


EXOTIC BULBS

Travellers to Turkey, Syria, Iran and the shores of the eastern Mediterranean (known as the Levant) in the 
16th century brought back news of Persian-inspired gardens filled with more beautiful flowers than any found 
in Europe. Bulbs and seeds could easily be transported and a busy export trade between Constantinople (now 
Istanbul) and Europe soon developed. An estimated 70% of the plants in our gardens today are not native to 
the UK.

TULIPS

The vibrant colours of the tulip, Tulipa, with one vivid colour breaking into 
another, are now known to be due to a virus.
  
Such astonishing beauty led to fantastic sums of money being exchanged for a 
single tulip bulb in Holland in the 1630s, and laid the foundations of today's 
Dutch tulip industry. 

Legend has it an ambassador stationed in Turkey came across exotic tulips, 
hyacinths, and narcissi blooming in the wild. He pointed enquiringly at a single 
tulip worn as decoration in the turban of a Turkish farmer, who replied 
'tulipand'.

The ambassador recorded the name, only to discover later it was the Turkish 
name for turban. So 'tulip' was derived from the turban, instead of the Turkish 
name for tulip which is 'lâle'. 

CROWN IMPERIAL FRITILLARIA

By the early 17th century, Crown Imperials (Fritillaria imperialis) had become 
very popular and were given pride of place in many flower gardens. 
  
You will see them portrayed in numerous paintings and decorative tiles from that 
period. The species is native to mountainous regions across Turkey, Iraq, Iran, 
Afghanistan and the Himalayan foothills. 

The Crown Imperial is so distinctive it became the stuff of myths and legends. 

Only a few species carry their flowers in this way - with the florets drooping 
gracefully downwards.
  
One popular legend relates it is the only flower which did not bow its head on the 
passing of Jesus on the way to his crucifixion but it now bows forever, weeping 
eternal tears. 














