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THE LOVELY PLANTAIN LILIES

—— An English translation of the first chapter of this book used as an introduction

I

In my childhood my family was living in Beijing. We had several one-storey houses and a small
courtyard, no neighbors sharing this lodgings with us. My grandmother had a liking for cultivating flowers.
She usually put a row of big flowerpots on the foot of the shady southern wall for growing plantain lilies
which sprouted big leaves with emerald green color from late spring to early summer and flowers as white
as jade in late summer days. We all called the plantain lilies“Rod of Jade Insect”. Perhaps we just imagined
that they were like the antenna of certain insects whose color was as white as jade. My grandmother even
picked a flower bud to wear it on her hair bun on the back of plantain lily is like a jade hairpin worn by our
ancient people on their top hair bun and therefore it is very symbolic of plantain lily being called “Jade
Hairpin Flower™ in China. The buds of plantain lily usually open during the night and spread light fragrance
in the air in the morning but they begin to the fade we always can see their flowers in bud as a row or jade
hairpins. The plantain lilies will continue to grow until September in autumn in Beijing area. As a little boy
[ only felt that the plantain lilies were quite lovable because of their pure white color, light fragrance and
furthermore their long blooming period lasting from late spring to early autumn. Once when I happened to
catch sight of the plantain lilies the emage of my grandmother worn a bud of them on her hair bun with a

kind smile would present itself before my eyes. All this had happened to me before the 1930s.

I

In 1980 as a visiting scholar I went to the United States to do my research work in the Landscape
Arboretum of University of Minnesota. In the Arboretum there was a Hosta Garden with an area of one
hectare just near the small cottage where I lived. Mornings and evenings I used to take a walk in the Garden.
As Minnesota lies at high latitudes it dawns at as early as three o'clock in the morning, Helped by the moring
sunlight after my careful counting I found there were already 160 taxa in the garden. The pattern on the leaves
had a deal of variety such as green leaf with white or yellow brim, yellow leaf with green brim, light and deep
colors mixed together in grayish blue and glaucous...... They varied so much that I couldn't mention all of
them. At dawn and at dusk the sunshine which shed a layer of golden scarlet color on the host as. The scene
was exceedingly bright and beautiful. I thought even the prominent artists' cool color paintings with
elaborate pigments could not surpass the beauty of nature.

Mr. Mervin C. Eisel was in charge of management, cultivation and collection of the hostas in the
Arboretum [ met him nearly everyday in the hosta garden. With Mr. Eisel' s untiring efforts, his work had
won high degree of praise from International Society for Cultural Science in the Hague, The Netherlands,
which later designated the Landscape Arboretum of University of Minnesota as International Registration
Authority (IRA) for hostas and the named international registrar was no others but Mr. Eisel. I had lived in
the aforesaid small cattage for two years. The plants of hostas had given me an unforgotten impression.
Winter came as early as in mid September in Minnesota. The weather became colder and colder. Snow fell
heavily and even the ground was frozen. Who would have thought the hostas would survive the severe cold



in the long winter night and sprout their leaves with different colored patterns and elegant flowers in next
spring. This made me like the hostas still more. To my surprise the oriental taxa of hosta could have

propagated so extensively in this foreign land.

m

Since China adopted the reform and opening up policy Beijing Botanical Garden has introduced a lot
of exotic plants from abroad. Accidentally I found on not one tract of land under the woods my familiar hostas
were growing. I could really identify some of them. The one with big leaves is ‘ Big Daddy’, the one with
golden yellow color is ‘Gold Medallion’ ...... But the ones whose leaves with white and yellow margins
were familiar to me, though, I was in vain to name them accurately. I counted and saw there were over 200
forms by their appearances. It seems to me those hostas surely will settle down in Beijing Botanical Garden
when winter ends. The hostas have eventually come to China while I couldn't carry them back home in the
1980s. I was very pleased to see them as the reunion of an old friend who has left me for so long a time.

According to the fourteenth volume of CHINA FLORA four species under the genus Hosta in Liliaceae
are mentioned. Among them there are only three species are growing in China. A Japanese botanist Mr.
Maekawa holds that the genus Hosta totally has 40species mainly growing in Japan. The record about the
details below the species is lacking. If we browse the international nurseries catalogues such as the PLANT
FINDER 2000-2001, a general catalogues of the main nurseries in the United Kingdom, published by the
Royal Horticultural Society (RHS) . We may find that under the list of genus Hosta as many as 795 kinds
of different taxon including 39 Latinize species and nearly 95.1% varieties and cultivars are cultivated
through elaborate efforts of the breeders in the past ten years. All the taxa are on sale. The degree of how
much enthusiastic the European people like the hostas is wholly reflected on this catalogue. It sets an example

of how the development of science and the interests of the masses can help each other forwards.

I\Y

After having collected and cultivated 160 cultivar as well as published several articles about taxonomic
dissertation the Arboretum of University of Minnesota was given recognition by the world as the
International registration Authority for genus Hosta. As we have introduced 200 cultivars of hostas from four
countries it is just the time for us to gather necessary data for the further classification of the plants. So my
enthusiasm was aroused and in the meantime I was informed from the library that there had been two books
about hostas publish abroad. The one was called The Genus Hosta written by W. George Schmid who had
traveled all over the world and spent 15 years in research of hostas for writing this book. The other was called
The Gardener's Guide To Growing Hostas written by Diana Grenfell. She had used 30 years to write this
book. With these two books had been reprinted many times we may esteem them the most important
documents discussing many aspect of hostas in the end of last century.

Just at this juncture Miss Zhang Yu returned from Britain after she finished her studies there. She carried
back the aforementioned two books I had asked her to buy for me. These two books have enjoyed high
reputation both in Europe and America. Now that there are over 200 live hostas growing in the field and as
it happens. I have got the two books about hostas I am so pleased that I feel like fish in the water. In the next
step I will do my best to bring the virgin land of hostas on China under cultivation, rearrange scientifically
those still unlisted cultivars for their entry into the markets, solve some botanical problems and open up a
new space for cultivating the hostas. It will be lovely and spectacular if one day the hostas express their
harmonic and life-long leaves under the shade of summer trees everywhere in China.
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