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Thoughts in Purple and Blue
Shaun Haddock

Arboretum de la Bergerette
82600 St.-Sardos, Verdun-sur-Garonne, France

shaun.haddock@orange.fr

Any article written on trees, and indeed on nature in general, is of necessity a snapshot, 
and no sooner is the ink dry than the scene has changed. Thus, I hazard an update to two 
articles I have written in the past for the IOS Journal, International Oaks.

Members with long memories may recall that in the Spring 2008 Issue I wrote about 
the widespread but rarely seen purple hairstreak butterfly, whose entire life cycle is 
completed on some Eurasian oak species.1 Incidentally, we “plant people” are often 
annoyed when the botanists change the Latin name of a familiar plant, but be assured 
it happens in other fields as well. Linnaeus himself assigned the delightfully oaky Latin 
name of Quercusia quercus L. to this little insect, but there seems to be a move afoot to 
place it in a new genus as Neozephyrus quercus (a name for which I have yet to find an 
authority).

I wrote at the time that 
the butterfly was rarely 
seen at ground level, but 
since then I have found 
there is one attractant 
they are unable to resist—
the sap exuded from the 
abscission layer when 
the short-lived petals 
of Magnolia delavayi 
Franch. have fallen. The 
photograph above shows 
them literally climbing 
over one another to reach 
the feast. Their native 

ranges do not overlap, showing once again that one does not need to “plant native” in 
order to attract wildlife.

More recently, in Issue No. 23, the article “Oaks in a difficult climate—Arboretum 
de la Bergerette” was published, in which I attempted to discuss the relative merits of 
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oaks in a dry climate with warm summers.2 
Participants in the Post Tour of the 7th 
IOS Conference (Bordeaux, 2012) will 
already have seen the consequences of 
my tempting fate when I wrote, regarding 
Quercus delgadoana S. Valencia, Nixon 
& L.M. Kelly (previously included in Q. 
eugeniifolia Liebm.), Allen Coombes 
collection CMBS 219, “untouched by cold 
or drought since its planting in October 
1996.” In February 2012 the coldest 
weather for 25 years arrived (-13.2 °C/8.2 
°F absolute minimum, but with almost two 

weeks below freezing point), and although it took some time to fully ascertain the damage, 
this was virtually the only species that was completely killed—even some meager basal 
sprouts failed to reestablish. This and the “death” (though today happily resprouting) of 
a fair sized Q. franchetii Skan (shown here) posed some interesting questions regarding 
hardiness, because both these species had survived lower temperatures as smaller plants 
further north, notably in Béatrice Chassé’s and Gérard Lionet’s Arboretum des Pouyouleix 
where -18 °C/-0.4 °F was recorded, and with Jean-Louis Hélardot a young Q. delgadoana 
also survived -18 °C/-0.4 °F. When the cold weather arrived I had consoled myself with 
the thought that according to received wisdom the preceding two years of drought would 
have hardened the wood of my plants to such an extent that they would be more than 
usually resistant to cold. However, ignoring for a moment that provenance may have 
been a factor, it would seem that the reverse was true and that the trees had instead been 
stressed to such an extent by drought that they more readily succumbed. Furthermore, it 
suggests that the common assumption that established trees are hardier than the young 
stages may also not be true in every case.

Of other species cut almost to the ground but regenerating were two different provenances 
of Q. conspersa Benth. and a sizeable tree of Q. acutifolia Née. Of two specimens of the 
latter’s hybrid with Q. mexicana Bonpl., both from an identical provenance, one was cut 
back but the other, only slightly higher up the hillside, survived. Of three specimens of 
Q. leucotrichophora A. Camus, the smallest was killed completely, and of two 5-meter/ 
16-foot plants, one was cut to the ground and the other, despite having the same provenance 
as the plant killed, survived with only twig damage (thus, did size or situation explain 
this dichotomy?). However, the strangest behavior of all was exhibited by the somewhat 
tender Mexican Q. sapotifolia Liebm. originally planted in 1999. For years it had never 
shown its head above its surrounding rabbit guard and fleece, so that I had assumed it was 
dead. In 2012, perversely, it commenced to sprout vigorously. It would seem we still have 
much to learn about hardiness.

Photographers. Title page: Charles Snyers d'Attenhoven (Arboretum de la Bergerette). Photos 1, 2: 
Shaun Haddock.
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