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When you buy a bunch of flowers flush with 
chrysanthemums, or pass the “Pot Mums” in the 

supermarket, odds are that Ian, Christopher and Howard 
Knight have coaxed those blooms into life. Ian, 76, and 
his two sons run Knights Nurseries, a wholesaler that 
supplies house plants to around 400 outlets including 
garden centres, florists and supermarkets from Kaitaia to 
Invercargill. Their speciality is the vivid chrysanthemum, 
which they tend in giant glasshouses and also supply as cut 
flowers. And 28 years after they swapped cucumbers for 
chrysanthemums, you’d be hard-pressed to find anyone 
who knows more about this much-loved flower. 

But first you literally have to find them in their 
labyrinthine nursery, which has sprung up ad hoc 
over the last half-century on the outskirts of Albany, 
Auckland. I wait in the office, where a pair of gumboots 
stands at the ready beside well-thumbed floral magazines. 
There’s a yellowing poster with its “Make the World More 
Colourful!” decree and illustrations of chrysanthemums 
with names like Oscar, Boris Becker and Mona Lisa. 

It’s 20 minutes before the Knights clomp in from their 
outposts, clad in shorts, polo shirts and gumboots, with 

this page (from top) Ian Knight with sons Howard (holding Alfie) and 
Christopher among the chrysanthemums in one of their six giant growing 
sheds; at busy times Knights Nurseries can have 120,000 plants on the go.  
Ian surveys the cyclamen, another of the nursery’s popular plants.

mud caked under their fingernails and 
walkie-talkies at their waists. A strong, 
silent sort, Christopher, 51, oversees 
the physical work and takes orders. The 
more business-minded Howard, 49, 
spews forth statistics, calculations and 
figures so I won’t underestimate what a 
huge logistical exercise this business is. 
But there’s no doubting who’s in charge.

Patriarch Ian Knight was a 21-year-
old horticulture grad when he started a 
little nursery at the edge of Takapuna’s 
Lake Pupuke in 1954. When the young 
family moved to Albany in 1962, it 
was still countryside as far as the eye 
could see. There were stints growing 
lettuces and cucumbers, but by the 
late 70s Ian wanted a crop he could 
grow intensively on their 15ha, without 
leasing surrounding land. Enter the 
chrysanthemum.

Fast forward three decades and this 
all-year-round flower has never gone 
out of fashion; even in a recession it’s 
a simple pleasure that won’t break the 
bank. At around $15, a “Pot Mum” is 
cheaper and lasts longer than a bunch 
of flowers. “After that you can plant 
it,” says Ian, who’s seen many a colour 
trend come and go, from pastels in the 
90s to bright colours in the noughties. 
“Remuera ladies like their white. But we 
continually try out new varieties, new 
colours, new shapes. Sometimes they 
take off like a rocket, sometimes people 
go back to exactly what they’ve always 
bought. I tell my sons, ‘If it don’t make 
dough, dump it’.” 

It’s tempting to romanticise this as  
a cottage industry, but really it’s a flower 
factory. The Knights have invested heavily 
in automation, particularly for climate 
control and watering, but that doesn’t 
mean lazy Sundays. The trio work nearly 
12-hour days, seven days a week, and 
holidays are for other people. “People say 
the mad Knights just keep working,” says 
Ian, whose wife Lesley gets her gloves on 
too. “But plants don’t stop.”

Despite their 36 staff, only these 
three can sniff out something gone 
wrong; troubleshoot, say, aphids that 
can be spot-sprayed before they spread. 
“Something that could ruin a crop in 
a day,” says Howard. “These things 
always happen on Labour Weekend or at 
Christmas,” he adds, grinning wryly.

They’re in this for love not money. 
“You get to an age,” says Ian, “where 
money’s not profoundly important. 
People say, ‘Why don’t you sell up and get 
out?’, but we built this up from nothing 
with hard yakka. You don’t just chuck it 
aside because you’re getting old.” Adds 
Howard, “This isn’t just a lifestyle for us. 
Working off the land’s a way of being.” 

The Knight family flower dynasty has been producing masses 
of ever-popular chrysanthemums for three decades
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Down to earth

But with Ian’s other two sons overseas, 
and Howard and Christopher’s children 
keen on nine-to-five careers, the family 
dynasty faces an uncertain future. “Our 
generation’s still here. The next one isn’t,” 
says Howard. “It’s a pity,” Ian murmurs.

It’s time they got back to work, but 
first I get a squiz into a growing shed 
where a spirit-lifting rainbow quilt of 
“Pot Mums” awaits delivery. Like a 
teacher with his pupils, Ian runs his eyes 
approvingly along the rows and insists  
on plucking out a yellow chrysanthemum 
that immediately makes me smile. 

Says Ian, “That’s what it’s all about 
for us: turning out a fine plant that will 
bring people joy.”  n 

gardening

this page (clockwise from top left) A chrysanthemum ready for its new owner. Ian with a white 
cyclamen; though chrysanthemums are their main pot plant, cyclamen, begonia and kalanchoe 
are also popular. sunny chrysanthemums. A clutch of cut flowers disappears for delivery. 


