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History by Clarence Mahan

This medal is restricted to spuria (SPU) irises. It is named in
honor of Eric Nies (1884-1952).

Eric Nies was born in Saugatuck, Michigan, the son of Dutch
immigrants. He graduated with a BS degree from Michigan State College, where he was
a star pitcher on the baseball team. In 1913, he and his wife Grace moved to Los
Angeles, California, where he taught high school botany and agriculture for many years.
He was a man who was praised for his beautiful singing voice, his wit and his charm.

Soon after Nies moved to California, he became interested in irises of all types. He
obtained his first spuria irises from Jennett Dean, who operated one of the first iris
specialist nurseries in the U.S. Spurias were his special interest. His first cross was with
I. orientalis with 'Monspur.' He interbred seedlings from this cross, and in the second
generation there was a virtual explosion of color: blue, lavender, brown, bronze and
cream. Some of these early cultivars, the forerunners of great advances in spuria irises,
are 'Bronzespur,' 'Saugatuck,' and "Azure Dawn.'

Even during his lifetime, Nies was recognized as the foremost breeder of spuria irises in
the world. Marion Walker took over his seedlings and breeding lines after he died in
1952. One of the Nies cultivars introduced by Walker is "Driftwood," which is chocolate-
brown with a gold flush. It won the Nies Award in 1959.
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