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Prunus ‘Tsubam
e’

A Japanese bird  and a forgotten index are tw
o clues 

that set Chris Sanders on the chase to uncover  
the origins of a choice cherry 

The m
ystery of 

Prunus ‘Tsubam
e’

Prunus x yedoensis 
‘Tsubam

e’ is a  
beautiful, spreading  

tree, but w
here  

did it com
e from

?
T

H
E SU

BJEC
T O

F this article is a 
distinctive and beautiful flow

ering cherry 
w

hich appears to be rather rare in U
K 

cultivation. D
espite its Japanese nam

e (w
hich 

m
eans sw

allow
 in allusion to its characteristically 

w
ide-spreading branches) it is apparently unknow

n 
in Japan and is probably very rare or absent in 
Europe and N

orth Am
erica. Since the inception  

of RH
S Plant Finder in 1987 this cultivar has only 

been offered for sale by one com
m

ercial grow
er, 

nam
ely Bridgem

ere N
urseies Ltd, N

antw
ich, 

C
heshire, w

ho listed it from
 1993 to 2001 

consecutively. D
uring this period, I w

as Production 
D

irector at Bridgem
ere and recall that our original 

stock w
as received from

 the H
illier Arboretum

 as 
grafting scions. It w

as only distributed in sm
all 

num
bers and it is probable that the few

 specim
ens 

around today derive directly or indirectly from
 that 

source. The tw
o trees that used to grow

 at H
illiers 

are both now
 dead. A 30-year-old specim

en grow
ing 

in the D
orothy C

live G
arden in N

orth Staffordshire, 
just a few

 m
iles east of Bridgem

ere, flow
ers m

ore 
or less sim

ultaneously w
ith P. x yedoensis ‘Som

ei-
yoshino’ (Tokyo cherry), usually in late M

arch  
to early April.

A puzzle presents itself
U

ntil recently, I had never given any thought to  
the origin of this tree, no doubt assum

ing it to be 
another Japanese cultivar because of its nam

e. But 
once it had been confirm

ed by several Japanese 
contacts that it w

as not know
n there, I began to 

investigate its history. At first, the earliest reference 
in the literature I could find w

as in G
eoffrey 

C
hadbund’s Flow

ering Cherries (1972), w
here it 

w
as described as “a little-know

n variety” but w
ith 

no indication of its origin. The only other source 
w

as The H
illier M

anual of Trees and Shrubs, w
here  

it first appeared in the fifth edition (1981) w
ith  

the briefest of descriptions and no m
ention of 

origin. These apart, I failed to trace the nam
e  

in any other printed source.
The question then arose as to w

ho m
ight have 

nam
ed a flow

ering cherry after a bird and m
oreover 

used the bird’s Japanese nam
e. The finger of 

suspicion pointed in only one direction – that of 
C

olingw
ood (C

herry) Ingram
 (1880–1981), the 

celebrated U
K authority on flow

ering cherries of 
the 20th century. The circum

stantial evidence is 
com

pelling. Firstly, Ingram
 w

as also an ornithologist 
– it w

as his interest in birds that first took him
 to 

Japan in 1907, after w
hich began his obsession w

ith 
cherries. H

ow
ever, he alw

ays retained his love of 
birds and w

rote a num
ber of scientific articles for 

ornithological journals. In addition, he had a special 
interest in the sw

allow
 and even w

rote a sm
all book 

about them
 (The M

igration of the Sw
allow, 1974). I 

obtained a secondhand copy hoping to find som
e 

reference to the cherry, but w
ith no luck except 

that as early as page 4 the w
ord Tsubam

e appeared 
as the Japanese nam

e of his favourite bird. 
A second point in favour of the Ingram

 theory 
w

as that he had previously nam
ed a cherry of his 

ow
n raising after the Japanese black-w

inged gull, 
‘U

m
eneko’ som

etim
e prior to 1928. But here is the 
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m
ystery, in spite of all 

this there is no m
ention 

of Prunus x yedoensis 
‘Tsubam

e’ in any of 
Ingram

’s published books 
or articles. Further, 
Ernest Pollard, his 
grandson-in law

 w
ho 

holds the Ingram
 archive 

has confirm
ed that the 

nam
e does not appear in 

any of Ingram
’s diaries  

or cherry notebooks.

N
o cherry stone 

unturned
For a tim

e I w
as stuck, 

but so convinced w
as I 

that no one other than 
Ingram

 could have given this nam
e 

to a flow
ering cherry that I w

ent 
back to the H

illier Arboretum
 to 

enquire about the origin of their 
original trees, fully expecting that 
they m

ust have been received 
directly from

 Ingram
 him

self. At first 
the response w

as not encouraging – 
their m

odern com
puter records did 

not go back far enough to provide 
the inform

ation. I then turned to 
Roy Lancaster for help, for I knew

 
that he w

ould have been w
orking 

w
ith the late Sir H

arold H
illier in the 

1970s. Although Roy could not recall 
anything about the cherry, or of any relationship 
betw

een Sir H
arold and Ingram

, he w
as able to 

inform
 m

e of the possible existence at the 
arboretum

 of a hand-w
ritten card index, 

painstakingly com
piled by his assistant at the tim

e, 
H

atton G
ardener. If this could be found, he w

as 
fairly certain it w

ould contain the record I w
as 

looking for. Luckily for m
e, present curator D

avid 
Jew

ell m
anaged to unearth the index from

 the 
depths of Jerm

yns H
ouse. It contained nine cards 

for Prunus w
ith num

erous entries on each one. An 
initial exam

ination revealed a num
ber of records  

of scions received from
 Ingram

 in 1972 and 1976,  
but frustratingly they did not include ‘Tsubam

e’. 
M

y luck changed w
hen a few

 w
eeks later I called 

at the arboretum
 to see D

avid and w
e looked again 

at the card index and this tim
e discovered the 

m
issing record. Again it involved the receipt of 

scion m
aterial, this tim

e in 1974, but m
uch to m

y 
surprise the donor w

as not Ingram
 as I had 

expected, but one R Jackm
an! At 

once, I guessed that this could only  
be G

eorge Row
land Jackm

an VM
H

 
(alw

ays know
n as Row

land) (1902–
1976), the last of the fam

ous dynasty 
of five generations of Jackm

ans of 
W

oking, best know
n for clem

atis but 
w

ho also grew
 a w

ide range of trees, 
shrubs and other hardy plants.

So, if I w
as right about Row

land 
Jackm

an, he m
ust have been 

grow
ing ‘Tsubam

e’ in 1974 or at 
least had access to it and obviously 
considered it im

portant enough to 
pass on to the H

illier Arboretum
 in 

order to conserve it. H
ow

ever, I knew
 that the 

Jackm
an fam

ily business had been sold in 1967, 
although it is know

n that Row
land acted as a 

consultant to the new
 ow

ner for several years 
afterw

ards. But did this m
ean that Jackm

ans 
N

ursery grew
 the tree com

m
ercially and, if so,  

did they raise it them
selves or, if not, from

 w
here 

did they obtain it? 

T
he evidence of the Planters H

andbook
In m

y library I have a copy of a scarce little book 
entitled Jackm

ans of W
oking (1995) by the late 

Pam
ela G

auntlett (née Jackm
an). Pam

ela w
as 

Row
land’s daughter and her book consists m

ainly 
of rem

iniscences of her father’s tim
e in charge of 

the fam
ily business (1934–1967 and up to 1972). 

O
n page 59 is a list of 33 plants introduced by 

Jackm
ans during this period. N

um
ber 13 in the list 

is none other than Prunus x yedoensis ‘Tsubam
e’. 

This w
as both exciting and perplexing new

s 
Collingw

ood Ingram
’s book on sw

allow
s, Pam

ela Gauntlett’s w
ork on Jackm

ans of W
oking and 

The Planters H
andbook catalogues produced by Jackm

ans all provided clues along the trail. 

Collingw
ood 

Ingram
 had a 

fascination w
ith 

birds as w
ell as 

Japanese cherries.

Row
land Jackm

an

The cascading 
flow

ers of Prunus 
‘Tsubam

e’ are 
borne in profusion  
in late M

arch or 
early April. 

PUBLIC DOMAIN

PUBLIC DOMAIN
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because it hardly fitted m
y previous theory as to 

its origin.  The next step w
as to exam

ine Jackm
ans 

nursery catalogues for further inform
ation.

Fortunately, the Library at RH
S G

arden W
isley 

holds a com
plete set of the Planters H

andbook, as 
Jackm

ans catalogue w
as called. Prunus x yedoensis 

‘Tsubam
e’ (Sw

allow) first appeared in the 1961/2 
edition w

ith the follow
ing description: “A very 

lovely law
n-tree. Its horizontal, undulating 

branches are held like the spread w
ings of a bird 

and are festooned w
ith single w

hite flow
ers”. 

Standards only w
ere offered at 47/6 (£2.375) each. 

Strangely, it w
as not described as N

EW
 as w

ere 
m

any other (but not all) Jackm
ans introductions 

w
hen listed for the first tim

e, and no claim
 w

as 
m

ade that they had actually raised it. Frustratingly, 
no indication of its actual origin w

as included. 
Exactly the sam

e description w
as repeated in all 

the subsequent issues of the Planters H
andbook.  

T
he balance of probability

This is w
here the trail finally goes cold. I cannot 

find evidence that any other nursery ever listed  
it for sale until Bridgem

ere did so for a few
 years  

in the late 1990s. The follow
ing conclusion to this 

m
ystery is conjecture on m

y part but is based on the 
few

 facts that I have discovered w
ith circum

stantial 
evidence and a bit of guessw

ork throw
n in. It is 

probably not far off w
hat actually happened.

It m
ay be significant that from

 as early as 1953/4 
Jackm

ans first listed tw
o of C

ollingw
ood Ingram

’s 
better know

n flow
ering cherry cultivars, ‘Kursar’ 

and ‘O
kam

e’, in a Supplem
entary List of Choice and 

U
nusual Trees, Shrubs and Clim

bers. ‘Kursar’ w
as 

described as N
EW

, but oddly, ‘O
kam

e’ w
asn’t  

and in neither case w
as Ingram

 m
entioned as  

the breeder. From
 that point onw

ards these tw
o 

cultivars appeared in every edition of the Planters 
H

andbook. They w
ere joined by another Ingram

 
seedling, ‘U

m
eneko’, in 1956/57. This w

as also 
described as N

EW
, but again w

ith no reference to 
its origin. There are other cherries in Jackm

ans’ 
lists w

hich probably cam
e from

 the sam
e source, 

such as P. conradinae (now
 P. hirtipes) ‘Sem

iplena’ 
and P. x daw

yckensis, both brought to the attention 
of horticulturists by Ingram

. Possibly the only 
other m

ajor nursery to sim
ultaneously include 

alm
ost exactly this sam

e group of cherries w
as 

N
otcutts of W

oodbridge, Suffolk, and it is 
interesting to note that the late C

harles N
otcutt 

spent a period of training under Row
land Jackm

an 
as a student. The only difference w

as that ‘Tsubam
e’ 

w
as only ever listed by Jackm

ans.

All this suggests that Row
land and Ingram

 knew
 

each other w
ell or at least had som

e sort of contact. 
According to Ernest Pollard there is nothing in the 
form

er’s notebooks or diaries to corroborate this, 
but it is conceivable that Row

land visited Ingram
 

at his hom
e in Benenden, Kent, perhaps to collect 

scions or budw
ood. 

N
ow

 it w
as w

ell-know
n that Row

land Jackm
an 

had a very good “eye” for a plant – in fact m
ost  

of his introductions w
ere of plants that he had 

discovered w
hile out w

alking or driving rather 
than having deliberately raised from

 his ow
n 

crosses. A prim
e exam

ple is the still popular Sorbus 
aucuparia ‘Sheerw

ater Seedling’ that he spotted in 
a private garden in the village of H

orsell, near 
W

oking. The ow
ner told him

 that she and her 
husband had found the tree grow

ing on com
m

on 
land along the Basingstoke canal near Sheerw

ater 
to the east of W

oking. They adm
ired its com

pact, 
erect shape and heavy fruiting, dug it up and 
planted it in their front garden, w

here Row
land 

later saw
 it and w

as given som
e budw

ood. Again, 
w

hen it appeared in the Planters H
andbook, no 

reference w
as m

ade to its origin.
In the chapter entitled H

ybridising in his book  
A G

arden of M
em

ories (1974), Ingram
 m

entioned 

w
hat he referred to as his “brood m

ares”, flow
ering 

cherry m
other plants that he grew

 in pots and kept 
in a cold glasshouse during the flow

ering period 
for breeding purposes. H

e only m
entioned one by 

nam
e – Prunus x yedoensis, so it is reasonable to 

assum
e that he raised seedlings from

 it. N
ow, it is 

clear from
 his w

ritings that he w
as very critical of 

his ow
n seedlings and w

as usually quick to consign 
anything he considered inferior to the bonfire. 
H

ow
ever, it is conceivable that Row

land Jackm
an, 

w
hile visiting Benenden and w

ith his plantsm
an’s 

eye for garden potential, m
ight have persuaded 

Ingram
 to spare w

hat the latter judged to be an 
ugly, prostrate seedling from

 its fate. O
ne can 

im
agine him

 shrugging and saying, “Take it, it’s  
no use to m

e”. Later, w
hen asked to suggest a 

nam
e, he m

ight have casually suggested ‘Tsubam
e’, 

the Japanese nam
e of his favourite bird.

C
ase not closed

As I said earlier, the above scenario is all conjecture 
on m

y part. There could be other less likely, but 
still possible explanations. For instance, Jackm

ans 
had a separate sm

all nursery in the village of 
W

orplesdon, near G
uildford, Surrey, w

here they 

only grew
 hardy trees and shrubs from

 seed 
(Liquidam

bar styraciflua ‘W
orplesdon’ for instance). 

Perhaps ‘Tsubam
e’ occurred there too as a chance 

seedling and Row
land asked Ingram

 to nam
e it for 

him
. If that w

ere the case, though, I w
ould have 

expected him
 to have claim

ed the credit for raising 
it in his catalogue description.

If there is anyone out there w
ho can add 

anything to this m
ystery, I w

ould be delighted  
to hear from

 them
. 

Prunus x yedoensis ‘Tsubam
e’ is present in both 

the U
K N

ational C
ollections of Prunus: M

r C
G

 
Lane, W

itch H
azel N

ursery, N
ew

ington, N
r 

Sittingbourne, Kent M
E9 7LU

; Keele U
niversity 

Arboretum
, Keele, N

ew
castle-under-Lym

e, 
Staffordshire ST5 5BG

. 
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‘Um
eneko’ and ‘O

kam
e’ are cultivars raised by Collingw

ood Ingram
 and appeared  

in Jackm
ans catalogues as new

 but w
ithout reference to their origin. 
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