
'Trial Garden' Is an Opportunity to Sneak a Peek at Tomorrow's Plants

Do you ever get overwhelmed in a garden center? Does the sight of hundreds of pots of different annuals leave you

wondering what you’ve gotten yourself into? Don’t you wish you had a way to see and compare similar plants

growing side by side in ‘real-world’ conditions instead of the ideal one where flowers are watered four times a day?

There is such a place, and it’s there, ready for your inspection right now.

The Trial Garden is one of the first things a visitor sees when

entering Elm Bank. It’s out in front of the Putnam

Educational Building – multiple long, straight rows of mostly

flowering annuals. Some are under shade, some are in

containers. Most visitors give it a quick look and then move

on to the sinuous pleasures of the other gardens.

If you only nod at the Trial Garden while on your way to

Weezie’s, you’ll miss a great – and fun - plant educational

opportunity. That’s because, once you understand what the

Trial Garden is all about, you’ll want to keep going back to

see how things are progressing. It’s likely you’ll start making

notes on cultivars and colors that appeal to you. And, next

year, you’ll take that list with you when you go shopping for

annuals.

Let’s start with the basics. ‘AAS’ means All America Selections. It’s a consortium of seed companies that need to

know how their various offerings work in different climates. How early does it flower in the Midwest? How prolific

are the blooms in California? How does a chilly New England night affect the flower’s longevity? And so, the AAS has

‘Trial Gardens’ around the country that conduct side-by-side comparison trials. There are 40 in all, three of them in

New England (the other two are at Storrs, CT and Albion, ME).

AAS seeds arrive in the early

spring and are propagated in

MassHort’s greenhouses. MassHort

staff and volunteers nurture them

through the spring and five

specimens of each variety are

planted in mid-June. While Elm

Bank visitors are encouraged to

enjoy the 350 rows of flowers (and

some other plants that are not part

of the trials), MassHort staff and

volunteers are keeping track of

how those annuals are doing. Data

are collected on height, spread,

flower size, color, and timing of

flowering. This information, in turn,

is correlated against ‘reference’

plants growing alongside the new

ones.

For example, PanAmerican Seed has had great success with its Zinnia Zahara series of tough, water-sipping plants.

They’re sun-loving and heat-tolerant. In the Trial Garden, you’ll find their yellow, scarlet and coral rose varieties. If
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you look carefully, you’ll also find one called ‘Double Cherry’. That’s the new selection. There are ample data on the

three older varieties. By growing Double Cherry next to them, MassHort can collect a wealth of valuable information

that can help PanAmerican predict how well Double Cherry will perform in New England.

For the most part, casual visitors won’t be able to tell which are the varieties that are pre-introduction trials and

which are standards. There are multiple rows of Celosia, but it’s the ‘Rose’ that’s the new one. You’ll find Salvia in

every color of the rainbow, but pay special attention to Salvia coccinea ‘Red’.

This year, there are an increasing number of Trial Garden flowers being grown in pots rather than in the ground.

The reason, logically, is that a growing number of gardeners are utilizing containers, whether to bring color to

balconies and decks or to provide splashes of color on sidewalks and driveways. This year, there are a record-high

234 containers arrayed around the Trial Garden.

What’s in it for MassHort? Prestige, certainly. But there’s a financial consideration as well. MassHort receives a fee

for each cultivar to offset the cost of collecting the voluminous data expected. There’s also the opportunity to move

up in the ranks. There are 40 AAS Trial Gardens around the country which deal in seeds. There are only a handful of

facilities, principally at universities, which also handle tissue cultures. MassHort seeks to become one of them.

So, whether you’re looking for sneak peek at the next ‘new thing’ in flowers, or just want to immerse yourself in a

sea of glorious color, stop by the AAS Trial Garden on your next trip to Elm Bank.

For more information about AAS, visit their website, www.all-americaselections.org.
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Maureen Horn is the dedicated

MHS Librarian, now working on a

volunteer basis for MassHort.

Hidden Gems: The MassHort Library

The woman in the corner, a university professor, goes through the stack of books very carefully, studying

photographs and making copious notes. Her goal: to better understand Japanese gardens at the turn of the

twentieth century so she can write about them. In the mail is a pair of large, bronze medallions. They were given to

a young man in 1939 by MassHort. The writer of their accompanying letter, the man’s brother, seeks more

information about how the 17-year-old came to win such a prize.

Helping researchers, especially landscape designers, and answering letters bearing

mementoes are all in a day’s work for Maureen Horn, MassHort’s librarian. She oversees

thousands of books, some of them new but many of them a century old or more.

Maureen is part historian, part antiquarian and part librarian.

Just now, she is working as a novice in a new software program as she masters the

intricacies of a cataloging system called ‘koha’. She searches for MassHort’s titles in the

Library of Congress catalog. Those that are not duplicates of ones in the Washington

D.C. system require original cataloging with special tagging This process will bring more

of MassHort’s library collection into compliance with the MassCat catalog of diverse

reference libraries.

Maureen has been with the library for seven years. For six of those years, she was an

employee of MassHort. When the Society retrenched and she was told there was no

longer room for her on the payroll, she offered to stay on as a volunteer. MassHort

gratefully accepted her offer.

The library is as old as the Massachusetts Horticultural Society. In fact, the first committee established by the Society

in 1829 was one to create a library. “Gathering written knowledge about plants was considered as important as

gathering horticultural specimens,” Maureen notes.

Today, the library is open to the public three days a week and members may check out books. Non-members are free

to browse the library but the books stay at the door.

One of the library’s many strengths, Maureen says, is the children’s collection. “We have an excellent resource to help

parents teach their children about plants, botany and ecology,” she says. “Elm Bank’s gardens are a terrific visual

reference point for children. The library can help put information to the visual impression: see the plant, read about

the plant.”

For adults, there is the simple pleasure of learning someone new. Maureen pulls down a thick volume from the center

of a shelf. It is ‘Royal Gardens of England’ and it was published privately in an edition of 250 copies in 1912. An

annotation on the flyleaf indicates the book came into the MassHort collection in 1918.

Opening the book reveals a treasure of a by-gone world. Lithographs of

watercolor drawings are on every third or fourth page; illustrations of

gardens long gone either through neglect or ‘progress’.

All this is part of the MassHort library, all part of Maureen Horn’s world.

You’re welcome to stop in and see her and her glorious world of information

on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays.

And, about the medallions. Maureen’s research finds they were given to a

group of students at Jamaica Plain High School for their 1939 class project,

a roadside produce stand. The high school senior who accepted the award
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for the class, unfortunately, would give his life a few years later during

World War II.
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Flower Power

As you stroll through Elm Bank this summer, be sure to keep
an eye out for signs like the one above, and then be sure to get
out your cell phone and vote.

Huh?

Welcome to 2009 and a brave new world in which ordinary
people get to vote for America’s most popular flower. The
American Garden Award aims to recognize the most popular
flowers as voted by the garden-going public. Just like on
American Idol, voting is done by texting a number. The winner
will be announced in the fall.

Elm Bank is one of fifteen heavily trafficked venues where
installations of the six contending annuals have been planted. You’ll see similar sites at the Chicago and Denver
Botanical Gardens, the Dallas Arboretum, and at the Nebraska State Fair, for example.

At Elm Bank, the contenders are arrayed in beds to the south of the Goddesses – the statues located just outside of
the Italianate Garden. There, you’ll find Vinca ‘Viper Orchard Halo’, Rudbeckia ‘Tiger Eye Gold’, Petunia ‘Plush Lilac
Pearl’, Pentas ‘Northern Lights Lavender’, Petunia ‘Opera Supreme Purple’ and Petunia ‘Baby Duck Yellow’.

The venture aims to benefit both gardeners and plant producers by getting a better sense of public preferences. In
turn, the results help give direction to plant breeders. This is the first time garden-goers have been able to use
mobile marketing to vote for their favorite flower.

Once you’ve voted, you can track the results at www.americangardenaward.org.
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Brent Heath of Brent and Becky's Bulbs

Bloomin’ Bucks Combines Great Prices on Premium Bulbs For a Worthy
Cause (Us)

Let’s see if any of the following apply to you:

You plant spring- and summer-flowering bulbs in your garden

You insist on exceptionally high- quality bulbs for your garden

You also insist on the widest variety of new introductions and standard bulbs

You expect fair pricing for those bulbs

You think MassHort is a worthy organization

If the above describes you, then you’ll want to print this out and save it. That’s because MassHort has teamed with

Brent and Becky’s Bulbs on a program that gets you great prices on the premium bulbs that grace such sites as the

New York Botanical Garden. You get Brent and Becky’s catalog prices on their exceptionally broad range of bulbs

and their great service and guarantees. MassHort gets a rebate for having directed the business to them.

Brent and Becky’s is well known to bulb aficionados around the country. They

are third-generation bulb growers and have a well-deserved reputation as

terrific daffodil hybridizers. Those who had the opportunity to hear Brent

Heath’s presentation in May as part of the ‘Wednesday Evenings at Elm Bank’

series got to hear a man who not only knows bulbs, but who cares passionately

about environmental issues.

Brent and Becky’s has also been a good friend to MassHort. Those 10,000

daffodils that bloomed along the Greenway this Spring were made possible by a

donation from the Heaths.

If all this appeals to you, then all you need to do is start your bulb search at www.bloominbucks.com. You’ll see a

pull-down menu of organizations associated the referral program. Choose MassHort. You’ll then be directed to the

Brent and Becky’s web site, where you can shop for books, bulbs, tools, supplements, gift certificates and more. Your

order is processed normally and there are no restrictions as to minimum or maximum quantities, or ‘off limits’

merchandise. As long as you checked off MassHort on the Bloomin’ Bucks website, we’re credited with the referral.

To start shopping, click on the banner below...
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Barbara Provest, in hat on right, manages the Daylily Garden at Elm

Bank.

A Daylily Garden Grows at Elm Bank

It was six years ago – a blink of an eye in garden time – when the New England Daylily Society approached Mass
Hort about creating a display garden at Elm Bank. This month, you can see just how beautifully that idea has
bloomed into reality.

Really good ideas have a driving force behind them and, at
the Daylily Garden, the force has a name: Barbara
Provest, Barbara, a member of the New England Daylily
Society, has been manager of the garden since its earliest
days. Barbara deserves credit (though she will not take
that credit) for planting much of the garden and providing
its care (including supplying, from her own extensive
garden, a meaningful number of the cultivars that grow in
it). People like that give a good name to the phrase, ‘force
of nature’.

To walk the daylily garden in July is to appreciate the
special place the genus Hemerocallis has in our hearts.
Hemerocallis is one of those names that perfectly describe
the essence of a plant family: it translates as “Beauty for a
Day”. What all daylilies (which, by the way, are not lilies)
have in common is that each bloom lasts one day. There

are no long runs in this plant family. Come sunrise of day two, yesterday’s flower has wilted and been replaced by a
new bloom. The process repeats until the daylily runs out of buds.

Some daylilies begin blooming as early as mid-May. A handful do not show their first flowers until August or even
September. Repeat bloomers push the envelope to the first hard frost. But these outliers aside, late June and most of
July are prime time for the daylily. Grown in full sun, a daylily will put enough energy into the bud-producing part of
the plant to generate fifteen to twenty days worth of blooms. Done correctly, the result in a carefully planted garden
is a continuous sea of color using a palette that starts with near-white to yellows, pinks, reds, oranges, lavenders and
purples.
And the Elm Bank garden has most decidedly been done correctly. The hundreds of varieties on display provide an
appreciation for just how versatile Hemerocallis is and how it can delight the eye. There are pale pink daylilies with
vivid scarlet throats and blazing reds with delicate yellows tips and golden sepals.

The garden at Elm Bank is also an educational one. In addition to being an official American Hemerocallis Society
(AHS) display garden, it is also an official Historic Daylily display garden because 150 of its cultivars predate 1970.
Some daylily cultivars at Elm Bank are over 100 years old, which fairly well defines a ‘hardy’ perennial (and daylilies
are recorded in literature going back to 656 A.D.) One section of the garden is dedicated to daylilies developed by
Elizabeth Nesmith, the only Massachusetts gardener ever to win the coveted Stout Silver Medal, awarded by AHS for
the year’s best cultivar.

In all, there are more than 620 cultivars on display in the garden, all hardy in Zone 5. All are clearly identified with
name, year the daylily was registered with the AHS, how tall the plant will get, and the size and season of bloom.

The earliest daylily in the Elm Bank garden dates to 1596, the most
recent were registered last year. As with many plant families, daylilies
are subdivided into numerous subgroups starting with the number of
chromosomes resident in the plant. More numerous Diploid daylilies have
two identical sets of chromosomes; Tetrapolid daylilies have four sets,
which make the genus easier to manipulate for hybridizers. Newer,
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Pastel Pink Daylily

Click on the image to see more cultivars

rugged daylily cultivars have flowers that tend to be larger and with more
intense color. The stem (or ‘scape’) on which the daylilies bloom tend to
be sturdier and the number of blooms supported larger.

It was likely the development of reblooming cultivars in the 1970s that
ignited new interest in daylilies. Stella de Oro, introduced in 1975, has
become, more or less, the golden retriever of daylilies, found in every
civic planting site. It blooms for as long as four months and, while it has
long been eclipsed by dozens of repeat bloomers with more interesting colors, it remains a garden favorite.

If you see the garden only once this month, you’re likely to see just a small sample of the daylilies assembled at Elm
Bank. Barbara Provest suggests multiple visits to ensure that you see as many of the 620 cultivars as possible.
The best way to experience Elm Bank’s daylily garden is to be there early in the morning. Daylilies open before 8
a.m. and the morning sun lights the plants beautifully. If you can’t make it before work, stop by the garden in the late
afternoon or early evening for the day’s display last hours of glory. Either way, it’s a wonderfully rewarding
experience.
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July Horticultural Hints

by Betty Sanders
Principal Master Gardener

No doubt we’ll all be praying for rain again soon, but take the first sunny
days this month to clean up the damages wrought by the rains of late June. 
First, empty all water-filled saucers under plants. It’s never a good idea to
allow a plant to sit in even a small amount of water. Next, empty anything
else that may have sat out in the rain and collected water. Mosquitoes take

just a week to go from egg to hungry biter so take a walk around your property and clean out unused
pots, birdbaths, garden ornaments and anything else that holds even a small amount of water.

Now go to work on the plants that have suffered. I found many buds on certain annuals and perennials
blackened and rotted during those wet, dark days. Cut them back to the next leaf set and the plant will
soon respond with new flowers. Also, remove and discard waterlogged flowers that have passed their
prime before they become a host to fungal or other diseases. And, while cleaning the plants, look for
slug and snail damage. They loved this weather. Iron phosphate kills slugs without harming other
animals and actually is good for plants whether in the ground or in containers.

If you missed your Father’s Day pruning of plants such as chrysanthemum and asters, do it now and
then again a week or so after the 4th of July. This leads to later flowers, but bushier plants with more
blooms and a tidier habit. I also cut back some of my balloon flower (Plactycodon) and bee balm
(Monarda), dianthus, coneflower (Echinacea), foxglove (Digitalis), Helenium, and veronica. By pinching
or trimming back one or two leaf sets of the plants at the front. I get an early bloom from the
untouched stems at the rear and a later, bushier bloom from the remainder. It keeps my garden going
stronger, longer.

Columbines are one of my favorite early summer plants. They are not long-lived plants, but they are
generous with their seed. When the flowers are done, I cut back most, but not all of the seed heads.
That way I know that I will have more next year, and if they don’t always appear exactly where I had
planned, they move easily.

In the vegetable garden, your early hard work is finally paying off with more than lettuce and radishes.
Peas and swiss chard should be ready for your 4th of July dinner, early beets can be pulled along with
baby carrots (a good way to thin the bed, if you haven’t already). Your tomatoes, squash and melons
will take off with the heat of July. Remember that corn is a heavy feeder and can use a second
application of fertilizer after it reaches knee-high. Keep up with the weeds: they deprive your plants of
everything they need—sun, space, water and nutrients. And, once the soil dries out, remember that
regular watering is vital for a good harvest.

If you are a container gardener, keep in mind that the heavy rains might have washed out the slow
release fertilizer (e.g. Osmocote) that you put in when you planted. I am doing a supplemental feeding
this week to ensure my containers have the food to make it through the summer. The only exception is
any perennials in pots you plan to over-winter. Those perennials get a dose of liquid plant food this
month. I don’t feed them after early August so they can slow down and prepare for cold weather. This
is good advice whether they stay in the pot or are over-wintered in the ground.

Finish pruning any early spring bloomer now or risk taking off next year’s buds. Also, remove spent
flowers so the bush’s strength isn’t wasted setting seeds you don’t want. If you are planting any new
trees or shrubs, remember they will need regular, deep watering throughout the summer and fall
months to establish good root systems. Consider setting up drip hoses or ‘tree gators’ to free your time
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while ensuring the water continues to get where it is needed.
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The Slug and I

by Neal Sanders

Leaflet Contributor

Last Tuesday morning, the Boston Globe reported something I already suspected: that eastern

Massachusetts was on track to have its ‘dimmest’ June since record keeping began in 1885.

According to the article, Boston and vicinity had, through June 22, received just 32% of the

‘available’ sunshine. In an average June, the region gets 55% of the possible sunshine between

dawn and dusk. In June 1971, a record of 77% was set. (Also in that month, the New York Times began publishing

the Pentagon Papers. Coincidence?) Until now, only 1903 was dimmer and, with a week of gloomy weather in the

forecast, the record seemed certain to fall.

I do not know if we eclipsed the title, but I can state with some certainty that at least one record was set: I have

never seen more slugs on my plants than I did in June. The slug population was off the charts.

I have learned that the common garden slug (Arion distinctus) is constantly with us, but

usually as eggs. Charmingly, garden slugs are hermaphrodites, so any two slugs can get

together, make whoopee, and play rock-scissors-paper for the right to lay a clutch of

15-30 eggs which lay dormant in the soil until it rains.

As you may remember, it rained in June. I can, personally, count on the fingers of one

hand the number of hours in June when it did not rain. And, so, with cool temperatures

and lots of moisture, the slugs hatched and came out to play. And to eat every plant in

sight. By mid-June the slugs were fat, roly-poly things having feasted on the trays of

annuals that were purchased in May with the expectation of planting beautiful, colorful containers.

My wife and I began looking for solutions. Being environmentally responsible sorts, we bypassed the Armageddon

solutions at our local garden center. These pellets promised to Kill Slugs Fast, but cautioned in the fine print that

they would also take with them to animal kingdom heaven ladybugs, earthworms, cats and dogs.

The Internet, that vast repository of wisdom, offered multiple ‘organic’ solutions to our slug problem. The first

suggestion was to create a barrier of lava rock around the plants we wanted to protect. This probably works

extremely well in Hawaii. It is of minimal utility in Massachusetts. There was also a tip that we could use lint from

our clothes dryer as a deterrent. However, to be effective, we would need to add four ounces of vinegar to the final

rinse water (I promise I am not making this up). Something called Quack Grass is reported to damage the nerves

that slugs use for feeding. There was even a recipe for ‘Quack Grass Cake’ (corn bran, powdered milk, cornstarch,

the aforementioned Quack Grass and 16 ounces of beer, beaten to a paste and run through a meat grinder). This

seemed a somewhat promising lead until I Googled Quack Grass and got 134,000 hits, almost all of them in Q&A

forums on gardening web sites asking, ‘Help! How do I get rid of the stuff?’

I decided that what we needed was not a deterrent, but a method of eliminating our garden pests, responsibly. One

web site offered a list of predators. Rhode Island Red hens, the site said, are great slug hunters that eat every

specimen of Arion distinctus they can get their beaks on. A nice idea, but our neighbors might object. Blackbirds,

crows, ducks, jays, owls, robins, seagulls, starlings and thrushes are also known slug eaters. We have successfully

encouraged all of the preceding (except seagulls) to visit our yard. But they do not appear to have developed a

taste for our slugs. Perhaps they did not read that particular web site and get their dietary marching orders.

A further search yielded the tantalizing fact that there is a predatory nematode that has been demonstrated

effective against slugs. Phasmarhabditas hermaphridita (hermaphrodite vs. hermaphrodite!) are being “mass

reared” in England but are not yet sufficient in production to be used widely. Like some D-Day armada, they await

the time when their numbers swell sufficiently, when they will likely be launched against the garden slugs of
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Normandy.

We decided it was time to stop reading Internet articles and start practicing Better Living Through Chemistry. Out

came the trusty handbooks. Isopropyl alcohol works. Wonderful. It will also kill many of the plants to which it is

applied. Next. Wormwood tea works. Great, but we don’t have any wormwood. Next. Ammonia works. It also

burns tender leaves. Next. Quassia works. Wonderful. The nearest quassia trees are in Ecuador. Also available from

your neighborhood herbalist at prices so staggering you can afford to replant your property when it stops raining.

Next.

Iron phosphate. It kills on contact. It’s poisonous to slugs. It won’t harm plants if you use it sparingly. We looked for

the downside. There wasn’t one. The slugs ingest the iron phosphate and lose the will to live. Where had this advice

been hiding?

It must be that iron phosphate just isn’t glamorous enough. Wormwood tea, lava rock and Rhode Island Reds all

have a certain folksy quality that sound authentic. Iron phosphate sounds… industrial. We found some. We applied

it. A week later we had far fewer slugs.

We’ve dealt with the stragglers the old-fashioned way: we’ve removed them by hand, then applied shoe leather to

slug.

Neal Sanders is a frequent contributor to the Leaflet. We encourage you to read his contributions to our In the

Gardens Blog where he focuses on interesting cultivars that can found in the Elm Bank gardens.
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