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Gardening, at least in my view, is one of the great art
forms

To achieve the ultimate expression of this art, it is of
course necessary to utilise plants with some aesthetic
appeal.

Put simply, the more attractive the plants are, the more
beautiful the completed garden or landscape can
potentially become.

Trying to define beauty is fraught with difficulties, but
there are aspects of the appearance of plants that can
usually be agreed upon.

It seems to me that in recent years gardeners have
increasingly been demanding plants that are attractive
in all their characteristics.

Previously, it often seemed that the appearance of
flowers alone determined a plants popularity. Two
hundred years of dahlia breeding, for example,
produced numerous tall straggly cultivars of unsightly
appearance, which were esteemed for the few perfect
prize winning blooms they produced with great
cosseting.

Although flowers are still an important consideration,
it is not uncommon today to see beautiful gardens
dominated by foliage with barely a bloom in sight.

As a plant breeder I consider my job is to produce
plants capable of contributing to the overall quality of
contemporary gardens.

Sometimes this is achieved by producing plants of
particularly attractive appearance. On other occasions
it is performance characteristics that contribute most to
a new plants appeal.

Ultimately any new hybrid must be successful in the
market if it is to be commercially viable, and therefore
ultimately support the breeding programme from
which it came.

In Europe it is vital that new cultivars must be suitable
for mass production, a trend that is becoming more
apparent in this country.

Growers want plants that propagate readily, are not
too prone to disease, and that most importantly look
great at point of sale.

Home gardeners are also increasingly buying those
plants that look great in garden centres (i.e. usually in
flower at point of sale)

The days when gardeners were prepared to wait for a
plant to mature into something impressive at a future

time seem to have largely disappeared.

My own plant breeding objectives have modified
considerably over the years simply to meet the com-
mercial requirements of the market.

For any new hybrid to be successful it must exhibit
numerous worthwhile characteristics and very few
faults.

Often a single fault, such as an open leggy habit, is
enough to see a promising new seedling discarded to
the compost bin.

Sometimes a batch of several hundred Hebe seedlings
will not produce even one worthwhile seedling,.

The golden rule of plant breeding, I have found, is to
use genetically superior clones as parent stock.

I have worked mainly with native plants, many of
which exhibit considerable variation even within
species.

Many Hebe species, for example, are remarkably
variable. A population of about twenty clones of H.
obtusata that I collected from a single location in west
Auckland exhibited enormous variation in leaf size,
plant habit, flower size and colour, and even suscepti-
bility to disease.

Every plant was a distinctive individual.

When a parent plant contains worthwhile characteris-
tics, such as resistance to disease, these qualities have a
reasonably high chance of being passed on to any
offspring.

Realisation of this saw me putting considerable
emphasis upon the selection of elite plant material for
inclusion in our breeding programmes.

The qualities that these foundation parents imparted to
early generations of hybrid seedlings were still being
expressed in the relatively complex hybrids produced
several generations later.

Another key aspect of breeding programmes is to
develop clear objectives from the outset.

My perfect Hebe would go something like this: a
prolonged and appealing floral display, handsome
healthy foliage, fully hardy, and all of this on a com-
pact shrub that does not require pruning or spraying.
It may not seem much to ask, but it has proven
remarkably difficult to achieve.

To capture the imagination of the market, any new
hybrid must also be distinctively different in appear-
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