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FOREWORD

As a perennially curious gardener, seeing plants growing with wild abandon in their native habitats is something I've spent my life seeking out. From the giant redwoods of California to the proteas of South Africa, I’ve travelled far and wide in pursuit of plants. 25 years ago, I took my first trip to the Canary Islands, just off the coast of northwest Africa. There are many astonishing things about this volcanic archipelago, not least its wealth of native floral, much of which is endemic. But what makes these islands truly magical are their relative isolation, leading to unique floral evolution and some jaw-dropping plants. Echiums and euphorbias abound, but the plants that capture the spirit of these islands (and a couple of other spots in Africa and the Middle East) are aeoniums. These rosette-forming succulents have evolved numerous species and adaptations over millennia. Some form Fibonacci spirals of flattened foliage hugging the mountain sides, while others have sturdy shrub-like structures ready to compete with the larger native flora. Each has a quirky character of its own, including some otherworldly and utterly beautiful floral structures.

I cared for around twenty species of Aeonium in my capacity as head gardener of London’s Chelsea Physic Garden, which later in my career led to a BBC TV producer asking me to interview a specialist grower and national collection holder at an RHS Flower Show. I met the grower sometime before we started filming and they told me they were beyond nervous and would be terrible on camera. That grower was, of course, Mellie Lewis, who turned out to be so brilliant and passionate on camera that the BBC later visited her and her National Collection of Aeonium at home. A few years later I interviewed her again for a Gardens Illustrated magazine feature on aeoniums and I confess at several points thought, ‘Mellie ought to be writing this, herself’.

Botanic gardens have a vital role in preserving plant species, but adjacent to that, and arguably as important, are the private and National Collections. The individuals who take on, preserve and propagate these often-rare species are true heroes, not just to the plants they are championing but to the landscape and wildlife their genus of choice are inextricably linked to. Mellie Lewis's collection of aeoniums is second to none. This, coupled with an unbridled passion for the genus, extensive academic and hands-on research, travel, collection and cultivation makes Mellie a bona fide world expert. Revel in her deep knowledge and appreciation for these plants in the pages that lay before you, now I've stopped waffling!

Nick Bailey

Plantsman, Designer, Director of The University of Leicester Botanic Garden, BBC TV Presenter


INTRODUCTION

This book just needed to be written for anyone with an interest in aeoniums, from enthusiasts, plant people, gardeners and designers, to hobbyists and succulent collectors alike, who are looking to grow, cultivate and identify aeoniums. Whether completely new to the genus or a serious collector, there should be something here for everyone.

My own passion for the genus started back in the 1980s on a compost heap with a chance find at the nursery that I happened to do some work for. The plant was discarded and unloved, without a pot or label, looking exceedingly sad and very dishevelled; needless to say that it was love at first sight. I rescued it, took it home and potted it up into some nice fresh compost with grit, gave it a new home in a terracotta pot and popped it in my conservatory along with my other rescued plants, accumulated over the years from a variety of sources. The next few weeks and months involved visiting my local library, and thumbing my way through the pages of countless books on gardening and horticulture. Finally, I found an obtuse reference to my mysterious plant. The rather tenuous reference was actually uncovered in a cactus and succulent book with a photo of a mixed bowl for a summer display of succulents. There, in the middle of the display, was my plant but with next to no information. However, I had a name at last – ‘Aeonium’!

So, in the years that followed I collected as many different specimens as possible from a variety of sources, but there was still very little public domain information in that pre-internet age. As the internet blossomed and more information about them became readily available, everything changed. In recent years, it has become well-documented that growing plants benefits both mental and physical well-being. Apart from simply providing visual joy, it gives purpose to those who care for them. My own journey started with curiosity, followed by enthusiasm, then a passion mixed with ambition. After a lot of self-learning, experience, travel and research, I became the UK’s first Plant Heritage National Collection Holder of aeoniums, credited with numerous articles in specialist journals. I achieved a Silver-Gilt medal at RHS Hampton Court 2021, a well-received segment in BBC TV’s Gardener’s World, and numerous online and in-person presentations to clubs and societies around the country. My studies are ongoing.

You just can’t beat a physical book to get solid information. Flipping back and forth through the pages to check details is far easier with a book in front of you rather than attempting to scroll through endless screens of digital systems. So, with this very tangible book, I hope to fill that shortfall of information that I experienced in those earlier days. Each chapter covers various aspects of aeonium life. In this digital age, it should come as no great surprise that it is extremely easy to access information on just about any subject; sadly, there are a lot of poor-quality posts filled with mis-information. I very much hope that with this guide to aeonium history, husbandry and happy horticulture, you should come away furnished with now wellestablished information based upon experience and research for a much broader understanding of this wonderful genus.

It would seem obvious to start with the background and history of aeoniums, so in Chapter 1 we will explore the provenance of aeoniums in cultivation and where the first cultivars came from, who created them and what they look like.

Chapter 2 is where we will explore some of their native habitats and environments. Aeoniums are endemic to parts of east Africa, Yemen, Morocco, the Cape Verde Islands, Madeira and, primarily, the Canary Islands. The Canary Islands, indeed, provide us with most of the known species but new species and interspecific hybrids are still being found. We will take a look at the differences of habitat and which species belong to which island. We will look at how these plants have adapted to their environments and the influences that allow them to thrive and, more importantly, survive. The changing cultural issues are also examined and how these affect that quest for survival.

Chapter 3 is more of a discussion about how to choose the right aeonium for you and what factors need to be considered – not least, the part of the country in which you intend to do your growing. We will look at where to plant, the best options for growing materials, watering and, perhaps most importantly and challenging, how to over-winter.

Chapter 4 will look at expanding your collection. This will include taking cuttings, growing from seed and leaf propagation.

In Chapter 5 we will look at pests and diseases that will try to thwart our labour-intensive endeavours and how to manage them effectively.

Lastly, Chapter 6 is a rather large section that consists of a comprehensive directory of species of aeoniums and many interspecific hybrids.

Aeoniums – A Great Sense of Community

I suppose in the same way that, say, Volkswagen Beetle or Citroen 2CV enthusiasts wave frantically at each other when out and about, driving on the road, aeoniums manage to foster a rather wonderful community feeling with a high level of esprit de corps. Don’t be the least surprised or be in any doubt that your collection, if it extends to one, will be the subject of much curiosity and great conversations.

Hardly a day goes by without some casual enquiry about the plants, whether by passers-by, emails or online friendships, and the broadening sense of community is continually being strengthened. Unlike a lot of focused and highly specialised areas of horticulture, there is currently no formal Aeonium Society here in the UK. Certainly, the long-established British Cactus and Succulent Society have a keen interest, as they are a broad church of succulent enthusiasts, but whilst they have a vast international membership and online presence, the community of aeonium growers appears to be somewhat disjointed and unorganised – perhaps that is the attraction.

My journey towards the establishment of the first UK National Collection, under the mentorship of Plant Heritage, was a step in the right direction on the pathway to my own personal journey of development. Getting established as a recognised specialist in the field, and simply being taken seriously, was no small task, especially as I had no formal qualifications. However, the development of my own field studies and liaisons with other growers, along with exhibiting at horticultural shows, writing articles for magazines, journals and being featured on gardening programmes, have all helped enormously with the public awareness and interest in aeoniums that has almost exploded in recent years. The numerous botanical visits I’ve undertaken to the Canary Islands have furnished me with direct, first-hand exposure to their natural world. Studying aeoniums in situ and how each has characteristics well-adapted to their niche environments, has been the most invaluable aspect of my studies. It has also enlightened me to their plight and fight for survival, as the double-edged sword of tourism takes its toll in tandem with the onward march of climate change.

In my particular neck of the woods in South Shropshire, there is a very thriving community of plant and garden lovers. Clubs and societies abound and almost each township has a gardening group of sorts. I often get asked to give evening talks and these can take me far and wide around the Midlands and beyond. The attendees are invariably enthusiastic, especially when I bring a few trayfuls of aeoniums for display and sale. I’ve found that the public awareness of these wonderful plants has vastly improved over the years – so that now the plants seem to have lost their oddity and curiosity status. There are even society members who have the foundations of a nice collection (they still require some reassurance that they are looking after them correctly, though).

Staying local and participating in Open Gardens events and occasionally hosting Plant Heritage garden visits, have proved to be another avenue to get the aeonium message ‘Out There’. Visitors are always full of queries and tales of their discovered (and sometimes lost) treasures.
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Aeonium glutinosum from Madeira with tannic striping.



It is well documented that we significantly depend upon plants and nature to sustain us during turbulent times and these wonderful aeonium plants, likewise, now depend upon us for their own survival. They are being threatened from a multitude of directions, so our understanding of and care for them, will help in their prosperity and survival into a more secure future. Hopefully, this book will help you whilst you embark on your own journey and then navigate your way within the curious world of aeonium husbandry.


CHAPTER 1

BACKGROUND AND HISTORY

The word for the genus ‘Aeonium’ comes from the ancient Greek αἰώνιος/aiōnios, meaning ageless or eternal; a reference to the plant’s ability to survive extreme growing conditions. The name Sempervivum has its origin in the Latin semper (always) and vivus (living), a calque of Ancient Greek ἀείζωον (‘houseleek’, literally ‘[the] forever-living [one]’), because this perennial plant keeps its leaves in winter and is also very resistant to difficult conditions of growth. No wonder that for many hundreds of years, aeoniums were grouped together with Sempervivum. It wasn’t until 1841 that, finally, aeoniums were elevated to their own status and genus. The two people who were responsible for this elevation of the genus were the English botanist, Philip Barker Webb (1793–1854), and Sabin Berthelot (1794–1880) who was a French naturalist and ethnologist. Berthelot was a resident of the Canary Islands for part of his life and he co-authored, with Webb, L’Histoire Naturelle des Îles Canaries, an important body of work running to several volumes.
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An early illustration of Arboreum sempervivum prior to being reclassified as an Aeonium. From Histoire des Plantes Grasses (1799) by Pierre-Joseph Redouté.



Curiously, in 1996, another set of plants was added to the genus Aeonium by Mes and Hart, these were known as the ‘Greenovia section’ of Aeonium. Until that date, they were thought to belong to a separate genus that was a stalkless and clump-forming aeonium. At the time of being added to the aeonium family, there were thought to be only four species, but a few more have been added since 1996 and there are now at least six. At the time of writing, some forms are being scrutinised by the botanical community.
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Here, on the island of Gran Canaria, a beautiful, huge and almost blue rosette of Aeonium aureum growing alongside Aeonium simsii as a good contrast, high up in the wooded mountains of chestnut and pine trees, in a rather moist atmosphere amongst the clouds.



Aeoniums have been in cultivation for many hundreds of years, mainly for medicinal qualities rather than aesthetics. The proof lies in the body of work written between AD50 and AD70 by Pedanius Diosrorides, a Greek physician in the Roman army. The work is a fivevolume illustrated botanical collection of medicinal plants The De Materia Medica. The work describes over 600 plants, all used to make over a thousand different drugs and medicines. These medications were used for hundreds of years across Europe and beyond. Later in the Common Era, the body of work was copied by hand in Greek, Latin and Arabic throughout the mediaeval period. Even later, in the sixteenth century, the text was translated into Italian, German, Spanish and French, and, finally in 1655, into English.
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A typical cluster growing on a vertical cliff face seemingly in no substrate. This section of plants is chasmophytic; they seem to have a preference for crevices, nooks and crannies on almost vertical surfaces. They are also epiphytic and can be found growing on the trunks of trees and branches high in the wooded area of Gran Canaria.



It would appear that aeoniums have anti-oxidants, flavonoids, anti-inflammatory and anti-viral qualities, and are a strong anti-hypertensive in rats! Poultices of the leaves have been used to treat tooth abscesses, headaches and haemorrhoids. Please do not try any of this at home. Ingestion of any part of an aeonium plant is not recommended, neither is a poultice on any part of the body.

The earliest record of an aeonium illustration is in a Turkish translation of the five-volume copy of The De Materia Medica from around the date of AD512. The illustration is painted on parchment paper and is a colour painting of Aeonium arboreum showing many rosettes, aerial roots (a common aeonium trait) and its ground roots; it is a very good likeness of the plant. The volumes are held at Osterreichische Nationalbibliothek, Vienna, Austria. To date, this is the oldest known Macaronesian plant illustrated and, rather wonderfully, it just happens to be an Aeonium.

Early Records

The first record of an aeonium plant in the UK is that of three plants held in the collection of Mary Capel Somerset, better known as The Duchess of Beaufort (1630–1715). The Duchess had one of the country’s leading botanical collections. Her exchanges with fellow contemporary botanists demonstrate that her horticultural endeavours were sophisticated, advancing the current scientific understanding of the natural world. She grew many plant species at her Badminton Estate and kept extensive records about the plants’ requirements for successful growing. She paid various explorers and botanists to collect and gather plants from all over the world, for her collection. Her botanical knowledge and steadfast record-keeping culminated in a twelve-volume herbarium, which she compiled and bound herself. One such specimen was indeed an Aeonium. She also recorded three aeoniums in her book Florilegium at Badminton, a study of beautiful watercolour paintings by the artist Everard Kickius held at the Badminton estate library.

Previously, I mentioned the plant term Semper, which was originally applied to aeoniums that were once thought to be giant Sempervivium (giant houseleek). Many records and botanical books from that era reference them thus. Studying the images of the artist’s work, shows clearly an Aeonium arboreum, also one that looks very much like a variegated variety of A. davidbramwellii and the third, A. arboreum albovarigatum. The latter has a very interesting story, as it has huge importance in the history of aeoniums. This particular aeonium started life in the Duchess’s very own collection. During this period, there was intense interest in botany and in collecting exotic and tender plants by those in privileged situations. The Duke and Duchess’s London home, Beaufort House, would have enabled mixing with influential people like Bishop Henry Compton at Fulham Palace, where the head gardener was George London, a top garden designer and nurseryman of the time; also, Queen Mary II at Hampton Court.
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A very early painting on parchment – dated c. AD512.



The Duke and Duchess’s London home was situated very close to the Chelsea Physic Gardens. Since 1673 the Chelsea Physic Gardens has occupied four acres of land on the edge of the Thames. It was first established by the Apothecaries in order to grow medicinal plants. Many famous physicians, gardeners and botanists have socialised, shared knowledge and worked in the four acres of garden, which is the only botanic garden collection focused entirely on medicinal, herbal and useful plants. One such botanist and gardener was Philip Miller (1691–1771), who worked at the garden for some 50 years. He was an expert in replicating growing conditions from around the world and classified many plants in the West for the first time. In 1722, he wrote a very popular book The Gardener’s Dictionary. He was a very popular and much-admired botanist and horticulturist. He formed a friendship with Carl Linnaeus (1707–78), a Swedish botanist, biologist and physician best known for formalising binomial nomenclature.

Another friend and physician to the Duke and Duchess of Beaufort was Sir Hans Sloan (1660–1753) who bequeathed his collection to the British Nation.

This group of gardeners, botanists and horticulturalists would certainly have advised, corresponded and exchanged ideas, information and plant material amongst themselves. They made studies and herbaria, some of which found their way into the vast collection of Sir Hans Slone’s foundation of the British Museum in 1759.
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Aeonium arboreum albovarigatum.



Slightly later, A.H. Haworth (1767–1833) entered the scene. He was an English entomologist, botanist and carcinologist. Haworth, in his botany role, focused his studying on succulent plants and, indeed, Aeonium haworthii from Tenerife bears his name. In 1812, he produced a book Synopsis Plantarum Succulentaru. Haworth’s chief botanical work was arranged on the Linnæan nomenclature system, giving the descriptions in Latin, along with habitat, date of introduction and month of flowering of each species. A supplement was issued in 1819, accompanied by Narcissorum Revisio 7. ‘Saxifragearum Enumeratio,’ circa 1821 (the preface is dated 1817). To this, is appended Revisiones Plantarum Succulentarum called the Synopsis Plantarum Succulentarum, and on page 163, Haworth says that Miller gives the following account of the aeonium that we know as Aeonium arboreum albovarigatum:

…there is a variety with variegated leaves which is much esteemed by the curious, this was obtained by a branch being accidentally broken from the plant of the plain kind at badminton, the seat of his grace, Duke of Beaufort, which, after having laid some time was planted, and when the young leaves pushed out, they were variegated.
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Aeonium arboreum atropurpureum growing in a garden, Tenerife.



The original plant had been collected in Lusitania (Portugal) and, possibly in 1640, entered the Duchess’s collection. This cutting is very likely to be the source for the variegated cultivar of Aeonium known as A. arboreum albovaregatum, as in the watercolour illustration.
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Aeonium arboreum atropurpureum plant at home in Shropshire, UK.



In 1817 there was much talk of an Aeonium arboreum with ‘brown leaves’. The first name given to this plant was Sempervivum mutabile from the word ‘mutabilis’ referring to the fact that the plant is changeable and when grown in full sun, the colours become a rich deep brown/purple. During the winter, or if grown in the shade, the plant changes to green. The origins of the plant are not well documented, although it is thought that it was collected as an interesting seedling, possibly a mutation, from A. arboreum var. arboreum. In an account of the sempervivum group (1932), the botanist L. Praeger (1865–1953) states that this plant was commonly found in cultivation on the Canary Island of Tenerife.
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Aeonium ‘Zwartkop’ growing in a hotel garden, La Gomera.
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Aeonium ‘Zwartkop’ growing in my garden in Shropshire.



Another exciting find that changed the face of Aeonium in cultivation was that of Aeonium ‘Zwartkop’ or Aeonium ‘Schwarzkopf’, both acceptable spellings. Again, the origins of this plant are unknown. It is said to have been found in a succulent nursery in Leiden (Netherlands) in the 1950s but its actual origins remain a mystery. My personal opinion is that it bears a similar growing habit to that of Aeonium holochrysum and, although this plant is commonly much greener, it often has a rich-red, tannic stripe. So, A. ‘Zwartkop’ could easily have mutated from this. Whilst botanically fieldworking in La Palma in 2023, I saw a very dark, almost red/purple A. holochrysum plant growing in the south of the island, sparking my interest and reinforcing the postulation further. The cultivar name ‘Zwartkop’ originated from a Dutch word meaning ‘blackhead’. Other names are often used but simply confuse the nomenclature (or, as I like to say, ‘namingclutter’). Such names as ‘Black Rose’, ‘Black Head’, ‘Tête-Noire’ and the rather silly mislabelling of the plant as ‘Arnold Swartzkoff’ are decidedly unhelpful. It was, in fact, highly cultivated in Germany during the 1950s and 1960s and proved a most popular plant for collectors. It has very dark, glossy, purple/black leaves, longer than that of A. arboreum atropurpureum, and keeps its rich, dark colour, even in winter; occasionally just fading slightly into green if kept without sunlight. It is also capable of growing into a very large specimen, over a metre tall, with multiple branches bearing large terminal rosettes and so is often used as a statement plant in many botanical gardens and estates. Adding to its beauty is the flowering inflorescence, or flowering spike, which contrasts with the dark leaves by the masses of bright yellow, star-shaped flowers borne on a large conical shaped cluster. Moreover, it has been used in crosspollination to create many modern cultivars. Opposite (right) group planting of A. ‘Zwartkop’ at a hotel garden on the island of La Gomera.

Jack’s Cultivars

When it comes to contemporary cultivars, a prominent name is that of John William Catlin, known to his friends as ‘Jack’. He was born in 1919 in Springfield, Illinois USA. From an early age he had an abiding fascination with cacti and succulents, and had amassed a large collection even by the time he was just ten years old. He became a much-noted horticulturist and volunteer at The Huntingdon Library, Art Museum and Botanical Gardens of San Marino, California. In 1972, Jack set about hybridising Aeonium, using mainly species A. tabulaeforme (Tenerife), A. undulatum (Gran Canaria), A. canariense (Tenerife) and A. ‘Zwartkop’. He was highly successful in producing many cultivars known to us today. His first release, in 1976, was A. ‘Zwartkin’, which is a cross of A. ‘Zwartkop’ and A. tabulaeforme (Tenerife). Others followed:

Parentage: Aeonium tabulaeforme × Aeonium arboreum ‘Zwartkop’

A. ‘Garnet’ 1995

A. ‘Jack Catlin’ (named in 2010 and released following his death)

Parentage: Aeonium undulatum × Aeonium arboreum

‘Zwartkop’

A. ‘Cyclops’ 1988

A. ‘Voodoo’ 2001

Parentage: Aeonium canariense × Aeonium arboreum

‘Zwartkop’

A. ‘Blushing Beauty’ 1992

A. ‘Plum Purdy’ 1994

A. ‘Velour’ 2009
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Semponium ‘Mrs Frosty’.



Sadly, Jack passed away in June 2008 aged 89, but he left behind a stunning legacy. In the last 25 years many other noted horticulturalists, nurseries and establishments have crossed aeoniums with some stunning results. Sadly, some of those cultivars, from even twenty years ago, are already in danger of being lost. For far too many years, Aeonium has been such an overlooked genus, somewhat hidden in the shadows of other cacti and succulents. However, thanks to the work of many nursery men and women, their popularity at long last has blossomed. One such nursery is Surreal Succulents. Since founding the nursery, Daniel Michael has created some beautiful Aeonium cultivars and hybrids, which are now enjoyed globally. Aeonium ‘Dynamite’, ‘Blood’, ‘Pomegranite’ and ‘Cornish Rose’ are now very well established but Dan didn’t stop there. After years of trials and tests, Dan and his team released ‘semponiums’ in 2021; a set of beautiful intergeneric crosses of Aeonium and Sempervivium. It was possible because the two plants are very closely related and genetically similar, with both being members of the Crassulacae family. Semponium ‘Sienna’, ‘Diamond’, ‘Destiny’, ‘Vortex’, ‘Halo’ and ‘Mrs Frosty’ (after the pet name TV presenter Adam Frost calls his wife) have stormed on to the market in an exciting twist in the curious world of aeoniums.
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A mixed group of semponiums.



Penberth Plants, Ottershaw Cactus and Piccolo Nurseries, here in the UK, have also contributed to some interesting and very beautiful cultivars that ought not to be overlooked. There are many cultivars being produced in other parts of the world, especially in the USA, but sadly it is complicated to import plants – there is a process you must go through before importing, and quarantine is essential and expensive. It is best to study DEFRA’s guidelines and sundry laws before even considering a purchase. It is not without good reason that we have such restrictions – invasive organisms and diseases have found their way into the UK by such imports and, coupled with our everchanging climate, have allowed many foreign species to survive in residence, rather than being killed-off in winter. They can have devastating effects, wreak havoc, supress and cause death to our British natives. Sadly, it is all too easy to import illegally from China and Korea. In the last decade, social media sites aimed at the Aeonium enthusiast, have been bombarded with highly decorative and variegated plants, and this will be covered in Chapter 3.
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