
G A RD E N I N G

116   MARCH 2015 shop.countryliving.co.uk

THE

WONDER
OF

wallflowers

With their bright colours and sweet heady scent, 
wallflowers were favourites in Victorian bedding 

schemes, but fell from favour for almost a century 
until recently, when their fortunes were revived  

single-handedly by a dedicated Surrey plant breeder
words by jacky hobbs    photographs by michelle garrett
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EACH APRIL, THE WALLFLOWER TRIAL 
fields at Pyports House near Cobham in Surrey, 
become a blaze of rich, velvety colour as their 
unique strains burst into bloom and fill the air 
with a delightful fragrance. They light up the 
area around the head office of Tozer Seeds,  
in a dazzling but defined rainbow of glorious 
colour, bringing this old-fashioned flower up  
to date for the 21st-century garden. 

It’s thought that wallflowers hitched a ride  
to Britain with the Normans, possibly as seed 
clinging to the Caen limestone they imported  
to build the Tower of London, Canterbury 
cathedral and many of our finest landmarks.  
As members of the brassica family, they thrive  
in limey, slightly alkaline conditions – and soon 
gained a foothold in sunny spots in the lime 
mortar of the structures – hence their name 
wallflower. The blooms are wonderfully fragrant 
and were used in nosegays by the Elizabethans 
to fend off the unpleasant odours of daily   
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life. The botanical name for certain species 
(mostly biennial varieties and the cultivars  
bred from them) – cheiranthus – hints at similar 
use of the wild wallflower that grew on the cliffs 
of southern Europe: cheir (hand) and anthus 
(flower). In cottage gardens, they were grown  
for their colour and perfume. Come rain or 
shine, they were a robust and reliable army  
of spring-flowering plants that remained on  
duty longer than any other seasonal flower.

Gertrude Jekyll, the hugely influential garden 
designer and writer of the 19th and early 20th 
centuries, said she loved the wallflowers that self- 
seeded in the nooks and crannies of her crumbling 
stone walls far more than those she had planted 
deliberately. It’s easy to understand why – the 
former arrives unbidden and thrives despite an 
absence of care from the gardener, while the latter 
needs to be sown in summer and transplanted 
in autumn, to flower the following spring. 

Bought-in bare-root plants have a tendency  
to flag unattractively before either establishing 
successfully, or dropping all their leaves and 
dying. So it’s not very surprising that they fell  
out of favour after their Victorian heyday – when 
they were a staple in mass plantings in grand 
public parks and gardens, grown as a multi-
coloured mix in rusty shades ranging from 
mahogany and burgundy, through to gold  

and ruby, punctuated with (frequently clashing) 
tulips. It was certainly eye-catching, but tastes 
have moved on and although gardeners have 
continued to plant them for their fragrance, 
demand has increased for clean-cut plantings 
with controlled use of colour in our more 
deliberate, contemporary gardens.

The good news is that wallflowers are now 
experiencing a revival. There are two reasons for 
this – firstly, breeding has resulted in clear and 
stable true colours. Secondly, we no longer need 
to rely exclusively on sowing our own seed (though 
this is always an option), or buying temperamental 
bare-root plants, because our chosen varieties 
are available as plugs (young plants with well- 
established, independent root systems, ready  
to be potted on or grown on outside). 

Wholesale vegetable-seed producer Tozer has 
led the way in developing this new generation of 
wallflowers. The concept of single-hued varieties 
is far from innovative, but delivering them 
consistently and with longevity is a painstakingly 
slow process. Earlier attempts at single colours 
were frequently described as ‘changeable’ or 
dual-coloured and, sadly, any progress made in 
isolating shades was all but obliterated during 
the Second World War when growers’ energies 
and land were channelled into food production. 
Ornamentals, including wallflowers, fell by  

Only the clearest, truest 
colours are taken forward 
for breeding in pollinator- 
prohibited polytunnels, and 
individual selected plants 
are bagged to ensure that 
all crosses and resultant 
seed are deliberate. 
Using fine tweezers, pollen 
from the stigma is placed 
directly onto the style of  
the recipient parent plant
Pollen is transferred to the 
recipient mother plant using 
a small artist’s brush. 
Once cross-pollinated, the 
flower is isolated under a 
protective bag, ensuring  
the seed will be true to the 
intended cross.
Red wallflower specimens 
are hand-pollinated in the 
controlled environment  
of the glasshouse or 
polytunnel, ensuring only  
the deliberate crosses  
come to fruition.
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the wayside. Left largely to fend for themselves, 
they lapsed once again into a dishevelled mixed 
bag of shades that lacked uniformity and vigour.

Although Tozer is not the first company to 
attempt and succeed in this area, its 20 years  
of dedication has reaped results unlike any 
gained previously. The company specialises  
in commercial vegetable breeding and seed 
production and held stocks of the historic 
wallflowers that were traditionally cultivated 
and sold through their main customer base  
– market gardeners. By the 1990s, this still-
popular but waning seed strain was beginning 
to deteriorate and Frances Gawthrop, Tozer’s 
Director of Plant Breeding, says that stock was 
“lanky and untidy, with a poor mix of colours” 
and she determined to tackle their plight.

For more than a quarter of a century, Frances 
has striven to sort out the cacophony of colour  
to produce a range of robust, floriferous, uniform 
and fragrant English wallflowers that can once 
again take pride of place in our spring gardens. 
This has been achieved partly through happy 
accident: staff at Tozer use a specialist technique 
called ‘anther culture’ (this involves breeding 
new plants from pollen cells) and decided to 
trial its use on wallflowers. The results proved to 
be unsuccessful but, inadvertently, produced a 
sterile white wallflower crucial to the development 

of F1 hybrid plants – as well as unlocking the 
single-colour gene pool. Frances lined up her best 
fertile, single-hued partners which were crossed 
with the white-seed parent, resulting in hybrids 
that took on the classic colour spectrum of yellow, 
oranges, reds and purples. It took seven years to 
produce the first commercially viable seeds of 
white, primrose, yellow, apricot and orange. Four 
years later, bronze and pale purple followed, with 
red and dark purple not long after and, finally, a 
ground-breaking pink – all reliably true-coloured 
F1 hybrid seed. This seed strain, known as the 
Sunset Series, is continually trialled by Tozer for 
vigour, health, colour consistency and seed purity. 

Much to the delight of gardeners, Frances has 
finally succeeded in cleaning up the wallflower 
spectrum, producing a palette that allows them 
to select the perfect shade to act as a foil to their 
favourite tulip or, should they prefer the rather 
hugger-mugger cottage-garden mix, they’ll find 
the clear hues give a bolder and more vibrant 
display. Thanks to her efforts, the sun certainly 
hasn’t set on the charming wallflower. 

The Sunset Series is available as seed, 
plugs or plants from a variety of retailers 
including Chiltern Seeds, Dobies and 
Thompson & Morgan. Please note: The Tozer 
trial grounds are not open to the public.

Beautiful Erysimum cheiri 
‘Sunset Dark Purple’ 
Fiery Erysimum ‘Sunset 
Orange’ 
Vibrant, sulphur-bright 
Erysimum ‘Sunset Yellow’
Erysimum ‘Sunset Bronze’ is 
the colour of our wallflower 
memories, according to 
Frances Gawthrop
Director of Plant Breeding  
at wholesale seed producer 
Tozer, Frances makes notes 
in the wallflower-filled trials 
field where each plant block 
is defined by a single colour
Erysimum cheiri ‘Sunset 
Primrose’ (RHS AGM).
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GROWING 
WALLFLOWERS

  Wallflowers are 
biennial: seed is best 
sown outdoors in the 
May of the preceding 
year (although you 
can sow as late as 
July) in 1cm-deep drills 
in a prepared seed 
bed in light, relatively 
poor, free-draining 
soil. Alternatively,  
they can be planted 
indoors in modules. 
Water well.
  Once seedlings have 
germinated and are 
big enough to move, 
they should be thinned 
and transplanted, 
15cm apart, before 
finally being moved 
and watered into their 
flowering position from 
August to October. 

  In season, plugs or 
pots of wallflowers are 
available for immediate 
planting out.
  Pinch out the growing 
tip to encourage 
bushing out. Plant 
them in groups for 
maximum impact.
  Once in flower, from 
April to June according 
to type, nip off dead 
heads to prolong 
blooms and avoid 
setting seed. 
  Don’t be tempted  
to leave wallflowers  
to bloom for another 
year as they will 
become woody and 
leggy and will not 
flower as well.

It took seven years to 
produce the first 

commercially viable 
seeds of reliably clear, 
stable and true single-
coloured wallflowers 


