Professor Hans Heybroek of Waginegen University, Holland (pictured left) spent many years of his life researching into Dutch Elm Disease (DED) and finding a cultivated elm that would be resistant to the disease.  In the earlier years of his research he travelled to the Himalayas with Dr. Robert Melville. Dr. Melville was a British Elm Pioneer whose contributions to the botanical studies of Elm (latin: Ulmus) are almost legendary among today’s researchers. It was there that they collected many examples of rare elms to assist with the non-aggressive DED inculcation experiments and tree propagation. (During the 1960’s DED was not the present aggressive North American (NAN), or European (EAN) strains of today, but a more subtle form that many elms recovered from, hence ‘Non-aggressive strain’. The aggressive strains began nationally with an outbreak in Tewkesbury, Gloucestershire and other localities in 1970.) Using essentially the best example trees they could find, they took small branch cuttings back to Holland to propagate. These ‘clones’ , that derived from further cuttings they took from the original cuttings, were each given a number ; then in-turn were cross pollinated during the flowering season with other elm types. The early clones became parents for many of the resistant elms found planted across Europe and, indeed, the world today. Some of the specimens found themselves in many botanic collections across Europe in the 1960s, others were sent as far afield as the USA.

When Dr. Melville parted company with Hans in the 1960’s, Hans continued research in Holland and began travelling Europe to find suitable planting sites to test environmental conditions for each clone. He visited Brighton as early as 1960, and met local Parks Superintendent Ray Evison. The two almost struck up a sort of partnership. It appears elm was about the only tree that could do well in the local conditions in Brighton at the time. The exposure to salt winds and high alkaline chalky soils were a set-back for many other types of tree. Ray may have sent examples of propagated local elm to Hans, but what is for certain Hans sent him propagated elm clones for planting in Brighton. In the 1980’s, I found a pile of nursery distribution booklets were kept at Stanmer Nurseries. These listed thousands of trees planted around the city from as early as 1957, right up to 1983. Amongst them were elms, some with latin names; others with Hans’ clone numbers.

The elm clones may not have been anything more than a personal interest to Ray Evison. Finding diversity in elm was not a cheap financial venture in the 1960’s; and elms that came from as far as Kashmir in India would have been only for the more elite botanical collectors like those at Kew Botanic Gardens in London. With Brighton, Hans obviously had found a suitable environment to test the trees and thus began a chain of hundreds of propagated elm clones being sent for planting here.  Places like Crespin Way, Hollingdean; the University of Brighton Campuses at Falmer and Moulsecoomb; North Whitehawk Flats and HappyValleyPark, Woodingdean are just a few sites where great numbers of Hans Heybroek’s elm clones can be found today. After 1970 when a more vigorously aggressive strain of DED began, which virtually wiped out our mature elm population in much of Britain; elm clones of Hans, and other researchers alike, became the focal point in finding an elm resistant or virtually immune to DED. The clone trees here that came from Holland became part of the local landscape; some being propagated by Stanmer Nurseries for further local amenity use. Although they were almost forgotten by even Hans himself; the small saplings became massive trees today. Some of which are unique and some the largest on record in the British Isles. It was trees like these that would contribute to a successful application by the later Brighton & Hove City Council to house the National Collection for the Genus Ulmus (Elm) in 1998.

Hans retired from his job a few years ago, and his original elm clones in Holland were sadly destroyed by the Dutch Authorities to prevent further possible problems with the spread of DED. However, it was during a visit with other authorities from Holland, France & Italy in May 2010 that Hans discovered a living legacy of his work growing in Brighton. It was then that I managed to get the group to visit one site not on their schedule, so that Hans would be able to see a shelter belt of trees at Crespin Way, Hollingdean. It was here in 1964 that hundreds of Hans’s elms were planted as small one-year whip saplings, merely to create a shield for housing development from the nearby railway. Amongst them are clones not even named like Ulmus ‘202’ and Ulmus ‘148’. And a very unique sight: two clumps of Ulmus wallichiana (Himalayan elm), that not even the likes of Kew Botanic Gardens have, forming a graceful wall of rare elm.

Hans Heybroek’s work is quite legendary here in Brighton & Hove and often has been over looked. Many sites in Brighton have canopies of these rare elms; some ending up in private gardens as housing development took over school grounds or parks. Trees like Ulmus ‘Lobel’ (the Lobel elm) from Holland, planted in thousands in Brighton & Hove, have found themselves planted next to relatives of their parents. Many have been recorded for the Tree Register; some are British Champion Trees. Despite their significant importance nationally, locally and scientifically; local people still have no knowledge of the National Collection of Ulmus (Elm) let alone the legacy of Hans Heybroek that helped to establish it.

