
Walter Welch 
by Elsie Zuercher 

Originally appeared in the Dwarf Iris Society Portfolio, December 1963. The text has been edited slightly to note 

current species names (in square brackets) and to conform with modern typographical conventions. 

At the end of an ascending street in a little northern Indiana town of less than a thousand inhabitants 

lies the home of Walter and Leone Welch, the mecca of dwarf iris growers. An attractive white house 

midway up the slope blends into a setting of spacious lawn. Sweeps of French lilacs form a backdrop for 

the lawn and for curving beds bordered with dwarf iris and accented with clumps of tall bearded iris and 

tree peonies. To the rear of the house a rock-walled terrace is topped with a spreading colony of Iris 

cristata and other plants. This widens to form a large pocket of spring blooming perennials with white 

violets predominating. The field rock walk and steps lead to the south of the house where Leone’s 

perennial and wild flower beds, the rock garden, and pool sooner or later draw the visitor. A magnificent 

group of Trillium grandiflorum takes one's breath with their pink and white beauty, and vie with the 

primroses for one's attention. 

But it is to the two-acre plot to the rear and to the north of the lawn that the irisarian is drawn, for here 

are row upon row of dwarf iris. Here is an unrivaled collection of dwarf iris, species from all over the 

world as well as named varieties old and new, in the Dwarf Iris Display and Test Garden. Here also is a 

round bed displaying all the colors and patterns so far found in pure I. pumila. Here too is Walter's rock 

garden with its iris and sempervivum growing among the worn rocks. 

The man behind this dwarf display is, of course, Walter Welch. Walter began his iris activities rather late 

in life, as is often the case with the specialist breeder. Long before he became an iris enthusiast, he had 

a gardener’s interest in flowers, however. After living in St. Louis, New York, and Chicago for several 

years, he finally found room to grow them on a more extensive scale at his Middlebury home. His wife 

Leone is also a dedicated gardener, although she has still maintained a more general interest in flowers. 

Their one son, now married, has so far exhibited no special interest in gardening. 

Walter has always inclined to follow an artistic career. He studied painting at the Chicago Art Institute 

for about five years. During this time he married, and found art for art’s sake not capable of supporting a 

hone and family. For many years he was a good and capable musician, playing piano and violin. He 

taught his son music to the extent that he toured the country with bands playing at hotels and clubs. But 

only after he undertook iris growing as a medium for expressing that urge for creating beauty did he 

finally come into his own. It was in this field that he at length attained complete success and recognition. 

Walter had acquired a small collection of tall bearded iris in his garden at Middlebury and was collecting 

bee pods. One morning he stopped by the back yard garden of Greig Lapham, where Mr. Lapham 

showed him how to hand pollinate and explained to him how to grow the seed. Later that year he 

visited the garden of Mrs. Frances Horton in Elkhart and bought a few iris. She advised him to join the 

American Iris Society. He immediately sent in his dues. His name appears for the first time in the 1940 

membership list. 

From this time on he worked with TB iris, his main objective being to obtain an orange iris, though he 

did some work with other colors. His variety ‘Blue Blazes’ gained some recognition, but alter a few years 



of what he claimed was “getting as good as others, but none better than their parents,” he began 

switching to work with dwarfs. 

In a letter Walter writes, “The first dwarf iris I saw were at an old abandoned farm house where there 

were two large clumps, one yellow and the other purple. I took a piece of each home and fell in love 

with them. Then I got a few others from Mrs. Horton and began crossing them. The first two crops of 

seedlings showed little progress, and I felt that something else was needed to make much improvement. 

Then one day I went to Paul Cook’s garden and saw some pumilas he had growing in a cold frame. 

Instantly I recognized that this was just what I needed for my work. Paul explained that he got these 

pumilas from Bob Schreiner and felt they were his property and could not part with any, but he gave me 

a pumila seedling now known as Cook 1546.” 

In the DIS Portfolio No. 2, Walter wrote of this seedling: “Today we have a new star, which marks the 

beginning of a new era in dwarf history. That star is an unpretentious little hybrid which is known as 

Cook 1546, but which Paul called a cream amoena…It is a small plant, 4 to 4½ inches high; its falls are 

tucked, very floriferous, quite early blooming, the color not too clean, but its parentage makes it most 

valuable coming from (Azurea x I. pumila) X I. pumila.” Subsequent cytological tests indicated that it had 

the expected 32 chromosomes and was typical in every way. Later Walter was able to obtain the three 

pumilas of Robert Schreiner’s named ‘Sulina’, ‘Nana’, and ‘Carpathia’, but it was with Cook 1546 that he 

began his real work. 

In October 1949 (AIS Bulletin 115, page 51), Mrs. George D. Robinson, at that time RVP for Region 6, 

wrote “The season began for some of us in Walter Welch’s entirely unique Dwarf Iris Test Garden at 

Middlebury, Indiana, where iris history is being made, and amazing history indeed. His 1949 candidate 

for Miss America of the iris world is not a tall, regal beauty, but an exquisitely formed, clear green dwarf 

amoena with flaring falls.” This was ‘Blarney’, the first greenish amoena in dwarfs. In 1950, Walter 

introduced this iris and ‘Primus’, the first variegata. These were the result of crossing the chamaeiris 

[I. lutescens] forms with this pumila seedling, Cook 1546. From that time on there has come from his 

garden a continuous flow of new colors and patterns, each the first of its kind to be known in the dwarf 

bearded iris. In the following years came ‘April Morn’, the first real blue pumila; ‘Lavender Dawn’, a 

lavender hybrid from ‘Balkana’ X I. mellita [I. suaveolens]; ‘Blue Spot’, the first neglecta color pattern of 

pure I. pumila extraction; ‘Sparkling Eyes’, a ‘Wabash’-type amoena with white standards, violet falls, 

white border and beard; ‘Red Gem’, our first approach to red; ‘Gay Lassie’, the first of the ‘Pinnacle’ 

type, with white standards, yellow falls with white border; and ‘Little Joe’, a black comparable with the 

blacks in the tall bearded iris. There were ‘Bright White’ and ‘My Daddy’, whites of the I. chamaeiris 

[I. lutescens] and I. pumila types, respectively. There were other unique forms not found in other classes 

of iris, such as ‘Dream Child’, with blue standards, yellow falls, and ‘Hullabalu’, with blue standards, 

blended fills. The parade of outstanding firsts has culminated in the introduction of ‘White Mite’, the 

first pure white recessive pumila, and ‘Atomic Blue’, the epitome of perfection in the Austrian pumila 

type. Today Walter has named around 50 varieties, and it is interesting to note that about half of the 

varieties on the dwarf iris symposium are varieties which he has introduced. 

Sometime around 1947, Walter started his first dwarf iris robin. Soon they increased in number until 

today he is directing 24 robins. Seven of these are under the sponsorship of the AIS. John Bartholomew 

has asked Walter to serve as robin representative for the dwarf iris division. 



It wasn’t long before members of the robins decided to form a Dwarf Iris Club. By its fifth anniversary, 

the group had grown out of proportion for a club, and increased interest in organizing local groups made 

it imperative that some distinction be made between the parent organization and minor groups. The 

organization became known as the Dwarf Iris Society. Robins have always been an integral part of the 

DIS. In 1952, DIS Portfolio No. 3 announced the formation of an international robin. As the society grew 

in reputation, it acquired around 500 members, including representatives from seven foreign countries. 

In a letter to me Walter remarked, “It was among these foreign members that we were able to find 

collectors who would go into the wild and search for new species. When we started the only pumilas 

were in the gardens of Paul Cook, Dr. Randolph, and Bob Schreiner. None of the other dwarf species 

were grown in this country. Today, through the work of Rudolf Hanselmayer, Karl Ajdovic, Eckard Berlin, 

and a few others, I have here the largest collection of species ever assembled in the world, and these 

have been generously distributed among our members." 

The Dwarf Iris Test Garden in Middlebury was inaugurated by him and Mrs. Silas Waters when she was 

regional vice president, as a regional project for educational and experimental purposes in dwarfs. It 

soon became national and international in scope. Soon after, the Seattle group asked for an official DIS 

Test Garden, and this was followed by others at Omaha, Nebraska, and at Elmira, New York. With 

growth, it became necessary to provide certain facilities for further promotion and recognition of 

dwarfs. Walter discussed this with Geddes Douglas and received an invitation to attend the AIS Directors 

Meeting at Chicago. The Directors were very cooperative in helping to furnish such services. At this time 

they inaugurated the Caparne Award, and allowed the DIS to appoint one judge at large for each ten 

members of the DIS. They revised their classification to conform more closely to the established 

botanical classification. All was going well with the DIS. 

Then suddenly the AIS decided to allow no further special judges. They rescinded the classification and 

went back to the former classification. In spite of vehement objections from Walter and others of the 

DIS, the AIS based their classification on height in inches with no consideration of other characteristics 

such as season of bloom, branching, etc. This action caused an estrangement between Walter (and the 

DIS) and the AIS that continues even to the present. As Walter has often stated, “It left us no alternative 

but to establish our own system of awards and appoint our own judges to vote the awards.” A three-

stage award system with a Walter Welch Medal as top award was the result. 

Contributions of the DIS include, in addition to this system of awards, a dwarf iris symposium, a loan 

library, several sets of color slides for rental, the robin program, and most important, the DIS annual 

publication, the Dwarf Iris Portfolio. 

Walter Welch has handled this Portfolio from its inception through number 13. As editor and publisher 

(and often author of some of the most valuable materials), Walter has tackled the complete job—the 

collection and editing of material, the typing, mimeographing, assembling, binding, and mailing. The 13 

editions which he published are without doubt the most comprehensive literature extant on the dwarfs. 

This is Walter's most lasting and beneficial contribution to the iris interest. When I asked Walter what he 

felt had been his most valuable contribution, he added, “I do feel a sort of satisfaction in knowing that 

my experimental work has resulted in some important findings such as the “spot theory,” the source of 

the inhibitor for standards in I. mellita [I. suaveolens] and inhibitor of the whole flower in I. bosniaca and 

standards' inhibitor in I. balkana [both now synonyms of I. reichenbachii]. I also feel that my work in the 

dwarf iris field was a major contributing factor in establishing precedents and in blazing the trail which 



proved an impetus the “other than talls” groups to follow. It has certainly caused a revolution in the 

traditional attitudes in the iris world.” 

As a member of the American Iris Society, Region 6, I have especially noted Walter’s work and 

contributions to the AIS regional activities. For many years he has worked hard to promote regional 

interest. He has served as state chairman for Indiana, and, although he has always declined the office of 

RVP, he has always been active in an advisory capacity. As hybridizing director under Mrs. George D. 

Robinson, RVP, in 1950 he invited twenty-eight hybridizers in the region to attend a conference to 

promote an exchange of ideas. This Hybridizers’ Roundtable was later adopted as a regional fall 

meeting, and Walter has served as moderator all these years. He has been a faithful attendant at all 

spring meetings of the region. His DIS meetings at Middlebury every spring have become a sort of  

institution attended regularly by most of the notable iris people of the region and is considered actually 

a part of regional activities. Walter is now rated a senior judge of the AIS, which means that he has 

served as judge for many years. He has lectured to numerous clubs and groups and is always to be 

depended upon when invited to serve on a program. Our local iris society, The North Eastern Indiana Iris 

Society, is especially indebted to him for the active part he has taken in their programs. 

I asked Walter what he considered his greatest iris variety. He had this to say: “Of course, any great iris 

is only a temporary thing in this developing course, but perhaps I am most proud of a few such as ‘White 

Mite’, which took a long time to gain; with ‘Atomic Blue’ with its good clear color and fine form; with 

‘Fashion Lady’, which is probably our best yellow, and ‘Ablaze’ for its brilliant color. Yet there is 

‘Sparkling Eyes’, which headed the symposium for five years and was a most perfect amoena. It is 

difficult to pick one variety as best. 

“Last year my lilliput called ‘Lilli-Bitone’ received the Award of Merit at the RHS Test Gardens, and this 

year it was awarded the RHS First Class Certificate which is their highest award. Yet in this country it has 

not received the recognition I expected. My ‘Lilli-White’ got the Silver Medal at the Hamburg 

International Show, and really I expect this one to go to the top here. I consider it my finest lilliput, but it 

doesn’t seem to get the votes. So when it comes to selecting the best, who is to say? However, I cannot 

complain for lack of awards, as I have a file full of awards and medals, from the Caparne Award, RHS 

Certificate, DIS awards, etc. 

“And speaking of awards, when I received the AIS Hybridizer's Medal in 1957, I was happier that the AIS 

had given recognition for work in the dwarf iris field than that I had received personal recognition for my 

own work as a hybridizer.” 

What are Walter’s present goals? Again Walter can express this best himself, and so I will try to put it as 

he said to me. “In time, one becomes less concerned with awards and tokens of recognition and possibly 

even takes them for granted. One must look for other challenges to satisfy an urge. The field of 

experimentation is limitless and increases in interest as we delve further into its mysteries. I think my 

main efforts in the future will be more concerned with studies of inheritance than in getting new 

varieties for introduction. 

“For instance, I am working on a problem of reducing a tetraploid tangerine pink TB to diploid state, so 

that it will be in a more simple form for testing the nature and inheritance of this pink factor. Then I wish 

to make further studies of the plicata factor in diploid tails to explain the variation of this expression. 

Another project is a study of what makes green color in an iris flower—its composition and inheritance. 



And I would like to know in what way, if any, beard color is associated with petal color. There is no end 

to programs which should be studied and such experimentation holds an exciting interest for me.” 

Mrs. Zuercher’s editorial note:  

The material for this article has been taken from various issues of the DIS Portfolio, from AIS 

Bulletins, and especially from material I had gathered through personal conversations with 

Walter and letters from him. 

A short time back Walter relinquished the office of president of the DIS, later the job of 

experimental director, and this year the editorship of the Portfolio. He still is in charge of several 

other jobs, which he feels should go to others to ensure their continued progress while he is still 

able to assist with advice. We thought this a fitting time to recognize officially the contributions 

he has made to the Dwarf Iris Society. 

 


