the 

Abbey of Byland secured a grant to work iron ore in Rosedale, which they continued to do until the early 16th 

century. The monks who founded Byland Abbey in 1177 originated from Furness Abbey in Cumbria. Byland 

became one of the major monastic establishments in the north, being larger than the better known Fountains and 

Rievaulx. Most fascinating of all, Farndale is on a direct line between Byland and Rosedale and, therefore, 

possibly on the route taken by monks travelling to the iron workings. Evidence that monks were both growing and 

moving daffodils is seen in the presence today of N. pseudonarcissus at other sites in north Yorkshire temporarily 

occupied by them before finally settling at Byland.  

Flemish Weavers and Huguenot Refugees 
The first to arrive in England were the Flemish weavers, imported for their skills, during the reign of 

Edward III (1327-1377). The Flemings were also noted for their horticultural prowess and are known to have 

brought several types of garden plant with them, although whether they brought Narcissi is not known. During the 

16th century, Protestant Huguenot refugees fled to England from the Continent, bringing with them the skills in 

gardening for which the French, Dutch, Flemings and Walloons had for many years been famous. A considerable 

number of these refugees landed in 1561 and settled in and around the coastal towns of Kent, Sussex and East 

Anglia as far north as Norfolk. It was the Flemings who had the strongest influence on Elizabethan horticulture. 

They settled in Sandwich, once an important town and one of the Cinque Ports, but by the second half of the 16th 

century it had largely decayed and was all but deserted. The soil around Sandwich proved ideally suited to their 

gardening skills. The quality of their produce quickly became known, the demand for it in London being such that 

some of them moved to Battersea, Bermondsey and Wandsworth. This group of Flemings were instrumental in 

establishing the seed trade in England and by the late 16th century were including daffodil bulbs among their 

merchandise.  

 

One daffodil that may have been introduced during the 16th century was the tazetta daffodil óSoleil dôOrô, 

known to have been grown in the Isles of Scilly before the dissolution of the monasteries in 1534. Some of the 

earliest reports of N. poeticus are of it growing in Kent and Norfolk sites common to both the Huguenots and the 

Romans before them. Huguenots also settled in Ireland, though over a century after they arrived in England, the 

first entry in the register of the French Church at Portarlington being made in 1694. Another possible Huguenot 

connection involved the Tenby Daffodil that was reported to have been introduced to that part of Wales by 

Flemings. A similar daffodil was also reported from another Flemish settlement in Co. Wexford, Ireland.  

 

Although the connections between Wales and the Tenby Daffodil go back several centuries, only in 

relatively recent times (1911) was it officially adopted as the National Flower of Wales ï during the investiture of 

Prince Edward as Prince of Wales. The significance of the daffodil (and the leek), however, go back much further 
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in Welsh history to the time of Henry Tudor in the 15th century. Henryôs grandmother was Catherine de Valois 

who had been married to Henry V of England, and after his death became the wife of Owen Tudor in 1425. 

Subsequently, Owen adopted the de Valois family colours of green and white. The Welsh bards had long 

prophesied that the English invaders would be driven from the country, which would again be ruled by someone 

of Welsh ancestry. Knowing of this prophecy and of his Welsh connections, Henry determined to make the 

forecast come true and landed secretly in South Wales in 1485. During the ensuing struggle, the de Valois colours 

of green and white became a symbol among patriots, who used both daffodil and leek to indicate their allegiance.  

In the Gardens of Mainland Europe 
A good number of species, together with the natural hybrids derived from them, were cultivated in 

European gardens over several centuries. N. jonquilla, N. juncifolius (now known as N. assoanus) and N. 

triandrus, for example, have been grown there since the 16th century, records dating from about the 1560s 

onwards. Around the same time, the double form of N. italicus, known as the Double Roman, was introduced into 

the Netherlands from Constantinople (now Istanbul). This daffodil was a close relative of N. tazetta, of which 

another form, N. papyraceus, the óPaper Whiteô, had been cultivated in Italy for centuries. In fact, tazetta daffodils 

were so popular in gardens and as cut flowers on the Continent that by 1800 between 200 and 300 distinct types 

had been developed and named. Several types of white trumpet daffodil have also been grown in Continental 

gardens since the 1500s, two (N. moschatus and N. tortuosus) being found in the gardens of France since that time 

although, over the last century, N. tortuosus has almost disappeared. The yellow N. pseudonarcissus subsp. major, 

which is now known as N. hispanicus, has been grown in northern Europe for a similar period and its outstanding 

form, óMaximusô, was recognised before 1576. Another early arrival was N. óEystettensisô (Queen Anneôs Double 

Daffodil) that was known in 1601. 

 

One of the most widely grown types of daffodil originated from the hybridisation of N. poeticus and N. 

pseudonarcissus, previously known under a myriad of names but now simply as N. × incomparabilis. These 

hybrids were described in the Hortus Floridus of 1614
(6)

, the earliest European book to deal with the ornamental 

uses of plants. By the late 17th century, daffodils were in ornamental use throughout Europe and were planted 

extensively by the famous landscaper, Le Notre, at Trianon
(7)

. 

Gerard, Tradescant and Parkinson 
During the late 16th and early 17th centuries, three men who championed garden plants, including the 

daffodil, lived in England.  

 

The first of these was John Gerard (1545-1612), born in Nantwich, Cheshire. In 1562, he went to live in 

London, where he became apprenticed to a barber-surgeon. Owing to the close links between plants and medicine 

at that time, he established a herbal garden at Holborn where he lived, the actual site probably being in Fetter 

Lane. His Physic Garden quickly became famous for the quantity of the plants that it contained giving him an 

unrivalled opportunity to become familiar with those grown in gardens at that time among which daffodils 

featured prominently. In addition to attending to his own garden, he also supervised the gardens at the London 

home of Lord Burghley in the Strand, and those at his country seat, Theobalds, in Hertfordshire. Today, Gerard is 

chiefly remembered for his Herball published in 1597
(8)

 and dedicated to Lord Burghley, although whether it was 

entirely his own work is debatable, much of its content probably coming from the Pemptades (1583) of 

Dodoens
(9)

. The Herball did, however, contain considerable information about the daffodils grown at that time. 

Gerard also published two lists, in 1596
(10)

 and 1599
(11)

, of plants that he was actually growing in his Physic 

Garden, and these reveal plants in cultivation in English gardens at that time.  

The origins of John Tradescant (c. 1570-1638) are shrouded in mystery, little being known of his early 

life. It was rumoured that he was a Fleming and he may possibly have been the son of a family of Huguenot 

refugees. He first came to notice at Meopham in Kent where his double Great Rose Daffodil is said to have 

grown. He took part in several overseas tours, some military in nature and others to acquire new plants for his 

aristocratic employers, who included the Earl of Salisbury, Lord Wotton and the Duke of Buckingham. In 1611, 

he travelled to the Continent in search of seeds and bulbs. At Haarlem, still the centre of the bulb trade in the 
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Netherlands, he acquired a considerable quantity of daffodil bulbs that he brought back to England. In 1618, he 

visited Russia where he plant-hunted extensively in the Archangel region, producing the earliest known records of 

the Russian flora. Two years later, Tradescant went on an expedition to Algiers, ostensibly against the Corsairs, 

but the true purpose was to obtain a type of apricot zealously guarded by the inhabitants of that region. He also 

accompanied the Duke of Buckingham on his unsuccessful attempt to relieve La Rochelle.  

 

John Parkinson (1567-1650) was by profession an apothecary who gained considerable distinction 

through his involvement in the foundation of the Society of Apothecaries in 1617, of which he became Warden 

three years later. He was also Apothecary to King James I. As a result of his fascination with plants, he decided to 

retire from his profession in 1622 to devote his whole time to his garden, which was situated in Long Acre, 

London. This became well known for the large stock of plants it contained, many of them rarities.  

 

In 1629, he published the Paradisi in Sole Paradisus Terrestris
(12)

, the title being a Latin pun, Park-in-

Sun, on his own name. The Paradisus Terrestris was the first English book to be concerned with the ornamental 

rather than the medicinal use of plants. Included were almost 100 distinct types of daffodil and it was this 

particular aspect of the work that first aroused Peter Barrôs interest in these flowers over 200 years later. Why, 

wondered Barr, had most of these old types of daffodil disappeared? His curiosity led to an intense search for 

these old varieties, which stimulated a revival in the daffodilôs fortunes during the late 19th century that 

culminated in the Daffodil Conference of 1884. The Paradisus Terrestris was dedicated to Queen Henrietta Maria 

and, shortly after its publication, Parkinson was appointed Botanist to King Charles I.  

 

The prominence given to daffodils was remarkable at a time when the tulip was the most important 

bulbous flower: its stately appearance fitted in well with the strict formalism of Elizabethan and Stuart gardens. 

The much less rigid, swaying and dancing daffodil seemed ill at ease among geometrical symmetry. Yet there is 

little doubt of its popularity both as a garden plant and as a cut flower in the early 17th century, for Mr Wilmerôs 

Double Daffodil was one of the best known floristsô flowers at that time. Nowadays better known as óVan Sionô, 

and found along hedgerows and in woodland, it is widely naturalised in Britain and Ireland.  

19th Century Daffodil Hunters 
The enthusiastic daffodil hunters of the late 19th century were of two types ï those who searched old 

gardens and estates in their own country and those who journeyed overseas. The former were intent on 

discovering the remnants of populations introduced many years earlier, together with any hybrids that may have 

arisen from them. Those who went abroad sought to discover new species or to reintroduce old ones to 

cultivation. Prominent among the former group was William Baylor Hartland of Cork, while Peter Barr figured 

importantly among the latter. He travelled widely in France, Spain and Portugal in search of wild daffodils that 

for many years he had longed to see growing in their natural habitats.  

Inspired by what he saw and read in the Paradisus Terrestris, Barr was determined to locate and re-

introduce as many of these daffodils as possible. He had many successes, his best known being the vigorous form 

of N. triandrus var. albus known as Angels Tears. He also discovered óQueen of Spainô, which is a form of N. × 

johnstonii, now known as N. × taitii . While on Mount Perdu in the Spanish Pyrenees, he found N. moschatus and 

visited the more westerly habitats of N. minimus and N. cyclamineus. He also travelled to the Îsles of Glénan off 

the south-west coast of Brittany where he saw N. triandrus var. loiseleurii.  

 

A great friend of Barrôs was the wine merchant and plant collector, Alfred Tait, Baron de Southellino, 

who lived in Portugal and was a friend of Professor Henriques of Coimbra, one of the foremost daffodil 

authorities at that time. In 1886, Tait discovered a daffodil in Portugal, which he wished to name in honour of 

Henriques. He sent two bulbs to the Revd Charles Wolley-Dod in England, who subsequently wrote to F.W. 

Burbidge saying that Tait hoped that he (Wolley-Dod) would be able to get it named as N. henriquesii at the next 

meeting of the Daffodil Committee
(13)

. Wolley-Dod referred to daffodils illustrated in Parkinsonôs Paradisus 

Terrestris and Theatrum Florae (1633)
(14)

, which he thought were called N. cyclamineus by Haworth. In a further 

letter, Wolley-Dod wrote of Taitôs ñmost interesting daffodilsò which ñwere found in Portugal, a large number 

growing together and in a spot near which neither N. triandrus nor N. pseudonarcissus grew. Mr Tait wishes me 
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to communicate with you at once as he is very anxious to have it named after his friend Don Henriques.ò
 (15)

 In 

another letter to Burbidge, Wolley-Dod wrote: ñWhat if this plant should be the same as N. cyclamineus of 

Haworth é if this is the case Don Henriques will have to give way.ò
 (16)

 This he thought would be regrettable as 

ñboth he [Henriques] and Mr. Tait are doing such excellent work in the field of daffodilsò.  

 

In a letter dated 25 August 1886
(17)

 sent to Burbidge from 115 Entre Quintas, Oporto, Tait referred to the 

most interesting N. triandrus var. pulchellus. Known since the time of Parkinson (Narcissus juncifolius chalice 

albo reflexis foliis luteis) and the most common form of N. triandrus in gardens of the late 19th and early 20th 

centuries, it now appears to have vanished from cultivation. This daffodil was unusual in two respects: it was the 

only form of any species that was a reverse bicolor, with white corona and yellow perianth, and the literature 

distinctly lacked any reference to it as a truly wild plant. Yet in his letter to Burbidge, Tait wrote:  

ñThe variety which goes under this name [pulchellus] was I think sent by my 

friend, the late Mr. W.S. Crawford, to Mr. Barr. I often accompanied him on his botanical 

excursions and I can assure you that all his N. triandrus were collected near Oporto in the 

same localities where I have obtained plants.ò  

 

It has been suggested that pulchellus may be a hybrid between the two varieties of triandrus known as 

concolor and cernuus (now subsp. pallidulus), perhaps on no more substantial grounds than its noticeable vigour 

compared with other triandrus varieties. It is, however, a diploid like other varieties of this species and therefore 

its vigorous nature is not the result of the polyploidy so often associated with hybrids. If Taitôs recollections in his 

letter of 25 August are correct, then the status of pulchellus as a variety of triandrus may well be correct.  

 

The Revd Charles Wolley-Dod, most avid of all the late 19th century daffodil correspondents, was also a 

daffodil collector in mainland Europe. He was responsible for the re-introduction of N. pallidiflorus in 1882, 

although it had been recorded as being in cultivation as far back as 1629. He also reintroduced N. triandrus var. 

loiseleurii (calathinus) from the Îsles of Glénan at about the same time, it having first been introduced in the early 

19th century.  

The Daffodil in the Landscape 
It has been seen that the daffodil first became a popular decorative garden plant in the early 1600s. In 

terms of contemporary landscape style, this popularity is difficult to understand, for the Elizabethan period was 

characterised by a strictly formal approach to design, almost bordering on the artificial. The daffodil did not fit 

easily into this context, being a much too natural a flower to grace such a formal setting. With its unbending 

stateliness, the tulip was much more apposite. A formality of design was even evident in some of the plants found 

in this landscape, a good example being a pleached lime tree at Cobham Hall, described by Parkinson in the 

Paradisus Terrestris: 

ñThis particular tree was a lime whose branches were plashed to form an arbour. 

Then, after a further space of eight feet [2.5 m] up the trunk, its branches were bent yet 

again round about so orderly, as if it were done by art.ò
(18)

  

 

Yet among this artificiality, there can be little doubt of the daffodilôs widespread popularity, for the new 

types that had filtered northwards and westwards through Europe during the previous 100 years still possessed a 

certain novelty value. In such arbiters of garden taste as Tradescant and Parkinson, the daffodil had staunch allies 

ready to espouse its cause. If the number of different types grown correlate with its popularity then it certainly 

was a popular plant, more than 100 variants being described in the Paradisus Terrestris. Between the 1600s and 

the late 19th century, however, the number of available types fell dramatically. The reasons are not fully 

understood, for it enjoyed a period of great popularity during the second half of the 18th century. Garden 

formality did re-appear, however, during the early Victorian period when many new, exotic genera were 

introduced from which exciting hybrids were raised. Many of these introductions were the early forms of the 

óbeddingô plants with which we are familiar today and, thus, were ideally suited to the formal beds of the 

Victorian garden. There may have been other causes for the daffodilsô apparent decline, for example, attacks by 
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pathogens such as the Stem and Bulb Eelworm or the Basal Rot fungus, known to have been responsible for the 

decimation of daffodil populations in more recent times.  

 

It was this seemingly inexplicable decline that initially stimulated Peter Barrôs interest in daffodils. How 

could it be that the hundred sorts described by Parkinson in 1629 had dwindled to a mere handful in a period of 

little over 250 years? The curiosity that this state of affairs aroused in Barr led to an important series of events, 

including his journeys of daffodil discovery and re-discovery in southern Europe and the organisation of the first 

Daffodil Conference in 1884. In 1875, F.W. Burbidge did a service to the cause of the daffodil similar to that 

performed by Parkinson in 1629, when he published The Narcissus: its history and culture
(19)

. This greatly 

stimulated interest in the flower, and when he went to Ireland in 1879 and sparked the interest of Cork 

nurseryman W. Baylor Hartland, the flagging fortunes of the daffodil were set for revival.  

 

Thus, in the relatively short space of two and a half centuries, landscape design had undergone major 

changes that had influenced the fortunes and popularity of the daffodil. At the start of this period the design was 

formal and the daffodil was both numerous and varied in its forms. The first significant change occurred early in 

the 18th century. It was fostered by the landscape paintings of Claude Lorrain (1600-1682) and Gaspard Dughet, 

also known as Gaspard Poussin (1615-1675), together with writers like Francis Bacon (1561-1626), who first 

suggested ña natural wildnessò
(20)

 and Alexander Pope (1688-1744), who wrote of ñthe amiable simplicity of 

unadorned natureò
(21)

. This artistic revolution was accompanied by greater freedom of travel, many of means and 

influence undertaking the óGrand Tourô on which they saw, in real life, the subjects of the paintings of Claude 

Lorrain and Gaspard Poussin. More or less simultaneously, changes occurred in hunting, the deer being 

superseded by the fox as the main quarry. So, in addition to the artistic pressure for landscape change, there was 

also a very practical reason for it to be altered, for good fox hunting demanded a more irregular, open type of 

landscape, interspersed with thick copse cover. This was in contrast to the long, straight runs required for deer 

hunting, so admirably provided by the radiating avenues of trees prevalent in the earlier style.  

 

This new style of irregularity found early expression at Studley Royal near Ripon, north Yorkshire around 

1715 when John Aislabie, a former Chancellor of the Exchequer, began work on the family estate to which he was 

banished in disgrace following the South Sea Bubble scandal. Others were quick to follow in similar style: 

William Kent at Rousham in 1738, and Hoare and Flitcroft at Stourhead a few years later. This style of landscape 

gardening reached its zenith with the work of óCapabilityô Brown (1715-1783) and Humphry Repton (1752-

1818), and it is in several of the landscapes created by the former that daffodils are found in their ideal, natural 

setting. At no other time since their introduction, largely in the 16th century, had daffodils found a setting so 

closely akin to their native habitats, and in sympathy with their informal nature, as they did in the 18th century 

landscape.  

 

This period of the daffodilôs supremacy was short-lived, as a more formal approach to landscape design 

was adopted during the early Victorian period, encouraged by the development of bedding plants. In Ireland, 

some landscaped estates did not undergo such an intentional change in style, their main problem being one of 

neglect owing to absentee landlords, particularly after the Act of Union in 1800. 

 

Records of scenes of desolation to be found on their estates are frequently found in Irish chronicles of the 

period, as graphically captured in Lady Morganôs description of the decaying seat of the Fitzadlem family: 

ñThe massive stone pillars on either side, overgrown with lichens, still exhibited 

some vestiges of handsome sculpture é . Two lodges mouldered on either side in absolute 

ruin, and the intended improvement of a Greek portico to one, never finished was still 

obvious in the scattered fragments of friezes and entablatures which lay choked amidst 

heaps of nettles, furze bushes and long rye grass. The precipitous declivities which swept 

down from the rocky foundation of the house to the river had been cut into terrace gardens, 

a fashion still observable at the seats of the ancient nobility in Munster: and it was 

melancholy to observe the stunted rose tree and other once cultivated but now degenerate 
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shrubs and flowers, raising their heads amongst nettles, briars and long grass and withered 

potato stalks.
(22)

  

 

Perhaps some of the ódegenerate flowersô were daffodils for it was in such neglected demesnes that W.B. 

Hartland made many of this daffodil discoveries during the 1880s. 

  

The scene of desolation described by Lady Morgan was not a lone occurrence for the writer and gardener 

James Fraser had this to say of the decay at Rathfarnham Castle, Co. Dublin: ñNot a solitary instance, but one out 

of many where a magnificent greenhouse, on the same plan as those at Hampton Court and Kew, has been turned 

into a cow shed and the fine old Dutch garden is now in total ruin.ò
(23)

 Here then is another example of the type of 

estate that Hartland explored to good effect. Possibly the old Dutch garden contained daffodils, for they were first 

cultivated in mainland Europe by the Dutch; and the Dutch introduced many types into the British Isles when, as 

Protestant refugees, they fled their own country during the 16th century.  

 

In addition to formalism, bedding plants and neglect, other factors were at work in threatening the 

popularity of the daffodil. The Victorian period, for example, saw a spate of new plant introductions in addition to 

bedding plants, many of them coming from the previously neglected, hotter countries of South America and the 

Far East. For the first time plants from these areas could be successfully tended in glasshouses constructed of 

wrought iron, as long as there was good light transmission. These houses were heated using pipes of a new 

material, cast iron, to the optimum temperature required by these exotic newcomers. Orchids were perfectly suited 

to this newly achievable environment and a garden aristocracy of orchid devotees sprang up, plants being 

exchanged for vast sums of money.  

 

Earlier, humbler plant introductions were neglected by all but a few enthusiasts, and it was to such a 

group that the continued survival of the daffodil was due. Its members belonged mainly to the middle-class and 

included several members of the clergy. They were not affluent enough to join the orchid craze but were aware of 

the breeding potential of the daffodil in all its forms, as illustrated by the work of the Revd William Herbert, who 

raised the first hybrids at Spofforth in north Yorkshire. There were also a few botanists, mostly amateur and 

members of middle-class professions such as banking. One particularly strong and influential advocate of the 

daffodil was the well known garden writer, William Robinson (1838-1935), who ridiculed the return to formalism 

and promoted the idea of the ówild gardenô. In his book The English Flower Garden, first published in 1883, he 

described his alternative, which was a natural style of gardening using permanent plantings of hardy trees, shrubs 

and herbaceous plants: these, he felt, created an environment into which the daffodil fitted with ease. In his view 

ñno garden should be without the best of the lovely varieties now knownò and that ñthey are to spring what roses 

are to summerò
(24)

. 

 

Thus, the scene was set for the great daffodil revival and, within a year of the publication of The English 

Flower Garden, Barr, Burbidge, Hartland and others organised the first Daffodil Conference. The key, initial step 

in the development of the modern daffodil had taken place. This event was followed in 1898 by the founding of 

the Midland Daffodil Society in Birmingham. Subsequently named the Daffodil Society, it became the national 

organisation that has ever since lent encouragement to the appreciation and development of this lovely genus.  

The Spread of Interest Overseas 
Many of the earliest daffodil introductions had reached the British Isles during the 14th, 16th and 17th 

centuries from northern Europe. However, during the 19th century the revival of interest in daffodils and the 

breeding of new garden hybrids began in England. During the initial stages of this work, the leading figures were 

William Herbert, Edward Leeds and William Backhouse.  

 

In the later years of the century, the first of the great Dutch nurseries commenced daffodil breeding ï de 

Graaff at Noordwijk in 1872, Johan Segers at Lisse, and van der Schoot and van Waveren at Hillegom in 1890. 

Peter Barr, W.B. Hartland and F.W. Burbidge all formed ties with the Dutch nurserymen and, in particular, with 

Simon Adrian de Graaff who pioneered daffodil hybridisation in the Netherlands.  
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In the 20th century, links developed between the Dutch firm of G. Zandbergen-Terwegen and the Irish 

hybridists. Matthew Zandbergen, whose father managed one of de Graaffôs bulb farms, first made contact at the 

home of P.D. Williams, where he was introduced to Guy L. Wilson. He was invited to visit Wilson at 

Broughshane to see the seedling stocks growing there. Subsequently, Zandbergen visited Ireland on several 

occasions and regularly purchased cultivars from both Wilson and Richardson for introduction into the 

Netherlands. A similar liaison was also formed with P.D. Williams, following a visit to the Netherlands in the 

1920s to see Zandbergenôs daffodil collection; at that stage, the collection contained some 1,500 cultivars. 

Thereafter, Zandbergen acted as agent for Williams, introducing his cultivars to Dutch growers.  

Australia and New Zealand 
First contacts were made here prior to 1900, when Sir Heaton Rhodes of Otahuna, Tai Tapu, New 

Zealand bought bulbs from W.B. Hartland. Robert Gibson of Manaia did likewise. At this juncture, Hartlandôs 

nursery was, to him at least, ñthe true home of Daffodilsò
(25)
, a veritable ñHaarlem in south Corkò

(26)
. Both 

Australia and New Zealand have National Daffodil Societies, the latter being formed in 1926, shortly before a 

visit by Guy Wilson that did much to stimulate interest in both showing and hybridisation. The Australian 

hybridists played an especially important part in the early development of pink crowned daffodils during the 

1920s and 1930s until Richardson challenged them from Ireland in 1937 with óRose of Traleeô.  

United States of America 
The first links between the United States and Britain occurred considerably later than those with either the 

Netherlands or Australasia. The earliest development of any significance was the importation of a collection of 

bulbs by Miss M. Beirne of Ashland, Virginia, shortly after World War I. As a result of her enthusiasm, the 

Garden Club of Virginia formed a Daffodil Committee and established a Test Garden in 1930. In subsequent 

years, the Club was responsible for the distribution of many cultivars of British and Irish origin to other garden 

clubs across the States. At about the same time as Miss Beirne was beginning her daffodil collection, a Hardy 

Gardening Club was formed in Maryland in 1919 which, following a successful show, went on to form the 

Maryland Daffodil Society. Its members purchased bulbs almost exclusively from Ireland and on the advice of 

Guy Wilson, who remained guide and mentor to the Society until his death. 

  

The biggest single event to influence daffodil growing in the States was undoubtedly the extension of The 

Plant Quarantine Act of 1919 to cover the importation of daffodil bulbs. The year was 1926. This Act had 

originally been implemented as the result of the introduction of several serious pests and diseases on plant 

material from other countries. These included the San Jose Scale, the Japanese Beetle and the disease Chestnut 

Blight. Strangely enough, daffodil importation was not restricted by the original Act, even though, shortly before 

it came into effect, large quantities of bulbs in the British Isles and the Netherlands had been destroyed by Stem 

and Bulb Eelworm. The extension of the Act in 1926 to cover daffodils did not become effective, however, before 

word leaked out about it. There was then a mad rush to import the most recent, sensational British cultivars 

especially óFortuneô and óBeershebaô before the barriers finally came down. 

 

The effect of the ban was twofold. It isolated the United States from the significant advances then taking 

place elsewhere; and it stimulated American enthusiasts to take up hybridisation in order to fill the gap. Best 

known among these was Jan de Graaff who established Oregon Bulb Farms in 1926 at Portland. Others who 

started daffodil breeding about the same time included E.C. Powell of Silver Spring, Maryland, the raiser of 

óHiawasseeô, and S.B. Mitchell of Berkeley, California. The most illustrious of the United States hybridists was 

Grant E. Mitsch, who raised daffodils at Canby, Oregon from 1934 until the 1980s, when his breeding work was 

continued by Elise and Richard Havens. 

 

Their national organisation, the American Daffodil Society, established in 1955, is of relatively recent 

origin. However, in its short life, it has achieved significant success in promoting interest in daffodils and creating 

computer databases that contain the parentage and much other data concerning many thousands of daffodils.  
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CHAPTER 3 
  THE DAFFODIL IN LITERATURE AND ITS INFLUENCE ON THE VICTORIAN 

HYBRIDISTS 
 

ñThe great glory of the woods are, of course, the daffodils.ò
(1)

 

 

 Some of the physical and botanical factors that influenced the daffodil renaissance during the 19th 

century have already been discussed in Chapter Two. Other influences were at work, however, in the minds of 

those who became most involved in the daffodilôs revival at that time. These influences included classical and 

contemporary poetry and prose, the writings of those favouring a more naturalistic approach to the garden 

landscape and the horticultural and botanical literature of the time. 

 

 The classical literature on the subject is well known, having been quoted to varying degrees in earlier 

works. The original reference to Narcissus, of course, is in the myths of Ancient Greece; there are several 

versions of the life story of Narcissus but a popular one runs something like this. Narcissus was the son of the 

blue nymph, Liriope, and the river-god, Cephisus. Narcissus was an especially handsome youth whose path, from 

an early age, was strewn with heartlessly rejected lovers. Among these was the nymph, Echo, whose final 

rejection drove her to a life of solitude in lonely glens, where she pined away for love until only her voice 

remained. At Donacon in Thespia, Narcissus came upon a spring so clear that it shone like silver. He cast himself 

down on the grass beside the spring to slake his thirst, falling in love with his own reflection. Presently he 

recognised this as being himself and, realising that he could both possess yet never possess the beautiful 

reflection, was overwhelmed with grief finally plunging a dagger into his heart. The first daffodil ï a beautiful 

white Narcissus with blood-red corolla ï sprang from the spot where his blood had soaked into the earth. 

 

 Homer, who lived in Greece during the 11th century BC, extolled the virtues of that countryôs native 

daffodil in the Hymn to Demeter: 

ñThe Narcissus wondrously glittering, a noble sight for all, whether immortal gods or mortal men; from 

whose root a hundred heads springeth forth and at the fragrant odour thereof all the broad heaven above 

and all the earth laughed.ò
(2) 

 

In more modern times, William Shakespeare (1564-1616) wrote of:  

ñé daffodils, 

That come before the swallow dares, and take 

The winds of March with beauty éò
(3)

. 
 

 Robert Herrick (1591-1674) was noted for his pastoral lyrics of outstanding simplicity and tenderness and 

as F.W. Burbidge said of Herrickôs To Daffodils
(4)

 there was ña moral pathos of the most touching kindò
(5)

: 

ñFair Daffodils we weep to see 

You haste away so soon; 

As yet the early rising sun 

Has not attained his noon. 

Stay, stay, 

Until the hasting day 

Has run 

But to the even-song; 

And having prayed together, we 

Will go with you along. 

 

We have short time to stay, as you, 
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We have as short a spring; 

As quick a growth to meet decay, 

As you, or anything. 

We die 

As your hours do, and dry 

Away, 

Like to the summerôs rain; 

Or as the pearls of morning dew, 

Neôer to be found again.ò 
 

 While John Keats (1795-1821) alluded to the Greek myth concerning Narcissus, it was his contemporary, 

Percy Bysshe Shelley (1792-1822), who next wrote about the daffodil in verse: 

ñThe beautiful wild plants and the Tulip tall, 

And Narcissi, the fairest among them all, 

Who gaze their eyes in the streamôs recess, 

Till they die of their own dear loveliness.ò
(6) 

 

 Without doubt, the most influential advocates for the daffodil in Britain during the early 19th century 

were Dorothy (1771-1855) and William Wordsworth (1770-1850). In her Grasmere Journal 1800-1803
(7)

, 

Dorothyôs entry for 15 April 1802 ran as follows: 

ñWhen we were in the woods beyond Gowbarrow Park we saw a few daffodils close to the water side. 

We fancied that the lake had floated a few seeds ashore and that the little colony had so sprung up. But as 

we went along there were more and yet more and at last, under the boughs of the trees, we saw that there 

was a long belt of them along the shore about the breadth of a country turnpike road. I never saw daffodils 

so beautiful. They grew among the mossy stones about and about them some rested their heads upon the 

stones, as on a pillow, for weariness; and the rest tossed and reeled and danced and seemed as if they 

verily laughed with the wind that blew upon them over the lake; they looked so gay, ever glancing, ever 

changing.ò 

 

 William had accompanied Dorothy on this walk as they made their way back from Eusemere Hill, the 

home of the anti-slave trade campaigner Thomas Clarkson, along the western shore of Ullswater to Grasmere. 

This experience had a profound effect on Wordsworth who, two years later, with the help of Dorothyôs journal 

entry of the event, wrote one of the best known poems in the English language: a glowing tribute to one of our 

best loved flowers and the glory of an English spring. It was entitled I wandered lonely as a cloud: 

ñI wandered lonely as a cloud 

That floats on high oôer vales and hills 

When all at once I saw a crowd 

A host of dancing daffodils; 

Along the lake, beneath the trees, 

Ten thousand dancing in the breeze. 

 

The waves beside them danced, but they 

Outdid the sparkling waves in glee:- 

A Poet could not but be gay 

In such a laughing company: 

I gazôd ï and gazôd ï but little thought 

What wealth the shew to me had brought: 

 

For oft when on my couch I lie 

In vacant or in pensive mood, 

They flash upon the inward eye 
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Which is the bliss of solitude, 

And then my heart with pleasure fills, 

And dances with the daffodils.ò 

  

This was the form in which the poem was first published in 1807 in Poems in Two Volumes
(8)

. The 

revised form known today was first seen in Poems in 1815
(9)

. The original three stanzas were slightly altered and a 

fourth stanza inserted between the first and second of the original. It reads: 

ñContinuous as the stars that shine 

And twinkle on the milky way, 

They stretched in never-ending line 

Along the margin of the bay: 

Ten thousand saw I at a glance, 

Tossing their heads in a sprightly dance.ò 

 

 It is obvious when reading both the Journal entry and poem that William gleaned scenes from the former, 

for example, ñunder the boughsò, ñbeneath the treesò, ñalong the shoreò and ñalong the margin of the bayò. 

Williamôs construction, however, produced a pastoral masterpiece in which perhaps the most telling lines are: 

ñI gazôd ï and gazôd ï but little thought  

What wealth to me the shew had broughtò. 

 

 What influence could the poem I wandered lonely as a cloud have possibly had on those early Victorians 

who rekindled interest in the daffodil as a garden plant? Perhaps none. William Wordsworth and his poetry were 

very well known, however, during this period, indeed he was quite famous. In 1832, the English novelist, 

Elizabeth Gaskell (1810-1865), moved to Manchester where she became very familiar and concerned with the 

appalling poverty especially among weavers. In 1838 she wrote, perhaps significantly, that: ñThe Poetry of 

Humble Life é even in a town, is met with on every hand.ò
(10)

 She was referring to the poetry of William 

Wordsworth, which was well known and appreciated by the working classes, even under the desperate conditions 

in which they lived. And where was one of the earliest strongholds of daffodil interest? It was in none other than 

Manchester, where John Horsefield (1793-1854), a poor weaver, Edward Leeds (1802-1877) and the Revd 

William Herbert (1778-1847) all spent at least part of their lives. Other influential people were also on the scene 

during this period: their writings either espoused the beauties of the daffodil or advocated a form of landscape 

gardening in which it could flourish. Important among them were John Claudius Loudon (1783-1843), John 

Ruskin (1819-1900) and William Robinson (1838-1935). 

 

 From a Scottish farming background, Loudon continued to farm after coming south to England. The 

proceeds of this enterprise were invested in a tour of northern Europe that was planned to terminate in Moscow. 

This, however, proved disastrous, coinciding with the aftermath of Napoleonôs Russian campaign. His London 

investments failed during his absence abroad and so he returned virtually a ruined man. Not dismayed by this turn 

of events, Loudon immediately began to rebuild his career and his fortune. His initial venture, the Encyclopaedia 

of Gardening (1822)
(11)

, was aimed at the expanding middle classes, who were thirsting for knowledge of the 

cultivation of the ónewô plant imports to grow in the gardens of their new villas. On his travels, accompanied by 

his wife Jane (1808-1858), he had seen the escalating importance of ñgardens and grounds attached to houses in 

streetsò which, he said, belonged predominantly to ñamateurs, clerks and journeymenò
(12)

. In one such garden, 

belonging to a Mr Clarke of Birmingham they saw ña selection of hardy shrubs and plants which quite astonished 

usò. Loudon became an arbiter of taste in matters of landscape design, opposing the contrived and pretentious 

schemes being laid out in various parts of England at that time. 

 

 His views mirrored those expressed later by Ruskin and Robinson, both of whom were opposed to the 

formality and rigidity found in many Victorian gardens. Ruskin was interested in plants from an early age and had 

an earnest love of natural beauty. After settling at Brantwood on the shores of Lake Coniston, he put his ideas into 

practice, creating a large informal garden with a decided air of ówildnessô about it. William Robinson had a 

profound and lasting influence on concepts of horticultural and landscape practice and, reputedly, was responsible 
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for a revolution in English garden design. In his book The Wild Garden
(13)

, first published in 1870, he was 

unstinting in his advocacy of the use of daffodils naturalised in grass, plantations and woods. In his view: ñOf all 

the planting I have ever made, the planting of these [daffodils] in grass has given the greatest pleasure and the 

most lasting.ò
(14)

 He also recommended the Poetôs Narcissus, which being ñsuch a distinctly beautiful plant should 

be in every gardenò. 

 

 Some extremely influential hortico-botanical works were published during the first half of the 19th 

century. These helped to polarise the emerging interest in daffodils. Pre-eminent among them were A.H. 

Haworthôs Narcissorum Revisio of 1819
(15)

 and his later Narcissinearum Monographia (1831)
(16)

 and the Revd 

William Herbertôs Amaryllidaceae (1837)
(17)

. One of the earliest books on bulb culture was that by van Campen, 

entitled The Dutch Florist: or a true method of managing all sorts of flowers with bulbous roots
(18)

. It was 

published in the Netherlands in 1764, being later translated from the Dutch. In 1816, J. Salter wrote A Treatise 

upon Bulbous Roots
(19)
, and this was followed in 1841 by Jane Loudonôs book The Ladies Flower Garden of 

Ornamental Bulbous Plants
(20)

. In 1843, there was another Continental contribution by C. Lemaire, entitled Essais 

sur lôHistoire et la Culture des Plantes Bulbeuses
(21)

. Towards the end of the period which saw the establishment 

of the daffodilôs revival came a transatlantic contribution from E.S. Rand, entitled Bulbs: a treatise on hardy and 

tender bulbs and tubers
 (22)

. It was published in Boston in 1866. 

 

 Although the 19th century literature on bulb culture was extensive, indeed probably wider than for any 

other group of decorative plants, it was mostly published towards the end of the century. The writer whose work 

did most to maximise interest at that time was F.W. Burbidge, whose The Narcissus: its history and culture 

(1875)
(23)

 remained the standard work on the subject for many years. Together with the authorôs presence in 

Ireland, it stimulated the considerable early interest there during the 1880s that was responsible, in part, for the 

organisation of the Daffodil Conferences of 1884 and 1890. 

 

 It is impossible to measure the influences of these individuals on the awakening, establishment and 

proliferation of interest in daffodils during the 19th century. They probably all played a part, however small. A 

few undoubtedly stood out as major players, such as Wordsworth, famous and familiar to large sections of the 

populace. Significantly, pioneering hybridising work with daffodils was taking place in the English Lake District 

within a short time of his death (Plate 1.1). Then there was Loudon, prolific writer and arbiter of good garden 

taste, who, through his publications The Gardenerôs Magazine
(24)

 and the Encyclopaedia of Gardening
(25)

, brought 

for the first time to the rapidly expanding, garden-owing, middle classes cheap, illustrated and easily accessible 

garden literature. Ruskin also played a major role, being a giant among Victorian commentators on an 

exceptionally wide range of subjects. Among the purely hortico-botanical writers we find Haworth and Herbert 

doing much to stimulate the classification, growing and breeding of daffodils at the start of the century, while 

those exerting most influence later in the century were Robinson and Burbidge providing a firm foundation for the 

extensive interest and breeding work conducted during the 20th century.  
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CHAPTER 4 
DAFFODIL CLASSIFICATION 

 

 All daffodils, those found in the wild and those that have arisen in cultivation, were categorised into 

twelve divisions between 1969 and 1998, increasing to 13 divisions post-1998. It is therefore useful to have an 

understanding of this system of classification and to appreciate how it has developed over the years. The genus 

Narcissus consists of two types of daffodil ï those that are wild plants and consisting mainly of species, but also 

including some natural hybrids, and those that have arisen in cultivation chiefly as a result of planned 

hybridisation but occasionally as sports. 

 

 The naming procedure for wild daffodils is governed by the rules of the International Code of Botanical 

Nomenclature. The system uses two names in order to distinguish one type from another. The first of these names 

is always Narcissus and is termed the generic name as it indicates the genus. The second or specific name or 

specific epithet denotes the species and in order to indicate difference, it obviously has to change for each species, 

e.g. Narcissus pseudonarcissus, N. poeticus, N. tazetta and N. triandrus. This system of nomenclature is known as 

the binomial (two-name) system and is used for all plants. It was originated by Johann Bauhin (1541-1613) but 

was actually put into practice by Carl von Linné (Linnaeus, 1707-1778) following the publication of the Species 

Plantarum in 1753
(1)

. Subspecific or varietal names may follow the generic name and specific epithet and are used 

to differentiate within a species those that show minor variations. 

 

 Daffodils were known in Europe, however, for a considerable period prior to the establishment of the 

binomial system in the 18th century and, inevitably, attempts were made to name and classify these. One of the 

earliest attempts at classification was made by John Parkinson, in 1629, who divided them into Narcissos or True 

Daffodils and Pseudonarcissos or Bastard Daffodils, in a system based on the relative lengths of the corona and 

perianth segments. Parkinsonôs classification chiefly concerned species daffodils although some hybrids and 

mutants were described, such as the several double-flowered forms common in the early 17th century. 

Interestingly, one of the double forms described by Parkinson forms the earliest record of a daffodil cultivar, 

originating from seed sown by him in his own garden, and it was referred to as the Double Spanish Bastard 

Daffodil. Parkinson wrote of it in the Paradisus Terrestris: ñNone ever had this kind before myself nor did I 

myself ever see it before the year 1618 for it is of my own raising, and flowering first in my garden.ò Later he 

wrote: ñIt is risen from the seed of the Great Spanish single kinde, which I sowed in mine own garden and 

cherished it until it gave such a flower as is described.ò
(2)

 The next major re-classification in England occurred in 

1831 with the publication of the Narcissinearum Monographia by A.H. Haworth
(3)

, also issued as a supplement to 

Sweetôs The British Flower Garden (2nd Series, I )
(4)

 in the same year. Haworth was a notorious ósplitterô who 

managed to divide the wild daffodils into 16 separate genera. In 1910, the Revd Joseph Jacob wrote that: ñWhat 

Haworth understood as a species most botanists would regard as a garden variety.ò
(5) 
Haworthôs 16 genera are 

listed below. Many were named after legendary characters of Ancient Greece; other names were descriptive of the 

flower. 

 

Corbularia (after corbula ï little basket). It contained the present day forms of N. bulbocodium, the Hoop 

Petticoat Daffodil. 

Ajax (after the Greek hero in the Trojan Wars). These are the true trumpet daffodils nowadays covered by N. 

pseudonarcissus. 

Oileus (poetic diminutive form of Ajax). It contained the clipped trunk sorts of Ajax such as N. abscissus. 

Assaracus (a brother of Ganymedes). It included two forms of N. calathinus (syn. N. triandrus var. loiseleurii). 

Illus (another brother of Ganymedes), contained N. triandrus itself and N. triandrus var. cernuus (now named N. 

triandrus subsp. pallidulus). 

Ganymedes (the cup bearer to the gods of Ancient Greece). It included the remaining forms of N. triandrus. 

Diomedes (a brave Greek at the siege of Troy). This genus actually consisted of three forms of the modern N. × 

macleayi, a hybrid of unknown parentage. 
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Tros (father of Ganymedes) contained only N. montanus (syn. N. × poculiformis) and N. × poculiformis 

óGalanthiflorusô (syn. N. galanthiflorus), a hybrid of N. dubius and N. moschatus. 

Queltia (after Nicholas le Quelt). This contained seven forms of N. × incomparabilis. 

Schizanthes (schizo, to cut; anthos, a flower ï the flower being split). Its only member was the split-crowned 

óOrientalisô form of N. tazetta.  

Philogyne (phileo, to love; gyne, a woman) included many forms of N. × odorus, a hybrid of N. jonquilla and N. 

pseudonarcissus. 

Jonquilla (juncus, a rush), the leaves being similar in both form and colour to those of rushes. It included four 

types of the Common Jonquil. 

Chloraster (chloros, green; aster, a star), the flowers being very star-like and a true green colour. It consisted of 

the sole green flowered species, N. viridiflorus, which is unlike any other daffodil. 

Hermione (daughter of Menelaus and Helena) contained the innumerable forms of N. tazetta including some of its 

natural hybrids and totalled 54 types in all. 

Helena (mother of Hermione) contained a very mixed group including N. × gracilis (now N. × tenuior) from N. 

jonquilla × N. poeticus, along with forms of N. juncifolius (now N. assoanus) and a small type of N. 

poeticus. 

Narcissus (son of Cephisus and Liriope) included the vast majority of forms of N. poeticus and some of its 

hybrids.  

 

 In 1837, William Herbert, a confirmed ólumperô, reduced Haworthôs 16 genera to six in his 

Amaryllidaceae
(6)

. The names which he utilised were six used earlier by Haworth, namely Ajax (Trumpet 

Daffodils), Corbularia (all N. bulbocodium), Ganymedes (all N. triandrus), Hermione (all N. tazetta), Narcissus 

(all N. poeticus) and finally Queltia which consisted of large-cupped daffodils that had arisen through 

hybridisation, either in the wild, i.e. N. × incomparabilis, or in gardens although very few of the latter existed in 

1837.  

 F.W. Burbidge published The Narcissus: its history and culture
(7)

 in 1875 that included a óReview of the 

Genus Narcissusô by J.G. Baker, the Kew taxonomist, the scheme for which he had first published in the 

Gardenerôs Chronicle in 1869
(8)
. As can be guessed from the title, Baker had reduced Herbertôs six genera to one, 

only Narcissus being retained. Baker split this single genus into three great groups, the Magnicoronatae (Group 

1), the Mediocoronatae (Group 2) and the Parvicoronatae (Group 3). Each of these groups had its constituent 

members determined by the relationship between the length of the corona and that of the perianth segments, the 

three groups corresponding to the current Divisions 1, 2 and 3 (trumpet, large-cupped and small-cupped 

daffodils). The only difference was that Bakerôs three groups consisted solely of species, whereas nowadays 

Divisions 1-3 relate to cultivars. Subsequently, Baker made minor modifications to his classification scheme 

during the proceedings of the RHS Daffodil Conference in 1884 and reported in The Garden on 3rd May of that 

year
(9)

, the final version appearing in his Handbook of the Amaryllideae in 1888
(10)

. By this time, daffodil breeding 

was well under way and, for the first time, garden hybrids were given a place in the scheme of things. A summary 

of Bakerôs earlier scheme, together with the later modifications, is given in Table 4.1. 

 

 Bakerôs earlier classification schemes covered only species but, with the increase in cultivar numbers 

during the late 19th century, new sub-group names were coined, chiefly by Peter Barr and his son Peter Rudolf 

Barr in consultation with F.W. Burbidge, to cover the new groups of hybrids then appearing. Many of these 

names honoured daffodil breeders and enthusiasts. 

 

 In 1908, the Royal Horticultural Society brought out a classification for show purposes which, although 

adopted by the important Midland Daffodil Society and also by the Brecon and Devon Societies, soon fell into 

disuse. It was superseded two years later (1910) by the first of the Royal Horticultural Societyôs classifications to 

resemble the current divisions. It consisted of: 

Division 1 ï Trumpet daffodils 

 In these, the corona was as long as or longer than the perianth segments. There were three sub-divisions: 

a. Cultivars with yellow or lemon coronas and perianth of similar or lighter colour but not white. 

 b. Cultivars with white flowers. 
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 c. Bicolors with white perianth and corona in a shade of yellow. 

Division 2 ï Incomparabilis 

 Corona not less than 1/3 but less than equal to the length of the perianth segments. There were two sub-

divisions: 

 a. Yellow shades with or without red colouring in the corona. 

 b. Bicolors with white perianths and yellow, red-stained or red coronas. 

Division 3 ï Barrii (incorporating Burbidgei) 

 The corona is always less than 1/3 the length of the perianth segments. There were two sub-divisions: 

 a. Yellow shades with or without red colouring in the corona. 

 b. Bicolor varieties with white perianths and yellow, red-stained or red coronas. 

Division 4 ï Leedsii 

 Flowers in this division have white perianth segments and white, cream or citron coronas. The Leedsii 

daffodils may have the dimensions of both Division 2 and Division 3 flowers. 

Division 5 ï Triandrus hybrids 

 This division contained all varieties obviously containing N. triandrus óbloodô, examples being óCountess 

Greyô and óMoonstoneô.  

Division 6 ï Cyclamineus hybrids 

 Daffodils in this division had to possess the characteristics of N. cyclamineus. 

Division 7 ï Jonquilla hybrids 

 The hybrids of Division 7 were all varieties of N. jonquilla parentage, an example being óButtercupô.  

Division 8 ï Tazetta hybrids 

 The possession of the characteristics of N. tazetta was essential to the hybrids of this division. 

Division 9 ï Poeticus hybrids 

 With these hybrids, the possession of the sparkling white perianth, the typical scent and the red corona 

colour of N. poeticus were all essential attributes. 

Division 10 ï Double varieties 

 This division included not only the double cultivars, of which there were precious few at that time, but 

also the double forms of the species. Thus, we find all of the N. poeticus listed as being in Division 9, with the 

exception of N. poeticus óFlore Plenoô that was placed in Division 10. Similarly N. pseudonarcissus appeared in 

Division 1 but the double N. pseudonarcissus óPlenusô was in Division 10. 

Division 11 ï Various 

 

 This division contained many of the species including N. bulbocodium, N. assoanus and N. viridiflorus. 

Several other species, which had their own hybrid divisions, were also included in Division 11, these being N. 

cyclamineus, N. triandrus, N. jonquilla and N. tazetta. As mentioned above, however, N. poeticus and N. 

pseudonarcissus were included elsewhere. 

 

 This classification is interesting in that it pre-dates by several decades the reverse bicolor cultivars and 

also the split corona daffodils which now have their own Division 11. It does recognise, however, the increasing 

numbers of species hybrids (Divisions 5-9) present in 1910. It gives an indication of the scarcity of double 

daffodils for they were included almost as an after-thought as Division 10, while today they occupy the much 

more prominent Division 4. Then there was a peculiar group, the Leedsiis (Division 4), which actually spanned 

two other divisions, namely the Incomparabilis and Barrii or, more specifically, the pale coloured forms that 

occurred within these divisions. 

 

 This classification system remained essentially unaltered between 1910 and 1947 when on 18 March 1947 

the Narcissus and Tulip Committee of the Royal Horticultural Society, after consultation with the Bulb Growers 

Society of Haarlem, decided to implement changes. These were to come into force on 1 January 1950 but in fact 

the new system appeared in the Classified List of Daffodil Names (1948)
(11)

. The major changes adopted were as 

follows: 

a. The Leedsii Division disappeared, its former contents being absorbed into Divisions 2 and 3. 
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b. Divisions 2 and 3 were re-named, the terms Incomparabilis and Barrii being discarded. A sub-division ócô was 

added to both for the white or whitish cultivars formerly in the Leedsii Division. 

c. A sub-division ódô was added to Divisions 1, 2 and 3 for flowers with colour combinations not covered by the 

existing sub-divisions óaô, óbô or ócô such as the reverse bicolors. 

d. Changes in the colour specification in sub-divisions óaô and ócô of Divisions 1, 2 and 3 were made to 

accommodate existing pink cupped cultivars and those with red trumpets that were predicted. 

e. Division 4, vacated by the demise of the Leedsiis, was filled by the now important and numerous doubles. 

f. Species and wild forms such as, for example, those of N. poeticus were all included in a species division. This 

was Division 10 formerly occupied by the double daffodils. 

g. Miscellaneous daffodils were included within a new Division 11. 

 

 By 1969, split corona daffodils had become much more common and were allocated Division 11 at that 

time, the species daffodils formerly in this division being moved to a new Division 12. This scheme of twelve 

divisions was detailed in the Royal Horticultural Societyôs Classified List and International Register of Daffodil 

Names (1969)
(12)

. The major drawback to the RHS scheme was the ambiguity of the coding system. A 3b daffodil, 

for example, had a white perianth but all its code signified about the corona was that it was coloured, giving no 

indication as to the precise colour or colours. The idea of a new classification system was discussed in the 

American Daffodil Society Journal in an article by D.T. Throckmorton entitled óA proposal of marriageô
(13)

 and a 

modification to the 1969 classification proposed by the ADS was accepted by the RHS in 1975. Its aim was 

simplification together with a more realistic interpretation of flower colour. Initially the new colour coding was 

restricted to the coronas of daffodils in Divisions 1 to 3. The corona was divided into three zones, an inner region 

or eye, a central area and a rim. As the perianth colour was already clearly indicated under the earlier RHS 

system, this was not altered, the appropriate colours simply being appended, starting with the eye region. 

Thus 2bRRY referred to a large-cupped 

daffodil with a white perianth and a 

predominantly red corona with a yellow rim. 

 

In 1977, however, a further modification was 

made which dispensed with the old sub-

division letter, the earlier example 2bRRY 

becoming 2W-RRY (Plate 4.1). The ADS 

colour code system uses six letters 

corresponding to the six predominant colours: 

 

W ï white or whitish 

G ï green 

Y ï yellow 

P ï pink 

O ï orange 

R ï red 

 

 

 

 

Plate 4.1. The great diversity of the cultivar 

divisions. 

  

 

  From the time of the óofficialô start of the 19th century daffodil revival in 1884, marked by the 

calling of the first Daffodil Conference and Peter Barrôs additions to Bakerôs classification, the number of 

cultivars has increased dramatically. The term cultivar simply means what most gardeners would refer to as a 

variety. It is in fact a garden variety or a plant that has arisen in cultivation. In order that each may be clearly 
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recognised, cultivar names are given, each being registered by the International Cultivar Registration Authority 

for the genus, which is the RHS. Such cultivar names are always obvious as such, being enclosed within a single 

set of inverted commas thus ï óKing Alfredô. The naming of plants that arise in cultivation is governed by a set of 

rules similar to those used in the naming of wild plants, these being known as the International Code of 

Nomenclature for Cultivated Plants. 

 

 How many daffodil cultivars have been raised and registered over the past 150 years? This question is 

almost impossible to answer with any certainty but the total is probably close to 27,000.  

 

             In the 1955 edition of the Classified List and 

International Register of Daffodil Names
(14)

, 4,000 cultivars that 

had been listed in earlier editions were deleted as they were 

thought to no longer exist. Between 1965 and 1969, more than 

850 new cultivars were registered, appearing in the 1969 edition 

of the Classified List. In size, the List increased from 112 pages in 

1927 to 374 in 1969. The number of species and cultivar names 

stored in the American Daffodil Societyôs Data Bank (1984)
(15)

 

(now succeeded by the Daffseek.org website) was 11,896. A 

summary of the revised system of daffodil classification as it 

appeared in 1977 is shown in Table 4.2 and illustrated for 

Divisions 1 to 3 in Plate 4.2. 

 

           A further revision of daffodil classification took place in 

1998, the Centenary Year of The Daffodil Society. While the 

1977 classification was mainly concerned with the means for 

defining flower colour that of 1998 was chiefly concerned with 

the creation of new divisions and sub-divisions and the re-

allocation of already existing ones. Divisions 1 to 9 remained 

basically as before with some revision of the text for Divisions 5 

to 9 in order to more strongly stress the characteristics of the 

species from which the cultivars in 5 to 9 have or are said to have 

arisen. Division 10, which formerly held the species, wild forms 

and hybrids was given over to cultivars of N. bulbocodium, the 

numbers of which merited a division of their own. 
 

Plate 4.2. The colour code classification of 1977 

applied to Divisions 1, 2 and 3. 

The split corona daffodils of Division 11 were divided into two sub-divisions containing the Collar Daffodils and 

Papillon Daffodils. In the former, the normal three flower whorls overlie each other and consist of six corona 

segments in two whorls of three and the single whorl of perianth segments. In the Papillons, the corona segments 

are usually in a single whorl of six, alternating with the six perianth segments. Division 12, as before, contained 

miscellaneous daffodil cultivars not catered for in other divisions. Division 13 was newly created and contained 

those daffodils distinguished solely by a botanical name. 

 

 A further revision of daffodil classification took place in 1998, the Centenary Year of The Daffodil 

Society. While the 1977 classification was mainly concerned with the means for defining flower colour that of 

1998 was chiefly concerned with the creation of new divisions and sub-divisions and the re-allocation of already 

existing ones. Divisions 1 to 9 remained basically as before with some revision of the text for Divisions 5 to 9 in 

order to more strongly stress the characteristics of the species from which the cultivars in 5 to 9 have or are said to 

have arisen. Division 10, which formerly held the species, wild forms and hybrids was given over to cultivars of 

N. bulbocodium, the numbers of which merited a division of their own. The split corona daffodils of Division 11 

were divided into two sub-divisions containing the Collar Daffodils and Papillon Daffodils. In the former, the 

normal three flower whorls overlie each other and consist of six corona segments in two whorls of three and the 

single whorl of perianth segments. In the Papillons, the corona segments are usually in a single whorl of six, 
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alternating with the six perianth segments. Division 12, as before, contained miscellaneous daffodil cultivars not 

catered for in other divisions. Division 13 was newly created and contained those daffodils distinguished solely by 

a botanical name. 

The Classified List of Daffodil Names and the International Register 
 

Towards the end of the 19th century, it became plain that some system of naming and recording of new 

cultivars was required due to the increasing interest in hybridisation and the collection and naming of natural 

hybrids from old garden sites. 

At the time of the 1884 Daffodil Conference it was agreed that varietal (cultivar) names, as they were known then, 

should be exclusively fancy names and should not be Latinized forms which may be confused with specific 

epithets. Because of this decision in 1884 very few Latinized cultivar names were to be found among the 

daffodils, although they were widespread among other genera. In order to eliminate confusion the International 

Code for the Nomenclature of Cultivated Plants has, as one of its basic tenets, the acceptance of only fancy names 

as being appropriate for cultivars and since 1980 Latinized forms have been systematically replaced. 

 

Lists of daffodil names have been logged in a systematic fashion for over 100 years, the first Classified 

List of Daffodil Names being issued by the RHS in 1908, although a list had been issued by the RHS in the 

previous year. The Classified List has been up-dated and reissued on a regular basis ever since and from 1955 

when the RHS became the international registration authority for the genus has added the words International 

Register to its title. With each updated version has come an ever-increasing volume and content of information. 

For example, in the 1923 issue, the need for a classified list was clearly stated on the first page as being ñthe 

enormous increase in the number of named daffodils and the crossing and inter-crossing of the once fairly distinct 

classesò
(16)

. This volume contained about 84 pages of cultivars, listed in alphabetical order together with the 

breeders name and indication of the cultivar division to which each belonged. A formal system for the registration 

of new cultivars was in place, with standard registration forms available from the Hon. Secretary of the Narcissus 

Committee with whom registration could be effected on payment of the fee of 1s (5p). Registration of new 

cultivars was confirmed by exhibiting the flower before the Committee. By 1927, the volume of names had 

increased to 103 pages as had the content, information on Awards of Merit and First Class Certificates also being 

included. In the 1929 edition, there were 120 pages of cultivar names, 600 new cultivars being registered in the 

interval between this and the preceding edition. It was in the 1929 edition that the actual registation date for all 

varieties (cultivars) registered since 1927 were given. With all pre-1927 cultivars the date shown was that in 

which reference to it was found in RHS publications. 

 

This system persisted until recently. In the 1998 issue, it was decided that all registration dates logged 

between 1927 and 1955, when the RHS became the International Registration Authority, should be shown as pre- 

the formerly stated registation date. Thus óEveningô previously shown as being registered in 1935 now appeared 

as being registered pre-1935. While the need for such a change is not obvious, the need for change with regard to 

the older cultivars is immediately apparent. óWeardale Perfectionô provides a good example of the need for 

change, for in 1969 its date was given as 1894 while in 1998 it was shown much more realistically as pre-1869, 

the year in which its raiser, William Backhouse, died. From an historical perspective, the dates have some 

significence as they should give an indication of the time sequence in which cultivars appeared. If the dates 

logged between 1927 and 1955 are in fact the real registration dates they are the ones which should be quoted as it 

is these dates that tend to appear in literature prior to 1998 and for the sake of consistency it is those dates that 

will be found in this text. Where the pre-1998 date is clearly shown to be wide of the mark, as in the above 

example, a more realistic date has been used for this too is important in mapping daffodil progress. óMadame de 

Graaffô, dated pre-1887, was until very recently thought to be the earliest known tetraploid cultivar, but it is now 

known that óWeardale Perfectionô which appeared as a seedling in 1866 or 1867 was perhaps, though not 

necessarily, 15 to 20 years ahead of it. Because of the importance of tetraploidy in the improvement of many 

cultivar divisions and the known widespread use of óWeardale Perfectionô by early hybridists an attempt at 

realistic dating could be important. 
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The International Register and Classified Lists issued in 1998
(17)

 and 2008
(18)

 are massive works of over 

1000 pages each and contain a vast amount of information, including names, chromosome status and 

parentage where known, classification, colour coding, along with the hybridists name. With over 27000 

cultivars listed the need for the 1000 pages will be quickly realised and it can only be described as a 

work of considerable significance and help to all who wish to follow the history of daffodil 

development. No longer is the registration process completed by acquiring a form from the Hon. 

Secretary of the Narcissus Committee and the payment of one shilling, for the genus has attained such a 

status that an International Registrar is required.  

Awards to Daffodils 
 Awards to daffodils have been made since the end of the 19th century in order to confirm some aspect of 

excellence. They are made by the Royal Horticultural Society and by the Koninklijke Âlgemeene Vereeniging 

voor Bloembollencultuur (Royal General Bulb Growers Society) of Haarlem, the Netherlands. The main awards 

and categories from each are as follows: 

 

 RHS  Award of Merit 

   First Class Certificate 

   AM/FCC (c) for cutting 

   AM/FCC (e) for exhibition 

   AM/FCC (f) for forcing 

   AM/FCC (g) for garden decoration 

   AM/FCC (m) market cultivar 

Haarlem Award of Merit 

First Class Certificate 

 (both the above indicate a cultivarôs suitability as a commercial cut flower) 

   Forcing Award (FA) 

   First Class Forcing Award (FCFA) 

   Early Forcing Award (EFA) 

   First Class Early Forcing Award (FCEFA) 

 The Award of Garden Merit (AGM) has now replaced the AM/FCC (g) shown above. Its award is made 

following trials that must show that the selected plant is of outstanding excellence for garden decoration, must not 

be particularly susceptible to any pest or disease, and should have a good and stable constitution. 

 

 Classification of daffodils has thus pursued a complex and protracted course of many decades as experts 

have sought to bring order to the bewildering variety of types of daffodil; and, albeit somewhat disconcerting, it 

will not be surprising if further such changes lie ahead. The flowers, of course, have not been affected by any of 

this but have simply ógot onô with the task of blooming beautifully each year! 
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Table 4.1. J.G. Bakerôs daffodil classification (with later additions by Peter Barr). 

 

Group 1 ï Magnicoronatae 

Earlier classification (Baker): N. bulbocodium, N. pseudonarcissus, 

     N. calathinus ï including subspp. and vars 

Later additions (Barr):  Ajax (Trumpet Daffodils): a. white (óMadame de 

     Graaffô); b. yellow (óEmperorô); c. bicolor 

     (óEmpressô); d. doubles (óTelamonius Plenusô) 

     Johnstonii (hybrids of triandrus) 

     N. cyclamineus 

     Backhousei (Ajax × tazetta) 

     Tridymus (tazetta × Ajax) 

 

Group 2 ï Mediocoronatae 

Earlier classification (Baker): N. triandrus, N. poculiformis, N. macleayi, 

     N. incomparabilis, N. odorus, N. juncifolius, 

     N. dubius 

Later additions (Barr):  Incomparabilis (cultivars): a. single (óSir Watkinô); 

     b. double (óOrange Phoenixô) 

     Barrii (e.g. óBarrii Conspicuusô) 

     Leedsii (e.g. óMrs Langtryô) 

     Bernardii (e.g. óH.E. Buxtonô) 

     Nelsonii (e.g. óNelsonii Majorô) 

     Odorus Plenus (e.g. Queen Anneôs Double Jonquil) 

 

Group 3 ï Parvicoronatae 

Earlier classification (Baker): N. tazetta, N. gracilis, N. intermedius, N. pachybolbus,  

N. jonquilla, N. biflorus, N. poeticus, N. viridiflorus,  

N. elegans, N. serotinus, N. broussonetii 

Later additions (Barr):  Burbidgei (e.g. óJohn Bainô) 

     Engleheartii (e.g. óCircletô) 

     Poeticus, Double (e.g. óDouble Whiteô) 

     Poetaz (poeticus × tazetta) 

 

Notes:  Incomparabilis ï corona length 1/3 to 3/4 perianth segment length 

 Barrii ï corona length 1/4 to 1/3 perianth segment length 

  Leedsii ï white and pale citron forms of Incomparabilis and Barrii, all  

  having pure white perianths 

  Bernardii ï hybrids of N. abscissus and N. poeticus, the distinguishing 

  feature being the sharply cut-off corona 

  Nelsonii ï distinguishing characteristics include long, straight corona and 

  pure white perianth 

  Burbidgei ï these had longer cups than true N. poeticus 

  Engleheartii ï these had large disc-like coronas 
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Division 1 ï Trumpet daffodils of garden origin, e.g. óDownpatrickô 1W-Y 

Division 2 ï Large-cupped daffodils of garden origin, e.g. óFalstaffô 2Y-O 

Division 3 ï Small-cupped daffodils of garden origin, e.g. óMerlinô 3W-YYR  

Division 4 ï Double daffodils of garden origin, e.g. óMary Copelandô 4W-O 

Division 5 ï Triandrus daffodils of garden origin, e.g. óApril Tearsô 5Y-Y 

Division 6 ï Cyclamineus daffodils of garden origin, e.g. óFoundlingô 6W-P 

Division 7 ï Jonquilla daffodils of garden origin, e.g. óSweetnessô 7Y-Y 

Division 8 ï Tazetta daffodils of garden origin, e.g. óKingcraftô 8W-O  

Division 9 ï Poeticus daffodils of garden origin, e.g. óCantabileô 9W-GYR 

Division 10 ï Species and wild forms and wild hybrids, e.g. N. cantabricus 10W-W 

Division 11 ï Split corona daffodils of garden origin, e.g. óOrangeryô 11aW-OOY 

Division 12 ï Miscellaneous (all daffodils not falling into one of the foregoing divisions), e.g. óBitternô 12Y-O 

 

(The colour codes shown above are those adopted in 1998, some being modified since 1977.) 
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CHAPTER 5 
 WILD DAFFODILS AND THEIR ROLE IN CREATING CULTIVARS 

 

A definitive classification of any group of plants is, and always has been, difficult, ever since attempts at 

systematic classification began in earnest during the 18th century. Greater standardisation has been possible over 

time through improvements in scientific knowledge, such as the recent use of DNA analysis
(1)

. Hopefully, the 

time of the ólumpersô and the ósplittersô is coming to an end as the use of such techniques will once and for all 

determine species, subspecies and variety boundaries, and their relationships. Currently, the number of species in 

the Narcissus genus is 85, many of which are sub-divided into numerous subspecies and varieties. There are also 

ten sectional hybrids and 63 intersectional hybrids. These numbers are based on the classification of Fernandes 

(1968)
(2)

, amended to take account of new daffodils discovered since that date, and also on a re-assessment of the 

rank of some recognised at that time, for example some former subspecies now classified as species in the 2008 

revision of The International Daffodil Register and Classified List
 (3)

.  

 

When the origins of the major cultivar groups (Divisions 1 to 4) are considered, it is clear that only 

relatively few species were utilised in their breeding: those that readily spring to mind are the trumpets and 

poeticus, which gave rise to the large- and the small-cupped cultivars, the former being the most substantial 

divisions in terms of numbers. The species particularly involved were N. pseudonarcissus, N. hispanicus 

(formerly N. pseudonarcissus subsp. major), and especially its form known as óMaximusô, together with the 

species, subspecies and varieties of the Section Narcissus, chiefly N. poeticus. Hybrids from crosses made 

between these two groups of species gave rise to Division 2 (large-cupped) cultivars; and when these were back-

crossed with N. poeticus, Division 3 (small-cupped) cultivars came into being. The trumpet species already 

mentioned are yellow and it was these, along with the white trumpet species such as N. moschatus and N. 

alpestris, and the white and yellow N. bicolor, which produced the Division 1 (trumpet) cultivars.  

 

These species not only gave rise to cultivars in their own image or cultivars of intermediate character but 

also bestowed additional qualities on the newly arising cultivars. N. bicolor, for example, one of the few polyploid 

species, added a degree of hybrid vigour to some 19th century cultivars. N. poeticus, with red pigment in its 

corona, gave the promise of strong oranges and reds in cultivars and, more intriguingly, to the possibility of pink 

when combined with white trumpet species.  

 

The increase in vigour and other desirable improvements following the use of N. bicolor must have 

seemed like a miracle to the early hybridists ï for chromosomes were unheard of and the desirability of the 

tetraploid state in daffodils was unknown. Yet it is now clear that these internal, unseen characters are intimately 

linked to many desirable external ones; it was the latter that the early hybridists were selecting for, thereby 

unwittingly increasing the number of polyploid cultivars available for use in further breeding. William Backhouse 

was well aware of the link between N. bicolor and cultivar improvement. He testified in 1865 that ñfrom crosses 

of other daffodils with it [N. bicolor] I have raised some of the largest and finest in the classò
(4)

.  

 

Hybridisation has led to a massive increase in the number of cultivars since this process began in the mid-

19th century and can best be appreciated by the actual number of recorded cultivars at any given time. There were 

five in 1880, 27 in 1884, 51 in 1890 and just under 100 in 1900
(5)

. This figure had risen to almost 27,000 by 

2008
(6)
. The óexplosionô in cultivar numbers was achieved through the efforts of relatively few breeders many of 

whom were amateurs and this is probably unique in the history of horticulture. These breeders frequently kept 

immaculate records of their work: consequently, the timing of significant, indeed of most, daffodil developments 

resulting from hybridisation, is known. Work on chromosomes in cultivars since the mid-20th century has tied the 

significant external changes noted by breeders to internal changes involving chromosome numbers. It has also 

provided a clear picture of what has been taking place since breeding began in the mid-19th century. The 

predominantly diploid species gave rise to diploid cultivars but the input of the polyploid N. bicolor began to give 

rise to triploid cultivars. These were more vigorous than the diploids and, therefore, stood out, and were selected 

by their raisers, who used them in future breeding.  



 48  

Although triploids are not very fertile, they are not sterile and produce a certain number of viable 

gametes, particularly male gametes through pollen. Sometimes, owing to faulty separation at meiosis, or rather 

lack of it, large triploid pollen grains formed that, when fertilising a haploid egg cell, resulted in vigorous 

tetraploid offspring. Analysis has shown that the numbers of triploid cultivars gradually increased between 

approximately 1865 and 1905 and that the tetraploid cultivars resulting from the process described above began to 

appear in the final years of the 19th century. Between then and about 1925, the number of tetraploids showed a 

slow but steady rise, but since 1925 there has been a rapid increase in the number of tetraploid cultivars until the 

present time when almost all recent cultivars possess 28 chromosomes (x = 7). In daffodil cultivars which have 

been chromosomally determined, early triploids are found in óHorsfieldiiô, 2n = 22 (c. 1845), óGrandisô, 2n = 22 

(pre-1877), óEmperorô, 2n = 21 and óEmpressô, 2n = 22 or 21 + B (both c. 1865). The earliest known tetraploids 

were óMadame de Graaffô, 2n = 31 (1887) and óKing Alfredô, 2n = 28 (1899) until work in 2009 showed that 

óWeardale Perfectionô (pre-1869) also possesses 28 chromosomes. 

 

Progression from the original species has been a distinct three-phase process: an initial diploid cultivar 

phase, followed by an intermediate one that was triploid, moving on to a tetraploid phase ï the ideal ploidy level 

for daffodils ï which is now dominant. What led to this tetraploid dominance was its idealness in terms of plant 

vigour and other desirable characteristics such as good flower substance. Plants showing these traits were selected 

out, so that by about 1925 a large breeding pool of fertile tetraploid cultivars existed. This, linked to the take-up in 

the breeding of ornamental plants post-World War I, led to the change that is dominant today.  

 

 Returning to the species that are the central subject of this chapter, they are unlike cultivars in that they 

can exist in a variety of clonal forms that do not show differences large enough to warrant elevation to separate 

species status, foremost among these being N. bicolor. 

 

 N. bicolor was destined to be centre stage and play a major role in the hybridisation carried out by the 

first daffodil breeders in the mid-19th century and so it proved to be. Long established, having been in cultivation 

since at least 1613, widely grown and readily available, generally more vigorous than other species being used in 

early crosses and of pure  and good colour contrast, it was an irresistible choice. Horsefield, Leeds and William 

Backhouse are all known to have used it in raising their most successful cultivars. When they chose to use N. 

bicolor it was almost certainly on account of its vigour, it being the main breeding aim at that time to increase the 

vigour of new cultivars. It is now known that this characteristic is closely linked to polyploidy, certainly up to and 

including the optimal tetraploid level possessing 28 chromosomes. Of course the role, indeed the very existence 

of chromosomes was unknown at that time and therefore the selection of potential parent material was based 

purely on external appearences of which vigour was one of the most obvious. There were exceptions, for the N. 

bicolor growing in Horsefieldôs garden which he used in raising óHorsfieldiiô was reported as being small. Apart 

from this exception, N. bicolor was regarded as vigorous, standing quite a bit taller than its commonest breeding 

partner N. pseudonarcissus. In the early 1940s, Fernandes determined that N. bicolor was tetraploid 28 

chromosomes)
(7)

 and later tetraploidy became the accepted optimal level for desirable characteristics such as plant 

vigour and good flower substance
(8)

. During the 1950s, Wylie suggested, on the basis of a comment made by 

William Backhouse in 1865, that it was likely that the mid-19th century hybridists were working with a triploid 

clone. Backhouse had observed that the N. bicolor in his possession produced little viable pollen
(9)

, a triploid 

characteristic, but at the same time it would show a reasonable degree of vegetative vigour when compared with 

the diploid species being used as its breeding partners. N. bicolor became an even more interesting species when 

Zonneveld reported an hexaploid form (42 chromosomes) in 2008
(10)

 and a diploid was discovered during recent 

observations at Kew
(11)

. 

 

 The true origins of óEmperorô and óEmpressô may never be known with absolute certainty, but the known 

facts can be cited and the probabilities postulated regarding the involvement of the various N. bicolor clones. The 

known facts are that the clone possessed by Horsefield was small in stature and that used by William Backhouse 

was of low fertility. There would be a gradient of increasing vigour from the diploid, to the triploid and finally to 

the optimum tetraploid form. Fertility would vary markedly, being good in the diploid form, bad in the triploid 
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and good again in the tetraploid. The hexaploid form could not have been involved in the raising of óEmperorô or 

óEmpressô. 

There are several possible combinations of N. pseudonarcissus and a clone of N. bicolor that could have given 

rise to óEmperorô and óEmpressô (c. 1865) and also to those earlier cultivars, óHorsfieldiiô (c. 1845) and óGrandisô 

(c. 1850); two such combinations were proposed by Fernandes and Wylie. Fernandes suggested the following: 

 N. pseudonarcissus × N. bicolor (tetraploid clone) = óEmperorô / óEmpressô 

       7 (from 14)      + 14 (from 28)   =        21 

Wylie believed that because of his comment on poor fertility Backhouse was using a triploid clone: 

 N. pseudonarcissus × N. bicolor (triploid clone)     = óEmperorô / óEmpressô 

       7 (from 14)      + 14 (from 21)   =        21 

This suggested pathway has a major problem for, in order to succeed, the triploid N. bicolor would have to 

produce viable diploid gametes during meiosis, this being a very rare event
(12)
. In the case of óEmperorô and 

óEmpressô, which came from the same seed pod, this already rare event would have become doubly rare. The 

fertility of a triploid could be expected to be poor, as observed by Backhouse, so perhaps he just got very lucky. 

  

The recently discovered diploid clone would present less problems, producing a lot of fertile pollen 

among which it is suggested some non-reduced grains occurred thus: 

 N. pseudonarcissus × N. bicolor (diploid clone)     = óEmperorô / óEmpressô 

        7 (from 14)     + 14 (from 14)  =        21 

The hexaploid clone of N. bicolor would have no involvement in producing óEmperorô or óEmpressô but could 

have been involved with óWeardale Perfectionô: 

 N. pseudonarcissus × N. bicolor (hexaploid clone) = óWeardale Perfectionô 

       7 (from 14)     +  21 (from 42)   =        28 

More realistically it was probably the bicoloured triploid cultivar óEmpressô that was involved in the creation of 

the bicoloured tetraploid cultivar óWeardale Perfectionô. The former first flowered around 1865 while the cross 

that produced the latter was made around 1867. Breeders usually use their best cultivars in trying to effect even 

greater improvement and óEmpressô was certainly this, creating a sensation when it first flowered. It is likely 

therefore that Backhouse would choose his leading cultivar rather than the hexaploid form of N. bicolor, which 

would lack vigour being above the optimal tetraploid level: 

 N. pseudonarcissus ×   óEmpressô    = óWeardale Perfectionô 

        7 (from 14)     +  21(from 21) =      28 

 

 While much of the thinking on cultivar development has 

rightly centred on the handful of species already mentioned, it is 

striking to realise just how many of the others have been used and 

practically over the whole of the time span during which daffodil 

breeding has been taking place. It is known, for example, that the 

Revd A. Rawson of Fallbarrow, Windermere in Cumbria was 

hybridising with N. bulbocodium prior to 1870. Recently, Manuel 

Lima, Harold Koopowitz, Bob Spotts and others in the USA and 

John Hunter in New Zealand have been engaged in pioneering 

breeding work using previously untried or little used species 

(such as N. viridiflorus, N. miniatus, N. tazetta subsp. aureus, N. 

elegans and even the unlikely N. cavanillesii) with the intention 

of lengthening the flowering season of cultivars into autumn, 

increasing the range of miniature cultivars and introducing new 

colours like the green from N. viridiflorus into the perianth. 

 
Plate 3.1. A hybrid of N. bulbocodium × N. 

tazetta raised by the Revd A. Rawson of 

Windermere, Cumbria that first flowered in 1870. 

 

In total, 64 of the 184 species, subspecies and varieties, together with six intersectional hybrids, have been 

used in cultivar creation. While considering those that have been used, it is interesting to reflect on those that have 

not, especially by the early hybridists in the search for increased vigour and unusual colour combinations. With 

regard to vigour, it seems remarkable that a handsome and strong growing species like N. nobilis does not seem to 
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have featured, for one would assume that with its vigour (it is a tetraploid), fine flower colouring and blue green 

foliage, it would have been too good to resist, perhaps even being preferred to N. bicolor. William Backhouse 

certainly knew it, and probably grew it, because it appears in his lists of daffodils; but, although the parentage of 

many of his hybrids is unknown, it would seem that neither he nor his contemporaries used N. nobilis.  

 

The other strangely unrecorded daffodil in the history of hybridisation is N. triandrus var. pulchellus with 

its unusual reverse bi-colouration of yellow perianth and white corona. It was so widely grown and known by the 

19th century hybridists that it seems remarkable that it was not used or that records of its use do not appear to 

have survived. It may have featured in the parentage of some early crosses that ultimately gave rise to reverse 

bicolor cultivars through óBinkieô and óSpellbinderô, but no recorded evidence of this has so far appeared.  

 

Daffodil breeders from the 19th century onwards had a clear idea of what they wanted to achieve. 

Remarkably, without any expertise in genetics, which was an unknown science during the early part of this 

period, they were easily able to select out for factors such as improved vigour. It is now known that these factors 

are merely the outward expression of the internal chromosome and ultimately gene complement. The ease with 

which such factors could be selected for is demonstrated in the results from the 1st Narcissus Variety Trial carried 

out at Rosewarne Experimental Horticulture Station between 1955 and 1963
(13)

. If the character of very good 

flower substance, in which the corona and perianth are thick and often leathery in nature, is taken as an example, 

hybridists were capable of selecting for this character in a most efficient way, their initial catalogue description 

frequently corresponding with the later scientific assessment. More often than not, the breedersô descriptions were 

accurate and they could not be accused of ógilding the lilyô or the daffodil in this case! A good example of this is 

Lionel Richardsonôs first catalogue entry for óMaltaô (2Y-O) which was described as having a ñclear yellow 

perianth of immense substanceò
(14)

, its subsequent scientific assessment putting it in the highest category of 

substance, óvery goodô
(15)

. 

 

It is now known that factors such as good flower substance are strongly linked to tetraploidy or the 

possession of 28 chromosomes. In the Rosewarne EHS trials, 92% of those cultivars that were chromosomally 

known and assessed as having óvery good substanceô were tetraploids. From the results of the same trials, it is also 

possible to see how factors such as óvery good substanceô, which breeders were selecting for, and tetraploidy 

developed hand-in-hand between the late 19th century and the critical period in the mid-1920s when tetraploids 

began to dominate. Only one chromosomally known cultivar from a cross made in the 1890-1900 period was 

assessed as having a flower of óvery good substanceô, with seven in the period 1901-1920, increasing to nine for 

1921-1925. Of those that are chromosomally known, 88% are tetraploid.  

 

The value of the increasing use of DNA analysis has already been alluded to and in the future may be 

used not only for the definitive assessment of species but also as a useful tool in confirming the relationship of the 

species to the early cultivars. Already the analysis of nuclear DNA has convincingly demonstrated that the 

daffodil known as N. serotinus, common around the coastal areas of the Mediterranean, is in fact two distinct 

species. Known since at least 1576, N. serotinus has in the past been described as one of the most widespread 

species found growing around the coasts of southern Portugal, southern and eastern Spain, part of the east coast of 

Italy, much of Greece and Israel, along the north African coast from Morocco to Libya and on many 

Mediterranean islands. Its flowers were described as usually solitary but with sometimes two to three per scape
(16)

. 

According to where they grew, the corona colour also differed, for example the inland forms in Spain having a red 

corona, whereas plants in Morocco frequently had yellow coronas. Now, the analysis of nuclear DNA has shown 

that rather than being a single species, there are two species, N. serotinus and a newly described species that has 

been named N. miniatus. These two species have probably grown together in Southern Spain but remained 

undetected for centuries and it is only the recent use of DNA that has finally highlighted that they are different. 

Subsequently, examination of morphological features has shown clear differences in bulb colour, in the shape of 

the floral tube (which is clearly waisted in N. serotinus but evenly tapering in N. miniatus) and in flower number 

per scape ï normally one but occasionally two in N. serotinus, while N. miniatus has two to four, sometimes up to 

five to seven, and infrequently only one. In the mid-1900s, N. serotinus was thought to possess 30 chromosomes 

but more recently it has been shown to have ten, whereas N. miniatus has 30
(17)

. But for DNA, it may have been 



 51  

thought that N. miniatus was simply a hexaploid form of N. serotinus, 5 chromosomes (from 2n = 10) × 6 = 30. 

This idea was not borne out by the amount of nuclear DNA present, which was 20.9 picograms in N. serotinus 

and 51.3 picograms in N. miniatus. If N. miniatus were a hexaploid form of the former, the nuclear DNA 

measurement would have been 20.9 x 3 = 62.7 picograms. What the DNA analysis has indicated is the ancient 

origin of N. miniatus as a doubled chromosome form of a hybrid between N. serotinus, 5 chromosomes (from 2n 

= 10) + N. elegans, 10 (from 20) × 2 = N. miniatus with 30 chromosomes
(18)

. 

 

Another interesting finding occurred in the Section Jonquilla, in which the amount of nuclear DNA in 

two species, N. assoanus and N. gaditanus, is significantly different from that of other members of this section as 

currently arranged. The amounts for these two species are 18.1 and 19.8 picograms respectively, while that for 

other members is consistently much higher. Consequently, it has been suggested that in future these two species 

could be placed in a new section, Juncifolii
(19)

, when the nomenclature is next reviewed.  

 

The general characteristics of the genus Narcissus have been described in Chapter Four. The species 

within the genus are currently divided into ten sections, nine of which have been involved in hybridisation and the 

creation of cultivars. The main characteristics of these nine sections are given below. Narcissus spp. are found in 

a relatively narrow latitudinal band running from Portugal and Spain eastwards into Asia (Plate 5.1).  

 
Plate 5.1. The approximate distribution limits of Narcissus species, both natural and through the historic 

movements of man. 

 

The distribution of species within this band has been augmented by the historic movements of man, particularly in 

an easterly direction. Figure 5.1 shows the general floral structure of the Narcissus flower with the flower stem 

and flower structure and the umbel arrangement of flowers in a multi-headed daffodil.  

 

SECTION Tapeinanthus (Herbert) Traub  

 Flowers: usually solitary, yellow, ascending, with the corona very rudimentary, consisting of a low rim of 

six small scales. 

 Flower stem: rounded.  

 Leaves: very narrow, glaucous.  

 Flowering time: autumn.  

SECTION Serotini Parlatore 

 Flowers: solitary or in umbels of four to five, horizontal or ascending, perianth white  with some twisting, 

corona yellow or orange-red, short.  

 Flower stem: rounded.  

 Leaves: very narrow, glaucous, often absent at flowering time. 

 Flowering time: autumn.  
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SECTION Tazettae de Candolle 

 Flowers: in umbels of three to 20, fragrant, all yellow, all white or bicoloured, horizontal or ascending, 

corona short and cup-shaped.  

 Flower stem: compressed.  

 Leaves: flat, channelled and usually glaucous.  

 Flowering time: autumn or spring, usually the latter.  

 (Exceptions to the above: N. elegans, corona orange; N. tazetta subsp. aureus, flower stem round, leaves 

green.)  

SECTION Narcissus Linnaeus 

 Flowers: usually solitary, horizontal or ascending, fragrant, perianth pure white, corona usually with 

green centre, yellow mid-section and red rim that is often scarious, the red being an ever-present 

characteristic. The corona is disc-shaped, shallow.  

 Flower stem: compressed.  

 Leaves: flat, not channelled, glaucous.  

 Flowering time: spring to early summer.  

SECTION Jonquilla de Candolle 

 Flowers: solitary or in umbels of up to five, rarely eight, horizontal or ascending,  fragrant, yellow, 

perianth segments spreading and reflexed, corona cup-shaped, usually wider than long.  

 Flower stem: rounded.  

 Leaves: narrow or semi-cylindrical, green.  

 Flowering time: spring (green flowered N. viridiflorus atypical as it flowers in the autumn).  

SECTION Apodanthi A. Fernandes 

 Flowers: solitary or in umbels of two to five, usually ascending (horizontal in N.  cuatrecasasii), 

sometimes fragrant, white or yellow, perianth segments  spreading, slightly reflexed, corona cup-shaped, 

funnel-shaped or flared, often wider than long.  

 Flower stem: somewhat compressed.  

 Leaves: narrow, channelled and glaucous.  

 Flowering time: spring.  

SECTION Ganymedes (Haworth) Schultes f. 

 Flowers: solitary or in umbels of two to six, pendant, white or yellow or somewhat bicoloured (not 

concolorous), perianth segments reflexed, corona cup-shaped.  

 Flower stem: elliptical or cylindrical.  

 Leaves: flat or semi-cylindrical, green.  

 Flowering time: spring.  

SECTION Bulbocodium de Candolle 

 Flowers: solitary, yellow or white, horizontal or ascending, perianth segments insignificant compared to 

the dominant, funnel-shaped corona.  

 Flower stem: rounded.  

 Leaves: narrow, semi-cylindrical.  

 Flowering time: autumn or spring.  

SECTION Pseudonarcissus de Candolle 

 Flowers: solitary, white, yellow or bicoloured. The poise varies with species from ascending to horizontal 

and drooping. The perianth segments are usually spreading (atypically strongly reflexed in N. 

cyclamineus), corona long, cylindrical and often flared at the mouth.  

 Flower stem: compressed, sometimes rounded.  

 Leaves: flat, usually glaucous.  

 Flowering time: spring.  

 

The botanical classification for those species that have been used in hybridisation to produce cultivars is 

that in current use by the international registration authority for daffodils, the Royal Horticultural Society, which 

was last up-dated on 4 September 2008. These species are listed below.  
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SECTION Tapeinanthus (Herbert)  

cavanillesii Barra & López (Plate 5.2) 

 

 
Plate 5.2. Narcissus cavanillesii. 

 

 

SECTION Serotini Parlatore  

miniatus Donnison-Morgan, Koopowitz & 

Zonneveld  

serotinus Linnaeus (Plate 5.3) 

 

 
Plate 5.3. Narcissus serotinus. 

 

 

 

SECTION Tazettae de Candolle 

bertolonii Parlatore  

dubius Gouan  

elegans (Haworth) Spach  

panizzianus Parlatore  

papyraeceus Ker-Gawler  

tazetta Linnaeus (Plate 5.4) 

tazetta subsp. aureus (Loiseleur-

Deslongchamps) Baker  

tazetta subsp. lacticolor Baker  

tazetta subsp. ochroleucus (Loiseleur-

Deslongchamps) Baker  

 

 
Plate 5.4. Narcissus tazetta. 

 
































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































