Why doesn’t my FAT FLOUNCY look like yours?

Space Age irises are notorious for their variability.  

A horned variety produces flounces—or a flounced one looks like the most ordinary of non-Space Age stock.  

This makes selecting a bloomstalk for the local show more than ordinarily difficult.  Judges do have a tendency to refer to the Check List or recent copies of the Registrations and Introductions for the entry on “Fat Flouncy” just to see if this really is that unfamiliar variety.  The entry says “flounces.”  The stalk on the bench has one bloom with two spoons and one horn, another bloom with only one horn, and a third, perfect, bloom with none at all.  Ooops.  No ribbon.

Worse yet, someone trying to breed for Space Age characteristics is confronted with trying to determine if seedling number three is an SA at all.  The first year it had little bitty horns.  The second year one side of the clump had occasional horns at best, and the other side had a stalk not only taller, but also with rather elaborate spoons on the first blossom that opened.  The second flower not only lacked the spoons or horns, but one standard was missing too.

The third year, after lining the lovely thing out and feeding it well, it not only rotted, it had flounces on the survivor.

What on earth is going on?

Those who try to make sense out of the senseless have come up with a list of things that can and do affect SA expression.

Let’s start with pH.  Variety “A” in an acid soil—not especially acid, just a bit acid—looked like a perfectly normal mainline variety.  Then the stock was reset into new ground that was naturally neutral, but also had been rather generously limed the year before.  “A” responded by producing lovely half-inch horns on every bloom on the stalk.

But variety “B” side by side with “A” the year before had good generous flounces.  It got spread around the grounds into a variety of soils just to show it off.  One clump had flounces that were almost spoons and not much more.  Another clump had horns.  Still another clump had flounces so elaborate they had rosettes and extra thing-a-ma-bobs below the flounce.  What happened?  It was pH—but just the opposite of “A,” the lower the pH the more elaborate the SA expression.  The most acid situation of all produced the lovely rosettes, and the highest pH—the mildly alkaline location— just had horns.

Some other things have been noted to cause variation in the SA’s.  Temperature—perhaps the daily profile last fall, or was it this spring?—and the spoons turned into forks or the flounces into caribou antlers.

Put on compost—change!  Move to a location with more sun—change!  Send some to your mother-in-law—change!

But change—predictable?  Yes.  The more vigorous the growth, the more richly the SA extension of the beard is expressed.  That is a very predictable rule for SA’s.  Why did the contrary results with pH occur?  Simply because different varieties respond optimally to different pH levels.  “Some like it hot, some like it cold, some like it in the pot….”

Tall beardeds are complex hybrids with ancestries from widely differing regions in Europe, including eastern European Continental conditions resembling those from Texas to Manitoba.  Others came from the far western edge of Europe with Marine West Coast Oregon-like climate.

Still others came from the eastern Mediterranean California-like climates and some eastward even into the Himalayas in areas like Idaho, Utah, Colorado to say nothing of New Mexico or Arizona.

Different ancestral locations had widely varying conditions, not only of temperature and elevation, but of different patterns of rainfall as well.  Italy and North Africa resemble California’s winters with cool air and intermittent but highly variable rain, with summers predictably warm and dry.  Farther inland and eastward the climates tended to the extreme, with high elevations getting fairly abundant snow in the mild winters.  Others tended to be both dryer and colder, just like one finds moving eastward and upward in North America.

Bearded irises located in these highly varying areas were ideally adapted to the local conditions.  In our gardens, however, those stable, long established adaptations are crisscrossed every which way in the ancestries of our modern tetraploids.  They don’t know when to grow, let alone when to bloom.  Do they thrive in dry, hot alkaline soils?  Some do, some don’t.  What about long, gentle happily moist winters and hot, dormant summers.  Do they thrive?  Some do, some don’t.  

The bewildering thing about our Tall Beardeds is that so many of them do thrive under an amazing variety of climates.  Not so surprisingly, however, they don’t behave exactly the same under different conditions.

Space Age varieties are responding to the same differences any other Tall Bearded experiences.  We are just a lot more aware of the variations because of the startlingly obvious deviation from the expected iris form.  

All varieties vary.  In my own experience in judging on the show bench, I have always been astonished at the range any one variety can show coming in from different gardens.  The differences are even more obvious evaluating irises in the gardens themselves.

I am not surprised to learn that Space Age varieties vary.  As a breeder and as a grower I’m new to the type, but I have come to expect that the more optimum and the more uniform I can make the conditions the better the Space Age varieties are going to look.

But that was true for all the irises.  The same conditions that produce the best possible YAQUINA BLUE will produce the best SOLAR FIRE or CONJURATION.

Then my wife makes a remark about cookies.  “It’s all in the baking,” she says.  “It’s not the recipe, it’s the cook.”

I have a suspicion the same is true for growing good irises.  Now.  What do I have to do to learn how to cook?
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