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An old Irish daffodil cultivar re-discovered
Terence Reeves-Smyth
Castlewellan has long been famous for its woody plants, but until detailed research
into its historic gardens was undertaken last year, its association with a once widely
distributed, but apparently long lost trumpet all-yellow daffodil cultivar, Narcissus
'Countess of Annesley', had been largely forgotten.1 Once information about its
former existence became known, Alwyn Sinnamon of the Forest Service, with some
encouragement from the recently formed Castlewellan Arboretum Advisory Board,
embarked on a mission this spring to re-discover the long lost cultivar.2 To the delight
of all, he met with success, finding this distinctive long cupped division one daffodil
in an overgrown area of the 'Autumn Wood' adjacent to the castle.
Attention to this variety was first drawn by the Earl Annesley's famous gardener,
Thomas Ryan (1851-1910), who contributed a short note to The Garden Illustrated
Weekly, on April 6th 1889. He submitted to the editor, William Robinson, 'a few
blooms of a new daffodil' which originated in Castlewellan and described it as 'more
vigorous and hardy than any other daffodil I am acquainted with', noting that 'it has
been in flower since the first week in January'. Ryan also stated that the flowers he
had sent to Robinson were from 'open air plants, large masses being very beautiful
just now; some of the clumps have from forty to fifty flowers open at one time'. The
flowers he said 'last ten days after being cut, and it should prove a capital variety to
grow for market'.3

Fig. 1 Castlewellan Castle from across the lake around 1870. The pleasure grounds seen here lying,
below the castle were formerly attached to the Regency house that once stood here. This garden was
reported to be the main location of the original Castlewellan Daffodil discovery by Thomas Ryan in the
1880s and was also the area of its re-discovery in 2016. Now very overgrown, these former gardens are
currently known as 'The Autumn Wood'.
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Burbidge on the name & origin of Narcissus 'Countess of Annesley'
On the very same day that Thomas Ryan published his note on the Castlewellan
Daffodil (April 6th 1889), the celebrated curator of the Trinity College Botanic
Gardens, Dublin, Frederick William Burbidge read a paper to the Royal Horticultural
Society (RHS) in London on the subject of 'The Narcissus'. As author of the seminal
work The Narcissus: Its History and Culture (1875), Burbidge was the acknowledged
authority on daffodils at this time.4 His RHS paper not only made specific reference
to the 'Castlewellan Daffodil', which he included on a list of the 'best of all narcissi',
but he also used the term 'Countess of Annesley' for the first time:
'We always thought we could tell at a glance N. princeps from N. spurius or
N. major, but the beautiful Castlewellan Daffodil, now to be known as
"Countess of Annesley," is a connecting link between them'.5
Later that month Burbidge again referred specifically to Narcissus 'Countess of
Annesley' as 'a strong growing and distinct variety'.6 Three years later he still held the
variety in high esteem, writing that:
'of all the so-called Irish Daffodils I should certainly select Narcissus
Countess of Annesley as the one variety for garden culture and profitable
market work. It is not so fine as those gems of the bicolor section, John
Horsfield, Empress, or Grandee, but it is without a doubt one of the very
finest, healthiest and freest of all the yellow Daffodils known to us to-day'.7
On April 9th 1889 the variety had been submitted to the Narcissus Committee of
the RHS for 'registration', but notwithstanding Burbidge's earlier recommendations, a
decision was 'deferred for further trial'. Evidently the committee took its time, for its
registration as a 'distinct and useful variety' did not actually take place until April
12th, 1892.8
Burbidge may well have been responsible for registering the variety. He was
certainly a regular visitor to Castlewellan and was one of those correspondents who
was in the habit of incorrectly referring to the owner as 'The Earl of Annesley'.9 The
name Annesley in this case is not a place name but a family name, and should in fact
be written 'Earl Annesley' and his wife as 'Countess Annesley'.10 The misnamed
daffodil may have later caused or inspired George Dickson I of the Newtownards firm
of Messrs. Alex. Dickson & Sons to also register one of his new hybrid tea roses
under the name of 'Countess of Annesley'.11
Burbidge was particularly interested in the origin of plants, this being a time
when Darwinian ideas of evolution were still something of a novelty. He considered
that the newly discovered Narcissus 'Countess of Annesley' to have a history that was
'obscure, that is to its origin' and observed that a handful of other yellow Irish trumpet
daffodils, including 'Ard Righ' and 'Rip van Winkle', that had made an appearance
around this time, also had unknown origins. Writing in 1890 about these varieties he
proposed that:
'these so-called Irish Daffodils, or their progenitors, were introduced many
years ago as garden flowers, just as they were introduced to England. The
only difference seems to be that they have thriven better in Ireland, and in
many cases have seeded spontaneously, and so reproduced themselves with
some little variety. At any rate the fact stares us in the face that from Irish
gardens a dozen or more varieties have been introduced to England within the
last ten years or so that have so far not been discovered either wild or
cultivated elsewhere'.12
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Fig. 2. Large conservatory adjacent to Castlewellan Castle known as the 'Winter Garden'. The child
standing at the building corner gives an idea of the building's size, which was built in 1888-9. Burbidge
reported it contained a wide range of plants forming 'a blaze of colour' with 'daffodils in hundreds',
among which were large numbers of N. 'Countess of Annesley'. It was demolished in the 1920s

In the case of Narcissus 'Countess of Annesley' Burbidge in 1892 noted that 'there
were thousands upon thousands of its bulbs naturalised in the park or domain [sic] at
Castlewellan', adding that 'so far as is known, I do not believe it has been found
elsewhere'.13 A few years later he was more specific as to exactly where the daffodil
was found, for having remarked that the site of the old Regency house at Castlewellan
was 'still marked out by dwarf hedges', went on to say that:
'It was in the park lying in front of this old residential site [the Regency house]
that the noble daffodil, now known as the Countess of Annesley, was found a
few years ago naturalised by the thousand, and it is from the park mainly that
the bulbs of this variety have been distributed. How, when, why, or whence it
came to Castlewellan is one of the many plant mysteries that lie enshrouded in
a hazy past'.14
But Burbidge had probably already answered this question when he had argued a few
years earlier (see above) that 'these so-called Irish Daffodils, or their progenitors,
were introduced many years ago as garden flowers'. Indeed, the location of the find so
close to the site of the early house was probably not a coincidence. On the other hand,
the park at Castlewellan does seem to have been well endowed with daffodils at this
period; on April 30th 1892 for example, it was reported that about 5,000 daffodils
were sent by the Earl Annesley:
'from the park at Castlewellan to the North Dublin Flower Mission at St.
George's Hall, Temple Street, for distribution among the hospitals of the north
side of the city [of Dublin]. This week a still larger quantity have been
received from the same source'.15
It may be added that by N. 'Countess of Annesley', considered then one of the
earliest blooming trumpet daffodils, was also being grown indoors at Castlewellan in
the winter months. A visitor in December 1896 noted that 6,000 were being 'forced
beside a large number of other varieties' in one of the walled garden glasshouses;16
more were growing in the large conservatory beside the house (see above).17
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Sale and Distribution
By the time that Thomas Ryan was drawing public attention to the Castlewellan
daffodil in April 1889, there can be little doubt that it had already been distributed to
various nurseries across the United Kingdom. This may have started as early as 1886
to have allowed sufficient stock to be accumulated for sale purposes. Certainly, by
spring 1890 the variety was being exhibited and sold widely; in February 1890 for
example, N. 'Countess of Annesley' was reported to be among the enormous number
of narcissi blooms on the Scilly Islands that were being dispatched to the London
market.18 In the 1890 RHS April daffodil show held in the Society Gardens,
Chiswick, it was included among the varieties being shown by Messrs. James Veitch
& Son, Royal Exotic Nurseries, Chelsea,19 and was being described as among the best
available Trumpet Daffodils (Ajax group):
'a form with flowers some 4 inches across, with a pear-shaped, elongated,
grooved seed-pod, a broad, funnel-shaped, yellow tube, and ovate-oblong
segments of a canary yellow, often somewhat twisted. The corona is bold,
tubular, expanding into a reflected, lobulated border, the lobes regular,
rounded, and often more or less overlapping by one edge'.20
Messrs. Barr & Son, King Street, Covent Garden, also included the N. 'Countess of
Annesley' at the same show and were listing it in their sale catalogues from 1889.21
Barr also produced it in later shows, for example at the RHS March 1894 exhibition
in Westminster;22 it also won awards for Barr (Silver Banksian Medal) from the RHS
Floral Committee;23 subsequently it was seen flowering at Peter Barr's famous

Fig. 3. Sales advertisement from The Gardeners' Chronicle, vol. 16, no. 407 (October 13th 1894), p432
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Fig. 4.Advertisement in The Gardeners' Chronicle, vol. 12, no. 300 (September 24th, 1892), p358

Fig. 5. Advertisement in The Gardeners' Chronicle, vol 12, no. 288 (July
2nd, 1892), p 3 and repeated in numerous subsequent issues that year

nursery at Long Ditton, with its 'sulphur yellow perianth and richly-coloured
trumpet'.24 From Spring 1890 amateur growers were also including it in their displays
at both the RHS Chiswick and at local provincial shows, such as the Bath Floral Fete
Spring Show.25
By 1892 at Castlewellan itself, the head gardener, Thomas Ryan, was selling
bulbs of the new daffodil in the demesne's 'List of Surplus Stock', which also included
for sale 'new and rare shrubs, 20 per cent under catalogue price'. The daffodils were
advertised as 'splendid large bulbs, to produce two or three flowers each, free by post,
at 6s 6d. per dozen'.26
The cultivar found its way into some of the most prestigious gardens of the
country and was among the daffodils growing in the Royal Gardens at Kew in 1894.
Here it was reportedly placed in 'the large beds in front of the Palm House' and was
described there as being 'far in advance of the chief display, the bright yellow flowers
very effective'.27 Another account of this display in Kew Gardens noted admiringly
that 'Countess of Annesley' was 'vigorous in growth', and whose 'flowers are well
shaped, the trumpet rich yellow, with a perianth of a lighter shade'.28

5

Undoubtedly the nurseryman most closely associated with the sale and
distribution of Narcissus 'Countess of Annesley' was William Baylor Hartland II of
the famous Cork nursery family.29 Hartland, who could be described as the most
prominent Irish nurseryman of his generation, had been encouraged to take an interest
in daffodils by Frederick William Burbidge, and subsequently became a passionate
devotee of the flower. Having sought out unknown varieties from across the country,
searching old gardens and demesnes, he began serious bulb production on his grounds
at Temple Hill, Cork in 1878 with the stated ambition of challenging the Scilly
islands, and indeed the Dutch, in the production of tulips and daffodils. His
considerable success in producing and selling both bulbs and cut flowers led to his
moving in 1891 to Ard-Cairn, a ten-acre site overlooking the valley of the River Lee,
where he confidently adopted the title 'Haarlem in South Cork'. By this time his
nursery had an estimated ten million bulbs in cultivation and was shipping enormous
quantities, packed into barrels, all over the world, from New Zealand to Japan, to
Germany and America.30
Hartland was one of the first, if not the first nurseryman to acquire the
Castlewellan Daffodil and indeed seemed to regard it as one of his own. Writing in
May 1889 to Maxwell T. Masters, the editor of The Gardeners' Chronicle, and
sending him 'a large box of blooms early in the season' of the 'famous Castlewellan
variety', he stated that it was in his opinion:
'one of the noblest Trumpet Daffodils grown - bold in flower, and vigorous in
growth, producing bulbs of the size of N. Empress, and immense blooms, with
a corona expanded after the manner of maximus, but wider, and for seed
bearing purposes it has no equal. It has a strong perfume, reminding one of
Ratifia.... the Countess of Annesley Daffodil is one of the prettiest and most
distinct in the whole of my collection, and it is certainly the most Cernuus-like
and drooping of them all....The Countess of Annesley carries herself with
peculiar mien, and appears in the richest Tuscan or straw-colour, with the
same nodding appearance [as the variety Colleen Bawn]'.31
The variety was prominently included in catalogues; in the Hartland's Famous Irish
Daffodils catalogue for the 1894-95 season he was selling N. 'Countess of Annesley'
for 5/6d a dozen and 6d a bulb. Subsequently, in his 'Conference Daffodils' catalogues
(1897 edition) there was an accompanying line drawing by his niece Miss Gertrude
Hartland (see Fig. 7 below).32 The catalogues described it as:
'One of the best Irish daffodils, trumpet rich yellow, well expanded, serrated
and flanged, perianth sulphur, imbricated and hooded. Needs good rich well
drained pasture loam and a north position, excellent for cutting'.33
Hartland was aggressive in selling his nursery stock across the globe and the back
of his catalogues invariably depicted a map of the world with the slogan: Quae regio
in terris nostri non plena laboris.34 Among his exports for the 1893-94 season
included 30,000 bulbs of the Narcissus 'Countess of Annesley'. Through Hartland's
exports the variety certainly found its way to far distant lands; in August 1901 for
example, a local newspaper in New Zealand, the Otago Witness, mentioned that N.
'Countess of Annesley' was growing there 'like a weed'.35 He was also shipping it as a
cut flower to the English and Scottish markets - the variety being described as among
the earlier flowering sorts then being exported.36
With each passing year the variety N. 'Countess of Annesley' was being sold by
Hartland at a cheaper price. Thus from the season 1896-97 where it was selling for 5/6
a dozen and 6d each, this declines gradually to 2/- a dozen, 3d a bulb and 15/- for 100
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Fig. 6. Beds of daffodils in the lawns at Ard-Cairn, Cork, home of W.B. Hartland in 1893. The varieties
here included N. 'Countess of Annesley'. Hartland remarked, when publishing this image, that it was
'best to grow them in beds'. At that time however, following Robinsonian ideas of the 'wild garden', the
fashion was increasingly to grow daffodils in drifts through the grass rather than in regimented beds. 37

Fig. 7. Narcissus 'Countess of Annesley' as drawn by Miss
Gertrude Hartland in Conference Daffodils (1897 edition).
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Hartland's catalogue prices for Narcissus Countess of Annesley'
1894-95
@ 5/6 dozen, 6d a bulb
1896-97
@ 5/6 dozen, 6d a bulb
1897-98
@ 3/6 dozen, 4d a bulb
1898-99
@ 3/- dozen, 4d a bulb, 22/6 per 100
1899-1900
@ 2/6 dozen, 3d a bulb, 17/6 per 100
1900-01
@ 2/- dozen, 3d a bulb, 15/- per 100
1903-04
@ 1/6 dozen, 2d a bulb
in 1900-01 and by the 1903-04 season selling for only 1/6d a dozen, with 2d for each
bulb. It was no longer being sold in the 'Good trumpet varieties' section by 1902 and
from 1905-6 rarely appears in any of their bulb catalogues which continued to be
produced to 1915.38 W.B. Hartland himself died in 1912.
While Hartland may have been selling N. 'Countess of Annesley' in decreasing
quantities from 1900 onwards, it was also being marketed by other nurseries at that
time, for example at Lissadell, Co. Sligo, where Sir Jocelyn Gore Booth included it in
all his bulb catalogues from 1905 to the closure of his bulb nursery in 1915.
Catalogued as an 'Ajax, large yellow trumpet daffodil', it was described therein as
'sulphur yellow perianth full yellow trumpet well expanded at mouth', selling at 2/- a
dozen in 1905 and down to 1/- a dozen in 1915.39

Fig. 8. Narcissus 'Countess of Annesley' growing at Castlewellan in the Spring of 2016. Photograph
courtesy of Alwyn Sinnamon
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Re-Discovery
In the Lissadell Daffodil catalogues for 1914 and 1915 the entry for Narcissus
'Countess of Annesley' stated that it had a 'poor constitution'. It is possible this may
have had much to do with the fact that Lissadell lies in a limestone area, for according
to Hartland the cultivar, along with some others, such as 'Ard-Righ' and 'Tenby' did
not do well in limestone soils.40 Whatever the reasons, there is no record of N.
'Countess of Annesley' being sold by any nursery after the Great War. Many
important advances were made in yellow trumpets during the 1920s and 1930s and no
doubt it was just superseded by newer and better varieties.41
The cultivar had been all but forgotten until attention was focussed recently onto
the history of Castlewellan's famous arboretum and Annesley Garden as part of plans
to restore the area. It was presumed that the Castlewellan Daffodil had disappeared
into oblivion and extinction, but in Spring of 2016 Alwyn Sinnamon of the Forest
Service, found what appears to be the lost cultivar in an overgrown area of the
grounds adjacent to the castle, known as the 'Autumn Wood'. Positive verification of
old varieties can sometimes be difficult, but this rich yellow long-cupped trumpet
daffodil with its expanded sulphur-perianthed flower, appears to closely fit the early
catalogue descriptions and also Hartland's 1897 sketch. The cultivar's discovery in
what used to be the Lower Pleasure Ground beside the castle, precisely the location of
its original discovery in the 1880s, adds further weight to its accurate identification.
No doubt, now that attention has again been focussed on this formerly lost daffodil,
other examples will be identified elsewhere.42

Fig. 9. Narcissus 'Countess of Annesley' growing at Castlewellan in the Spring of 2016. Photograph
courtesy of Alwyn Sinnamon
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20. Anon (1890) 'Occasion Royal Horticultural Show, Chiswick in Society Gardens'. The Gardeners'
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21. It was included in Barr's sale's catalogues for the first time in Autumn 1889, see Barr's Daffodils
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