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Detail of artwork on the Rosie Jones Horticulture Award by Joanne Lenden, 
Zone III Visiting Gardens Committee Representative, Fort Orange GC
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Timetable for Exhibiting
Compiled by Rosie Jones, Horticulture Committee Advisor, 
Diggers GC, Zone XII, and Jo Shuman, Piedmont GC, Zone XII
 
Organization and advance planning are important when entering a 
flower show. This is a quick overview of points to consider in 
the time leading up to opening day. 
 
The Countdown Starts:

●     Read and reread the schedule. Be sure that you understand 
the instructions and rules for your division and class.

●     If you have any questions, call your consultant for details 
on your class and get answers before you purchase any 
plants or invest a great deal of time on your entry.

●     Decide what to enter and send in your entry form well in 
advance of the cut-off date before your class is filled.

●      If there is a horticultural society that represents the type 
of plant you wish to exhibit, find out their judging criteria 
so you know what the judges will be looking for. Also, 
consult The GCA Yellow Book for scales of points in 
judging horticulture.

●     Attend club pre-show clinics on grooming, identification, 
selection of exhibit materials, etc.. 

●     As the date of the show approaches, feed and give extra 
care to your plants. It's easy to put most l-gallon or smaller 
plants on a Lazy Susan. Turn pots for even growth. Check 
for disease and insects. Groom and prune judiciously for 
shape, fullness and symmetry. Remove all dead leaves, 
tired blossoms, distorted foliage, etc. Leave no stubs.

●     If you are going to repot your entry, locate an appropriate 
container and repot. Investigate and purchase top 
dressings before the show.  Read what the schedule 
allows. If there are no restrictions, experiment with bark, 
sand, gravel, pebbles, etc. Keep the size of the dressing in 
proportion to the size of the pot and plant, and in a 
harmonious color and/or texture. Dark tones are 
sometimes the best: brightly colored or shiny materials 
will detract from the plant.

●     If the leaves need washing, do it several days before the 
show. 

●     Measure the size of the pot inside the rim to be sure it 
conforms to the measurement requirements of the 
schedule. Double-check that the plant is centered in the 
middle of your container (except for some Par entries such 
as bonsai-style plants).

●     Practice conditioning cut specimens.

One Week before the Show:

●     Begin grooming for the final appearance of your entry.  
Containers must be clean. If you are going to use top 
dressing, add it during the final grooming. 

●     Speed growth with lights. Slow growth with ice on the soil 
and place the plant in a lower light. 

●     Do any final staking and tying to support your entry. 
●     Have all plant material properly identified by botanical 

and (where applicable) common names, with the correct 
spelling and capitalization.

next page
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An entry at Jewels, a Small Flower Show of the GC of the 
Oranges, Zone IV, being passed by Liz Ellwood, Executive 
Committee Liaison, Rumsen GC, and Mercer O'Hara, GC of 
Englewood, both Zone IV.  Photograph courtesy of Marcia 
Zweig, Zone IV Horticulture Representative, The GC of the 
Oranges

Day before the Show:

●     Water your exhibit well and let it drain. Check the 
schedule to determine if saucers are required.

●     Cut flowers or branches with long stems the day before or 
early the day of the show. Precondition them.

●     Plan the method of transportation and necessary props to 
carry your entry safely. 

●     Finish filling out your entry card (and key card if 
required), with all plant material correctly identified. Use 
a permanent pen or pen (check schedule again for what is 
allowed) so the letters will not run if the card gets damp. 
Some clubs require laminated cards to avoid water 
problems on cards.

Day of the Show:

●     Make cuttings, precondition them if possible, and place in 
containers for transport to the show. Bring extra soil and 
top dressing to the show in case some is spilled in transit.  

●     Arrive early for passing!
●     Have your cards or practice cards filled out properly to 

facilitate passing. Remember to tell the passers how long 
you have owned your entry or if you have propagated it 
yourself as it may qualify for another award. If your 
schedule has a pesticide-free category, and your plant 
qualifies for that, be sure to tell the passers.

●     Check plants and cuts thoroughly before going to the 
passing table. 

●     Do not leave the passing area until your exhibit has been 
passed, and the entry card is marked with a red "P." 

●     Once passed, you will not be permitted to touch your entry 
again. 

●     Look forward to seeing your exhibit and the horticulture 
division when the show officially opens.                  next 
article
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Grooming Tips 
By Rosie Jones, Horticulture Committee Advisor, Diggers Garden 
Club, Zone XII
 
   Grooming is one of the most important parts of growing and 
showing. The cleanup should not be put off until moments before 
the show but should be part of your daily routine for the well-
being of your plants. Don't wait for yellow leaves and faded 
flowers to drop!
 

Rosie Jones (right) and Donna Bowman (left) grooming an 
entry at a 2003 Denver Judges' Workshop. Photograph by 
Shirley Meneice, Horticulture Committee Advisor, Carmel-by-
the-Sea GC, Zone XII

Both plant and container need to be considered in a well groomed 
exhibit. Here is a check-list of some of the things to do:

●     Clean leaves with a soft cloth, paint brush, Q-tips, cotton 
balls, etc. When removing dust and debris from the plant, 
don't forget to look under the leaves.

●     Do NOT apply oil or polish to the leaves. 
●     Use fingernail scissors to CAREFULLY and 

unobtrusively remove brown stubs. Try to camouflage the 
cuts with charcoal, eyebrow pencil or soil. 

●     Center the plant in your pot (unless it is a Par entry, such 
as a bonsai-style plant). Plants have been overlooked for 
awards because they were not centered. Turn the plant 
regularly for symmetrical growth.

●      If a plant to be exhibited needs repotting, do so well in 
advance of the show. 

●     Remove perlite, tiny weeds and any stray debris from the 
surface of the potting soil. If you are not repotting, scrape 
off a little potting soil, without disturbing the roots, and 
add additional soil. This really improves an entry. 

                                                                      next page
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●     Clean containers thoroughly. They should look like new 
unless the schedule indicates otherwise. When entries are 
close in points, judges have been known to ask to see the 
bottoms of containers, so clean all around and on the 
bottom side of your pot. Sometimes I use very fine 
sandpaper or Brillo pads to remove salt build-up and the 
adhesive price label that often is affixed to plain terra cotta. 
Vegetable oil or PAM, very lightly applied and wiped off, 
can revitalize a pot. 

●     Staking and tying are accepted props in horticulture 
exhibiting, but must be neat and inconspicuous. Replace 
any stakes or ties that are not. If you feel heavy twine is 
needed for travel, have a second set of small string ties in 
place, then cut away the heavy twine upon arrival. Cut-up 
pieces of nylon stockings make discrete ties for exhibits.

●     Check for snails, slugs and bugs before they become a 
problem. 

●     Evidence of pest and disease should never get past the 
passing committee. If it does, the judges will catch it, 
resulting in disqualification and immediate removal from 
the show. One precaution is to put insect pest strips in a 
plastic bag with your plant, but for no longer than 24 
hours or you could injure or kill the plant. 

●      Put on your glasses, use a magnifying glass. Many of 
the judges do! 

●      Safely transporting your entry is essential if you want a 
winner. Pack and protect your plants securely for the 
journey to the show (see Hints for Transporting Plants in 
this issue). 

Further Words to the Wise
By Shirley Meneice, Horticulture Committee Advisor, Carmel-by-
the-Sea GC, Zone XII and Kay Shiflett, Horticulture Committee 
PX 2004/2005, The Virginia Beach GC, Zone VII

●     Be sure to condition your specimen thoroughly. Generally 
pick flowers when they are 3/4 open so they will be open 
for the show.  For branches, try to choose specimens that 
have many flowers in various stages (bud, partially open 
and fully opened). 

●     Top dressing may be used, if specified in the schedule. 
However, it should always be below the rim of the 
container. If the specimen has a stem that divides near the 
surface of the potting medium, the top dressing should not 
obscure the single stem, or judges may assume there are 
two plants in the container and disqualify the entry. 

●     Spent pollen should be removed from flower petals (you 
could try a soft paint brush, but it is not easy). 

●     If you are grooming insect or wind damage on leaves, trim 
the leaf to match the shape of an undamaged leaf. Egg 
white on the cut edges will keep them from turning 
brown. 

          And remember when deciding what to enter:

●     Hairy leaves are difficult to groom. 
●     Plants with many small leaves and flowers are hard to 

groom. 

next article
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Grooming Equipment
By Rosie Jones, Horticulture Committee Advisor, Diggers 
GC, Zone XII
 

Rosie's Grooming Box
Assemble your own grooming box to have at home and take 
with you when entering a show. Do NOT rely on finding 
what you need at the passing desk. Here is what I stock in 
my box:

●     Small watering can 
●     Spray bottle with water 
●     SUPERthrive     
●     Plastic bag with extra soil 
●     Plastic bag with extra top dressing 
●     Paper towels 
●     Q-tips 
●     Rubbing alcohol (Isopropyl 7l%) 
●     Cotton balls 

 

●      Clippers and small sharpening stone 
●      Nail scissors 
●      Magnifying glass 
●      Small whisk broom and/or scrub brush 
●      Paint brushes of various sizes--tiny up to l inch
●      Brillo pad 
●      Fine sandpaper (aids in removal of printed price 

on terra cotta pots) 
●     Vegetable oil, WD40 or PAM for pots 
●      Extra stakes 
●      Fine wire, raffia, small strips of nylon stocking   

for tying 
●      Measuring tape 
●      Tweezers (long handled medical ones are great) 
●      Small trowel, fork 
●      Chopsticks (good for working with terrariums) 
●      Eyebrow pencil for pruning cuts 
●     Wedging material for stems in bottles--Saran wrap, 

twigs, daffodil stems, etc. 
●     Waterproof pen and/or pencil 
●     White-out for cards
●     Small pen light 

next article
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Ideas for Transporting Plants 

Taken  from material by Carolyn McGregor, Green Tree 
GC of Milwaukee, Zone XI 

Well before the flower show, plan how to transport 
your entries. A few tried-and-true methods:

●     Place potted plant in a box. Surround pot with 
thickly crushed newspaper to stabilize it. Blow up 
commercial plastic sandwich bags. Twist ends, 
fold over and tie very tightly to prevent the escape 
of air. Place inflated bags under and around 
foliage (these are so light they will protect the 
plant and not interfere with its natural shape). 

●     Transport the plant in plastic foam (picnic) 
container. Use plastic pellets to protect the plant. 

●     Use beer or wine cartons already fitted with 
dividers. 

●     Support plants in plastic foam boxes with 
openings or cardboard boxes with circular holes 
cut to the size of the pot. These boxes can be 
placed in larger cartons for added protection. 

 

●     Weight the bottom of any box to prevent tipping.
●     Drill a board full of holes for dowels that can be 

placed around pots of varying sizes. Surround each 
pot with dowels to brace it. 

●     Tote small pots in cases designed to hold jelly 
glasses. 

●     Make sandbags of various sizes and partially fill to 
provide suitable strong support for different sized 
pots. A "snake" of cloth-filled sand also works 
well. A pot or exhibit  can be nestled in a large 
low pan with small bags of sand around it. 

●     A box with popcorn or a divided box will give 
support to your entries. 

●     Shred newspaper and pack around plant to protect 
plant parts. 

●     Cut flowers in bottles filled with water ride nicely 
in a six-pack soft drink carrying case. If you are 
going a long distance, enclose the entire unit 
within a plastic bag. Support with dowels on 
corners to keep the plastic off the flowers. 

●     Extra strong staking can be used for transporting 
plants and removed on arrival at the show.

next article
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Schedule Writing for Flower Show Classes
By Shirley Meneice, Horticulture Committee Advisor, Carmel-
by-the-Sea GC, Zone XII
 
1  It is good practice to have at least one, if not more, 
approved judges on the schedule writing committee. Make 
certain that everyone involved has:

●      The Yellow Book (the most recent edition of The GCA 
Flower Show and Judging Guide) and  Flower Show 
Manual 

●     A time schedule for every needed GCA approval (e.g., 
GCA approval of date preferred by your club) 

●     A time schedule for entries, removals, ownership, etc. 
●     Pesticide-free rules, if there is to be a pesticide-free 

class (see page 9 in this issue and the upcoming 
revised Yellow Book). 

●     List of locally invasive plants that should not be 
entered in exhibits, if such a list is to be used.

2  Find a theme that can be used for both Flower Arranging 
and Horticulture. 
 
3  Determine your club's strengths in flower arranging and 
horticulture. Tailor classes to what your club does best in both. 

4  Take into account the degree of difficulty involved in each 
flower arranging or horticulture class. For example, cuts are 
the easiest and miniature gardens and water gardens much 
more difficult. Mass arrangements may be easier than an entry 
echoing a particular painting. 
 
5  Consider the time of year of your show and what plants are 
at their peak.
 
6  The Nitty Gritty:

●     Check The GCA website on the Committee page under 
Flower Shows for templates for GCA, Major and Zone 
shows. This will provide the basic framework for your 
schedule. Another resource is the Petunia Garden Club 
schedule. 

●     Make a preliminary schedule for the number of classes 
wanted (check The GCA requirements for the number 
of entries necessary for a GCA Flower Show, Major 
Flower show, etc.).

●     Don't forget the details--key cards for any class 
involving two or more different genera or families; 
dimensions of niches and plant stands or whatever.

●     Consider the club awards that might be given and The 
GCA awards for which you will be applying. A 
propagation class should be encouraged if possible.

next page
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●     Pot sizes and descriptions (remember to make 
leeway for the difference between U. S. 
measurements in inches and the rest of the world 
in metric measure).

●     Determine what is not allowed--e.g., double 
potting, accessories, hanging baskets, staking, 
plants trained in the bonsai manner, endangered 
plants and whatever you don't want entered in 
somewhat open classes like a Par Class, etc.

7  Don't bite off more than you can chew! Keep the show 
at a size your club can manage. Don't ask 30 members to 
produce 24 arrangements and 28 horticulture entries.

8  When in doubt, seek advice from those that know.

This Cypripedium candidum (White Lady's Slipper 
Orchid) is one of many plants listed as rare, 
threatened or endangered by the federal or state 
government. No listed wild-collected plants may be 
exhibited.  Photograph courtesy of Tom G. 
Barnes@USDA-NRCS PLANTS Database      

next article
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New Computer Program for Flower Shows 
Available
By Sara Mauritz, Portland GC, Zone XII

 The Portland GC has developed a computerized flower show 
entry program based on MS Access (Microsoft’s database 
program) that may be of interest to you. The system worked 
successfully for our Major Flower Show last spring when we had 
359 entries. Once set up for a show, the program can handle 
exhibitor entries, placements, judges’ comments, awards and 
commendations in one place. It also prints out the entire show in 
two reports:  Results by Exhibitor and Results by Division and 
Class.

We are happy to share this program with any GCA club interested 
in trying it. We can send you the Access master database via 
email.  This has all the fields, forms, reports and other essentials 
set up and ready to go. We also can email you the pdf files of the 
forms, including our 5 x 8-inch “universal entry card” for flower 
arranging, horticulture and photography.  The program prints the 
specific show division at the top of every card (all cards must be 
pre-printed as templates) along with each exhibitor’s information.

 The advantage of this program is that it is allows a club to use 
one universal card instead of separate cards for each division; to 
keep track of the classes as they fill; to make a record of the show; 
and also to save data entry time by allowing typists to “tab” easily 
from one bit of information to the next. The cards are uniform and 
easy to read. The complete record of the show is in one computer 
file that can be shared. For pre-registered classes requiring key 
cards, entry cards can be done well ahead of the show day by 
simply putting

“See key card” in the place for Botanical Name. Results 
of the show, including awards and commendations, can 
be printed on-site immediately after all the data is input. 

If your club prefers a different-sized card, changes can be made. I 
have not put any locks on the setup of the program, so the cards, 
reports, etc. can be redesigned to suit the user. Any club receiving 
this system will need a person with expertise in MS Access to set 
the program up and to make any alterations. On show day, the 
typists do not have to be skilled in Access. They only need to be 
computer-capable and have a little training.

How it works:
With the master database disk, the program for a new show can be 
created simply by using the “save as” menu item to save the show 
by name—for instance, Inspirations 2007. The master database 
thereby is left unchanged for another time. All of the queries, 
forms and reports are set up within the master database. The 
Entries Chair simply has to fill in the forms with her show’s 
information, starting with the scheduled classes in each division 
and then adding the exhibitors’ information as it comes in. 

Are You Interested in the Flower Show Entry System?
If you would like to learn more about this system, please contact 
me at: smauritz@comcast.net.  I will be happy to email the 
program and files to you. Some of the pieces are in pdf form so 
that you also will need to have Adobe Reader downloaded on 
your computer. Producing computer-generated cards at flower 
shows can be fraught with problems: this system worked well for 
us and may be just what you are looking for.

next article
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Green is Beautiful--Setting Aside Your Pesticides
By Editor
 
In Issue No. 4 (Fall, 2005) of The Real Dirt under Environmental Eye, Ann Lovejoy addresses the idea of gardening for a greener 
tomorrow. Can this concept be incorporated easily into a flower show schedule as part of the educational function of the horticultural 
exhibits? The Carmel-by-the-Sea GC, Zone XII, has done something like this for two of its flower shows. 
 
To stimulate the use of organic gardening methods in its most recent show, Sunset in Bloom (May, 2004), the schedule set forth certain 
pesticide-free rules for all eligible horticulture exhibits. Since the use of the word "organic" involves certification and strict compliance with 
2002 federal regulations, as well as state regulations, entries using organic materials and following sustainable gardening practices were 
called "pesticide-free." Plants, ideally, should have been grown for three years without the use of synthetic fertilizers and pesticides, but for 
Sunset in Bloom the time was reduced to six months to encourage the adoption of organic growing methods by members and to underscore 
the theme for the public.  Soil in all rooted specimens had to conform to "pesticide-free" requirements or be a soilless mix.
 
 Since pest-free growing areas are not always possible or even ecologically desirable, minor evidence of pest or insect damage was allowed 
on plant material. Some grooming was done, and major disfiguring, unsightly leaves, petals or other parts could be removed, according to 
the exhibitor's preference. Obviously, no insects, pests or diseased plant material were permitted. Plant material that demonstrated insect 
and disease resistance under local conditions and had lower water and nutrient needs was encouraged. Also encouraged were plants that 
enhanced habitat or biodiversity or attracted beneficial insects. No entries grown from genetically altered seed or plant material were 
allowed in this category. The importance of  heirloom or "saved" seed was stressed in the schedule. 
 
One of the most instructive aspects of the show were the exhibitors' cards. The growers were asked to indicate the methods used to keep 
their plants healthy and pest-free.  Many of the best-looking entries were "pesticide-free." These were not segregated into a separate area, 
but were placed alongside conventionally grown exhibits in the same classes and identified by a colored dot on the entry card. "The 
pesticide-free rules were a real bonus in the schedule," according to the judges' evaluation,  "and other flower shows will be encouraged to 
follow your lead in this regard." When considering your next show or the ecology of your garden, you may want to go green, too.

next article



Return to Home 
Page

A Cut above the Rest--Ideas for Judges and 
Exhibitors
By Happy Hieronimus, Portland GC, Zone XII
 
Tired of that endless lineup of cut specimens in the Horticulture 
Division of a flower show? “Cuts” are relatively simple for 
members to enter but daunting to judge when there are a large 
number and great variety of them. Simple cut specimens are not 
very educational for the general public either. They easily are seen 
as “just another pretty face, that is flower,” to no particular 
purpose.  If you are looking for a better way to include “cuts” in 
your flower show or something more interesting to exhibit, look 
no further than the rest of this article which is directed at both 
judges and exhibitors.
 
Attention Judges:
One of my favorite classes is a family class.  In our flower show, 
Inspirations 2007, which celebrated the city of Portland and the 
100th Anniversary of the Portland Rose Festival, the Portland GC 
included a class entitled Rosaceae in its schedule.  Each entrant 
was required to exhibit five different genera from the Rose Family. 
These had to be grown by the exhibitor for a minimum of six 
months, were not to exceed 24 inches in height and were to be 
displayed in separate glass containers. “A Rose is a Rose is a 
Rose...”-- unless it is a species of Amelanchier, Cotoneaster, 
Exochorda, Fragaria, Malus, Rubus, Spirea or any other of the 
nearly six dozen genera in that family. The challenge, and the fun, 
was coming up with five different plants in the Rose Family that 
were NOT a rose. That was not part of the rules, just part of the 
game. 

If you would like to try something similar, it is a good idea to 
specify the family, otherwise the exhibits could be all over the 
horticultural map and a horror for the judges. The interesting and 
educational aspect of this approach to cut specimens is seeing how 
many very different looking plants are closely related, nothing new 
to those of you with a large collection of relatives!  For really fine-
tuning, suggest exhibiting five different genera from the rose 
family that produce commercially grown, edible fruits.  It would 
be easy; think about it. 

 
Taking the family class a step further, the schedule might call for 
three to five species from one genus.  When the schedule calls for 
an exhibit of different species of a genus, be sure there is a specific 
epithet given, not just a cultivar name. Different varieties or 
cultivars of one species can illustrate the range within a species 
and between named horticultural plants of that species. A specific 
garden attribute, such as shade or drought tolerance, adds to the 
interest.  Such a class could produce a wonderful display of hostas 
or heucheras, for instance.  Since we grow such a wide range of 
rhododendrons in the Northwest, the elegant group of cultivars 
produced from Rhododendron degronianum ssp. yakusimanum 
jumps to mind.  (A number of rhododendron cultivars have had 
such complicated crosses that the single dominant parent species 
might be difficult, if not nearly impossible, to determine.)  Some 
other species of garden ornamentals having an extensive list of 
cultivars are: Aster novi-belgii, Calluna vulgaris, Hydrangea 
macrophylla, H. serrata, Pieris japonica, Chamaecyparis obtusa, 
C. pisifera, Clematis montana and Iris sibirica. 

next page
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 Do the cuts need to be of uniform height? The point with family 
classes is to demonstrate differences (size, shape, form, etc.) as 
well as similarities among various members of the same family. 
Consider an amelanchier and a fragaria. There is no way that 
those two specimens are going to be the same height. I believe 
collections of  “all in the family” should be educational--both to 
the public and the entrant--and fixating on uniformity limits the 
educational aspects of the class. As far as asking for the same 
degree of maturity on all specimens, our Portland schedules have 
stated: “flowers (or fruit or cones) desirable if possible.” The 
weather and the timing of a show make a big difference, and 
allowing leeway on uniformity of maturity permits exhibitors to 
concentrate on the quality and distinction of the plants in question.

Staging:
  There remains the issue of how to display groups of cuts 
effectively. The Seattle GC has had this type of class in its flower 
shows for a number of years. One of its very knowledgeable 
horticulturists, Marge Baird, created “Baird Boards” 1 to 
showcase the smaller forms of groups of separate cuts.  The base 
is cut from a 1 x 3-inch length of clear lumber (finished size: 10½ 
x  2½ inches), with five evenly spaced, flat-bottomed hollows to 
hold clear, miniature whiskey bottles.  A light stain and semi-
gloss varnish give a very natural-looking finish.  The hollows are 
numbered and match the specimens on the key card lists. The club 
recently has come up with a slightly larger form designed to hold 
wine splits.  

 A few years ago the Portland GC discovered a large number of 1 
x 8-inch clear glass test tubes, apparently left behind after a long-
ago orchid show.  They were ideal for smaller cuts, but how to 
support them?  An enterprising member, Liz Rocchia, designed a 
holder 2 which has come to be known as a “Rocchia Rack.” This 
is a

 

 1"Baird Board"with bottles.
Photographs 1 and 2 by Marshall Hieronimus

 

 2 "Rocchia Rack" with test tubes
next page
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wooden frame with a solid base and sides that support a “rack” 
with five holes in it to hold the test tubes. The base has round-
bottomed hollows under each hole to keep the end of the test tubes 
in place. Again, a light stain and semi-gloss varnish were the 
chosen finish.  

For large specimens such as shrub and tree branches, a convenient 
method is to group matching clear glass containers on a round or 
square mat: this serves the purpose of setting collections apart.  
Since colored paper will bleed all over table coverings at the first 
drop of water, something waterproof such as appropriately 
colored oil cloth is advised. 

 This type of class always sparks interest, both in those exhibiting 
and those viewing.  Do give it a try.

 
Hints to the Exhibitor on Exhibiting Collections of Cuts:
Individual cuts sometimes have the reputation of being “bottled, 
boring branches,” but a collection offers endless possibilities for 
research and study into families 3, genera or different topics. Your 
collection will be more distinctive if you take the time to study all 
the conceivable choices and even propagate your own plant 
material.  The basic guidelines for entering any Horticulture class 
apply: well-grown material of whatever sort the schedule calls for, 
in prime condition, meticulously groomed and correctly 
identified. Key cards should be easily readable, accurate 
and possibly computer-generated for greater legibility. We do 
state that lamination is required in our schedules for good reason. 
With all the water around in the passing area, it is too easy for a 
key card to end up in a puddle, and a soggy key card does not 
make a good impression.

The correct botanic listing follows the standard format: genus, 
specific epithet, variety or cultivar, i.e. Cornus kousa var. 
chinensis.  

3 Holodiscus microphyllus var. microphyllus (rock spiraea) 
could fit in a grouping of members of the Rose Family: 
Copyrighted photograph courtesy of Larry Blakely at 
CalPhotos Photo Database
 
Note that the genus, epithet and variety names are italicized, but 
the abbreviation var. (for variety) is not. Abbreviations for species 
(sp.) and subspecies (ssp.) also are not italicized.  In the case of 
the cultivar, Cornus kousa ‘Autumn Rose,’ the genus and species 
are italicized. The cultivar name is not, but is enclosed in single 
quotes. If you list two of the same genus in a row, as in Iris 
macrosiphon and Iris minutiflora, the second listing does not need 
to repeat the name of the genus but can be shortened to I. 
minutiflora (I.=the capitalized first letter of the genus). 

A class with groups of cuts offers the opportunity to learn more 
about botany, taxonomy and plant history. Enjoy the challenge! 

    next article
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Pressing Business--Herbarium Specimens for 
Workshops and Flower Shows
By Patti Schleuning, Zone XII Nominating Representative, 2004-
2006 Vice Chairman, Freeman Plant Award, Portland GC
 

 
1 Pressed specimens of Trillium grandiflorum in an herbarium 
class in a Portland GC show. All photographs by author 
unless otherwise stated.

An excellent way for members to learn about plant structure and 
to identify plants is through collecting and pressing herbarium 
specimens, which can produce highly artistic results as well. 
Workshops on creating herbarium specimens have been extremely 
popular over the years with members of my club, along with field 
trips to see the herbarium at Oregon State University and at the 
Berry Botanic Garden in Portland.
 
An herbarium (herbaria, plural) is a depository for preserved plant 
specimens that have been collected for scientific study. 
Traditionally, pressed samples (vouchers) have been used to 
verify and cross-check the identity of a specific plant and have 
been deposited in a recognized facility able to conserve the 
specimens. Most herbaria are part of an academic institution, 
museum or botanical garden. Visiting a recognized herbarium in 
your area can provide a fascinating horticulture program and an 
introduction to learning to prepare and to mount dried, pressed 
specimens of plants. Besides being educational and interesting, it 
might lead to an herbarium class in a flower show, as it has for my 
club 1. 
 
Collecting and drying plants for herbarium specimens:
Decide on the plant you want to collect and determine the best 
places and times to collect it (collect on your own property or only 
on land where you have been granted permission; never collect 
any federally or state-listed native species). Carefully dig up the 
plant, rinse the soil from the roots and air dry or pat it with a 
towel. 
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Each specimen should have a stem with attached leaves and 
ideally flowers and/or fruit. You will obtain the best results 
if you press the specimen while it is still fresh, before it 
wilts 2. 
 

2 A temporary press can be used to press plant 
specimens in the field. 

3 Commercial plant presses such as this are available at 
herbarium supply companies.
 
 Place the plant between two sheets of blotting paper or wax 
paper (carefully arranging it the way it is to look when done, 
with at least one leaf turned over to show the back side).  Dry 
the specimen on the floor in a corner of a room or warm 
basement, using the following method: (1) On the bottom 
level put a piece of corrugated cardboard, (2) then several 
thicknesses of newspaper and (3) next the prepared specimen 
between its sheets of blotting paper. At this point, (4) cover 
with several thicknesses of newspaper, (5) top with a piece of 
corrugated cardboard, and (6) finally weight it all down with 
heavy books. If you have a plant press 3, use it and skip the 
above steps.

 next page
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Prepare more than one specimen in order to have a choice 
after the plants have dried. Specimens should give a 
representation of the whole plant.  If the plant is large, stems 
may need to be bent into a V or an N-shape. Leaves, too, 
may be folded.  Bulky fruit can be thinly cut and dried in 
sections, one a median cross-section and the other a median 
longitudinal section to show its size and shape. Bulbous 
roots or thick stems can be split to facilitate drying. 
Herbaceous plants should have roots. 
  

Mounting Herbarium Specimens:
At a later horticulture workshop, the dried specimens can be 
mounted. They may be affixed to 11 ½  x 16 1/2-inch 
standard herbarium paper (or art paper) with herbarium glue 
or white glue (Elmer’s works well, watered down a bit). Use 
a small watercolor brush and carefully apply the glue to the 
backside of the dried specimen and gently place it on the 
sheet. Leave space on the bottom right corner for the 
herbarium label. Cover with wax paper and a piece of 
cardboard and weight it down with heavy books until it 
dries.  Loose seed or fruits are put in a small fragment 
packet (envelope) that also is glued to the sheet.   

 
The label, always attached in the lower right corner of the 
sheet, generally includes the botanical name of the plant, 
where it was collected, information about habitat, name of 
the collector and date of collection.  For plant research 
purposes, the label is nearly as valuable as the specimen 
itself.

An Herbarium Class in a GCA Flower Show: 
The Portland GC (my club) has included an herbarium class 
in several of its flower shows, both major and small flower 
shows. The mounted, pressed specimens make a stunning 
botanical display. An added bonus is that they can be 
completed in advance of the show. 
 
An example of an herbarium class in the Horticulture 
Division of a Major GCA Flower Show schedule is as 
follows:
 
A pressed specimen of a plant grown by the exhibitor, 
showing leaf, stem, roots, flower and (when possible) fruit/
seed.  Exhibit is to be mounted on 11 ½ inches x 16 ½ inch 
herbarium paper, supplied by the committee and 
accompanied by the following information: family, genus, 
species, and where the plant is naturally found (i.e. dry slope, 
coastal swamp, alpine meadow).
 
In a GCA flower show, the collector’s name would be 
omitted on the label but would appear on the entry card.  Our 
club has used variations on the above schedule:  (1) a pressed 
specimen of a native plant, grown by the exhibitor and useful 
to Native Americans, with an explanation of how the plant 
was used and by which tribes; (2) a pressed specimen found 
in Oregon’s natural environment; (3) a pressed specimen 
found along the western portion of the route followed by the 
Lewis and Clark Expedition, as well as a notation if the plant 
is part of the Lewis and Clark Herbarium.                               
next page
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Herbaria:
Herbaria are used by plant researchers to further our 
knowledge of the plant world. Herbaria were established in 
Europe as early as the 1600’s when knowledge of the earth’s 
flora was increasing so rapidly that botanical gardens could 
no longer contain living examples of every known species.

Herbarium collections have been built up over the years by 
botanists and plant collectors who have documented the 
diversity and distribution of the earth’s flora 4. The pressed 
specimens, mounted on archival quality paper and carefully 
labeled, are stored on shelves in special cabinets, generally in 
climate-controlled rooms. Potentially, herbarium specimens 
will last in perpetuity. Some date back several hundred years. 
A threat to the longevity of herbarium specimens is insects. 
One of the most recent techniques for dealing with the insect 
problem is freezing the specimens for a week or two. A 
herbarium can be likened to a library, and specimens are 
loaned between herbaria for research purposes. Fewer than 
75 herbaria have more than one million specimens, although 
there are several thousand collections worldwide of pressed, 
dried plant specimens.
For Further Information
Bridson, Diane and Forman, Leonard, editors, The Herbarium Handbook. Kew 
(GB): Royal Botanic Gardens, 1989. ISBN: 09476433206

Field Techniques Used by Missouri Botanical Garden:
www.mobot.org/MOBOT/Research/Library/liesner/tpage.html

Preparation of Plant Specimens for Deposit as Herbarium Vouchers: University 
of Florida Herbarium: www.flmnh.ufl.edu/herbarium/voucher.htm

4 This well-preserved, historic specimen of Maytenus 
magellanica is among the 5 million herbarium specimens 
at the Missouri Botanical Garden. It was collected in 
1769 by Joseph Banks and Daniel Solander while in 
Tierra del Fuego on Captain Cook's first voyage around 
the world. MOBOT also has a specimen collected in 1834 
by Charles Darwin while on the H.M.S. Beagle.
Photographs:1, 4, author; 2, University of New England, Guide 
to Plant Collecting: www.une.edu.au/botany 3,

www.flmnh.ufl.edu/herbarium; 5, 

www.mobot.org/mobot/imls/specimens.asp 
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Dealing with Nomenclature BEFORE a Flower 
Show
By Phyllis Reynolds, Portland GC, Zone XII
 
Some Garden Club members can identify every last plant set 
before their eyes. Others are totally naïve, especially if they are 
new members or have strong, non-horticultural interests. Over the 
years I have looked at entry cards in flower shows and have been 
astonished at the incorrect botanic names in some classes:  up to 
50% may be wrong (or perhaps more--I surely don’t know 
everything set before my eyes).  
 
In order to help members who need to know how to identify their 
flora, I started an annual program several years ago at the Portland 
GC. It is given to new members only--in the hope that their being 
able to identify flora, be it in Artistic, Horticulture or Photography 
Divisions, should make their first entries a little less daunting.
 
My time with the new members covers less than two hours.  There 
are two sessions, a week apart. At the first session, with a 
whiteboard by my side, I talk about the need to have botanic 
names, Linnaeus and the binomial system.  I explain genus, 
species, cultivar, subspecies, hybrids, etc. and write on the board 
the singular and plural and abbreviations. Families are mentioned 
because some classes nowadays require the family name.  The 
introductory program covers the resources available to them:  the 
standard “bibles” or reference books (see below) and, of course, 
the Web, along with specialty books, e.g., on grasses or other 
specific plants, or on plants by color.  I explain the hardship of 
going through a big book looking at photographs but with no idea 
of what the plant in hand is.  

Finding the botanic name of a Douglas fir is part of the game 
in this workshop for members. Photograph by author
 
Now the fun part starts with an explanation of how to find a 
botanic name if a person only knows the common name(s):  
Googling and using various indexes and books offer many 
possibilities.  And finally I tell them that if all else fails--if they 
can’t return to the nursery where they bought the plant or go to a 
staff member at an arboretum or botanical garden, for example, 
then ask a garden club member.  
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I don’t tell them who the knowledgeable ones are, however. That 
is for them to find out.  But I tell them never to wait until the day 
of the show to find the answer.  If they do, all kinds of angry 
looks will be directed their way.
 
At the end of the first session I hand out homework (hidden up to 
this point) to each new member, which is to be brought back to 
the next session a week hence.  The task is to identify the plant I 
have given them and to tell how they went about the 
identification.  The plants are ones that everyone should know by 
common name, e.g., a carrot, a pumpkin, a native fern, a holly 
with berries, a branch from our state tree (Pseudotsuga menziesii), 
a rosemary branch.
 
The second session is shorter than the first and, so far, every one 
has done her homework well.  This is very satisfying!
 
Some Basic References:
Barnard, Loretta, et al., Flora’s Plant Names,  Portland (OR): 
Timber Press, 2003. ISBN 0881926051. No photographs, but a 
good place to start: 20,000 entries of common names with their 
equivalent botanical names.  
 
Brickell, Christopher and Cathey, H. Marc, editors-in-chief, The 
American Horticultural Society, A-Z Encyclopedia of GARDEN 
PLANTS. New York (NY): DK Publishing, 2004 rev.ed. ISBN 
0756606160.  The “Common Name Index” at the back cross-
references botanical names. 

Griffiths, Mark, editor, The New Royal Horticultural Society 
Dictionary, Index of Garden Plants. Portland (OR): Timber Press, 
1992. ISBN 0881922463. There is a thorough chapter on 
nomenclature in “The Naming of Plants.” Common names are 
included in the text with a reference to the botanical names.
 
L.H. Bailey Hortorium staff, Hortus Third, A Concise Dictionary 
of Plants Cultivated in the United States and Canada, rev. ed., 
New York (NY): Macmillan, 1976. ISBN 0025054708. This work 
is out-of-date, but has an “Index to Common Names.” Since many 
common names have changed since then, you can check any of 
their botanical equivalents for an update with the International 
Plant Names Index database: 
www.ipni.org

Out-of-print books often may be found at: www.abebooks.com

 
On the Internet:
Google any common name of a plant: e.g. botanical name for 
carrot; family to which carrot belongs
 
There are many search engines and plant databases on the 
Internet. In some you can type in a common name and will see the 
botanical name on the entry: e.g. USDA PLANTS Database: http://
plants.usda.gov/
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Editor's Note: Schedules often specify soilless mix for entries, 
and the following article addresses the issue.
 

How do I know if it's a soilless mix? Looks like dirt 
to me! 
By Priscilla Twombly,  Zone II Horticulture Representative, 
Sasqua GC
 
-dirt, n. what you sweep off the floor.
-soil, n. the portion of the earth's surface consisting of disintegrated rock, 
mineral particles, organic matter,  microorganisms, etc. Or for those of us 
who are gardeners, the substance in which we grow our outdoor plants.     
-soilless mix, n.  potting soil for container gardening composed of a variety 
of organic and inorganic materials, but no field soil.

 
  In a recent Fine Gardening article, "Choosing the Right Soilless 
Mix," (1)  Jim Garner brings up an issue many people ask.  How 
do I know if my commercial mix contains soil or is soil-based? As 
a nursery owner as well as Zone II Horticulture Representative, I 
can say from experience that very rarely in this country will one 
find a commercially available soil-based mix sold as potting mix. 
Bagged potting mixes almost exclusively use either peat or bark 
as a base, with added components such as sand, perlite or 
vermiculite for aeration and drainage. 
 
Potting mix manufacturers do not use soil because it is too 
variable, too heavy, and is not renewable. So it is pretty safe to 
say that if you buy a bag of potting mix in this country, it will 
have no soil in it.  If you are looking for a soil-based mix, you 
probably will have to make it yourself in this country (the John 
Innes compost mixes, widely available in the UK, are soil-based).

 

So, what to look for in a commercial mix? In Jim Garner's view, 
successful container planting requires a medium that meets most 
of the plant's requirements for optimum growth. "It must be a 
stable reservoir of moisture and nutrients, and remain loose 
enough to allow for root and water movement and the exchange of 
gases in the root zone. It must also have a pH  that can support 
adequate nutrient uptake, and it must be free of soil-borne 
diseases, weed seeds and toxins. Finally, container medium must 
provide adequate anchorage and support for the roots while still 
being heavy enough to provide sufficient ballast to prevent plants 
from tipping over." Soilless mixes have little natural fertility, so 
they need fertilizer, lime and sometimes other materials (including 
trace elements) added" by  the gardener, unless specifically 
included by the manufacturer of the mix (check product labeling).

Garner analyzes the ingredients in soilless mixes:

Organic Compounds (Carbon-Based):
Peat Moss: "The physical and chemical properties of peat moss 
make it an ideal base for most soilless mixes." It holds water, air 
and nutrients very well. Its slightly acidic pH allows nutrients to 
be used by the roots. The best peat is from the decomposed 
remains of sphagnum moss found in peat bogs (think Ireland). 
Note: Since these are non-renewable resources,  investigate 
conservation-minded alternatives (the Royal Horticulture Society 
has trialed several alternatives--see below).
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Composted Pine Bark: one of the most widely used components 
in commercial container media. "Bark lacks the moisture-holding 
capacity of peat moss although it can dramatically increase the 
porosity of a mix."

Coir: "a derivative of coconut hulls that shows promise as a peat 
substitute." It has exceptional water-holding capacity.

Other Sources of Organic Matter that can be used in soilless 
mixes include "composted manures, leaf mold and crop residues 
such as rice hulls."
 
Inorganic compounds include:
Sand: This "can add needed weight to peat and bark-based 
mixes... without impairing drainage." Sand ground from granite is 
the best, though any coarse sand will do. Finely ground sand like 
that found on beaches will actually reduce drainage.
 
Vermiculite:  a mica-like mineral (the flakes have been mined and 
heated until they expand into accordion-like light particles) "that 
can hold large amounts of both water and air. It is easily 
compacted so avoid packing down mixes containing large 
quantities of this. It also can retain nutrients and help resist 
changes in pH." (Note: a number of websites discuss issues about 
vermiculite and carry reports of cancer-causing properties and 
contamination with low levels of asbestos. Be sure to wear a mask 
or wet it before mixing to avoid the dust it gives off).
 
Perlite: a chemically inert material (a siliceaous rock--a form of 
glass--that has been heated to over l600 degrees at which it pops 
like popcorn and becomes light in weight) "added to promote good 
drainage while holding nearly as much water as vermiculite."

 I think both vermiculite and perlite have disadvantages, but I 
myself prefer perlite. Vermiculite has the advantage of being able 
to retain some nutrients, but it is susceptible to too much weight 
and pressure and loses its aerating capabilities under those 
conditions. Perlite does not compact even in large containers, but it 
does not retain any nutrients and frequently floats to the surface in 
the lighter mixes. This can be unsightly. Mulch can be used as a 
top dressing to camouflage the problem.

For the long term, I prefer a mix which uses bark and sand because 
it adds stability. However, for a large pot, I use perlite for its 
reduced weight. All soilless mixes will need regular fertilization, 
either with slow-release fertilizers or use of liquid feed.  For 
propagating plants and growing them on for short periods of time 
(up to two years), soilless mixes work best and have the increased 
benefit of not carrying any pathogens.

So what, then, is the best mix for you? That depends on your pot 
and on what you're growing. For pots that you plan on keeping 
planted for years at a time (i.e. trees, shrubs, perennials, trough 
gardens),  soil-based mixes are best. They retain nutrients better 
and don't dry out so quickly. Just be sure to add sufficient drainage 
material (sand, grit, perlite) to ensure quick drainage during rainy 
spells. For your pots of annuals, where the average life span is six 
months or less, a commercial potting mix is fine. Plan to use a 
slow-release fertilizer or liquid fertilizer weekly.
 
Footnote:
(l) Jim Garner authored the article "Choosing the Right Soilless Mix,"  Fine 
Gardening 94 (Nov.-Dec.,2003): 44-47. The text was the catalyst for this piece, 
thanks to Sara Pelton, Diggers GC, Zone XII, and Rosie Jones, Horticulture 
Committee Advisor and also Diggers GC.
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Additional Note by Editor: The Royal Horticulture Society, 
along with others in England, is committed to eliminating 
peat from use by amateur gardeners, and from use as a soil 
improver and surface ground mulch at its own Gardens. 
Since the l980's straw, manure, leaf-mold and home-made 
compost have become common methods of mulching and 
soil conditioning. Also available to the public is a "reduced-
peat" compost, in which peat is combined with other 
materials.

The main problem seems to be getting the public to trade the 
user-friendly aspect of peat as a growing medium for a peat-
free substitute that is good.  RHS has been conducting trials. 
Locally obtained, sustainable products from composted wood 
wastes and plant residues have been monitored. Work is on-
going with container-based trial mixes for acid-loving plants 
(peat is used for soil acidification) and with analyses of 
nutrient depletion over time in peat-free mixes.

Priscilla does not use peat-based mixes in her nursery. "Most 
large operations," she says, "have gotten away from peat 
since it is so hard to wet when it dries out. A major issue for 
many of us also is that peat is a non-renewable natural 
resource.  We don't even recommend it for soil-improvement 
purposes. We sell compost in bags, as well as composted 
leaves (mixed with manure) in bulk which can be 
incorporated into the soil the same way peat is." 

 

Some Recipes from Priscilla 

A good, general mix for rock garden plants, conifers 
and succulents is equal parts loam, leaf mold and 
coarse sand, plus a handful or two of bone meal. The 
formula is useful for alpines and succulents that 
require perfect drainage. To avoid weed seeds and 
pathogens, the loam and leaf mold should be heated to 
an internal temperature of 160 degrees for half an 
hour. For ericaceous plants, ferns and the like, add 
more leaf mold. For difficult alpines, add more grit. 
Scree plants might prefer a mix as lean as three parts 
coarse sand or grit to one part leaf mold. There are no 
hard and fast rules, as everyone's soil is different, so 
be willing to make some adjustments depending on 
how the mix feels. 
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Conditioning Cut Specimens for 
Horticultural Exhibits in Flower Shows
By Mary Kent, Co-Chairman, Horticulture Committee, 
Propagation Information, Plainfield GC, Zone IV

With spring upon us and fall not too far behind, there will be 
a flurry of horticultural classes in upcoming flower shows. 
Schedules almost always have classes for cut specimens. 
Many a ribbon has been lost in a horticulture exhibit because 
the cut specimen was not conditioned properly. The term 
“conditioning” means treating cut plant material to make 
foliage and flowers last as long as possible. It is not just for 
specimens used in flower arranging. (1)

 There are some general tips for the majority of cut 
specimens. While many people recommend cutting in the 
evening or early morning, I have found it best to cut flowers 
at sundown when the plant’s food reserves are at their 
maximum after a full day of photosynthesis. Since the 
plant’s ability to absorb water ends when its pores (stomata) 
close at dark, these cuttings will lose less moisture at 
nightfall than at other times. The exception is very hot 
weather when stems should be cut in the morning before the 
dew has evaporated.  

 
Photograph of cuts in a Piedmont GC show 

by Fran Wolfe, Piedmont GC, Zone XII 
next page
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Make sure all your cutting implements and containers are 
clean before you begin. It is important to get the cut 
specimen into water immediately so no air enters the stem to 
prevent the uptake of water. Carry a bucket filled with 
enough warm water to be able to submerge at least the lower 
half of each stem. Use a sharp knife, scissors or clippers to 
cut the stem at an angle, being careful not to crush it. Always 
cut the stem as long as possible. You can recut it later, under 
water, to modify the length to fit the proportions of the 
container or other cuts in your exhibit. Cuttings will benefit 
from standing in water for several hours or even overnight, if 
possible, in a cool, dark place. Remove all leaves below 
water level. This helps to prevent decay and rotting of leaves 
that can result in a buildup of bacteria. 

There are some flowering plants with special conditioning 
needs. Anemone hupehensis (Japanese anemone), Aquilegia, 
Baptisia, Calendula, Cosmos and Dahlia require cool water 
after cutting.  The stem ends of asters and astilbes should be 
dipped in boiling water before soaking. Stems of the 
following genera should be dipped first in boiling water and 
then placed in cool water: Anchusa, Arisaema, Cimicifuga, 
Dicentra, Filipendula, Hosta, Mertensia, Paeonia, Rosa and 
Rudbeckia. The stems of some other plants, however, need to 
be dipped in boiling water and then soaked in warm water. 
These include Ceratostigma, Epimedium, Geranium, 
Helleborus, Lobelia, Lychnis, Platycodon, Pulmonaria, 
Primula, Silene, Trillium, Trollius and Verbascum. 

Anything with a woody stem also should be cut at an angle 
and the bottom inch of bark removed. Split or crush the 
lower stem and remove all foliage that would be below the 
water line. Soak woody stems in warm water as with other 
cut specimens. Most woody cuttings benefit from a long 
soak also. Some will remain fresher if the leaves, buds and 
flowers are misted with room temperature water. There are 
several shrubs that profit from having their stem ends put in 
hot or boiling water.  Some examples are Amelanchier, 
Daphne, Exochorda, Heptacodium, Hydrangea, 
Lagerstroemia, Malus, Philadelphus, Rhododendron, 
Sinocalycanthus, Syringa and Viburnum.

Treat vines with woody stems as you would branches. The 
ends of wisteria stems should be split and then put in water 
up to the racemes (the inflorescence can be protected from 
water with a shield of aluminum foil or saran wrap). 
Clematis should be dipped in boiling water after the stem is 
split and then placed in cool water. 

To condition plants with “bleeding stems” or sap, such as 
euphorbias, poppies and bleeding hearts (Dicentra), seal the 
ends of stems by searing them with a flame or dipping them 
in boiling water for 30 seconds. Then place the cuttings in 
warm water for a long soaking. If you cut the stems again, 
repeat the process. Caution: the milky white latex of 
euphorbias is a painful irritant to skin and eyes, and skin 
irritation is possible with Dicentra. 
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Many annual wildflowers can be hard to condition and 
maintain in prime appearance for a show. Ephemerals can be 
tricky, especially some with very small flowers. Cutting 
them and bringing them indoors may be too much of a shock 
for them if they have been growing in cool, early spring 
conditions. I have been told the temperature of the water 
should match the temperature of the ground. 

Most bulbs usually require only plain, cool to tepid water for 
conditioning. Again, it is recommended that the water 
temperature be consistent with the outdoor temperature at the 
time of cutting. Narcissus (daffodils, jonquils, etc.) exude a 
sap that is harmful to many other plants, so do not condition 
them in the same water with other flowers.

 If you need flowers to be more open at show time, put the 
cutting in warm water or in a warm room. The opposite is 
true if you want to slow down the flowering process (many 
people advise adding ice to the water).

On the day of the show you may need to cut the specimen 
again for a good exhibit.  Follow the same directions as 
above: get the cutting in water immediately. Some suggest 
you mist the cutting with room temperature water to help 
keep it fresh.  Most important, make sure the stem is below 
the water line.  I have noticed cut specimens wilt before the 
judges have even seen them because there was not enough 
water in the container.  
 
If you have taken the time to select the best from your 
garden, it is well worth the trouble to go to the extra step of 
conditioning the cuts properly. The reward for the effort is a 
fresh, long-lasting exhibit and possibly a ribbon. 
 
Footnote:
(1)   A wonderful resource for more detailed information 
on conditioning is Flowers for Bouquets, from Garden-
Field-Florist, Conditioning Plant Material for Flower 
Arranging by Joanne Lenden, Horticulture Committee, 
Fort Orange GC, Zone III (2007 revised and enlarged 
edition). The text also covers the use of commercial and 
home-made preservatives or conditioners.
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Be on the Cutting Edge for Spring Flower Shows By Mary Kent, Vice Chairman, Horticulture Education, Plainfield GC, 
Zone IV
“What cut specimens shall I enter in the flower show?” This question looms as schedules arrive, and the date of a show approaches. More 
likely than not, people race out to their gardens the day before to see what might be suitable to enter and which of their choices are potential 
winners. Many show schedules are very general, having broad categories for perennials, flowering shrubs and trees, and bulbs. It is helpful 
to have some overall hints on exhibiting cuts and know what criteria judges might use for selecting the best in each class. 

General Tips
•         Read the schedule carefully to ensure your entries are the right size and conform to the classes.
•         Proper conditioning is key to presenting a good cut specimen. 
•         Meticulous grooming includes washing leaves and removing dead or damaged leaves and flowers. Do not use leaf polish.
•         Remove leaves from the portion of the stem or branch which will be under water. 
•         Flowers and leaves should be clean and unblemished by mildew or insects. 
•         Take the time to properly wedge your specimen so it sits with its best view forward.
•         Add sufficient water to your container.
•         Cut flowering branches are generally best shown when three-quarters of the flowers are open and one-quarter are in bud.
•         See TRD-The Real Dirt, No. 2, Fall 2004 for information on exhibiting roses;  No. 3, Spring 2005 for daffodils; No. 5, 
Spring 2006 for conditioning cuts; and No. 1, Spring 2004 for grooming, exhibiting and transporting specimens (available as 
back issues online at The GCA website).
•         Identify your cuts by botanical and common names before you leave home for the show. 

Tips for Specific Types of Cut Specimens 
Aquilegia          

•         A single spray should have as many blooms open as possible.
•         The length of the stem should be in proportion to the size of the spray.
•         Colors should be clear and color combinations pleasing.
•         The spray should have a graceful and well balanced appearance with flowers slightly tilting up.
•         Although the spurs may differ in some varieties, all of them on a spray should be uniform.
•         The spurs should appear plump and the stamens fresh, with no pollen falling on the petals.
•         There should be no dried petals or seed pods. 
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Delphinium 
•         The flower spike should be straight and strong. 
•         The placement of the florets should appear symmetrical on the stem with no unevenly spaced gaps.
•         Florets are formed by what most think are petals but are actually one or two rows of colored sepals, which should be broad 
and circular in shape.  
•         The florets should look “crisp” and fresh from top to bottom with no brown on the sepals.   
•         The colors should be clear and glistening with no streaking.
•         Colors should be consistent on all the florets.

 
Hemerocallis 

•        A scape should be long enough and strong  enough to support its buds and flowers and should be properly proportioned for 
its flower type.
•        A scape having several flowers open and many buds but no spent flowers is considered in its prime.
•        Anthers should not be removed from the flower.
•         All the flowers on a scape should exhibit the same form and color or colors.
•         The petals and sepals should be firm with no thinning toward the edges.
•         There should be no visible holes, tears, seed pods or old flowers noticeable.
•         The posterior of the flowers on the scape should be as well groomed as the front. 
•         Proliferations (a part which looks like a bud but becomes the start of a new plant) should not be removed.
 

Iris: Bearded Iris
•         The flower stalk should be straight and strong.
•         There should be at least three open flowers (one should be a terminal bloom) and some buds.
•         Flowers should be alternately spaced so they do not appear crowded.
•         Each flower should appear well balanced and symmetrical with the size of the standard (the three inside petals) in    
proportion to the falls (those three petals that are below the standards).
•         The colors of these specimens have what is described as an “iridescent” quality that should not be marred by streaking, 
burning or water spots.
•         The standards and falls should be firm, indicating freshness.       
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•         The removal of damaged buds, faded or spent flowers is not penalized, especially if it does not disturb the balance of the 
stem as a whole.
•         Spathes (modified leaves around a flower bud) should not be removed in the process of grooming, but folded over the spot 
where the flower was removed.

 
Iris: Siberian Iris

•         Stems should be straight and thin with lateral branching on the upper half of the stem.
•         These branches should be evenly spaced to appear balanced. 
•         Although there is a great variety of petal shapes for this type, the falls are generally broad, in a downward or horizontal 
position.
•         The standards, though of different shapes for each type, should stand erect.
•         Flowers should appear light and delicate and should be in proportion to the stem.
•         The color of the flowers should be clear and intense with no fading.
•         Petals should appear firm indicating freshness.

 
Narcissus

•         Following the classification system of Narcissus, you should select a flower sitting or posed at a 90-degree angle for 
Divisions 1, 2, 3, 4, 9 and 11. Some types in Division 11 are exceptions, such as ‘Hoop Petticoat.’ A summary of the Divisions 
may be found in Mark Griffiths’ The New Royal Horticultural Society Dictionary, Index of Garden Plants. Portland (OR): 
Timber Press, 1995. ISBN 0333591496 and in the American Daffodil Society’s Daffodils to Show and Grow, updated 7th ed., or 
the American Daffodil Society’s website (http://dafffodilusa.org/daffodils/div.html).

•         The length of the stem should be in proportion to the flower; most trumpets are between 15 to 24 inches tall.
•         Look for a smooth, crisp, waxy appearance that indicates the flower is fresh; avoid a flower that appears crinkled or crepey.
•         The perianth (petals) should be symmetrical around the corona (cup) and uniform in size and flat.
•         The corona should be centered and round.
•         The color of the perianth and corona should be even and clear with no streaks.
•         The flower sheath (the brown, modified leaf which covers the bud) should not be removed. 
•         There should be no tears or slits in any segments of the specimen (split corona types excepted). 

next page 

http://daffodilusa.org/daffodils/div.html


Return to Home Page Return to Start of Article

Paeonia (peony)

●     Peony flowers should sit well on a stem that is strong enough to support the bloom, no matter which type.
●     Outer petals should be of uniform length.
●     Japanese and single types should be saucer-shaped and circular with outer petals the same length.
●     Doubles should have well developed center petals that are erect and uniform, and stamens should be not be visible. 
●     Crimped or notched petals, usually an indication of adverse weather conditions, are not acceptable in any of the forms.
●     Blooms should be open.
●     Visible pistils should appear in some shade of green; any other colors indicate aging.
●     Visible pollen on the petals of singles indicates aging.
●     Petal color should appear rich and pure with no fading, blotches or streaks, the exception being those that are supposed to 

have streaks of another color.
●     Blooms should appear crisp and glistening with a silky or velvety texture.
●     Stems should be disbudded and be displayed with one to two green, unspotted, healthy-looking upper leaves.

Rhododendron

●     Flowers are exhibited as a truss (compact group of flowers growing from one main stem) surrounded by a circle of leaves.
●     The leaves and truss should be in proportion to each other.
●     Flowers should sit above the leaves and stand upright.
●     Anthers should be left in place since they sometimes have contrasting colors that add to the attractiveness of the truss. 
●     When a truss has one-half of its flowers open and the remainder in bud, it is considered at its prime. 

Azalea (Genus Rhododendron)

●     Flowers are exhibited as a spray.
●     Flower clusters should appear open and delicate.
●     Flowers should be clean and fresh with no brown or spent flowers.
●     Foliage should appear clean and healthy.
●     Foliage should cover the branch but not be more significant than the flowers.
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Syringa (lilac)
•         The branch should be cut so the stem is one and one-half times longer than the panicle.
•         Foliage should appear symmetrical on the stem.
•         Both the size of the panicle and the size of the floret will be considered in relation to type.
•         The panicle is best exhibited when one third of the florets are in bud and two thirds are open.
•         The color of florets should be clear with no fading or dullness.
•         The desired texture is described as “glistening.”
•         Each floret should have a smooth surface with no wrinkling.

 
Tulipa (tulip)

•         Specimens should be exhibited with at least two healthy-looking leaves.
•         Colors should be clear and pure with no streaking or spotting; white spots or brown spots indicate a problem such as 
Botrytis.
•         The petals should appear crisp and fresh with no thinning at the edges and should be equal in length.
•         Stems should be straight and hold the flower in an erect position (except for Parrot Group types where stems are often too 
slender to carry the large flower)
•         The flower should sit squarely on the stem and be held erect.
•         The length of the stem should appear in proportion to the flower.
•         The waterlily tulip, T. kaufmanniana, should be shown fully open.
•         Doubles should be shown three-quarters open.
•         Lily, single Early, Darwin, Parrot and most other varieties should be shown one-quarter to one-half open.
•         Stamens that are dry or dropping pollen indicate a flower past its prime.
 

Other Bulbs
•         Much of the criteria above applies to other spring bulbs such as members of the genera Allium, Scilla, Fritillaria, Muscari, 
etc.
•         Judges look for color clarity in flowers and strong, healthy stems. They also take into account the number of flowers open 
on a stem and how a specimen sits on its stem according to its type. The specimen should appear to be in its prime.
 

Cut specimens are one of the most interesting parts of a flower show. Enjoy showing your best with these tips. 
next article
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Tips on Exhibiting Begonias
Compiled by Katie Heins, National Horticulture 
Chairman, Stony Brook GC, Zone IV; Janet 
Welsh, Zone V Horticulture Representative, 
Huntingdon Valley GC; and Diana Fish, Editor, 
Carmel-by-the-Sea GC

  Are you ready to enter a begonia in a flower 
show? Do you know what type of begonia you 
have? You may have a tall, thick-stemmed 
species or a shrub-like one with unusual leaf 
surface texture or color, or perhaps you have one 
of the trailing-scandent varieties that are ideal 
for hanging baskets. Possibly yours is a 
rhizomatous type or a tuberous begonia with 
lavish flowers. Do you have one of the 
spectacular rex species and cultivars with 
decoratively colored leaves or a cane-like 
begonia with stems reminiscent of bamboo? 
There are many different types of begonias, and 
it is important to determine which kind you have 
so you can learn how to grow it and exhibit it 
properly.

If this is your first experience growing a 
begonia, learn about your particular plant and 
what can you do in growing and pre-grooming 
to achieve optimum results successfully over a 
long period of time. 

 
Begonia 'Looking Glass' is a cane-type begonia hybridized by 
Patrick Worley in California in 1981. Look for good texture and 
color in its lovely silver leaves.
 All photographs by Janet Welsh
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Consult references to determine the natural growing 
conditions of your plant and its cultural requirements. 
Some need more humidity and water than others. 
Growth habits vary. Many emerge from tubers or 
rhizomes while others have fibrous roots and some are 
epiphytic (growing on another plant for physical 
support). Many species thrive in a temperature range 
of 66-73 degrees with moderate humidity, but you 
should research the exact temperature and light levels 
that will enhance the well-being of your particular 
plant. Falling leaves can be due to overly cool 
temperatures for the species. Generally, to prevent 
tuber or stem rot, be careful not to over-water. Yellow 
and dropping leaves can also indicate over-watering. 

Leaf color should reflect proper fertilizing and 
growing conditions. Too much light can bleach or 
burn leaves. A leggy plant does not have adequate 
light. Pruning, tip pinching and turning your plant are 
essential. Early pruning and pinching will get your 
entry literally into shape.

 No matter what the species or hybrid, each plant will 
be judged on certain standard criteria. For cultural 
perfection, the plant should have a symmetrical and 
balanced shape, with signs of healthy growth, fullness 
of foliage and vigor. There should be no evidence of 
pests, powdery mildew, Botrytis or other disease. As 
with all flower show entries, 

clean your container and make certain that any staking is 
unobtrusive. Is the container appropriate and in proportion to the 
size of the plant? Is it over-potted or under-potted? The removal of 
old flowers and spent stems is also important. According to the 
rules of the American Begonia Society, fresh seed pods may remain 
on entries. 
 

Begonia 'Lady Sakimoto' is a cane-like begonia. If large, it will 
need staking. Make the stakes as unobtrusive and hidden as 
possible.  This plant is named after a dedicated California 
begonia grower.
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Begonia luxurians (palm-leaf begonia) is a shrub-like 
Brazilian species with fibrous roots and creamy white 
flowers.  The unusual palmate leaves growing on 5 feet tall 
stems contribute to a large, handsome specimen.

In certain classes, the judges will place more emphasis on the 
condition of the leaves than on the quantity and quality of the 
flowers. The foliage of the following groups is scrutinized closely 
in evaluation: Cane-Like, Shrub-Like, Thick-Stemmed, 
Rhizomatous, Trailing-Scandent and rex classes. However, the 
foliage of all begonias, regardless of the type, must be in good 
condition. Look critically at your plant. Do the leaves have a 
healthy color and crispness (substance)? Are there enough of them 
so the quantity gives the appearance of fullness? Is the specimen 
spindly or lanky? As begonia expert and judge Corliss Engle, 
Chestnut Hill GC, Zone I, says, “All faults of a plant are measured 
in proportion to the whole plant. A large plant with many leaves, 
but only one or two leaves that are damaged, would score better 
than one with fewer 

leaves and an equal number of damaged leaves.”(l)  If your show 
does not have a separate category of organic rules that permits 
limited insect damage, remove leaves with holes or chewed spots.  
The goal is to have only fresh leaves (not old or yellowed), 
without dried or brown edges. If there is a minor problem along 
the margins, try to trim off bad parts artfully with nail scissors and 
simulate the exact shape of the begonia leaf. The sharp eyes of the 
judges will probably notice these alterations. It will depend on the 
individual judge and the quality of the entry as to how these 
alterations will be perceived. There also should be no signs of 
wilting. 

 
Begonia 'Ed Thompson' This rex begonia has medium-sized, 
non-spiral leaves and light pink flowers.  It was named for one 
of the authors of the bible for begonia lovers, Begonias.
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Begonia 'Silver Jewel,' is a rhizomatous type with silver-
blotched leaves that are emerald green between the veins. It 
needs lots of humidity. 'Silver Jewel' was originated by Susie 
Zug in 1955.

Eliminate any evidence of spray, chemical residue, dirt or stray 
bits of potting medium from the leaves and pedicels (stalks).  You 
can remove loose dirt or growing mix with a fine artist’s brush.  
Handling the residue requires patience, and you may want to 
practice on one leaf first to determine the best method. Often the 
residue may come off with a diluted solution of vinegar or weak 
lemon juice. Another alternative is a light application of 
horticultural oil.  However, get rid of any trace of oil afterwards 
so the foliage does not shine. Sometimes you can rub off residue 
delicately with a soft toothbrush dipped in watered-down liquid 
dish detergent. Since it is essential to have good-looking leaves, 
use the least toxic product on your plant and scour your growing 
area for early signs of infestation. Corliss Engle suggests Neem 
Oil or 2 teaspoons 

of bicarbonate of soda per gallon of dilute Ced-O-Flora for 
mildew and Neem Oil or Isopropyl alcohol for pests. Also, before 
the show don’t forget to label and identify your exhibit properly. 
The most important thing to remember is: Begin grooming your 
plant long before the show.

Begonia soli-mutata is another Brazilian species once grown in 
the garden of noted landscape architect Roberto Burle Marx. 
It is a rhizomatous type with dark green and light green leaves 
edged in red. The species needs high humidity or the edges of 
the leaves will brown. 
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Begonia 'Richmondensis' is a shrub-like, small-leaved, ever-
blooming type. Take off dead or spent flowers and remove old 
flower stems from the base as well as any flowers out of 
proportion to the rest in size, height or location.  Flowers 
should be evenly distributed around the entire plant. 

Flowers are evaluated by their degree of abundance and by their 
quality. The classes in which blooms form a significant part of the 
overall scoring or judging are begonias with Semperflorens 
characteristics and tuberous begonias. Removing dead flowers and 
dead stems in your pre-grooming is one way to encourage new 
growth and ensure a good exhibit. Judges look at the size, color 
and substance of the petal-like tepals. Ideally, the flowers should 
be without blemishes, and there should be a profusion of blooms. 

However, many begonias are not ever-blooming, and your show 
may occur at an off-time for flowering. The American Begonia 
Society does not deduct points for this seasonal variation. Ask the 
schedule writer what the rules are for your class.  

Begonia 'Lancelot' is a tuberous begonia. Tuberous types are 
judged on cultural perfection (30 points), condition (25 
points), quantity of flowers (15 points) and quality of flowers 
(30 points). This specimen is a fine, full, well-shaped plant 
with excellent leaf substance and with many unblemished, 
large flowers.
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 Difficulty of cultivation may be considered in a flower show if 
the competition is close between exhibitors. It is fun to grow 
unusual or hard-to-grow plants and why not grow a begonia from 
seed? Seed is available to members of the American Begonia 
Society through the Society.  Basal stem, stem-tip, leaf, leaf 
wedge or rhizome cuttings are propagating alternatives.

There are some novel methods of growing begonias that might be 
suitable for a special class. Certain begonias can be trained into 
standards or other shapes. Some can be displayed as epiphytes in 
cavities or crevices of driftwood or grown in an indentation or 
fissure of a rock. Others may look well on a trellis or other 
support. A classic way to showcase the beauty of certain begonias 
that require high humidity is in the contained atmosphere of a 
horticultural terrarium. However, terrariums can present a 
problem once they are stained. It is very difficult to clean them,  
and repotting may be the easiest solution.

As you can see, there is a whole new world to explore in terms of 
growing and exhibiting begonias. Learning about their unique 
qualities and diversity can be a life-long interest.

Footnote:
(1) From notes from workshops by Janet Welsh and Corliss 
Engle, Chairman, Pilot Photography Judging Program.
 
Some Online Nursery Sources for Begonias:

●     Logee’s Greenhouses (CT): www.logees.com
●     Kartuz Greenhouses (CA): www.kartuz.com

For Further Information:
American Begonia Society website--numerous articles and 
classification information online: www.begonias.org

Plus, The Begonian (bimonthly magazine of the American 
Begonia Society)

Brickell, Christopher and Zuk, Judith, editors-in-chief, The 
American Horticultural Society A-Z Encyclopedia of Garden 
Plants. New York: DK Publishing, 1997.

Griffiths, Mark, Royal Horticultural Society The New Dictionary, 
Index of Garden Plants. Timber Press reprint of London: 
Macmillan Publishers Ltd 1994.

Japan Begonia Society, Begonia Check List. Available through the 
Japan Begonia Society website with CD-ROM.

Krempin, Jack, Know Your Begonias.Queensland (Australia): 
Krempin Books, 1993.

Smith, Lyman B., Wasshausen, Dieter, and Goblin, Jack, 
Begoniaceae. Part 1: Illustrated Key and Part 2: Annotated 
Species List. Washington D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 
1986.

Stevens, Mike, Begonias. Buffalo (N.Y.): Firefly Books, 2002. 
ISBN 1-55297-551-7

Thompson, Mildred L. and Edward J., Begonias, The Complete 
Reference Guide. New York: Times Books, 1981 (out-of-print). 
For out-of-print books, try: abebooks.com
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Exhibiting Cacti and Other 
Succulents
By Alice Farley, Zone V Awards Representative, 
Wissahickon GC
 
Ah, succulents--those weirdly wonderful plants with 
fleshy stems, leaves or storage organs that are so 
tempting to grow and show! Some of these lovelies 
perhaps look as if they don’t even belong on this planet, 
but to true fanciers, the more bizarre the better and 
much more fun to enter in a show. Sometimes you are 
reminded of the saying, “…so ugly that only a mother 
could love.” Well, beauty truly is in the eye of the 
beholder, and if you follow a few simple guidelines 
when preparing your plants for a show, then your 
succulents--and that includes cacti-- may become 
appreciated as the dramatic, sculptural and beautiful 
specimens they are.
 
The first and most important step is to begin at the 
beginning. The cultural requirements of most succulent 
plants are very specific. Possibly even more than other 
types of plants, succulents-- to be of “show quality”-- 
must be grown correctly from the start. It is usually 
difficult or impossible to correct the shape of a 
succulent that has not had enough light, has had uneven 
light, has burned from too much light or heat, or has 
lost its root system from improper watering. 

These well-grown cacti are perfectly groomed and in 
appropriate pots. The one in the center is a rare species of 
Copiapoa whose native range is northern Chile.  It was grown 
by Dr. Gerry Barad, former president of the Cactus and 
Succulent Society of America, from a single, rooted cutting.  
Rarity may be a consideration when plants are judged, but it 
will not diminish the importance of also presenting a well-
grown and displayed specimen. All photographs by author 
unless otherwise stated
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Succulents occur on most continents and comprise many families 
and genera, so there is no one rule that will tell you how to grow 
them. However, here are a few starting points: 

●      Be familiar with the growing season of your succulent. A 
few grow year-round, some have two growth periods a 
year, and most are either cool-season (winter) or warm-
season (summer) growers.  A plant will need more water 
when it is growing, and much less water when it is resting 
or dormant.

 
A cacti and succulent class may call for flowers and/or fruit. 
In addition to yellowish flowers, this outstanding Mammillaria 
prolifera has an abundance of brilliant, vermillion-red fruit 
everywhere that made it a blue-ribbon winner. Photo by 
Editor

Sometimes it can be more interesting to exhibit a succulent 
that is in its dormant, rather than growing, phase. The low 
caudex of this Pachypodium brevicaule is more visible during 
dormancy than when the plant is covered with bright yellow 
flowers and its summer finery of more numerous dark green 
leaves.

●     Know the original habitat and environment of your species 
in the wild. Not all succulents grow in the desert or in the 
blasting heat of the sun.  It is critical to try to duplicate 
their natural light, temperature, water and humidity 
conditions in order to grow the best plants. Many 
succulents are very slow growers, but you can maximize 
growth by meeting their special requirements. 

●       Keep a careful eye out for fungus and bugs. Succulents 
are delicious to many insects, and their damage can mark 
the plant permanently. 
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Many succulents are sensitive to oil-based sprays, so 
choose a treatment that is mild and water or alcohol-based. 
In large part because of the “nooks and crannies” 
architecture of these plants, there are many hiding places 
for insects. Persistence on your part is a virtue and a 
necessity. Plants grown with good cultural practice, of 
course, will have fewer problems. One thing about bug-
control: I think air circulation is key. (I keep a little fan on 
much of the time. I do not have a greenhouse, just a glass-
roofed, south-facing room in the woods.)

●     Invest in a good guide or reference on the subject. Some 
that I like are listed at the end of this article.

 
Assuming that you have mastered the art of growing a succulent, 
the next step might be to show your baby. Again, there are several 
considerations:
 
Entering a show:  Sometimes it will be clear which class to 
select. For example, there may be a class for a succulent in a pot 
less than 4 inches and one for a succulent in a pot greater than 4 
inches.  However, in larger shows, such as the Philadelphia 
Flower Show, a Cactus and Succulent Society Show or a Major 
GCA Flower Show, you might have a number of options. For 
example, there also might be a class for a caudiciform (i.e. one 
with a showy tuber, or stem or root), a class for “pubescent 
foliage” (leaves with soft, downy hairs) and a class for “Oldies but 
Goodies” (plants owned for an extended period of time, such as 
five years or more). Your specimen may fit in all classes, giving 
you a range of possibilities when entering a show.

Grafted plants may be allowed in some classes. Grafting is a 
useful tool for slow-to-grow and difficult-to-root cacti and 
succulents. The desired plant is grafted onto a compatible 
(related) plant with a more vigorous root system. Rebutia 
heliosa, a Bolivian member of the Cactaceae, appears above 
the graft.
 
Nomenclature: An important part of showing is accurately 
naming your plant with its botanical “Latin” name. If you don’t 
know it, make a concerted effort to find out.  Don’t rely on a 
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nursery label for accuracy, but it is a good starting point. The 
source books in the short bibliography that follows are valuable 
resources. Searching through Google images can be helpful, too, 
if you can narrow your choices down to a genus (e.g.  Haworthia 
or Sedum) or one of several species (e.g. Haworthia limifolia OR 
H. parksiana OR H. attenuata).  If you can’t sort it out beyond the 
genus, you can write on your entry card: Haworthia sp. Or if it is 
a cultivar (cultivated variety): Haworthia cv. You may wonder 
why this is important. The answer is simple: Judges need to know 
if they are comparing two apples, or an apple and an orange. Also, 
in exhibiting a plant, you may inspire someone to try to grow it. If 
they know the name, they can try to acquire one.

This bulb look-alike is an Albucca species. A number of 
succulents have been split out of the Lily Family (Liliaceae) 
into others, and this one has been placed in the Hyacinth 
Family (Hyacinthaceae). To keep current on nomenclature, go 
to the International Plant Names Index: www.ipni.org/index.
html

Both the shiny green bulb and foliage of this Boweia volubilis 
(climbing onion) from South Africa are shown to advantage in 
the complex staging in a stoneware pot with wire supports. 
 
Potting: Rules about containers may vary from show to show. 
However, a simple, unglazed terra cotta or stoneware pot is 
usually a good choice. For cacti and many other succulents you 
generally will want a small amount of clearance (1/2-1 inch) 
between the plant (s) and the rim of the container. Not only will 
this keep the plant clear of fertilizer deposits on the rim that can 
burn or mark the plant, but it is visually pleasing to see the plant 
set off against a bit of 
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top-dressing. This rule of thumb does not apply for plants that 
cascade and cover the rim.  Another general guideline is that the 
depth of the pot should be suited to the shape and size of the 
succulent. A low plant will look good in a low pot. A tall cactus 
will be supported and attractive in a narrower and deeper 
container. Never make the mistake of over-potting your plant--
especially in the hope that it will grow faster. A succulent in an 
oversized pot is a recipe for rot.
 
Repotting: If repotting is necessary, do so several weeks in 
advance of a show since many succulents will sulk for a while 
after their roots have been disturbed. It will be easier to remove 
the plant from an old pot if you water the plant a little the day 
before. You may need to use a ball-peen hammer to gently break 
the pot if the plant seems stuck. Better to break a pot than destroy 
a plant.  Make sure that the new pot is clean and free from 
fertilizer salts. If there are stains or deposits on pottery, try 
soaking the empty container for a few days in vinegar and 
scrubbing with steel wool. Be sure to use the correct soilless mix. 
You have gotten the plant this far, so you don’t want to rot it by 
using ordinary potting soil. There are special mixes available and 
recipes to make your own. Since these plants are often small, a 
little will go a long way. 
 
Grooming: One of the great things about showing succulents is 
that they often require minimal grooming. However, you should 
be in the general habit of periodically grooming and cleaning your 
plants. This will help keep them in good health and attractive. 
You naturally will want to give a special once-over before a show. 

Plants with decumbent branches such as this Euphorbia 
platyclayda (which is about 20 years old) may be raised on a 
wooden block for display. This Madagascar species has 
flattened, segmented stems. The plant may look dead, but the 
grayish green color, mottled purple, red or black, is healthy 
and typical, and it is blooming!

next page



Return to Home Page Return to Start of Article

You must be very wary when handling succulents. 
Some are covered with a “bloom” or powdery coating 
(pulverulence) that will rub off if touched and ruin 
their exhibition quality. For cacti, try wrapping a dish 
towel delicately around the plants to avoid the spines. 
Be extremely careful because if the spines break, the 
plant loses its show-worthiness. Remove any leaves 
that are dead or damaged and any spent flowers and 
seed pods, unless fruit is required or permitted in the 
schedule. Use forceps or long tweezers to get inside 
the plant. If there are traces of fertilizer or other 
residue on foliage and the plant is not covered in 
pulverulence, you may be able to remove the spots by 
wiping gently with a damp cloth. A soft watercolor 
brush can be used to remove dust and small particles. 
After grooming for a show, let the plant recuperate in 
its usual place for a few days. 
 
Top dressing: This is the finishing touch, but it can 
make a big difference in presentation points.  You will 
want to choose material that reflects the plant’s natural 
habitat or is compatible with the specimen. For most 
cacti and succulents this will be some form of rock. 
Some choices include Turface or Turface Pro-League 
(Terra Green) a type of ceramic soil conditioner that 
resembles crushed clay pots, chicken grit, turkey grit 
(ground granite), aquarium pebbles, haydite, etc.  My 
personal favorite is haydite, a tiny brown/ tan/ gray 
crushed shale mix that often is used for bonsai. The 
colors and size are complimentary to many succulents.

Dark aquarium grit has been used as top dressing to show off 
and accentuate this yellow-variegated Haworthia truncata 
cultivar.  The size of the grit is in scale with the leaves and pot 
and does not detract from the plant.
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Transporting to the show: I save the black plastic 
carriers in which 4 and 6-inch specialty annuals are 
transported. They have pot-shaped openings that are 
ideal and can be modified with a bit of crumpled 
newsprint. Other good carriers are the soft, foam-lined 
boxes for fancy tomatoes and fruit. These have 3 to 5-
inch holes that are perfect for many small pots. 
Consider wedging a larger pot in a sturdy cardboard 
carton with newspaper or rags, or flipping the carton 
over and cutting a hole the size of the pot rim. In the 
car, place the carrier on a flat, non-slip surface. If it is 
cold, preheat the car. A delicate plant can be killed if 
exposed to freezing temperatures for even 10 minutes. 
You might want to place the plants in a brown paper 
bag for extra protection in freezing weather. 

Once you get to the show: Double-check the 
grooming, have your plant passed and go enjoy 
yourself. It can be inspiring to see what other growers 
choose to grow, admire their success with plants and 
share your trials and tribulations.

Showing cacti and succulents might seem like a bit of 
effort--not to mention a prickly proposition--but you 
might discover that it is also a lot of fun and you’ll 
want to come back for more.

 

Growing from a giant caudex, the spreading stems of this 
venerable 15-20-year-old Euphorbia esculenta extend well 
beyond the pot rim. Even if one could find a larger pot, the 
rosette would fill it eventually and overflow again. 
Transporting such a plant to a show without injury is difficult. 
It is moved in a van and supported by heavy stones to keep the 
pot steady.  The tan markings are perfectly normal on 
euphorbias and some other succulents and are part of the 
growing process. They are known as “corking.” Some judges 
will mark off for them despite the fact that they are a normal 
occurrence. 
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This floriferous Aloe descoingsii has been expertly groomed 
and potted in a perfectly-proportioned, wide container.  
Resting on a block, it shows a balanced display of clumping 
rosettes and scarlet-orange flowers. This so-called "smallest 
aloe" is a rare plant that is listed as endangered in its native 
Madagascar.  According to its owner, Dr. Gerry Barad, it is 
his most treasured specimen (out of thousands of amazing 
specimens in his collection) and is over 40 years old. When 
acquired from Dr. Reynolds, the man who first described this 
species in the wild and the author of The Aloes of Tropical 
Africa and Madagascar, the plant consisted of just one tiny 
rosette. 

This rosette was from the type specimen, the plant on which 
the original identification was based. Wild, native plants from 
Madagascar are listed as protected by CITES and only may 
be imported with special permits and under exceptional 
circumstances (although you can obtain plants from cuttings 
propagated in our nurseries!). 
 
For Further Information:
Sajeva, Maurizio, and Costanzo, Mariangela, Succulents: The 
Illustrated Dictionary. London (GB): Cassell, 1994 (ISBN 
0881922897) and Succulents II: The New Illustrated Dictionary. 
Portland (OR): Timber Press, 2001. ISBN 0881924490

Anderson, Miles, The Complete Guide to Growing Cacti. London 
(GB): Lorenz Books, 2003. ISBN 0754812634. 

Two other starting points for nomenclature are: Graff, Alfred 
Byrd, Exotica, 11th ed. East Rutherford (NJ): Roehrs, 1982; and 
Griffiths, Mark,editor, The New RHS Dictionary, Index of Garden 
Plants, Portland (OR): Timber Press, 1994. ISBN 0881922463/

The Cactus and Succulent Society of America publishes a 
bimonthly Cactus and Succulent Journal. To become a member 
and receive the publication or find out about local clubs: http://
www.cssainc.org 

Since succulents belong to so many families, you also can look on 
the internet for societies devoted to specific plant families or 
genera and books devoted to specific genera. As an example, 
Pilbeam, John, Haworthia and Astroloba: A Collector’s Guide. 
Golbourne (GB): Keyspools, Ltd, 1983. ISBN 0713405341. There 
are many others.
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Great Lengths for Grooming: Hints on 
Exhibiting Daffodils 
By Barbara Shea, Co-Chairman, 2005  National 
Horticulture Conference, Green Spring Valley GC, Zone 
VI

 Okay! You have obtained beautiful show daffodils from 
a catalogue, your garden club or the local bulb exchange. 
You have planted them at the appropriate depth in a raised 
bed with great drainage. You have made a chart to 
identify each bloom, just in case the squirrels, dogs, 
children or God moves your carefully placed markers. 
You have survived another long, dreary winter, and your 
daffodils look ready to bloom at any time. Now what do 
you do?

You have done the growing and now is the time to do the 
showing.  No, really!  This is fun.  Novice growers have 
won many blue ribbons at daffodil shows. It just takes a 
beautiful bloom or two, a Schedule of your local show 
and the willingness to try something new and exciting. 
Ask your club horticulture representative about nearby 
American Daffodil Society (ADS) shows, and I bet she 
can give you the information to get started.    

 There are several things you can do in advance to make 
your flowers more substantial and grooming easier when 
you get ready 

Show time for daffodils (Narcissus). All photographs 
courtesy of Tom Stettner, Jr. and his website: http://
community.webshots.com/user/antivenom
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to select your award winners.  Bulbs should be fertilized in 
the fall when planted and again in the spring when you just 
can see new growth begin to peek from the ground.  
Choose fertilizer light in nitrogen (the first number).  
Anything from ordinary 5-10-10 to bulb food, which is 4-
16-18, will do the trick.  There is a difference of opinion as 
to whether to get the fertilizer below the bulb or sprinkle it 
on top of the earth in the fall.  If you choose to sprinkle 
fertilizer under the bulb, make sure there is a layer of soil 
between the bulb and the fertilizer. Fertilize again in the 
spring, but keep the fertilizer away from the stem to avoid 
burning the leaves. Bulbs also need water. Water well in 
the fall and provide 1 inch of water per week in the spring 
from before blooming until the leaves fade.  Mulching 
your bulbs will keep them cleaner and easier to groom.  
Pine needles or pine bark works well. Protect your bulbs 
from wind, hail and the neighbor’s lacrosse balls. And 
don’t forget to check for snails and slugs. Once a petal is 
bruised, torn or eaten, there is nothing that can be done to 
repair the damage. 

Daffodils are judged by the American Daffodil Society on 
eight criteria: Condition, Form, Color, Substance, Texture, 
Pose, Size and Stem. Of these criteria, Condition and Form 
are the most important.  Pick your daffodil blooms early in 
the morning or late in the afternoon when they are 
freshest.  Trumpet daffodils must be fully open, and 
doubles should have little or no green on the back. Others 
may be partially open, and pink or red cups definitely 
should be picked early to avoid sunburn.

These Cyclamineus daffodils are still in the ground awaiting 
grooming.
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Take a container of water with you to the garden.  It is 
best to avoid crowding blooms in one bucket where they 
might be crushed or torn. I save my glass bottles and the 
cardboard six packs in which they come both for 
transportation and collection. Each bloom gets its own 
bottle. This saves much wear and tear. In my house with 
three sons, the blooms travel in beer bottles, but we all 
have our own crosses to bear.  If you happen to have any 
old-fashioned, wooden soda crates, that is even better. 
Pick the blooms with the longest stem possible.  Break it 
with your fingers or cut it with a knife on a slant.  Never 
use scissors as this crushes the stems. Write the name of 
the variety on the stem with a ballpoint pen before you 
place it in the water. I know we all think we cannot 
possibly forget the names of the daffodils in the time it 
takes to walk from the garden to the house, but believe 
me--it’s not that hard. An unnamed or incorrectly named 
bloom will not be judged. This is true in both ADS and 
GCA shows. 

Bring your treasures inside and find a quiet, well-lit place 
to examine them.  If it is early morning, get another cup 
of tea.  If it is late afternoon, open a nice Chardonnay. A 
show winner must be absolutely fresh. I like to give them 
a long drink of warm water and then place them in cool 
water. Examine your blooms carefully before you begin 
grooming.  They must have six petals with no nicks or 
tears, and the sheath must be intact (that is, don’t take off 
the papery thing hanging on the back of the bloom!). 

Collection of five daffodils: 'Mountain Dew,' 'Sideling Hill,' 
'Bravoure,' 'Jackson 1' and 'April Love'

The flower should be symmetrical and as smooth and crisp as 
possible. The color should be clear and bright with no fading or 
streaks. Red cups should not have faded rims (burning) and 
reverse bi-colors should have reached their full bi-color form.  
These beautiful varieties often start with yellowish cups that turn 
white with maturity.
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The ADS recognizes 13 classifications of daffodils. 
Division 5 (Triandrus), Division 7 (Jonquilla), and 
Division 8 (Tazetta) have more than one flower per 
stem.  All things being equal, more flowers will 
usually score higher than fewer flowers.  If you have a 
“Bell Song” with three blooms, choose it over an equal 
flower with two blooms. All three blooms should be 
open. The size of your bloom should be typical for a 
well-grown flower of that variety. This usually means 
bigger but not always. If you decide to enter a class 
requiring three blooms of the same variety, they should 
be as similar as possible. 

Now that you have narrowed down your blooms to the 
finest in form, it is time to make them look their best. 
Blooms must be absolutely clean with no specks of dirt 
or pollen stains. If they are really dirty, you can rinse 
them under a gentle stream of water, but do this with 
great caution. You can clean blooms with a moistened 
Q-tip or a small paintbrush. I know some old hands 
who lick their blooms clean, but I leave that up to you. 
Remember judges always look at the back! 

After your daffodil is clean, you should look at the 
pose. With a few exceptions, the flower should be 
looking right at you and be on a straight stem. 
Triandrius daffodils (Division 5) always face 

 
Each of the three 'White Angel' daffodils is spotless from 
grooming, and each is similar in size and stage of development. 
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Narcissus 'Scarlet Tanager' is posed to look directly at 
the viewer.  

downward.  Cyclamineus daffodils (Division 6) have

petals that are swept backward. This is normal. You can 
manipulate your flower GENTLY until the pose is pleasing.  
The petals can be gently smoothed or straightened. A very 
small nick or mitten-shaped petal can be corrected with 
deftly wielded nail scissors (you never heard that here), but it 
cannot be obvious. If your flowers are not cooperating by 
being fully mature by show time, you can help them along to 
some extent by placing them in a warm place or under a 
warm (not hot) lamp. Flowers will turn toward the light. You 
can also gently force open the petals to help them open in 
time. I find that it generally is best to pick the blooms that 
are at their peak right before the show and not try to hang on 
to old blooms or force those that are not quite ready to 
perform. This is up to you, however.  You may have only a 
few varieties or only one Daffodil Society show in your area 
and so want to make the most of your opportunity. Often a 
GCA spring flower show will have a class or two for 
daffodils. You should follow the Schedule but the same 
general rules apply for grooming and exhibiting.

You will need to get an exhibitor number, entry tags and a 
schedule from your local show committee.  It is best to fill 
out your entry cards as completely as possible before you 
leave home. Save those free labels you get in the mail.  They 
are perfect for sticking on entry cards and will save you the 
frustration of trying to squeeze your name and address in that 
tiny space.
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Within the divisions of Narcissus you will find many 
interesting cultivars, hybrids and species such as this 
'Smarple.'

In an ADS show, the show committee will provide containers for 
your blooms and material such as boxwood, to help pose them 
pleasingly. There also should be ADS members in attendance who 
will help you place your beautiful daffodil in the right spot on the 
show bench. Look around while you are at the show. The best 
way to learn is to watch the “old hands.”  

Daffodil people are wonderful and will not mind helping you 
correctly identify your bloom or advising you how to show it to its 
best advantage. If you think you will need help, be sure to arrive 
early since things can get hectic at the last minute. If you have a 
chance to clerk at your local show, this is a wonderful opportunity 
to learn from the judges. Also take the time to walk through the 
show after the judging and write down winners that you might 
like for your own garden.

Daffodils are easy to grow, a welcome harbinger of spring and 
DEER DON’T EAT THEM. Beware, however, as they can be 
addicting. Have your club buy some show bulbs to hand out at a 
fall meeting.  If you have some knowledgeable growers, try a bulb 
exchange.  Most of my bulbs came from exchanges or friends.  
You don’t need to buy a $30 bulb to have a winner. Good luck 
and have fun!

Note: Most of the information in this article came from Betty 
Smith, the resident daffodil expert in the Green Spring Valley GC. 
Betty is a daffodil judge and a great mentor to all of us in 
Baltimore. She still digs her bulbs every year and shares them 
generously.  She always passes entries at our horticulture shows 
and wins blue ribbons every time.  We just celebrated Betty’s 90th 
birthday at our last meeting. Thank you, Betty, for all you do.
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Dioscoreas--Tubers with a Tale
By Corliss Engle, Chestnut Hill GC, Zone I
In the late 1970's I was a beginning gardener so hooked on plants 
that my enthusiasm drove me to grow anything I could lay my 
dirty hands on--begonias, ferns, cacti and strange tropicals. At a 
Massachusetts Horticultural Society plant sale I bought two small 
dioscoreas that looked like woody lumps arising out of a pot of 
soil, each sporting a small shoot. Picture a vine growing out of a 
rock. 
 

1 D. elephantipes. All photographs by author

2 D. elephantipes (elephant's foot) with faceted caudex
Thirty years later the lumps have grown to the size of cantaloupes 
and have proven to be heirloom plants, really a testament to their 
ease of culture and long-term viability.  Since then I have added 
five more species to my collection.  None are beautiful. The 
foliage is attractive 1, but not unusual. I have had only one species 
flower, and those flowers were so small that one could only 
describe them as curious. It is the tuber or caudex 2 that is the 
attraction.
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3 D. mexicana
There are 600 species of Dioscoreaceae or Yam Family (1) and 
typically most are dioecious, with male and female flowers on 
different plants. The Thanksgiving yam (Ipomoea batatas), the 
sweet potato, is no relation, although some dioscoreas have edible 
starchy tubers. While certain dioscoreas are hardy to Zones 5 and 
6, these twining vines generally are native to the tropics, 
subtropics and warm temperate regions. Three species, Dioscorea 
villosa (wild yam), D. floridana (Florida yam) and D. quaternata 
(four-leaf yam), are indigenous to the United States. Dioscoreas 
are characterized by tuberous roots or  caudexes, some growing 
above the ground, others below.  My interest and experience lies 
in the non-hardy species

with large, rock-like, above-ground storage organs. They make 
great subjects for the greenhouse, house window or interior 
gardens with artificial light (the smaller plants). 

My first two accessions, D. mexicana 3 and D. sp. 4 (I didn't 
know enough at the time to be serious about the plant label), have 
been potted in shallow, hanging containers for the last twenty-five 
years. This allows me to twine the vines around metal hangers and 
to move the plants from windowsill to flower show. Another 
advantage is that they take up little growing space. The fact that 
there is practically no soil in the pots is a good indicator of the 
water-storing capacity of the tuber and its watering needs. At 
some time during the year the vine will stop growing, and the 
foliage will look distressed and I then will stop watering entirely. 

 

4 D. sp.--beautiful with or without foliage
next page
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When the foliage is dry, I cut the stem back to the tuber and set the 
plant aside, leaving me with a rock in a pot.  A new vine will 
emerge from what appears to be a dead rock when the plant feels 
like it, usually in three to five months. And the cycle begins anew. 
There is no pattern to the cycle. What happens, happens.

 

5 A large, single D.elephantipes (with a quarter in the center to 
suggest size) covered with many corky tubercles. Also called 
Hottentot bread or turtleback, the tuber is edible. 

At a September Arnold Arboretum auction some ten years ago I 
acquired a large D. elephantipes 5 (elephant’s foot). Bidding was 
not fierce since the leafless 12-inch tuber was planted in a 14-inch 
clay pot in pure sand. This did not meld with my experience in 
growing dioscoreas, so I tipped the tuber out of the pot and found 
no roots. With some searching at local garden centers, I found the 
appropriate wide and shallow container. Eighteen months later 
my rock was still dormant. Terrific! I had spent $200 on this 
horticultural curiosity with no sign of life. The following March, 
while cruising the sales area of the Philadelphia Flower Show for 
plants, I came upon a booth selling dioscoreas and explained my 
problem. I was told to wait for summer with its heat and 
humidity. Not being patient, I put the tuber, pot and all, in a clear 
plastic bag and set it on the floor of my sunniest window. Two 
months later, the dormant rock had sprung to life with a vigorous 
vine. D. elephantipes continues the same cycle as my two original 
dioscoreas: dormancy followed by breaking dormancy, vigorous 
growth, then no growth and finally a return to dormancy. Even in 
dormancy the leafless tubers are of interest, and heavy. Both D. 
mexicana and D. sp. each  weigh 7 lbs, including the hanging pot, 
and D. elephantipes weighs almost 28 lbs!  
 
Other dioscoreas have joined my collection-- D. cotinifolia 
(South Africa yam), D. sansibarensis (Zanzibar yam) and D. 
sylvatica 6 (next page), all with small, heart-shaped leaves.  The 
foliage and tubers look so similar I can't tell them apart but at 
least I am smarter now about keeping track of the labels. They 
tend to produce separate, new tubers under the soil, rather than 
develop a 
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  6 Dioscorea sylvatica
 
larger original tuber. All three species do not seem to require dormancy. 
D. sansibarensis 7 is from tropical Africa and has become established in 
swamps and hammocks in Florida, as have other dioscoreas.(2)  Internet 
information says that D. cotinifolia 8 will luxuriate by producing more 
underground tubers if watered consistently while the tuber will expand 
on the surface of the soil if the soil is lean and less moisture is provided. 
As an aside, I found that information on the Internet can be chancy, and 
it is wise to trust sources such as botanic gardens and specialized 
publications rather than sites that refer to “dormantsy.”

7 D. sansibarensis (Zanzibar yam)
 

8 D. cotinifolia
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A fourth species, D. rupicola 9, has lobed leaves and a tuber that 
expands under the soil line. It must have no water during 
dormancy when it sheds its leaves. Just like my original plants, D. 
mexicana and D. sp., the plant goes into active growth whenever it 
feels like it. 

9 D. rupicola
Light requirements for my collection are moderate. I live in 
Massachusetts in USDA Zone 6, so my dioscoreas have been 
grown indoors most of the year for over thirty years, either by east 
or west-facing windows, or in the cellar in my fluorescent light 
garden. (3) The collection was summered outdoors from May 
through September. Since my move to a townhouse recently, they 
live happily all year in my north-facing greenhouse equipped with 
high density discharge lights from my old cellar light garden. 
Temperature requirements are those of other tropicals: 70 degrees 
or higher during the day with a 10-degree drop at night. My 
dioscoreas have not been pest or bug attractors, but mealy bug or 
scale will be perfectly delighted to move in if present nearby. 
Denatured alcohol in a spray bottle keeps the population in check. 
  
The soil mix is my general recipe--Pro Mix with additions of 
perlite, vermiculite and commercial compost-- to which more 
perlite is added for the dioscoreas. I rarely repot the species with

 above-ground tubers, and for those I use shallow pots. I am 
contemplating a switch to a smaller and shallower container for D. 
cotinifolia, in the hope of forcing a larger above-ground tuber. I 
try to water all infrequently, allowing the soil to dry out well 
between watering. With reduced light and a humid atmosphere in 
the greenhouse, D. elephantipes hasn't been watered at all for 
months.  All my dioscoreas  are fed when they are in active 
growth with a dilute solution of 20/20/20 (½ teaspoon per gallon 
of water).

Exhibiting dioscoreas requires some luck for the entry to be in 
active and attractive growth at the time of the show. I bravely 
entered D. mexicana at the New England Spring Flower Show one 
March when the plant had just broken dormancy and was sporting 
a long, leafless twining stem. I felt the exhibit was interesting and 
educational and believed that was just as important as winning 
ribbons. The judges agreed with me and patted me on the back 
with a ribbon and a laudatory comment. Of course, after the plant 
had been carefully trained to supports, and the usual paranoid 
grooming preparations had taken place.  

Exhibiting in shows and swapping information with fellow 
exhibitors is a fast and easy way to learn. Plant societies, their 
shows and the New England Spring Flower Show have been my 
teachers. In all my growing and judging experience I have found 
that there are no plants that readily can be characterized as “easy” 
or “hard to grow.” Judges should not assume that dioscoreas are 
easy because of their low-watering requirement or because the 
plants live a long time. Many factors contribute to the success of 
any plant, such as the diligence of the grower, the part of the 
country where it is growing, the specific growing conditions or 
the particular clone itself. Evaluation should be based on cultural 
perfection, which 
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carries the greatest weight in most point scales, with at least 30 
and usually 40 or even 50 points out of a total of 100. Sticking 
with cultural perfection as the main criterion for judging a 
specimen takes the guessing and conjecture out of the judging 
process.

The Garden Club of America has its share of plant nuts. I have 
had the honor of knowing and “talking plants” with Willie Maie 
McLean of the Bay City GC in Zone X. We share a fascination 
with dioscoreas and Bowiea volubilis (a caudex resembling a 
green tomato and sporting an emerald vine). Willie Maie chaired a 
fabulous educational exhibit for a Small Flower Show staged by 
her club in 1986. The exhibit presented the club's research on 
common and exotic medicinal plants and offered the following 
information, along with Willie Maie's own Dioscorea  mexicana:

"In the thirties there was a world-wide search among scientists 
and chemists for plant precursors of vegetable steroids. My plant 
on display has been professionally identified to be the plant that 
received the first world attention among searchers as a 
commercial source for extracting hormones for oral 
contraceptives, cortisone and estrogen. Millions of people 
throughout the world today are taking fertility-regulating pills. 
Few users realize that their destiny as parents literally has its roots 
in a tropical wild yam vine with heart shaped leaves and tiny 
flowers--and a botanical name of Dioscorea mexicana. It was 
found in 1942 by Dr. Russell E. Marker, a chemist from Penn 
State College, in the jungles of Veracruz, Mexico." 

Willie Maie has moved out of her home, but her plant is still 
going strong after twenty years and now it lives with Elizabeth 
Martin, also of 

the Bay City GC. These weird and long-lived plants are the 
perfect choice for an avid  plant collector who is fascinated by 
unusual species. 
 
Footnotes:
(1) Mark Griffiths in The New Royal Horticultural Society Dictionary, Index of 
Garden Plants, Portland (OR): Timber Press, 1992:371 lists 600 species of 
Dioscorea.Walter S. Judd et al in Plant Systematics, A Phylogenetic Approach. 
Sunderland (MA): Sinauer Assoc., 2000:267-269, notes 400 species and 
describes progress in systematic research  that will alter analysis of the family 
and genus.

(2)  D. bulbifera (air potato) and D. alata (white yam) are other invasive pests 
in Florida as is D. batatas( Chinese yam) in the southeast (listed by USDA, 
http://plants.usda.gov; for further information: The Nature Conservancy: http://
tncweeds.ucdavis.edu/moredocs/diospp01.pdf

(3) Editor's note: The Editor lives in Carmel, CA in USDA Zone 9 and grows 
her D. elephantipes outdoors in the ground in partial shade. A number of people 
that live in frost-free or warm, protected areas plant them in the ground or in 
containers outside. If grown in the ground, elephant's foot can experience 
phenomenal growth. The American Horticulture Society rates this species as 
Zones 8-10.

Plant Sources: 
My plants were acquired from catalogues or local plant sales. Now plants are 
listed on eBay! My original catalogue sources are still in business and are now 
on the Internet: 
Guy Wrinkle: http://rareexotics.com

Out of Africa:www.out-of-africa-plants.com 

Tropiflora: www.tropiflora.com

Seeds also are available online.
For further information:
-De Vosjoli, Philippe, Pachyforms, A Guide to Growing Pachycaul and 
Caudiciform Plants. Vista (CA): Advanced Visions Inc., 2004. ISBN  
0974297119.
-Rowley, Gordon D., Caudiciform and Pachycaul Succulents. Mill Valley 
(CA): Strawberry Press, 1987. ISBN 0912647035.
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Hints on Exhibiting Ferns
By Rosie Jones, Horticulture Committee Advisor, Diggers GC; Shirley Meneice, Horticulture Committee Advisor, Carmel-by-the-Sea GC; 
and Diana Fish, Editor, Carmel-by-the-Sea GC: all Zone XII

You’ve just seen a flower show schedule, and there is a fern class you want to enter. What sort of things should you do to get your plant 
ready for the big day? The species of fern may be decided for you by the schedule, but if not, investigate unusual and uncommon 
possibilities. Difficult and slow-growing types are worth the effort and will be a great learning experience. Besides the educational value to 
you, judges take into account  the challenge in growing a particular species or cultivar to maturity. You could always grow a fern from a 
spore, wow the judges with your achievement and come home with a special Clarissa Willemsen Horticulture Propagation Award!

The Yellow Book for GCA judges has the following scale of points for ferns: cultural perfection (50%); foliage (25%); difficulty of 
cultivation (15%); and suitable labeling (10%). The American Fern Society, the Hardy Fern Society and the Los Angeles International Fern 
Society are all excellent sources of information on ferns. The latter has its judging criteria posted online.(1)  To grow a fern well, do some 
research about the species and its original habitat. How does it grow in nature and what are its cultural requirements? Ferns are found in 
many environments, such as wet tundra, rainforests, chaparral, meadows, marshlands and rocky outcroppings in deserts. Due to this range, 
there is a great variety of tempting species and endless cultivars. 
 
A fern is made up of a  frond (leaf) with a leaf stalk (stipe) and blade (the leafy part of the frond) that may be simple or divided into leaflets 
(pinnae) of differing number. Depending on age and type, fronds can be of many colors. Ferns are not just green--they can be chartreuse, 
dark green, bluish green, blackish green, bronze and so forth. A number are variegated. A Japanese painted fern (Athyrium nipponicum 
‘Pictum’) can be silver-gray, green, burgundy and red. A Dryopteris erythrosora (autumn fern) changes from coppery green to deep green 
foliage and then to russet color in fall. Stipes can offer dramatic contrasts, as with the burgundy stipes and young green fronds of Athyrium 
otophorum (earred lady fern). Filmy maidenhair ferns (Adiantum diaphanum) have semi-transparent fronds accented with slender, blackish 
stipes. Know what constitutes a healthy color for your fern at each stage of its development. 
 
For a show, judges consider the overall form and fullness of the fern. A well-developed plant has numerous mature fronds on sturdy stipes; 
however, growth habits vary according to species. A potted plant of erect or arching fronds will look different when viewed from all sides 
than climbing ferns twining around a support or pendent, weeping ferns in hanging baskets. An ostrich fern may be 6 feet tall, while 
miniature forms of other ferns might be only 3 inches high. Each should exemplify the shape and size of the species or cultivar. Ferns that 
look weakly developed and that have voids in growth will not get high marks. If your fern looks immature, wait for it to grow and put it in 
another year's show. Judges like to see specimens that reflect your horticultural skills.
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In addition to the overall shape, your fern will be evaluated on its cultural perfection and the quality of its foliage. The Los Angeles 
International Fern Society describes a healthy and vigorous plant as having a "characteristic glow or color and texture" for its species. The 
texture of the fronds and stipes is very important as it is indicative of whether a fern is thriving and carefully maintained. Judges look at the 
number, size and shape of the fronds (consistent with the species) and their vitality, cleanliness and freedom from blemishes. The presence 
of fertile fronds with sori (clusters of spores) or covered sori (indusium or false indusium) is a sign of a mature fern. 
 
Keeping Your Fern Healthy All the Way to the Show
Fertilize your plant appropriately so that it looks properly nourished. Jean Thomas of The GC of Honolulu suggests using one brand for two 
months and then switching to another, “as ferns seem to like variety.” Fertilize once or twice a month with a dilute fertilizer, but never 
fertilize a dry fern. Check routinely for signs of bacterial blight and diseases, and for scale, mealy bugs, aphids, thrips, ants, slugs, snails and 
other pests that will disfigure or damage your plant. Slugs and snails like feeding on croziers (young coiled fern fronds), too. Watch out for 
deformities and problems caused by nutritional deficiencies or over-fertilization, and give your fern the correct light and environmental 
conditions it needs.  It is easy to kill many ferns from overwatering. Misting ferns to increase humidity may cause rot in some species. Place 
the plant on gravel in a container partially filled with water. 

Meanwhile, clean your container and groom your entry. Turn your plant a quarter every week so that it displays an even, balanced shape. 
Trim off dead or old brown fronds as soon as possible to stimulate new growth.  Don’t try to do six months’ worth of grooming the day of 
the show. It won’t be adequate, and a regularly groomed plant will beat yours every time. We recommend that you start on this yesterday, 
not tomorrow! Cultural perfection is half of the score when your fern is judged in a GCA show.

The week of the show, zero in on any remaining problems. If necessary, take nail scissors to remove dead parts of a frond or trim discolored 
leaf edges to conform to the outline of the foliage. The fronds should be clean and free of dust, spray or other discoloration. A delicate 
camel’s hair brush is handy for cleaning. Recheck the container for salt deposits, dirt and moss. Neaten the surface of the potting medium, 
and if your schedule permits, add appropriate top dressing. And, of course, your entry should be labeled with the correct botanical name. 
That’s not merely important, it’s essential.

Remember to enjoy your fern after the show and give it the same attention as before to maintain its health and attractiveness.

Footnote:
(1)  In addition to information on its website, The American Fern Society (http://amerfernsoc.org) produces the bimonthly Fiddleneck 
Forum for amateurs and also has a spore exchange. The Los Angeles International Fern Society (www.laifs.org/) has online information, a 
spore list, links to other fern societies and has fern shows. The Hardy Fern Foundation  (www.hardyferns.org/home.htm) is another 
excellent resource with a members' spore exchange. There are numerous books on ferns, such as: Mickel, John T., Ferns for American 
Gardens. Portland (OR): Timber Press, 2003. ISBN 0881925985.
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Tips to the Exhibitor on Exhibiting Grasses
By Diana Fish, Editor, Carmel-by-the-Sea GC, Zone XII

 Grasses are members of the Poaceae, one of the largest 
flowering plant families. However, not all grass-like 
plants belong to this family. Wire grasses and rushes 
(Juncaceae) as well as sedges (Cyperaceae) belong to 
different families, although sometimes they are exhibited 
with grasses. Grasses are monocots with parallel-veined 
leaves. They typically have hollow stems with swollen 
nodes, while wedge-shaped sedges have mainly solid, 
unjointed stems. 

With some exceptions such as bamboo and giant reeds 
(not discussed here), grasses are herbaceous and do not 
develop woody tissues. What shape or plant habit are 
you considering for an exhibit? There are many different 
types. Some are dense, tufted grasses with deep, 
penetrating fibrous roots while others are rhizomatous or 
stoloniferous. There are many different growth habits 
and sizes. An alpine fescue, Festuca glacialis, forms 
attractive, small, flowering grayish green tussocks about 
6 inches high, while Calamagrostis x acutiflora 'Karl 
Foerster' (2001 Perennial Plant of the Year) 1 epitomizes 
a large, showy grass that grows up to 5-feet tall, with 
feathery, reddish bronze or rosy pink panicles that age 
golden tan. There are elegantly delicate, willowy grasses 
with narrow panicles such as native Deschampsia 
elongata (slender hairgrass) and grasses that produce 
robust, spiky, scabrous mounds with great textural 
character. Your 

Flower Show schedule may feature a specific type of grass or allow you 
to choose an ornamental one. 

1 Calamagrostis x acutiflora 'Karl Foerster' (feather reed grass). The 
culms are erect, contrasting nicely with the loosely branched 
panicles. In the fall the leaves turn yellow and in winter buff. 
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Leaves, stems and inflorescences can all have ornamental 
qualities. While the blade may be smooth, it can also be rough or 
hairy, and the stems (culms) can be tufted--all worth noting for a 
distinctive exhibit. Some leaves, such as those of Hierochloe 
(sweetgrass), are fragrant. If you are searching for certain hues, 
such as blue, there is an enormous range of color possibilities in 
foliage, especially among cultivars. For blue foliage, my favorite 
is Festuca 'Elijah Blue' 2. The fine, slender blades maintain a 
clear, strong hue for months, although Helictotrichon 
sempervirens (blue oat grass) also is recommended by many for 
its blue-green foliage that is steel-blue in cultivars. The somewhat 
uncommon South American Agropyron magellanicum (blue 
wheat grass), hardy to Zone 5/6, grows about a foot tall with low 
grayish blue foliage. Many species such as our native Andropogon 
gerardii  (big bluestem or turkey claw) develop good fall color 
with shades of russet browns, vine reds, bronzes or purples. 
Cultivars of Panicum virgatum (switch grass) turn vibrant red, 
plum, burgundy and red-bronze in fall, although the plant can be 
aggressive.(1) Selections of grass with  leaf variegation are 
available. 

 
2 Festuca 'Elijah Blue'  has noteworthy blue foliage. The 
inflorescence is buff-colored. The grass is hardy from Zone 5 
up.

 
3 Stages in Deschampsia caespitosa ssp. holciformis from a 
narrow, densely compact greenish inflorescence (far left), to 
an early flowering stage (second from left) and to a more 
spreading, open panicle with maturing flowers and florets 
turning red (third from left). In the phase at the far right the 
seeds are ripening and falling, and the florets are starting to 
shatter on the panicle which is aging a buff color. This is my 
favorite species because of its velvety, luxuriant texture and 
persistent panicles. 

Unlike other flowering plant families that rely on nectar, nectary 
guides, floral colors and fragrance to attract pollinators, the 
flowering structures of grasses are located at the ends of culms 
and commonly are adapted to wind pollination. They are 
relatively inconspicuous. The tiny flowers can appear on racemes 
and spikes although most commonly on branching panicles. The 
inflorescence may be everything from open and airy to narrow 
and rigidly erect. Does your schedule ask for a specimen that is 
flowering or one that has gone to seed 3? At what stage is the 
grass? 
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Without using a magnifying glass, sometimes it is hard to tell if 
a grass has flowers or has developed seed. Changes of color and 
texture in the florets are clues. 

The  inflorescence is made up of flower-bearing spikelets that 
have seed-producing florets. There are no petals or sepals. When 
the plant is flowering, it can look messy unless you look closely 
and notice that the projecting surface "detritrus" consists of 
flowering parts (do not tidy anything up--this is natural). In most 
grasses 4, each floret is enclosed by two bracts (glumes): an 
outer lemma and an inner palea.(2) The dangling creamy yellow 
shapes are the pollen-bearing anthers (part of the male 
reproduction system--typically there are three per flower).  
These anthers also 

  

4 There are many projecting yellowish anthers in this 
flowering Deschampsia caespitosa ssp. 
holiciformis. Each floret is enclosed in the axils of purplish-
greenish bracts (glumes). 

are evident in a close-up of another species 5. Usually there are 
two feathery stigmas (the female organs) to catch pollen. After 
being fertilized, the ovary becomes a one-seeded fruit or grain 
(caryopsis). At this stage, the inflorescence has not broken apart, 
but soon the glumes will begin to shatter as the florets break 
apart. If this occurs, you may have difficulty exhibiting an 
exciting specimen.
 

5 Flowering spikelets of Bouteloua gracilis (blue grama grass 
or mosquito grass) with yellow anthers hanging down. 
When one looks at an ornamental grass, it may be the hairs, 
bristle-like awns and barbs of the lemma that you notice, 
although they can be smooth. Easily lodged in animal hair or 
clothing, the barbs and awns assist in seed dispersal. In fact, 
these awns or barbs may be the deciding factors in your choice 
of a grass for they can have great decorative qualities (although 
if you have pets, you may want to consider the less hazardous 
species). 
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Bouteloua gracilis (blue grama grass) 6 is a densely tufted 
perennial. Although the epithet of slender (gracilis) describes 
the leaves, it is the arching panicles of comb-like spikelets 
that attract horticultural attention. The common names of 
"mosquito grass" or "eyelash grass" capture the jaunty, 
dancing look of these hairy and awned florets. 

 
6 B. gracilis is hardy from Zone 3 up and native to the 
southern, western and central United States down to 
Mexico. Like a number of species, it is a valuable 
rangeland grass. 

7 There are pairs of bristly spikelets with straight, sharp awns at 
each node of this Hystrix patula (syn. Elymus hystrix).  Hardy from 
USDA Zone 4 up, bottle-brush grass has a native range from 
Canada to Georgia and over to Illinois and Nebraska.  The plant 
can grow up to 5 feet tall. 

Hystrix patula (syn. Elymus hystrix)7 or bottle-brush grass is another 
native. It has bristly racemes with spikelets jutting out at about right 
angles to the central stem (the rachis). The popular name 
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8 Chasmanthium latifolium (North America wild oats or 
spangle grass) is native to the eastern and mid-western United 
States south to Mexico and is hardy from Zone 4 up.
for Chasmanthium latifolium 8 is spangle grass, a description that 
conveys the effect of drooping panicles from which flattened, 
angular, overlapping spikelets are suspended like ornaments. The 
flattened spikelets of Bromus carinatus (California brome) are 
similarly ornamental. Despite its name, it is native to the Pacific 
Coast up to Alaska and over to Idaho and Texas. Grasses that 
comprise some of our most important crops can have ornamental, 
grain-producing heads.(3) Cultivated barley (Hordeum vulgaris) is 
an annual that produces an almost vertical spike with long, stiff 
awns emanating from spikelets. It sometimes appears in flower 
shows. 

In present scoring, grasses are judged on cultural perfection (45%), 
form (15%), grooming (15%), color (15%) and labeling (10%). A 
plant should have good proportions between culms, blades and 
panicles and overall form consistent with the species. It should 
look mature in size and shape for its type (not puny). Since leaves 
occur alternately on opposite sides of a culm, one at each node, 
any removal or absence will be noticeable. The leaves should be 
healthy, have firmness and substance and display the ideal color of 
the species. They should be as free of imperfections as possible, 
unless this is a pesticide-free class where minor disfiguring insect 
damage may be allowed. If the schedule requires flowering parts, 
the inflorescence should be full, without gaps or missing parts. If 
the grass is supposed to be at the fruiting stage, the swollen, seed-
bearing florets should not have broken off (disarticulated) at points 
of weakness and fallen. 

Many grasses are easy to grow in pots. Be sure the plant is 
centered in its container and turn it regularly for balanced 
development. Perennial grasses, such as native bunchgrasses or 
sod-forming grasses, often can be a grooming challenge because 
dead blades of the previous year need to be removed to allow new 
growth and present a fresh, healthy-looking specimen. Each old, 
weathered culm will need to be removed individually by tweezers 
or small scissors. If the entire bunchgrass is cut back just above the 
crown to encourage new growth, a great many future blades will 
have unnatural, blunt tips that may call for some degree of shaping 
with fine scissors (this will be noticed by the judges). Usually, new 
growth occurs to one side as the center dies out, and this can be a 
problem for the exhibitor. Young, first-year plants, therefore, are 
the easiest to exhibit since it is virtually impossible to remove all 
dead parts or trim the cropped blades of an older grass.  
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Judge Suzanne Tognazzini (Zone XII Horticulture Representative, 
Hillsborough GC) suggests dividing a year-old clump months 
before a show and growing an entirely new clump from it. This 
makes grooming much easier. “You still will have to pull out the 
wayward discolored or dead pieces, but it is far less work than 
beginning with an older clump which has all of that attached to 
it.” She also likes to put a grass entry on a Lazy Susan and spin it 
around to groom and locate “critters” before opening day. 

A number of grasses, such as bunchgrasses, enter dormancy in 
summer and go brown. They may continue to have great beauty 
with golden or autumn hues and displays of still-remaining 
panicles. However, at show time, unless the schedule specifies 
otherwise, grasses should look fresh, without any faded or dried 
plant material. 

When selecting a grass, match its growth habits with the date of 
the show.  Is it a cool season or warm season grass? Some are 
evergreen or semi-evergreen. What particular species would look 
best on the opening day of the show? As GCA Judge Joan 
Andrews (Orinda GC, Zone XII) says, “Grasses have such 
seasonal characteristics that you just have to accept their natural 
growth habits as they are. When exhibiting, I think it is important 
to choose the right season when that particular grass is at its 
best.” Be careful using fertilizer with natives and ornamental 
grasses: the result can be floppy, over-lush growth. 

 Ideas for classes that might incorporate grasses include those for 
ornamental plants with dramatic form and color; native grasses 

or native plants; a collection of plants; a class with foliage of a 
certain color, such as bluish-gray or red, or variegation; a class 
with edible plants. A challenge class would be a good vehicle to 
show what can be done by different growers with the same 
species. Cut specimens are also a possibility. Often the dominant 
visual interest is in the blades and not the inflorescence. Some 
cultivars that rarely if ever flower or grasses with insignificant 
inflorescences might fit into a category of plants grown for 
foliage. 
  
 Ideally, the schedule does not allow grasses that are invasive to 
your area. One of the big issues with ornamental grasses is that 
some have the potential to be invasive. The large, bold stature of 
Cortaderia jubata (Jubata grass) with its silky, purplish or creamy 
white plumed panicles may be beautiful, but the plant has invaded 
coastal areas of California and also Hawaii. A mature clump can 
produce a million or more seeds, and it also is able to spread 
vegetatively through adventitious roots. Pennisetum setaceum 
(fountain grass/crimson fountain grass) has attractive pinkish or 
purplish, bristly, nodding flower heads on erect stems, but this 
decorative grass has invaded many areas of California and 
Hawaii. Imperata cylindrica (cogon grass) is listed by the USDA 
as a prohibited or Class A noxious weed, subject to quarantine in 
California and Oregon. The cultivar I. cylindrica ‘Red 
Baron’ (‘Red Baron’ Japanese blood grass) has eye-catching 
green and wine red foliage, although it rarely flowers. The 
Missouri Botanical Garden cautions gardeners to watch if the 
blades turn green and the grass reverts to the species, in which 
case it should be eradicated. A number of annual exotic grasses 
have ornamental qualities, but also can aggressively invade native 
ecosystems. You can check if a species is on state or federal 
noxious weed lists through: http://plants.usda.gov 
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 Look for grasses that are suitable to your climate and ecology; 
they can add wonderful new dimensions to your landscape or 
garden. As grasses rustle in the breeze, they introduce motion and 
sound into a setting 9. When seed heads are backlit by the sun, 
they sparkle and bring flickering light into your surroundings 10. 
Grasses create habitat for wildlife and connect gardens with the 
wilder world of meadows, prairies, grassy hills and rural country 
terrain. They can be perfect additions to the perennial border or as 
mass plantings or accent specimens. Containers show off 
individual species or groups of the same species, and grasses 
combine well mixed with other types of plants. In pots, troughs or 
boxes one can appreciate their shapes, textures and colors. 

.
9 A mass planting of Festuca californica (California fescue) 
adds rustic charm to a woodland garden designed by Bernard 
Trainor in Carmel Valley, California. Fescues can be excellent 
candidates for container-grown plants.

 
10 Hardy from Zone 5 up, Schizachyrium scoparium (Eastern 
North American blue stem, prairie grass, broom beard grass) 
has green leaves that age bronze in the fall.

 
Grasses are widely distributed around the world from the Arctic to 
the Antarctic. They have adapted to many conditions from alpine 
tundra to the tropics, deserts, prairies, marshes and woods. There 
is a plant that is just right for you in your Zone. Exhibit your 
grasses and enjoy having them in your garden. Their variety and 
beauty will be a lasting source of interest and pleasure.
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The Basic Description of Grass Terms:
Usually hollow between swollen joints (nodes), the round stem 
(the culm) supports the inflorescence 11. The grass leaf is 
composed of three parts: the upper blade, a lower sheath that 
clasps the culm and an appendage at the junction of the sheath and 
blade called the ligule (see diagram). The lower part of a grass 
leaf typically is surrounded by a sheath and an extension of the 
lining of the sheath (the ligule). The parallel-veined blade may be 
variegated or a solid hue, contrasting with or reinforcing the color 
of the culm. Many blades are flat, but the margins of some may be 
rolled inward to produce interesting slender linear forms. 

 The basic unit of an inflorescence is the spikelet that appears at 
the ends of branches and stalks (pedicels), usually in a panicle. 
This is important for exhibitors because ideally the panicle should 
be intact, without missing parts. Spikelets also may be attached 
directly to the main axis by their pedicels or glumes and be 
raceme-like. Where the inflorescence begins above a node, the 
"culm" is called the rachis.

Footnotes:
(1) Both natives Andropogon gerardii and Panicum virgatum are listed by the 
USDA (http://plants.usda.gov) as invasive in areas of the South, after findings 
of the Southern Weed Science Society.
(2) Some species produce only female flowers, and viable seeds can come from 
unpollinated ovules. On bisexual species, the bracted flowers (florets) have 
male and female parts. 
(3) Grasses include familiar crops: sorghum, wheat, millet, corn/maize, rice, 
rye, oats, etc.

 
For Further Information:
Hitchcock, A. S., Manual of the Grasses of the United States, second ed. 
revised by Chase, Agnes. New York (NY): Dover Publications, 1971. ISBN 
0486227170.

11 After a drawing of grass parts from Elements of Botany by 
Richard Holman and Wilfred Robbins. New York: John 
Wiley & Sons, 1946. 
Photographs: 1, 7 the Missouri Botanical Garden PlantFinder; 2, 3, 4, 9 by 
author; 5, Kansas State Libraries: www.lib.k-state.edu; 6, Larry Allain 
@USDA-NRCS PLANTS Database; 8,  J. S. Peterson @USDA-NRCS 
PLANTS Database;  10,  L. Glasscock@USDA-NRCS PLANTS Database, 
1991. Southern Wetland Flora: Field Office Guide to Plant Species. South 
National Technical Center, Ft. Worth, TX; 11, diagram reconstruction by Jean 
Ferreira, Biological Consulting Services. 
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Orchids 101 

By Susie Keough, Zone VIII Horticulture Representative,
GC of Halifax Country  

I have a fondness for orchids that is purely sentimental. 
My first memory of an orchid was sitting in church 
beside my grandmother. On her was an enormous 
Cattleya corsage. The scent was sweet and had a hint of 
citrus.

To start an orchid from seed,  you would need a 
laboratory, so forget that. Begin your collection with 
orchids that do not need a greenhouse. My first orchid 
was a Phalaenopsis bought from Wal-Mart. Do not turn 
your nose up: that sweet little plant has won a few blue 
ribbons. A common starter orchid would be an 
Oncidium, and they are very rewarding since they bloom 
more than once a year. Miltonia also is a favorite. 
Another possibility is a Cattleya 1, and although I never 
have had much luck with any of them, you might.

When weather allows, orchids love the outdoors. I do not 
know of an orchid that thrives in full sun. All of mine 
like different degrees of dappled sunlight. 

1 Photograph of Cattleya 'Mary Elizabeth Bohn' by 
author
 
Watering is very important. You can kill orchids very quickly by 
overwatering, but they do love moisture. Never leave your orchid 
sitting in water. Run water through the plant at the sink. Gauge 
watering by the weight of the pot. I let pots get very light before 
watering. Orchids love to be misted. This further somewhat 
discourages those pesky interlopers (insects). I also immerse the 
plants in a sink bath with a little bit of dish soap.
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Most orchids need to be repotted every two years because 
their medium breaks down.  The most important aspect of 
repotting is that everything must be sterile.  Bleach your pots, 
flame your clippers and do not use old medium.  The usual 
medium consists of bark, sponge rock and charcoal.  Buy the 
pre-made mix unless you would prefer to mix your own.  
This combination lets the air circulate to discourage mold and 
fungus.  When the medium starts to break down, it starts to 
hold water, and then comes the mold and fungus.  Never 
repot when the plant is blooming. Some growers put packing 
peanuts in the bottoms of pots, but I prefer rocks because 
they add weight.

My favorite fertilizer is fish emulsion in the summer months. 
Luckily, the orchids are outside, or this could be a smelly 
situation indoors.  I feed the rest of the year with your 
standard over-the-counter orchid food.  Like anything else, 
READ THE DIRECTIONS. Water your orchid first. Then 
apply the fertilizer. This avoids burning. When I first started 
caring for an orchid, I fed it African violet food, and the plant 
did fine. I slow down the feeding in the winter months. 

 

Showing orchids is tricky. I don't show many, but when I do, 
I clean the foliage with cotton balls and diluted lemon juice. 
Never cut a leaf off just because of a blemish.  This is 
where judging can be tricky because judges are trained to 
take points off of a horticulture entry because of blemishes on 
foliage.  Luckily, judges are becoming more aware of the 
difference in judging orchids and other plants. 

If you should need to cut a leaf of an orchid, put cinnamon on 
the cut. The cinnamon acts as a fungicide. When your orchid 
is finished blooming, cut the spike all the way down to the 
foliage, taking care not to cut the foliage.

I am not the world's greatest expert, but I know if you follow 
these simple directions you will grow a lovely plant.  My 
recommended reading is Orchid Growing for Wimps: 
Techniques for the 'Wish I Could Do That' Gardener by Ellen 
Zachos. As you progress, get Orchids: Care and Cultivation 
by Gerald Leroy-Terquem and Jean Parisot. (1) If you 
progress to the level of the second book, congratulations! 
You have orchid fever, and you will need a greenhouse!

Footnote:
(1) The Zachos book was published in New York in 2002 by 
Sterling (ISBN 0806979356). The Leroy-Terquem and 
Parisot book was put out by Cassell in London in 2003 (ISBN 
0304343293).
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Exhibiting Orchids
By Susan W. Plimpton, Zone VIII Flower Show Committee 
Representative, GC of Halifax Country

 That the orchid is the second highest selling pot plant in the floral 
industry comes as a revelation to many and always poses the 
immediate query:  “What’s first?”  The answer is the poinsettia.  
Competitors in GCA flower shows aren’t apt to be showing the 
ubiquitous Christmas plant;  however, they are exhibiting more 
and more orchids 1. 

The orchid industry has marketed its product very skillfully.  
Supermarkets, big box stores, wholesale clubs, farmers’ markets, 
garden centers, florists and internet sites are all offering these 
fascinating plants.  Hybridizers cannily are breeding members of 
the Orchidaceae for longevity of bloom and ease of growing and 
with the advent of tissue culture, propagators can reproduce the 
cream of the crop in a short period of time.  As a result, the prices 
for fine orchids have dropped, and so we as horticulturists and 
plant lovers are being tempted in ever-increasing numbers to buy 
or add to what we have. 

 I love orchids and grow several hundred as a hobby.  I also like to 
help others grow and capture ribbons for their plants, but often 
when I go poking around novice orchid collections, spotting 
potential entries, the owners blanch and wail fearfully, “Oh, that’s 
not good enough!” Both growers and judges have basic questions 
about these plants: What constitutes a “good” orchid?  How do 
these plants get judged?  Where is the information on how to 
evaluate and select orchids of show quality?  

1 Lctna Lawless Gloriana (Laeliocatonia). Exuberance of 
bloom met the criteria for the Rosie Jones Horticultural 
Award at a 2007 GCA show of The Founders Circle of 
Sarasota. All photographs by T.P. Plimpton
 
The focus of this article is on exhibiting orchids at GCA shows, 
but I would first like to mention the American Orchid Society and 
its relationship to the GCA. Many Major Shows have large orchid 
exhibits that are staged and judged by the American Orchid 
Society using AOS judging rules. (1) There are other Major 
Shows 
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that do not have an AOS presence.  Some AOS-featured Major 
Shows may also include classes for orchids that won’t be judged 
by AOS standards.  In these cases GCA standards (and/or 
Federated rules) will prevail. Although there are differences in 
exhibiting at an American Orchid Society Show and a GCA show, 
there are some similarities.  Indeed, the AOS helped create the 
scale of points for GCA orchid judges that is detailed in our 
Yellow Book.  GCA judges often refer to this point system but 
typically make their evaluations relying on the principles they 
have learned in the GCA judging program.  For example, in an 
AOS Orchid Show judges may touch the plant and the flower, but 
GCA judges may not.  The AOS representative will focus heavily 
on the attributes of the flower while a GCA member evaluates the 
whole plant.  
 
When you enter a GCA show, it should be judged by GCA 
standards and rules.  When outside experts are invited, they 
should be notified of this when the judging invitation is extended 
and then reminded again when the judges are charged.  In judging 
orchids, GCA judges consider things such as clean foliage, 
inconspicuous, supportive staking and placement of an orchid in a 
pot.  We look at each plant for symmetry and balance.  In general, 
orchid petals should be equal in size, as should the sepals, with the 
exception of the dorsal sepal (this is at the top of the flower and 
often broader than the other sepals).
 
The pouch in a Paphiopedilum 2 should be straight and not 
cocked at an angle.  Generally envision a cut right down the 
center of an orchid flower: both sides should be symmetrical. 
Judges look 

2 Paph Honey (Paphiopedilum). Notice the inconspicuous 
staking of this multiflora Paph, a Catherine Beattie Award 
winner (April, 2006 at a GC of Halifax Country GCA show).  
 
for traditional attributes of cultural perfection, sufficient bloom 
and good condition of both plants and flowers.  We value clear 
colors in flowers and look for the number of blooms to be in 
proportion to the plant and appropriate in size and quantity for the 
particular specimen.  A well grown Paphiopedilum, for example, 
could win a Beattie with a single flower, but in the case of a 
Phalaenopsis at least fifty percent of the buds should be open.
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Potential exhibitors should get a copy of the Yellow Book.  It 
contains all one needs to know to understand how the judge will 
be evaluating your beauty.  As a judge I am aware that orchids 
aren’t always easy to grow, but clean pots do count as do clean 
leaves, quality of bloom and tidy top dressing.  While I might be a 
stickler for clean leaves and grooming,  I will not penalize an 
orchid if some of the roots extend beyond the diameter of the pot.  
The form of an orchid is another quality that has to be taken in to 
account.  We have all been taught that a leggy plant is not 
desirable, yet some orchids, by virtue of their genetics, are just 
rangy in habit 3.  I think a criteria statement that the form should 
be appropriate to its genus or species is in order.  If a plant has 
one or two harmless black spots on the leaves or evidence that 
there once was scale (but no longer), my opinion is not adversely 
affected.  A stake that angles slightly to accommodate the natural 
growth habit of a Phalaenopsis or Cymbidium spike will not get 
any points deducted by this judge.
 
The onus of correct identification is going to be on the exhibitor.  
Be sure you record the correct botanical name when you purchase 
a plant.  Since labels have a way of disappearing, it’s a good idea 
to make two labels and to bury one of them deep in the container.  
When you buy a plant at Home Depot or a similar venue, make 
sure it is labeled.  Discount orchids are often inexpensive because 
the grower has removed the identification and sold the vendor a 
batch at a cheaper price.  An unidentified orchid is fine for a 
dinner party, but not for show purposes. 
Orchid growers use abbreviations for the genera.  Unless you are 
well versed in orchid alliances and their members, it is easy to get 
confused by the seemingly obtuse orchid classification.  Dtps 
Hobe Sound(Doritaenopsis=Doritis x Phalaenopsis) would 
belong in the Phalaenopsis alliance, but

3 Lc Trick or Treat ‘Orange Magic’ (Laeliocattleya)received 
the Catherine Beattie Award in April, 2004 at a GC of Halifax 
Country Zone VIII GCA show. Naturally leggy in habit, the 
uniform quality of bloom caught the judges’ attention. 
 
 how are you or the passing committee going to know that?  The 
answer lies in Google!  Type in: Orchid Genus Names.  Voila!  
You have it all: downloadable lists denoting plant parentage and 
the abbreviated names. You’ll also need a good book with 
photographs of the various alliances.  I recommend Thomas 
Sheehan’s book, Ultimate Orchid. (2) 
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 Arm yourself with these references which should be on the 
passing table as well, and things should be fine.  Look up the 
names in advance.  If you have questions, consult an orchid 
expert--often there is one in your club or on hand during passing.  
Do not wait until the show to identify your orchid correctly!  
Detailed breakdown of the orchid classes by alliance, genera and 
species should be printed in the schedule.  This will facilitate the 
entry and passing process significantly.

Experience has taught me that GCA has many great orchid 
growers, and if the exhibitor understands what the judges are 
looking for, then everybody is a winner!

4 Blc Amy Linden (Brassolaeliacattleya).  The presentation 
and crystalline quality of the flowers were favored in this 
orchid, which was a Catherine Beattie Award winner at a 
2004 Zone VIII Meeting show.

More on Orchid Names: 
For exhibitors wondering about orchid names, here is a very 
quick summary.  Some genera such as Paphiopedilum naturally 
occur in nature and so bear the name of the genus (Paph for short
—e.g. 2). Paphiopedilum micranthum ‘Wondrous’ is written as 
you might for other plants.  The genus (capitalized) and specific 
epithet (lower case) are in italics with the cultivar ‘Wondrous’ 
in single quotes and not italicized.  A cultivar can be created by 
natural selection from wild plants, a union of hybrids brought 
about by a bee or other pollinator or intentional breeding by the 
hybridizer.  Intergeneric hybrids by orchid breeders may 
combine part of the names of each genus and are not italicized.  
For example, a Brassolaeliacattleya (abbreviated Blc) 4 is a 
cross between a Brassovola, Laelia and Cattleya;  a 
Laeliocatonia (or Lctna—see 1) is a cross between a 
Broughtonia, Cattleya and Laelia.  Sometimes, too, these 
crosses are given names totally unrelated to their parents (e.g. 
Potinara). Abbreviations for naturally occurring genera and for 
intergeneric hybrids are standardized (again Google: Orchid 
Genus Names). 
As in the case with Lc Trick or Treat ‘Orange Magic’  (see 3), 
the orchid name tells its history.  Lc indicates it is a cross 
between a Laelia and a Cattleya (Lc=Laeliocattleya).  The 
registered hybrid is Trick or Treat (no quotation marks), and 
‘Orange Magic’ is a cultivar of ‘Trick or Treat.’  Should you 
encounter the very popular Pot (the abbreviation of Potinara), 
check your list. You’ll discover that Pot is made up of 
Brassavola x Cattleya x Laelia x Sophronitis.  And yes!  The 
light will go on, and the plant will be placed correctly in the 
Cattleya alliance. AM/AOS indicates the orchid received an 
award by the American Orchid Society.
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Footnotes: 
(1) Exhibitors in these shows are often professional growers 
with an important stake in winning coveted AOS awards, 
which have valued commercial implications for their 
business.  An AOS-awarded plant immediately skyrockets in 
monetary worth.  If you do win an AOS award for a cross 
that has never won, you’ll be besieged with bids for a piece 
of your plant. This is not to say that a GCA grower could not 
place, but the competition will be much stiffer and, as I’ve 
said, the judging will be done by AOS judges using AOS 
standards which differ among the genera and from our GCA 
regulations.  Emphasis in AOS is on the flower. The flower 
must point score higher than any other previously awarded 
flower of the same parentage.  You will need to document 
the parentage of any entry and if you win be prepared to 
document your plant (for a fee) with the Royal Horticultural 
Society in London. Your plant will be photographed 
professionally for the records. You are in short playing in the 
major leagues, at least in the eyes of the American Orchid 
Society.
(2) Sheehan, Thomas J., in cooperation with the Smithsonian 
Institution and the American Orchid Society, Ultimate 
Orchid.  New York (NY): DK Publishing, 2001.

 
This collection of paphiopedilums received the Catherine 
Beatttie Award in April, 2005 at the Zone VIII Meeting 
Show. The collection was considered “totally elegant” for 
its sampling of well grown specimens.  Starting from left 
rear is Paph ‘Temptation’ with Paph “Bel Royale’ on 
right rear.  On left front is Paph ‘Cesar Delgado’ with 
Paph ‘Haywood Booth’ on right front. 
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Hints on Exhibiting Roses
Compiled by Rosie Jones, Horticulture Committee Advisor, 
Diggers GC, and Diana Fish, Editor, 
Carmel-by-the-Sea GC, both Zone XII

Look for beauty in selecting a rose for exhibit. Your rose 
should stand out as the best specimen of its type and as a 
typical example of that type. In the words of Judge Esther 
Hamel, it should be in the “most perfect phase of possible 
beauty” (1)  for a flower show. Hopefully, weather, deer and 
factors beyond your control will cooperate.

Pick Carefully
Think before you pick: consider all your possible choices 
before you cut. Look at each rose from above and the side--
that is what the judges will do, too.  The GCA scale of 
judging points for roses allots 25% for form, 20% for color; 
20% for stem and foliage; 15% for substance; 10% for 
balance and proportion; and 10% for size. If you are 
interested in the guidelines used by the American Rose 
Society (ARS) for different roses, you can find their criteria 
in their Guidelines and Rules for Judging Roses or on their 
website. (2

You will need a bloom at show time that is open to some 
degree (leave tight buds at home or try to use a paint brush to 
coax the bud open). There are no fixed Garden Club rules on 
how open the entry should be. The ARS suggests the 
inflorescence should be one-half to three-quarters open at 
show time for a many-petaled variety and one-third to one-
half open for a variety with fewer petals, (3) but consult your 
schedule to see what the criteria are. Some schedules also 
may allow fully open Hybrid Tea and Grandiflora roses. The 
ARS further notes that species and Old Garden roses usually 
look their best when fully open. 

The form of the rose is very important. Form refers to the 
regular, symmetrical shape, the arrangement of petals and the 
degree of openness. The petals should unfurl symmetrically, 
in a perfect circle when seen from above, and should be 
firmly attached to the calyx. Look down into the bloom: a 
Hybrid Tea, Grandiflora or Miniature rose, for example, 
should seem “to unfurl in a perfect spiral” from the center 
and “should have a well-formed center” and evenly spaced 
petals without gaps.(4) Flowers with more than one point in 
the center, no clear center point or a petal hiding part of the 
center are undesirable from a show standpoint.  In Hybrid 
Teas the inner petals should not “ball” or turn inwards 
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towards the center.  In Old Garden roses, the center petals 
may fold back to reveal a center pip, “eye” or “button,” or 
the petals may give the illusion of splitting into four 
quadrants (“quartering”).
 

Color and Substance
Aim for petals with bright, fresh, clear color, and make sure 
your rose color is true to its type (it doesn’t have white or 
green striping, for example, if it is supposed to be one pure 
color). If the lower outside petals are discolored, you may try 
to remove them neatly, but you will need to do it so the rose 
continues to be symmetrical in shape. 

The rose must not have begun to lose crispness, sheen or 
firmness (substance). The flower should display turgidity 
due to water-filled tissues. Examine the edges of the petals 
for any signs of wilting or graying. The tips of faded petals 
are an immediate give-away. Roses past their prime also 
exhibit drooping stamens and darkened anthers with lost 
pollen. Foliage must appear vigorous, not wilted. 

Cutting for Balance and Proportion
Cut your rose with as long and straight a stem as you can. As 
the ARS says, “Roses cut by novices for the home and office 
usually have short, scraggly stems and dirty, tattered 
foliage.”  You may want to re-cut later to obtain a good 
proportion between the size of the bloom 

and the stem with foliage. Do not exhibit roses that are out of 
scale to the stem and foliage. On sprays (a cluster of blooms 
on a single stem), make sure the entire inflorescence has a 
symmetrical appearance and that the shape of the individual 
florets is good. “Roses that bloom in clusters or on many 
stems should have the central flower removed while still in 
the early bud stage so that those surrounding them will open 
a little earlier and at the same time.”(4) The overall shape of 
the head should not be uneven, one-sided or out of balance. 
No flower in the spray should stick out like a sore thumb and 
tower over every other bloom. If you can do it discreetly, 
clip off an out-of-scale bloom that mars the appearance of 
the spray.

 A spray should have more than one bloom (two or more, 
and not just one bloom with immature buds). (5)  The ideal 
Cluster-Flowered spray (i.e. Floribunda, Grandiflora) 
displays all stages of bloom from tight bud to fully open 
flower.  However, the blooms should outnumber the buds. 

 Depending on your schedule, the stem usually should not 
include any part of the primary cane (stem-on-stem), except 
for species (wild roses), Old Garden roses and shrubs.

 Since you want long, unblemished stems, remember to 
factor this into your pruning.

next page



Return to Home Page Return to Start of Article

Foliage
Foliage should be clean and free of discoloration due to dirt, 
dust, spray residue, nutritional problems, mineral 
deficiencies, disease and poor cultivation practices. Do not 
rush to eliminate imperfect foliage. Your entry must have 
foliage. Even if the schedule does not specify how much 
foliage and how many leaflet leaves, leaves are necessary for 
balance and proportion. Roses have pinnate leaves--leaflets 
that appear on a center stalk (petiole), usually with a terminal 
leaflet.  Leaves typically have odd numbers of leaflets such 
as three, five, seven or nine. Ideally, these should appear 
regularly spaced and without voids. The foliage should 
complement the rose--not overwhelm it--and should present 
a symmetrical stacking appearance when viewed from above. 
Each species or cultivar has distinctive leaves, both in terms 
of overall shape, color (above and below), and texture (dull, 
glossy, downy, hairy, etc.). The foliage of your rose should 
epitomize the qualities by which it is identified. 

To clean the leaves, try regular milk, but do not use any 
artificial cleaning agent or polish. You also can clean leaves 
with water and a nylon stocking. Damaged leaves may be 
trimmed with nail scissors to recreate the natural shape of the 
leaf; however this is easily noticed (and hard to do) since the 
edges (margins) may be serrated, toothed, wavy, etc. 

Different Types of Roses
 Your schedule may mention certain requirements for 
different rose classes. If the schedule states that Large-
Flowered roses (i.e. Hybrid Teas) must be disbudded, the 
stem should have only one flower and no side bud stems. 
That means that you need to remove any side buds coming 
from a leaf axil as early as possible, so the cut will not be 
visually noticeable. “If buds are pinched out several weeks 
prior to the show, leaving a small stub, the stub will abcise 
by itself without leaving a scar.” (6) The cut may be disguised 
partially by ash or pencil, but still may be apparent to the 
judges. Use of foreign substances such as ink or paint is a no-
no. 

Hybrid Teas also may be shown with natural growth and no 
disbudding, if the schedule permits. “If it doesn’t say you 
can’t, you can do it.” 

Before You Enter the Show
Fill out your entry card in advance with the correct botanical 
name. Read your source books and the ARS Guidelines to 
make sure you have met the criteria of your class and your 
type of rose. Condition the rose so that it will look good 
throughout the show.  Do not strip prickles (thorns) and 
leaves up and down the stem, only below the water line in 
the exhibit container for cuts.
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Where appropriate, the entry must be identified by species, variety 
and cultivar. Search the reference books for the correct name. 
Do not misname or mislabel your rose so that it ends up in the 
wrong class. If at all possible, do not rely on using Rosa sp. 
Passers may be able to help with identification if you have tried 
diligently to locate the name and have had no luck. It is better to 
bring a beautiful  specimen to the show than to leave it at home 
because you cannot determine its name. Remember, though, that 
passers are very busy at shows and that asking them should be a 
last resort.

Cut roses in the very early morning or late afternoon or evening. 
Jo Shuman of the Piedmont GC explains that she usually cuts at 
night. She lays her cut roses in a basket and takes them to a place 
where she strips off any unnecessary leaves and re-cuts the stems 
under water in a bowl. She then puts the stems in warm water with 
preservatives and a drop of bleach. Others advise taking a 
container filled with lukewarm water into the garden and putting 
the stems in the container as the roses are cut. 

To facilitate water intake by the rose, make a short vertical cut up 
the base of the stem with sharp clippers. You may condition roses 
with a commercial flower preservative or a homemade solution. 
 Keep the roses in a cold place. On the other hand, if the roses 
have not opened adequately, put them in warm water and in a 
warm, but not breathlessly hot, room.  At the last minute at home, 
you could mist your entry delicately with a spray bottle filled with 
room-temperature water. 

The Pose
You want the judges to stop in their tracks when looking at 
your entry. How you position the rose in its bottle ("the 
pose") can add to the WOW effect of your cut flower. Choose 
"the best side" for the most favorable view of your rose so 
that side will be what the judges see. Place the stem in the 
container to get an idea of how the rose will look. You may 
need to re-cut at this time or find a larger or smaller container 
if the rose is out of proportion to the bottle.

Your flower should show to its best advantage and not wiggle 
aimlessly around in the bottle or tip to one side. Saran wrap, 
clay and floral tape are available to hold the specimen in 
place. For Saran wrap, the simplest thing is to wad a small 
amount of Saran in a wedge, place it against the stem where 
the flower will rest at the rim, and lodge it into place. A more 
complicated way is to wind a narrow strip of Saran in circles 
around the stem and stick the Saran-wrapped stem in the 
bottle. Crisscrossing strips of transparent floral tape also will 
hold the entry erect and keep it motionless. For very large 
blooms, you may need to use glass “marbles” to stabilize the 
stem in the bottle. When you have finished with the pose, 
mark the back of the container to indicate the back side.  
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Double-check your entry for insects. If there is a rush, the passers 
may miss an insect, but the judges will not.  As with all exhibits, 
your entry must be well-groomed. Supplies may be furnished at 
your flower show, but you may want to bring your own tweezers, 
Q-tips and small camel-hair brush for last-minute grooming.

The ARS reminds everyone, “The bottom line for the novice is 
this: select a fresh rose with good form, and you will have a blue 
ribbon winner. If it has a straight long stem with clean foliage, 
you won’t be a novice long.”(7)  Mercer O'Hara, Horticulture 
Committee Advisor, gives us a quote from a report by Barbie 
Bartlett of Zone II: "When you decide not to enter your plant for 
whatever reason, somebody else will win the prize for their not-
nearly-so-good-one as you left at home."

The authors would like to thank Shirley Meneice, Horticulture 
Committee Advisor, Carmel-by-the-Sea GC, Mercer O'Hara, 
Horticulture Committee Advisor, GC of Englewood, Jo Shuman, 
Piedmont GC, and Teri Tillman, Zone IX Horticulture 
Representative, Pilgrimage GC of Natchez, for adding suggestions 
to this article.

 
Footnotes:
(1) Hamel, Esther Rose, The Encyclopedia of Judging and 
Exhibiting (see below): 287.
(2) Martin, Robert B., Jr. “How Roses are Judged,” The American 
Rose Society Website (click site search for exhibiting roses and 
for other information): www.ars.org 

(3) Coleman, Louise, and Griffith, Ed, editors, Guidelines and 
Rules for Judging Roses, The Official American Rose Society 
Horticulture Judges Handbook. Shreveport (LA): American Rose 
Society, 2003: 6,28.

(4) The Bermuda Rose Society, Roses in Bermuda. Hamilton 
(Bermuda): The Bermudian Publishing Co. Ltd.,1997: 115.  ISBN 
976-8143-22-7.
(5) Guidelines and Rules for Judging Roses (ARS): 35.
(6) Roses in Bermuda: 115. 
(7) "How Roses are Judged," ARS Website.
 
For Further Information:

Austin, David, Old Roses and English Roses. Woodbridge, 
Suffolk: Antique Collectors Club l995 reprint. ISBN 1- 85149- 
150- 3.

Guidelines and Rules for Judging Roses, The Official American 
Rose Society Horticulture Judges Handbook ($l0) from the 
American Rose Society, Box 30,000, Shreveport, LA 71130-0030. 
Telephone:  (318) 938-5402.  

 Hamel, Esther Rose, The Encyclopedia of Judging and 
Exhibiting. Saint Ignatius, Montana: Ponderosa Pub.  l982 rev. ed. 
ISBN 0-913162-01-9

Quest-Ritson, Charles and Brigid, The American Rose Society, 
Encyclopedia of Rose. London, New York, Munich, Melbourne, 
Delhi: Doerling Kindersley Ltd., 2003. ISBN 0-7-894-9675-5.

Phillips, Roger and Rix, Martyn, The Random House Book of 
Roses. New York: Random House l988. ISBN 0-394-758667-6.

Peter Harkness, The Rose, an Illustrated History. Buffalo, NY: 
Firefly Books 2003. ISBN 1-55297-787-0.
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Achieving Success with Miniature 
Gardens
By Happy Hieronimus, Portland GC, Zone XII

Have you ever admired miniature gardens 1 and wanted 
to try one, too? Here are some secrets for success, 
starting with the basics of the container. 

1 Yoshitoshi prints inspired the miniature Japanese 
gardens at a Portland GC show.  This one beautifully 
portrayed the simplicity and serenity typical of that 
style of garden, and the proportions were very good. 
 All photographs by author.

To enter a miniature garden in a flower show, consult 
your schedule for details. The class description should 
include the size of the container, style of design or theme 
(this should relate to the theme of the show), 
requirements for a labeled diagram, how many exhibitors 
may create an entry and the basis for judging (for 
example: 40% on cultural perfection; 30% on scale, 
balance and design; 20% on compatibility of plant 
material; and 10% on labeling). The Rules for the 
Horticulture Section should cover the required length of 
time for ownership, so be sure you have your container 
and your plant material by a certain date.

Containers:
For uniformity, the Staging Committee may hand out 
ready-made boxes as soon as possible after the 
registration deadline and usually at a preliminary 
workshop for the class. 1 inch x 6 inches x 6 feet cedar 
fence boards are excellent material for boxes.  They 
weather well, are easy to work with and are relatively 
inexpensive.  An 18 x 12 inch box is a good size for 
economical use of the wood and for mobility’s sake.   A 
pair of ¾ inch x ¾ inch strips on the bottom gets the 
container off the ground to improve drainage. 
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The cedar  may be lightly stained with good quality, clear house 
stain, or left natural.  Other than a light stain, it generally is better 
to leave the box plain so as not to detract from the plant material. 
Unless executed by a master’s hand, decorations can be 
distracting. As in the little garden itself, use discretion.
 
Potting Mixes:
The use of a soilless mix is highly recommended, especially if the 
show is going to be in a public library or museum. Soilless mixes 
work well for containers in general because they are clean, light 
weight and can be adjusted to the type of plants being grown.   It 
is necessary to provide a mixture that encourages the development 
of a sturdy root system, holds enough water and nutrients to 
support the plant, has the appropriate acidity/alkalinity and drains 
well, but does not dry out too fast. Soilless mixes may be based on 
combinations of peat moss, perlite, pumice, fine gravel and sand, 
and now, cocoa fiber (coir).  In addition to lessening the impact on 
peat bogs, cocoa fiber is easier to use than peat and doesn’t 
present the “impossible to moisten once it’s dried out” problem of 
peat.  One very important aspect of mixing your own planting 
medium is that you can obtain an even and uniform end product 
that meets your specific needs.  Thorough mixing is 
essential. This is more easily accomplished if the combined 
materials are put through a l/8 inch screen. Cocoa fiber comes in 
compressed blocks that need to be moistened before using. Do 
this the day before preparing the mix.   

Standard potting mix:
         2 quarts cocoa fiber
         1 quart perlite
Potting mix for alpines:
         1 quart cocoa fiber
         1 quart fine gravel or pumice
         1 quart coarse sand
         1 tablespoon ground dolomitic lime

This is a good time to mention that it is not necessary, in fact it is 
not a good idea, to layer the bottom of a container with pot shards 
and/or gravel.  Investigations have shown that water drains evenly 
through a uniform mix, but stops when it gets to the interface 
between media of two different textures.  Contrary to popular 
belief, water moves slowly from a soil with small, water-filled 
pores to one with large, air-filled pores.  A layer of saturated soil 
develops above the layer of gravel or shards. This is known as a 
perched water table. The coarse material also decreases the depth 
of the potting mix leaving less rooting area.  So don’t add a layer 
of gravel or broken pots to the bottom of the container. Just fill the 
box with the chosen mix.  If the drain holes are large, put a small 
square of wire screening over them to retain the mix.
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The soil level in the finished miniature garden should 
be no less than a ½ inch below the rim of the box 
around the edges, otherwise the terrain looks caved 
in.  Unless the schedule calls for a relatively flat or 
low relief garden design, such as a parterre or a knot 
garden, there should be variations in height of the 
topography.  Even flat gardens often have a raised 
bed around them.  A small plant on a mound gains 
added importance. Sloping ground and uneven 
contours add interest 2. 

Planning the Composition and Meeting the 
Schedule Requirements:
Before you even start thinking of filling the container, 
consider what plants and objects you want to have that 
would fit the theme. Plan a composition to enhance that 
theme or design. Scale refers to the relative dimensions, 
especially the proportion in dimensions between a 
drawing or model and what is represented. The 
relationship of one part to another and to the whole is 
vital so that there are no out-of-scale elements.
 
You may be able to gauge proportions intuitively. 
However, drawing a plan beforehand is helpful in keeping 
all of the elements of the little garden in the proper scale.  
You can buy architects’ drafting vellum which is lined 
out in 1/8 inch squares or ¼ inch square paper.  Start by 
deciding the size of the area to be portrayed.  Is it a small 
corner or patio, or is it a much larger area? How will it

fit into the box? At 1/8 inch scale (1/8 inch = 1 foot) a 12 inch 
by 18 inch box equals an area 96 feet x 144 feet, at a 1/4th inch 
scale it would be 48 feet by 72 feet, and so on.  If it helps, go 
out in your own garden and measure off an area that suits your 
idea and see how it relates to the box you are using.
 

  
2 This entry in a GC of Honolulu show fitted the theme 
to perfection.The scale of everything was appropriate, 
and all the elements worked together. Notice the 
different levels that create variations in height. 
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Once you have decided on the appropriate scale, measure the 
plants and accessories you intend to use.  At 1/8 inch scale, a 
6 inch tree represents a 48 foot full-sized one.  There is a bit 
of leeway here, but be careful, particularly with the 
accessories.  They really can throw things off.  Plants are 
more flexible as to size.  A plan is ideal when you are 
deciding on the placement of the various elements.

Balance is a state of harmony, as among the elements of 
an artistic composition.  A point or area of dominant 
interest should be balanced by several lesser elements 3.  
All the visual weight should not be concentrated in one 
place with little interest elsewhere. An asymmetrical 
composition might be balanced by certain forms or 
shapes. Design is what carries out the theme, but this is 
the Horticulture Section and you are exhibiting a 
miniature GARDEN, so the emphasis should be on the 
placement and effective organization of plant material, 
not on the accessories.

Plants:
 The plants should look well together, but more 
important, should require the same growing conditions.  
It would be unwise to make a planting combination of 
shade plants and sun lovers, or bog plants and desert 
dwellers. Some of them would not survive for long. This 
element of compatibility just requires a “stop and think 
about it” approach.

 
3 This entry in another Portland GC show was 
inspired by a Rajput painting.  It won a first place for 
the way it reflected the influence of Persian-inspired 
Mogul gardens, incorporated the required water 
feature and used plants to excellent effect. There is a 
major focal point and secondary points of interest. 
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In selecting plant material, you may find that some 
height is fine, but it needs to be in proportion to the 
container.  The largest plants should look comfortable in 
the box and relate to the smaller ones. In the matter of 
scale, the size of a plant’s leaves is more important than 
the size of the plant.  A small plant with large leaves and/
or flowers will be much more out of scale than a large 
plant with very small leaves or needles.  There are a 
number of alpines, dwarf conifers and small ground 
covers that have very fine foliage and work well for 
miniature gardens.  Texture is an important part of 
design, so look for some variation in the types of 
foliage.  Contrast plays a role.  Consider a group of 
small, shrubby plants to provide a base for a tall 
specimen “tree.”

Just as in a full-sized garden, a variety of plants is more 
interesting than just one or two types. However, beware 
of the “crazy quilt” syndrome: one each of a lot of 
different kinds. Some repetition of shapes, colors or 
textures creates unity. Choose plants that best fit your 
theme, that compliment each other and like the same sort 
of growing conditions.   Play it safe and acquire extra 
plants in case some die.  Seedling trees and baby ferns 
from your garden often can be useful.  It is absolutely 
necessary that all the plants in the exhibit be in your 
possession for the time specified. They don’t have 

to be in the container.  Purchased plants may stay in their 
pots, and ferns, seedlings and mosses may continue to 
grow in your garden until you need them, so long as you 
are tending them for the required length of time. 
 

Grooming:
All plant material at flower show time should be healthy 
and vigorous, with no signs of pests or other damage. 
 Tending includes pest control and grooming as well as 
pruning and shaping.  Avoid last minute whacks at your 
plants.  Beware of over-fertilizing and know the duration 
of the fertilizer you use.  Some time-release types last a 
long while.  The operative word is “miniature.”  Unless 
the schedule specifically states that no plant material 
should extend beyond the confines of the box, some 
softening around the edges may enhance the 
presentation.  Any overhang should be compatible with 
the design theme and never look sloppy.

Keep the tags with your plants so you don’t loose the 
names. As you plant your container, you should be 
thinking about your future labeling and making certain 
you have all your specimens identified. Keep the pot tags 
with each plant until your design is firm and you can put 
the names on a diagram.
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4 The Piedmont GC used Mrs. McDonald’s Garden as the 
theme for a miniature garden class.  This portrayal of a farm 
yard garden was a clear winner because the plant material 
approximated a vegetable garden plot very well, the 
accessories carried out the theme and the proportions were 
perfect.
Accessories:
 One of the most important elements of the design of a miniature 
garden is the size of the component parts in relation to the size of 
the box and to each other 4 and 5 (next page).  To see how this 
works, put a doll house chair (4 to 4 ½ inches high) and a doll’s 
chair (8 to 10 inches high) in the box.  Which is the more 
appropriate one?  Use the same test for the accessories you are 
thinking of using.  Does it fit the size of the garden being 
constructed and look well with the plants you are using?  Do you 
really need that object?  Does it contribute to the design? If you 
take it away, does the garden look better? Here’s where a second 
opinion can be helpful!  Since this is a Horticulture exhibit, 
remember that the plant material should be the primary element.

“Hardscape” is a necessary part of many gardens, and you can 
find a variety of “bricks,” “paving blocks” and “flagstones” at a 
good doll house shop. You also can take a hammer to slate to 
produce tiny paving stones or build garden “walls.” Look around 
for small-scale rocks suitable for dry planted outcrops. A visit to a 
building or landscape supplier might yield pea gravel for dry beds 
or tiny chunks of taupe-colored decomposed granite for “paths,” 
“driveways” and walkways. Hobby shops usually have model 
railway sections that have good material for walkways and 
buildings, plus some accessories.  I also make many of my 
accessories, such as gates, fences, pools and structures.  To keep a 
brick, flagstone or gravel path in place, draw the path design on a 
piece of thin, stiff plastic with an ultra fine Sharpie pen, cut it out 
and fasten the paving material to it with rubber cement.  The path 
will look like a path and not a jumble of loose stones and the 
elements will stay in place. Use the same technique with patios 
and terraces. 
 
Preparations for the Show:
 The terrain has been sculptured, the plants are in place, the paths 
wind, the patio is level, but there’s all that white perlite lying 
around!  For top dressing, really good, home-made compost is the 
best, but you can use commercial compost or potting mix from a 
bag or coffee grounds or a combination thereof.  Take a cupful or 
so and put it through a fine screen (1/8th inch mesh will do). With 
a small scoop, or a spoon for iced tea, carefully “mulch” around 
the plants. Do the same thing with gravel where that might be 
more appropriate. 
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5 A close second in the Piedmont show was another version of Mrs. 
McDonald’s Garden.  It clearly showed the farm elements and had 
a fine selection of plant material, with accessories in good 
proportion.
 
This is when glued hardscape pays off.  Pick up all those sections, 
mulch the whole garden then lay the paving back. A small watercolor 
brush makes an excellent broom for any mulch out of place.

Last, but far from least, look over the whole garden from 
every side.  Pick off every dead leaf, wilted flower, stray bit 
of potting mix or mulch.  Long tweezers are marvelous for 
this.  If eleventh hour pruning is absolutely necessary, do it 
carefully with very sharp tools and have an eyebrow pencil 
handy to touch up obvious cuts.  Before you leave for the 
show, go over it one more time with the tweezers at the 
ready.  Meticulous grooming really counts! 
 
Don’t forget your card, diagramming the location of plants. 
The schedule often specifies the size of the card, which 
should be large enough for the plan of the garden and the list 
of the plants.  Numbered circles of varying sizes show the 
location of the plants, and the plant list is numbered to 
match.  If there are multiples of one species, those circles all 
have the same number, and the plant is listed once. Painted 
nail heads printed with numbers and then waterproofed are 
one solution to unobtrusive numbers in a miniature garden, 
or you can rely on a good key card if the schedule does not 
require numbers in the exhibit.  “Neatness counts” is not just 
a schoolroom saying.  Many attractive entries have lost 
points because of a sloppy card. There are numerous ways to 
do a diagram on a computer. Investigate these before the 
show or type or use a waterproof pen.  Many exhibitors now 
are using digital photos of their gardens.  Lamination 
ensures a pristine card.

Most of all, enjoy your creation!
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Planning a Terrarium Workshop
By Mercer O’Hara, GCA Vice President, GC of Englewood, Zone 
IV
 
A terrarium workshop is a perfect way to perk up your Hort 
programs. These instructions are for a group that is going to create 
terrariums containing tropical plants. To ensure a successful 
workshop, the leader should provide all materials.  Allow 3 feet of 
table space 
 

 
Completed terrarium. All photographs by 
Katie Downes, GC of Englewood, Zone IV

for each person to work. Each participant should bring her own 
tools: small scissors, small paint brush, chop stick, teaspoon and 
tweezers. I usually provide each person with a tamper which is 
nothing more than a chopstick with a half of a wine cork on the 
end. A most useful tool!
 
Materials needed for each person:       

●     10-inch bubble bowl  (If someone wants to bring her own 
container, make sure it is close to the size of the bowl you 
supply or you may not have the right plants for her.)       

●     Glass lid: Have a glass shop cut rounds of window pane 
glass. Make sure the edges are ground to prevent cuts.

●     Soilless mix, preferably one that does not contain perlite: 
The Professional Germinating Mix (#03-199) carried by 
Gardener's Supply Co. (www.gardeners.com)  works well.

●     Gravel--two grades of well-washed pea gravel:
Coarser gravel for the drainage layer
Optional: finer gravel for top dressing (pea 
gravel strained through ¼ inch hardware  cloth). 
Aquarium gravel also can be used.

●     Charcoal, horticultural grade or for aquariums: This helps 
to keep the soil fresh.

●     Rocks: Small rocks (optional) help create the illusion of a 
landscape, and outcroppings add interest to the garden.    
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●     Green florist wire cut into short lengths and bent into 
“U” shapes for pinning down trailing plants   

●     Paper towels and glass cleaner
 

Lidded bowl, soilless mix, gravel, charcoal, rocks and florist wire 
for terrarium

Plants:     
There are many that can be used. Go to the sources listed below 
and look for miniature plants recommended for terrarium culture. 
A 10-inch terrarium looks best with at least five to seven plants. It 
can be expensive to buy enough plants for each person, and you 
can save money by buying larger plants at your local nursery or 
greenhouse supplier and propagating cuttings. 
 
Some suggestions are nice, full parlor palms (Chamaedorea 
elegans), creeping fig (Ficus pumila), dwarf fittonia, tiny-leaved 
ivies, etc. If the propagation is done two months ahead, you will 
have good, small plants to distribute.  For more unusual plants, 
you probably will have to go to a mail order source. 

 I have had success using the following plants in terrariums:
•        Chamaedora elegans (parlor palm): Seedlings 
often are sold in 3-inch pots at nurseries that carry 
foliage plants. They come planted in clumps and can be 
teased apart so that each person can have a few. Parlor 
palms add height or a tree canopy to a planting.      

 

Some plants for a terrarium (top left to right): Ficus pumila 
‘Variegata’; Chamaedora elegans; Hedera helix cv. Bottom left 
to right: Fittonia verschaffeltii var. argyroneura ‘Minima,’ 
Selaginella sp., Saintpaulia sp.
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●     Hedera helix cultivars (small-leaved ivies): A low-
growing, bushy ivy with small leaves creates the look of a 
shrub.

●     Fittonia verschaffeltii var. argyroneura 'Minima' (dwarf 
silver fittonia): The cultivar has silvery white-veined green 
leaves and makes a good ground cover.

●     Ficus pumila 'Quercifolia' (dwarf oak leaf creeping fig) or 
other varieties of dwarf creeping fig: These work well as a 
ground cover. ‘Variegata’ has marbled, whitish leaves. 

●     Cryptanthus fosterianus 'Pink Starlight' (earthstar) 
provides color and is seemingly indestructible. Olive 
green stripes on pink leaves make this star-like bromeliad 
a good addition to the terrarium.

●     Dwarf rhizomatous begonias (varieties with tiny 
variegated leaves) offer decorative patterns that contribute 
to the design and offset other solid green foliage. 

●     Selaginella spp. (club moss): Selaginella uncinata is 
particularly effective. It makes an excellent ground cover.

●     Gesneriads: Miniature ones such as Sinningia pusilla are 
good for the scale of a terrarium. With its tiny leaves and 
spurred blooms, S. pusilla can be a point of interest.

●     Ferns 
●     Eleocharis radicans (miniature rush): This charming 

sedge introduces a change of texture with its spiky foliage.
●     Saintpaulia spp. (mini-African violets: )These diminutive 

violets are charming focal points but are hard to rebloom 
and may have to be replaced eventually.

To plant the terrarium:   
1  Thoroughly wash and dry the bowl and lid.

2  Put 1-inch layer of coarse gravel in the bottom of the bowl.

3  Add a generous sprinkling of charcoal over the gravel.

4  Add about 2 to 3 inches of moist, soilless mix. The gravel, 
charcoal and mix should take up about 1/3 of the space.

5  Consider how the terrarium will be viewed--from one side or all 
around-- and contour the soilless mix accordingly. Lightly tamp 
the mix down.

6  Place rocks, if being used.

7  Remove most of the soil from the roots of the plants, scoop out 
small holes and press the plants gently into place. Do not 
overcrowd.

8  Add gravel top dressing where desired (This is like mulching a 
garden; it makes the planting look finished.).

9  Groom. Pinch back unwanted leaves or shoots. Use a soft brush 
to clean leaves.

10  Water each plant carefully with a baster or crimped paper cup 
just to settle them in.  There should be no standing water in the 
gravel layer.      

11  Mist the garden lightly, clean the glass and cover with the lid.
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A tropical terrarium will thrive in bright north light or under grow 
lights. There should be no direct sun on the garden for any length 
of time or it may cook! Water only if it appears dry. Occasional 
fogging of the glass is normal, especially overnight when house 
temperatures drop.  If large droplets of water form on the lid, open 
the container and let the garden dry out for a while. Fertilize ¼ 
strength 15-30-15 every four to six months.

Grooming is important. Keep the growing tips pinched back and 
remove spent flowers or dead leaves. Keep the glass very clean.

After holding a terrarium workshop, you may want to consider 
including a terrarium class in a club flower show or entering one 
in a par class (see below) or you may just simply choose to enjoy 
it. With very little effort, a terrarium can be a source of pleasure 
for many years.

Exhibiting a Terrarium:
A terrarium is defined in The GCA Flower Show and Judging 
Guide as "a covered, transparent container which holds soil and 
one or more living, growing plants requiring humid conditions. If 
the terrarium contains several plants, they must be culturally 
compatible and in scale."
 
Terrariums are measured at their widest diameter.  A terrarium 
may be entered in a par class if it does not qualify for entry 
elsewhere in the Horticulture Division. 

Terrariums are judged on the following scale of points in GCA 
shows: 

Quality and condition: 30
Suitability of material: 30 
Design and arrangement of plants: 20 
Grooming: 15   
Suitable labeling: 5 
  

Sources for Plants:
For common plants try your local nurseries. 
 
For unusual plants try these sources:
The Violet Barn (Home of Rob’s Violets), Naples, NY 14512: 
www.Robsviolet.com
Scroll down to Miniature Houseplants-Web only*
 
Logee’s Greenhouses, Ltd., Danielson, CT 06239.
(888)330-8038: www.logees.com
 
Kartuz Greenhouses (gesneriads), Vista, CA 92081.
(760) 941-3613: www.kartuz.com

*Try Robs first--it has very nice plants at the most reasonable 
prices.
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Some Secrets of Success for Planting and 
Exhibiting Troughs
By Happy Hieronimus, Portland GC, Zone XII 

Your club is getting ready for its next flower show. The 
schedule has been approved and distributed to the members. 
You look eagerly through the Horticulture Division to find a 
class that will be interesting to enter and provide an 
opportunity to sharpen your horticultural skills. This should 
include experienced exhibitor and novice alike. And there it 
is: 

Class III Tiny Treasures, a trough class    Unlimited entries

Compatible, small scale plants in a hypertufa container, 
made by the exhibitor. It may be rectangular or free form 
and no more than 14 inches inside measurement of the 
longest dimension. All plant material must be rooted. Each 
entry shall be accompanied by a key card, provided by the 
committee, which includes a diagram or photo locating and 
identifying the plants.

(This class description is from the 1997 Portland GC Flower Show 
schedule for Cirque des Fleurs. The Horticulture Rules required a six-
month minimum ownership and laminated key cards.)

It sounds like just the thing l, and you’ll end up with a great 
addition to your garden besides. Now what? Back to the 
schedule. Read the General Rules, the Horticulture Rules 
and the Timetable for Exhibitors. Check the list of 
endangered plants and the instructions regarding them. Read 
it 

all again, noting especially the ownership and advance registration 
requirements. Fill out the Entry Form and send it in promptly. 

l This trough from the Berry Botanic Garden in Portland, Oregon is 
planted with a typical alpine collection. All photographs courtesy of 
the Berry Botanic Garden which has the largest public rock garden 
on the West Coast.
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Once the trough is well-cured, it can be filled and planted.  
Planting mixes should meet the needs of the plants. A good 
general mix that is suitable for most plants is:  1 part loam, 2 parts 
fine gravel or coarse sand and 2 parts cocoa fiber or compost. 
More gravel and less humus will make it suitable for desert 
dwellers, while generous helpings of compost will satisfy 
woodland plants. Adding more leaf mold meets the requirements 
of plants such as the Ericaceae that prefer acid soil, 
 

 
2 One of Joe Elliott’s troughs photographed in his back 
garden in Gloucestershire, England. Elliott was the author of 
Alpines in Sinks and Troughs and well-known owner of 
Broadwell Nursery specializing in alpines and hardy plants.

and lime chips in place of regular gravel will create the necessary 
conditions for lime lovers. Good drainage is the most important 
prerequisite for rock garden plants, so don't skimp on the grit!  
Gardeners used to put a layer of pot shards or coarse gravel in the 
bottom of containers to improve drainage. Studies have shown 
that this is not a good idea since the bottom of the planting mix 
acts as a perched water table, resulting in water accumulation 
above the shards or rocks. Horticultural experts today recommend 
using a well-draining mix all the way to the bottom.  Since alpines 
require excellent drainage, an appropriately "open" mix takes care 
of that. The drain holes should be approximately 1 inch wide. To 
keep the mix from washing out, place a piece of plastic window 
screen (not copper which is poisonous to some plants) or nylon 
netting over each hole, anchor down with a handful of mix and 
then fill the trough. To prevent a sunken, down-in-a-hole look 
later, firm in the planting mix as you fill. As you get near the top, 
try setting in some rocks for the plants to snuggle up to. These 
rocks should be "planted," not just set on top of the soil.  Rocks in 
a landscape, whether miniature or full-sized, should appear to be 
growing out of the ground. In a rock garden, rocks should all be of 
the same type; in troughs, each trough can use a different type of 
rock suitable for the kinds of plants in it. A natural effect is best 2. 
Highly colored, shiny rocks are distracting and don’t fit the scene.
 
Troughs for a flower show should be large enough for a good 
display of plants, but small enough to be moved easily.(2) This 
will limit the size of the plants also.  
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Alpines generally are grown in the rock garden; rock 
garden plants are not necessarily alpines. Alpines are 
defined as plants growing on mountains above the 
timberline. They are by nature very small and very slow-
growing. Because of their size, growing habits and 
cultural requirements, they are ideal for troughs. Many 
never grow more than 3 or 4 inches tall. The following 
are just some of the rock garden plants well-suited to 
troughs. 

Androsace is one of the largest alpine genera.  They are 
cushion-forming perennials that cover themselves with 
flowers in spring and early summer.  Arenaria balearica 
forms a film of green, less than ½ inch high--a perfect 
miniature groundcover.  Campanula cochleariifolia 
only grows to 3 inches high but will spread 12 inches or 
more in time. Dianthus alpinus and the other dwarf 
forms of Dianthus are classic alpines. Other cushion-
forming perennials include drabas, some of my 
favorites. The summer-flowering alpine gypsophilas 
extend the blooming season of a trough.  Phlox 
‘Sileneflora’ and other creeping phoxes are good 
candidates as are the dwarf primulas 3 such as Primula 
hirsuta. All of the raoulias make excellent miniature 
ground covers. The Porphyrion Section of the genus 
Saxifraga has classic alpine plants with tight, cushioned 
foliage and abundant, short-stemmed flowers. The 
smaller sedums and sempervivums are interesting in 
troughs when planted as collections.  An excellent 
reference book is Rock Garden Plants: A Color 
Encyclopedia by Baldassare Mineo, (3) formerly of 
Siskiyou Rare Plant Nursery, a first-rate source of 
alpine and rock garden plants.

 
3 This trough in the Berry Botanic Garden features a collection of 
different species of one genus, in this case some delightful dwarf 
primulas. Not all troughs in a show have blooming plants, but when 
they do, floriferousness really counts!
 
When selecting plants for your trough, include some extras in case you need 
replacements. They, too, must meet the ownership requirements. If a plant 
should decline or die, a table fork makes a dandy miniature spading fork to 
rake away the top dressing, lift the poor thing out, enlarge the hole and help 
the new plant in. A plastic teaspoon makes a convenient shovel to fill in the 
hole and distribute gravel around the plants.
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Suitability and compatibility of plant materials should be 
emphasized since this is a horticultural, not a design, class.  All of 
the plants in a trough should require the same type of soil, 
exposure and amount of water. Eye-appeal does count in potted 
collections and is enhanced by careful arrangement.  Place upright 
plants toward the middle, shrubby mounders around them and 
trailers out along the edge where they can spill over the side. The 
placement is oriented toward the side usually seen the most, but 
the trough should look balanced from all sides. After firming the 
soil in around the plants and the rocks (if used), water thoroughly 
and add potting mix if sink holes appear. When all the elements 
have been adjusted to your satisfaction, give the whole trough a 
surface covering 1/4 to 1/2 inch deep of fine pea gravel, 1/4 inch, 
minus, crushed rock or fine granite grit. This helps conserve 
moisture and keeps the crowns out of the wet. It also gives a 
finished look and resembles the rocky scree from which many of 
these tiny treasures come.  

Grooming is essential for a smart-looking trough. Use a 
magnifying glass to check for pests, manicure scissors to trim 
spent blooms and long-nosed tweezers to tweak out dead leaves or 
flowers. To ensure accuracy of labeling, leave the pot tags with 
the plants until you have completed your key card. When it is time 
to enter, carefully water your trough thoroughly the night before 
and take your grooming equipment and plenty of extra top 
dressing with you for the finishing touches. Your exhibit should 
be pristine.  In our 1997 Portland GC show the exhibits were 
judged on:

Cultural perfection: 40%
Suitability and compatibility: 30%
Design and scale: 20%
Accurate labeling: 10%

Check your schedule to see how yours will be judged and consult 
the most recent version of the Yellow Book. 

 No matter where it places in the class, your trough will be an 
attractive feature for your patio or terrace after the show.  A half-
strength liquid application of a low-nitrogen, higher-phosphate 
fertilizer such as Peter’s Blossom Booster two or three times a 
year should keep your trough in good shape.  Also, you will have 
acquired the knowledge of how to construct more. One trough is 
never enough.

Footnotes:
(1) The North American Rock Garden Society’s Rock Garden 
Design and Construction, edited by Jane McGary, Portland (OR), 
Timber Press, 2003 (ISBN 0881925837), has an excellent section 
on making hypertufa troughs. See also: Fingerut, Joyce and 
Murfitt, Rex, Creating and Planting Garden Troughs. Wayne 
(PA): B. B. Mackey Books, 1999. ISBN 1893443000. 

(2) The finished and planted trough will look better if it is raised 
off the ground.  Small troughs can sit on a couple of bricks or an 8 
inch square concrete block. Large ones need two pillars: 8 inch x 
8 inch x 16 inch concrete blocks on end work well for this. Make 
sure that the drain holes do not coincide with the pillars. If they 
do, drill new ones.

(3) Portland (OR): Timber Press, 1999. ISBN 0881924326. For 
further information, consult the North American Rock Garden 
Society (www.nargs.org) which has a quarterly publication for 
members as well as other publications, or the Alpine Garden 
Society (http://www.alpinegardensociety.net)
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Some Background on Sinks and Troughs 
 In the 19th century, Englishmen on walking tours in Switzerland 
discovered alpine plants and began bringing them home to their 
English gardens.  The plants were enchanting but often hard to 
grow. Being very small, they got lost in the perennial border or in 
large rock gardens.  To provide an appropriate setting for these 
rare and unusual little specimens, some gardeners began growing 
them in the old stone troughs once used for feeding cows and 
pigs.  This method proved quite satisfactory, and all was well until 
walking tours in Europe were brought to a halt by World War I. 

 After the war, alpines were as popular as ever, but the old stone 
troughs were becoming hard to find.  At the same time, 
homeowners were remodeling their kitchens and replacing their 
old stone sinks with “up-to-date” glazed ones.  The old sinks were 
always cut from real stone, were of a convenient size and were 
plentiful.  In those days one often could pick them up in a 
builder's yard for free.  It saved the builder the bother of dumping 
them.  Soon the sinks were added to the troughs as suitable 
containers for alpine plants.       

They became increasingly popular with alpine aficionados who 
used them for rock gardens in miniature, often recreating natural 
plant associations  Plant species too tiny to make an impact in a 
larger landscape made a charming display when presented in a 
trough where they could be seen intimately and easily.  In addition 
to the intrinsic appeal and attractive appearance of these miniature 

gardens, enthusiasts discovered that growing alpines in troughs or 
sinks was a very effective way of successfully cultivating difficult 
and tricky plants when other methods failed.  Special soil 
mixtures could be made for individual plants and more easily 
contained than in the open rock garden. 

As the supply of old stone sinks dwindled, “hypertufa” became a 
practical substitute. Tufa is a natural rock that is soft enough to 
carve, but hard enough to stand up to weathering.  Hypertufa is 
made from a mixture of Portland cement, cocoa fiber and perlite 
in the ratio of 2:3:3 or 1:1:1. Reinforcing can be done with wire 
screening, but a newer and better method is the use of 
polypropylene or fiberglass fibers.  This is especially practical 
when creating free-form shapes instead of the traditional 
rectangles. To make the trough look darker gray or resemble 
brownish stone, coloring powder also can be mixed into the dry 
ingredients before the water is added. Concrete dye and 
reinforcing fibers are available at masons’ supply 
stores. Hypertufa is easy to mix and very easy to mold. It can be 
used with forms or modeled by hand, and can be worked into a 
realistic imitation of a stone surface.  After it sets, it can be carved 
for additional texture and drilled for drain holes if they were 
overlooked in the making. Curing is done in two stages. The 
initial curing takes 24 to 48 hours, after which the molds are 
removed, carefully, and any cleanup and texturing are done.  The 
trough then needs to harden at least four weeks. With skillful 
texturing, the trough looks very much like stone, and after a year 
or so of weathering and an accumulation of mosses and lichens it 
is difficult to distinguish from the real thing. 

next article
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Dwarf Conifers for Troughs
By Priscilla Twombly, Vice Chairman, 2006 National 
Horticulture Conference, Sasqua GC, Zone II

    For almost thirty years I have been growing plants in troughs.  
Trough gardening was invented by the British as a way to recycle 
unused livestock watering troughs.  They found that this was an 
ideal environment for nurturing miniature plants, especially 
alpines.  Soil mixes and water could be controlled, air circulation 
and drainage improved, and raising the troughs up a bit brought 
the tiny plants up to where they could be more easily appreciated.  

1  A collection of plants suitable for troughs seen at  Oliver 
Nurseries, Fairfield, CT. All photographs by author unless 
otherwise stated.

 There are many styles of trough gardens. One can gather plants 
from a specific region, as in “plants of Pikes Peak” or perhaps 
“plants of the north-facing slopes of the Siskiyous,” and soil 
mixes can be developed to their liking. Another idea is confining 
yourself to silver-leaved plants or succulents, if you’re looking for 
low maintenance. More often, though, trough gardeners like to 
create miniature gardens incorporating rocks, alpines and a dwarf 
conifer. The rocks provide the bones of the landscape; the alpines 
are the fillers; and the conifer usually serves as the focal point.  

Choosing a dwarf conifer for a trough is not as easy as it sounds 
1.  As many are aware, dwarf is a relative term, referring only to 
itself in relation to the species.  For example, Pinus strobus, the 
Eastern white pine, grows 1-2 feet, even 3 feet per year.  Its dwarf 
cultivars may grow only 1 inch per year (‘Horsford’), or they may 
grow 6 inches per year (‘Blue Shag’).  For this reason, the 
American Conifer Society has established some guidelines which 
help identify the growth rate of various categories of conifers.  
The following chart illustrates the various categories: 

Category
Miniature

Symbol
M    

Growth per year 
<1 inch 

Size in 10 yrs
1 foot

Dwarf   D  1-6 inches 1-6 feet

Intermediate  I   6-12 inches 6-15 feet

Large  L >12 inches 15 feet

 next page
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 Taking into account the average size of most troughs, we must of 
necessity work with only miniature conifers and the smallest of 
the dwarfs in order to keep our “focal point” in scale.  A growth 
rate of only 1 inch per year gives us 6 inches in six years. Most 
troughs themselves will be dwarfed by that kind of expansion!  
But, on the other hand, some of the true miniatures increase by 
miniscule quantities every year. Consider Tsuga canadensis 
‘Pygmaea,’ an extremely dwarf Canadian hemlock, which grows 
only ¼ inch per year.  It is the perfect plant for a trough because it 
will never outgrow its space.  But if you start with a ten-year-old 
plant, it is still only 2 ½ inches across, if you’re lucky. That 
doesn’t exactly make a focal point!  Plus, you must consider the 
cost factor. A ten-year-old plant, having been propagated, 
watered, weeded, fertilized and over-wintered for ten years, 
doesn’t come cheap, if you even are able to find it.  As they say in 
the nursery business, money does grow on trees, but nurserymen 
never get rich!  It’s a lot of work, and growing miniatures never 
brings a profit, which is why most growers concentrate on short-
cycle plants such as annuals and perennials, and fast-growing 
trees and shrubs.  It is for this reason that miniature conifers rarely 
are found in your local garden center.

When choosing a dwarf conifer for your trough, there are several 
factors which should influence your decision besides its growth 
rate (and, of course, its hardiness). You also will need to consider 
the plant’s form and color, and the exposure of the trough.  Most 
dwarf conifers fall into the “bun”-shaped category, but you can 
find a few “spikes” and several irregular uprights. The classic 
conifer for English trough gardens is Juniperus communis 
‘Compressa’ 2 which forms a narrow exclamation point in a 
sunny trough and makes the perfect focal point, but unfortunately 
is not as hardy as I need.

Those in the warmer Zones (6 and south) will do better with it 
than I do here in Zone 5. Hardier alternatives include ‘Conica 
Gnome’ and other smaller forms of Picea glauca, the dwarf 
Alberta spruce (3, photograph next page). Most are faster growing 
than the juniper and will outgrow their space within six to ten 
years because they do not remain quite as narrow as ‘Compressa.’ 
 

2 Juniperus communis ‘Compressa’ near the center of the 
photograph is about 2 feet tall. With age, this plant with 
tighten up and become more solid, rather than increase in 
height.

next page
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3 Picea glauca ‘Conica Gnome’ with Penstemon hirsutus var. 
pygmaeus and Iris pumila var. attica
 If you are looking for a bun-shaped conifer, you will have no 
trouble choosing a plant. Dwarf conifers tend to be mound-shaped 
because many of them are derived from witch’s brooms, genetic 
mutations which tend to eliminate the leader. A witch’s broom is a 
rare occurrence, which happens when a normal bud undergoes a 
mutation of chromosomes and literally “explodes” into many 
branches with a diminished growth rate. These branchlets will 
form a tight knot on a tree. From these mutations, the grower 
takes a cutting and grafts or roots it--in which case it will have a 
similar growth habit to the broom--or collects seed, if it is 
available. 

The growth rate and form of the resulting seedlings will vary.  
This is how new cultivars are discovered and/or developed. (More 
frequently, brooms are caused by viruses. In this case, they are not 
true witch’s brooms. The resulting grafts or cuttings of virus-
induced mutations will not survive, and the seedlings will not 
retain the dwarf characteristics.)  

   Of the mounding or bun-shaped choices, my favorite genus 
would have to be Chamaecyparis, or Hinoki cypress.  There are 
many wonderful cultivars of both C. obtusa and C. pisifera, 
mostly hardy to Zone 6. These are plants best suited for cool, 
moist locations as they tend to get red spider mites in hot, dry 
areas, so I would put them in a trough with afternoon shade. My 
favorite one is C. obtusa ‘Ellie B.’4 because Ellie is a friend of 
mine, and it was developed by another friend, Joel Spingarn.

 4 Chamaecyparis obtusa ‘Ellie B.’
 next page



 It is similar to the true ‘Nana’ 5, a tiny, bun-shaped, dark green 
mound with cinnamon-colored stems. Either would be great in a 
small trough. ‘Hage’ 6 is another good one, growing less than 1 
inch per year and becoming a low, solid, dark green mound 10 
inches across. ‘Golden Sprite’ is another Joel Spingarn 
introduction with golden yellow, moss-like foliage. This cultivar 
requires a shady spot in the afternoon or it will burn.
 

 5 Chamaecyparis obtusa ‘Nana’

  6 Chamaecyparis obtusa ‘Hage’
 
Among the Chamaecyparis pisifera varieties, one of the 
easiest to keep small is C. p. ‘Squarrosa Minima.’ It has 
soft, gray-green, needle-like foliage and often sends out 
wild, irregular shoots, which should be removed.  It is 
quite hardy, to Zone 5, but should face east or north as it 
will winter burn.

next page
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  C. p. ‘White Pygmy’ 7 has light green ,white-speckled, thread-
like foliage and grows into a tight bun.  It is similar to ‘Tsukomo,’ 
another terrific plant for a trough, which is emerald green.

7 Chamaecyparis pisifera ‘White Pygmy’ 
 For shadier spots, another genus that has produced many good 
dwarfs is Tsuga canadensis, or Canadian hemlock, one of the 
most graceful of our native trees.  It, too, is among my favorites.  I 
love the bright green new spring growth that contrasts with the 
dark green inner needles.  I already have mentioned T. canadensis 
‘Pygmaea,’ which is one of the slowest growers.  Similar, but 
slightly faster at ½ inch per year, is T. canadensis ‘Minuta’ 8. 
Both form tight, dark green mounds.  An attractive cultivar with a 
more upright, irregular habit is T. canadensis ‘Jervis.’  It 
eventually will grow too large for a trough, but its habit is so 
interesting that it’s worth it.

Spruces, pines and junipers are better suited to sunny troughs, and 
there are several good cultivars to consider. Juniperus communis 
‘Compressa’ already has been mentioned as the ideal focal point.  
It is unfortunate that it doesn’t like our climate! The hedgehog 
juniper, J. communis ‘Echiniformis,’ so called because it’s so 
prickly, is an excellent dwarf. Gray-green in color, it will grow to 
basketball size, but not quickly. ‘Berkshire’ is another very dwarf 
globe with attractive silver-blue foliage that turns bronze in cold 
weather. Both of these cultivars are quite hardy, to Zone 4, and 
not susceptible to red spider mite as are many of the junipers.

 
8 Tsuga canadensis ‘Minuta’
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 Spruces are among the easiest of the dwarf conifers to 
grow, being quite hardy and not susceptible to diseases 
and insects.  Too bad I find them a bit stiff and 
boring!  Nevertheless, there are some good cultivars 
suitable for troughs. Picea abies ‘Little Gem,’ a dwarf 
Norway spruce, originated as a sport on the bird’s nest 
spruce, P. abies ‘Nidiformis.’ It is a rigid, dark green 
globe, growing less than an inch per year. The white 
spruce, Picea glauca, has many suitable cultivars in 
addition to the mini-dwarf Alberta spruce (Picea 
glauca) 'Conica' cultivars that I've already mentioned.  
Try ‘Cecilia’ 9, a tight silver-blue globe; 
‘Echiniformis,’ the hedgehog spruce,  a dense cushion 
with grayish blue-green, fine foliage; ‘Little Globe,’ a 
green globe; or ‘Elf,’ with its low mounding habit and 
medium green foliage. The black spruce, Picea 
mariana, is another easy spruce to grow in full 
sun. The cultivar ‘Nana’ is widely available. It is blue-
gray and forms a small, slow-growing mound. So far, 
readily available cultivars of blue spruce (Picea 
pungens), Serbian spruce (Picea omorika), and 
Oriental spruce (Picea orientalis) are not miniature 
enough for troughs, but some day they may be. 

 Pines are tolerant of full sun and ordinary soil, and 
their growth rates can be controlled by “candling,” or 
pinching back the candle (new growth shoot) after it 
reaches its full length and the needles start to show, 
but before the buds are set.  Just don’t pinch back 
behind those new needles, or you’ll have a naked 
shoot! 

9 Picea glauca ‘Cecilia.’ Photograph courtesy of Missouri 
Botanical Garden PlantFinder 
 
Of the pines, only Pinus mugo and Pinus parviflora, the Japanese 
white pine, have cultivars small enough for troughs.  Although our 
Eastern white pine does have some miniature cultivars (‘Horsford’ 
and ‘Sea Urchin,’ for example), usually the long needles render 
them out of scale so I rarely use them.  There are many new 
cultivars of mugo pine that now are being grown for the rock 
garden.  

next page
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Consider ‘Rock Garden,’ ‘Teeny’10 or ‘Valley Cushion.’  
All have dark green needles and are hardy to Zone 4 or 
lower. Pinus parviflora ‘Adcock’s Dwarf’ 11 is not a true 
miniature, but it is an interesting cultivar, frequently used for 
bonsai, and its growth rate can be controlled for quite a few 
years.  It has twisted, blue-green needles about ½ inch long, 
an irregular upright habit, and is widely available.   

  10 Pinus mugo ‘Teeny’. Photograph courtesy of
Bickelhaupt Arboretum: www.bickarb.org

Conifers I have not mentioned include Cryptomeria, 
Pseudotsuga, Abies, Cedrus, Cupressus, and many more.  
I’m sure that with a little investigation you will be able to 
find appropriate cultivars in almost any genus. Decide what 
you like and what will grow in your conditions, and have 
fun! 

 11 Pinus parviflora ‘Adcock’s Dwarf’
Sources for larger sizes of miniature conifers include plant 
auctions sponsored by the American Conifer Society and the 
North American Rock Garden Society, both of which have 
local chapters. Arboretums and botanical gardens may carry 
unusual conifers for sale and often have annual rare plant 
sales. Plus many nurseries sell a limited selection of dwarfs.  
For more extensive choices, try specialty nurseries. 
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