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Tribute to a great botanist

Stephen Blackmore

Queen’s Botanist and former Regius Keeper of the Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh, UK.

I had the privilege of meeting Professor Wu Zhengyi on my very first visit to the Kunming Institute
of Botany in 2000. I vividly remember arriving at the Institute together with the then British Ambassador,
Sir Anthony Galsworthy, and his wife Jan. Professor Li Dezhu had arranged for us to meet Professor Wu
and introduced us over a cup of tea in a small meeting room. After a while Jan Galsworthy took out an
envelope of photographs of the flowering plants she had encountered on her travels around China. At once
Professor Wu became very excited. He examined each photograph in turn, holding it close to his eyes, to
see it clearly. Of course, he immediately recognised every plant in each of the two dozen photographs and
told us something about it: where else it grew, what it was used for and who had first collected. It was
very clear that we were enjoying the company of someone with a botanical encyclopaedia in his head! Our
conversation then moved on to the plants we might be Iucky to find in Lijiang, which we were due to visit

a few days later. Professor Wu was disappointed that he would not be able to come with us but said that he

looked forward to seeing the photographs Jan would take. i

I have good reason to be able to recall this meeting as though it took place yesterday. Every day, in "
my office at the Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh, I admired the beautiful and symbolic painting which 'ﬁi"
Professor Wu had presented at the twinning ceremony that formally celebrated the special relationship *l
between RBGE and KIB. The painting shows two plants intertwining and growing together. One is red and a
gold, the colours of the flag of China, the other blue and white for the Scottish flag. Underneath is Professor /E\
Wu’s calligraphy, marking the occasion of the ;ﬁ
twinning. It is a beautiful work of art which kept me S

company for the fourteen years when I was Regius
Keeper. I miss it now that I have retired! Through
this familiar and much-appreciated painting, I felt a

warmth and gratitude towards Professor Wu before 1

had even met him. The painting played an important

part in welcoming numerous visitors from China to

the Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh. It was shown
. . . L. The author was wearing specially designed tie with Chinese
to numerous senior scientific and diplomatic visitors  gcqttish tartan and taking pictures before the painting
(painted by Zeng Xiaolian, with Wu Zhengyi's inscription),
which was presented to Edinburgh Royal Botanic Garden
of Professor Wu’s calligraphy and most took a by KIB. {EZ{RE4F IR ITH A& Z 1 FRHE RIAHEY
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from China. Many of them admired the fine quality
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Stephen Blackmore was presenting Prof. Wu was presenting H°”°rag’
Mary's botanical painting to Prof. Wu in Professor to SB in 2004. ( ZO%E LS
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The painting provided the inspiration for a work of art I commissioned specially from RBGE’s
talented botanical artist Mary Mendum who had published in Curtis’s Botanical Magazine, New Plantsman,
Flora of Bhutan and elsewhere. In 2001 I asked Mary to paint two species of Sorbus, one from China
and one from Scotland, as the first in a planned series of paintings to celebrate the Twinning relationship
between RBGE and KIB. She selected Sorbus eburnea from Sichuan and Sorbus pseudofennica, the
Scottish Whitebeam, and painted them from specimens in the living collection at RBGE. Sadly, this proved
to be Mary’s last painting, she died early in 2002 after an extended illness. The original painting was
presented to her family and high quality, limited edition prints were made. In 2004 when KIB very kindly
appointed me as an Honorary Professor, I presented one of the Sorbus
prints to Professor Wu and explained that the inspiration had come
from the painting he gave to RBGE.

In 2005 I showed the painting to Mme Guo Guifang, the Consul
General of the People’s Republic of China in Edinburgh and explained
the symbolism behind the colour scheme. Mme Guo became very
excited about the red, gold, blue and white colours and explained that
she had been thinking of designing a Scotland and China Friendship

Tartan. Soon afterwards the design of the tartan was finalised and

officially registered alongside the tartans of the Scottish clan families.

) ) ] ) o ) The Chinese Scottish tartan inspired by
The entry in the registration notes (which are on-line in the Register of  the painting. ( 5 3FIEE /B & iRt

TAE =P EEFUE )

Scottish Tartans at www.tartanregister.go.uk) reads:

“The Chinese Scottish tartan was originally created to signify the special relationship that exists
between Scotland and China and between the Scots and the Chinese community in Scotland. The inspiration
for this tartan came from Madam Guo Guifang, Chinese Consul General, who once spoke of the unique
Scottish tartan as one of the major tourist attractions for the Chinese and suggested the idea of creating a
specific tartan for the Chinese people. Designed by Heather Yellowley of the Strathmore Woollen Company
of Forfar and facilitated by Angus Council and the Scottish Tartans Authority, the tartan incorporates the
colours of the Scottish Saltire together with the red and yellow of the Chinese flag. These are interwoven

with green bands to symbolise the great co-operation between Scottish and Chinese botanists in the Botanic



Gardens of Edinburgh - home to the world’s largest collection of Chinese plants outside China itself. The
yellow crosses the red in five places which signifies the five stars of the Chinese Flag, the biggest and
brightest being represented by the yellow cross in the middle of the red. The tartan was presented to Madam
Guo on 6th April 2006 as part of the Tartan Day Celebrations which took place in the Scottish county of
Angus.”

The British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) reported the launch of the new tartan and noted that
“China's link with tartan goes back almost 3,000 years when an explorer in Xinjiang, Western China,
discovered the burial place of a group of ancient Caucasian travellers wearing perfectly preserved tartans.”
Since 2006, the tartan design has been used in many products and is always seen at formal events in the
Chinese Consulate in Edinburgh.

In 2006, I was glad to be able to attend the special celebrations at KIB to mark the occasion of
Professor Wu Zhengyi’s ninetieth birthday. It was great event, attended by scientists from around the world
and from every part of China, marking the affection and respect they felt for the great botanist. It was great
sadness that he died shortly before the Symposium held in 2013 to mark the completion of the International
Edition of the Flora of China which he and Peter Raven had led so effectively.

I will remember Professor Wu Zhengyi not only for his outstanding contribution to botanical science
but also for the warmth of his friendship and, in particular, for his scientific diplomacy in building lasting

relationships between so many institutions.
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