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Olds College has been 
working with the Alberta 
Regional Lily Society for a 

number of years, so when the sug-
gestion came to trial a lily for the 
College’s 2013 centennial, it seemed 
like a perfect fit. 

The journey began in the fall 
of 2008 when four hybridizers, all 
members of the Alberta Lily Soci-
ety, donated Asiatic lily seedlings 
that they thought had potential. 
The total donation was a minimum 
of three bulbs each of 13 different 
unregistered Asiatic lily cultivars. 

To not lose track of this precious 
gift, the bulbs were planted in rows, 
30 cm (12 in.) between bulbs and 
1 m (3 ft) between rows. A metal 
underground name tag was placed 
beside each bulb. For extra measure 
we labelled wooden stakes at the end 

of each row as well as a wooden stake 
at each bulb and put the planting 
plan on an computer spread sheet.

For the next three years each lily 
would be evaluated in the hopes of 
finding the next most stunning intro-
duction. But what would the ultimate 
selection for the centennial lily look 
like? If we wanted a “good” garden lily 
what traits did we need to look for?

A few of us sat down and dis-
cussed the traits we thought made a 
good garden lily. Our ‘must-have list’ 
included hardy to zone 2b, sturdy 
stems, long blooming time, high 
bud count and low susceptibility to 
disease. What about colour? It seems 
as if, like cars and clothing, flower 
colour trends changes year to year. 
One year everyone will want yellow. 
The next year people are sick of yellow 
and pink seems to be the colour of 
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choice. Could we possibly guess what 
the flavour of the year would be in 
2013? The height of an Asiatic lily can 
range from 25 cm to 1.2–1.5 m (10 
in. to 4–5 ft.). We discussed whether 
one height was more desirable than 
another and decided all had a place 
in the garden. Flower orientation on 
Asiatic lilies can be either up, out, or 
downfacing but again we agreed that 
all were of equal value. 

Data sheets were put together for 
each of the lilies and each summer we 
meticulously recorded heights, counted 
buds and blooms and watched for any 
sign of disease or insect pest. We looked 
forward to the trek out to the plots 
three times a week to see how many 
new buds had emerged or new flowers 
had opened. Thanks to the great air cir-
culation caused by our wide open area, 
we had no signs of the fungus Botrytis.

One bump in the road occurred 
in 2011 when the lilies had to be 
moved due to future expansion of 
Olds College. Construction was to 
start in June and I regretted trying 
to move the bulbs at that time of 
year. We watched for any sign of 
progress and I procrastinated on the 
move as long as I could. Fortunately, 
for the first time in my life, procras-
tination paid off. Construction was 
delayed and we were able to move 
the lilies in the fall of that year. 

Choosing one lily of the 13 
donated was an extremely difficult de-
cision. Each one had many desirable 
traits but all were very different. In 
the end we chose to name a series of 
four lilies. Our first selection averages 
around 30 cm (12 in.) high and has 
golden yellow upright flowers with a 
red brushmark in the centre of each 

Un-named lily #4Un-named lily #3Un-named lily #1
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petal. This lily blooms from about 
mid-July to mid-August. The second 
stands 60 cm (24 in.) and is a clean 
upright flower the colour of an orange 
pumpkin. Standing a little higher 
(60 cm/24 in.) and blooming a little 
bit later than the first (late-July to 
the beginning of September) this lily 
makes a good companion to the first 
one. Lily #3 has an average height of 
75 cm (30 in.). This lily blooms from 
the end of July to the end of August 
in a splash of dark and light pink. Lily 
#4 is a very floriferous upfacing red 
that stands to 90 cm (35 in.) tall. It 
blooms from the third week in July 
until the middle of August.

I’m thrilled with the decision we 
made to create a series rather than 
choose just an individual lily. The 
diversity of the lilies chosen allows 
a gardener to have lilies in bloom 
from mid July until the beginning 
of September in an analogous colour 
scheme of vivid red, soft pink, pure 
orange and bold yellow. The range 
in height allows for planting in the 
front, middle and back of the garden.

Following selection, the lilies 
were sent to be tissue cultured. There 
is nothing wrong with growing lilies 
in the field, but increasing their num-
bers by tissue culture provides greater 
numbers of bulbs in less time.

Subsequently,  we can grow 
them in the field or force them into 
two growth cycles in one year by 
subjecting them to cold storage for 
12–15 weeks. Afterwards,  they will 
be grown in ideal conditions in the 

greenhouse for 12–15 weeks fol-
lowed by another cycle of cold and 
then planting outside. 

Our next step was to name and 
register the lilies. When we received 
the forms from the International 
Lily Registrar, I realized how much 
information was required for each 
of the lilies. Not only did they want 
to know flower colour both top and 
bottom, but also the colour of the 
throat, nectary, pollen and stigma 
as well as the diameter of the flower 
and the length of the tepals. We had 
stem height and number of stems 
but I didn’t think to measure the 
length of the leaves or look at how 
glossy they were. What an eye-open-
ing experience it was for me. There 
is much more detail to a lily flower 
than one first sees. I will always look 
at this plant with more respect than 
I ever have before. 

Suggested names for the lilies 
were brought forward at the last An-
nual General Meeting of the Alberta 
Regional Lily Society and a group of 
lily enthusiasts at Olds College are 
working on naming the lilies, but to 
date, none of the lilies have been for-
mally named. I’ve discovered finding 
a name not already been registered, 
and one that portrays the college and 
it’s centennial, is a challenge.

Our goal is to introduce the 
lilies in the spring of 2013 and have 
them ready for distribution in the fall 
of that year. They will be available 
through the Alberta Regional Lily 
Society <arls-lilies.org>.   


