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PLANT PICK
The begonia family (Begoniaceae) contains only two genera, Bego-
nia and the monotypic genus Hillebrandia, which contains only one 
species found on a few of the Hawaiian Islands. In contrast, Bego-
nia contains over 1,400 species and is pantropical in distribution 
with the exception of the Australian tropics and Polynesia. The genus honors Michel Bégon 
(1638–1710), amateur botanist and French governor of Saint-Dominigue (now Haiti). With 
over 10,000 cultivated varieties, begonias are adored universally as house plants and used 
seasonally in cooler regions in summer hanging baskets and as bedding annuals. Begonias 
are distinguished by their asymmetrical leaves, prominent stipules (leaflike appendages at 
the base of the petiole), unisexual flowers, twisted stigmas (female sex organ), and typically 
three-winged fruit.

Nearly 55 types of Begonia grow within the Lyman Plant House. One of the most 
eye-catching came to us as Begonia brevimirosa ‘Exotica’ in 2010. This species was intro-
duced to the American horticultural trade by Alfred Byrd Graf, a botanist and author who 
collected specimens of this plant in New Guinea in the garden of his friend, York Meridith. 
Graf described this plant in his 1963 edition of Exotica: Pictorial Cyclopedia of Indoor Plants 
as a “magnificent, fibrous rooted begonia with erect, reddish canes and large, oblique-ovate, 
corrugated leaves of shiny, iridescent taffeta in crimson on deep green, pale green beneath.”

But what Graf assumed was a cultivar and the product of artificial selection by humans 
was declared in 2005 as a naturally occurring subspecies of Begonia brevimirosa, and the 
result of good old-fashioned evolution. The researcher and taxonomist Mark C. Tebbitt 
retained Graf ’s widely used epithet when he formally recognized this plant as Begonia brevi-
mirosa subsp. exotica.1 It differs from the type subspecies (Begonia brevimirosa subsp. brevi-
mirosa) in leaf morphology and color, as well as distribution and higher elevation prefer-
ences. Other (unpublished and unofficial) names for Graf ’s Exotica include Begonia exotica 
and Begonia brevimirosa ‘Edinburgh,’ owing to its cultivation at the Royal Botanic Garden 
Edinburgh in Scotland. The Edinburgh clone originated from a wild collection in 1978 and 
is widely grown today. 

If this information sparks an interest in Begonia, remember the American Begonia Society 
motto, “Stimulating begonia interest since 1932.” Their 2019 National Convention is Sep-
tember 3–8, in Sacramento, California.  

Elaine Chittenden received her M.S. in Botany from Michigan State University, and BS in 
Agronomy from the University of Connecticut. Her prior employments include The Nature 
Conservancy in Michigan, as well as Michigan Natural Features Inventory and as collections 
manager at the W.J. Beal Botanical Garden in Michigan. Chittenden has worked in many as-
pects of horticulture and botany, and enjoys melding the two disciplines. Her goal is to increase 
public interest in botany and plants in any way possible.

Notes

 1. Tebbitt, M. C. “Three New Species and a New Subspecies of Begonia (Begoniaceae) from Asia.” Edinburgh 
Journal of Botany, 61, no. 2–3 (November 2004), 97–107, https://doi.org/10.1017/S0960428605000302.  
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Melissa DiTucci, Fellow in Garden 
Outreach Innovation and graduate of 
Mount Holyoke College is pictured in 
Lyman Plant House. Melissa is helping 
bring students into the wonderful 
world of plants through innovative 
programming including Late Nights at 
Lyman, a series of after hour events 
designed by and for Smith students. 



FROM THE DIRECTOR

Dear Friends,

At Smith, we strive to provide our students with an education as 
unique as they are. But what does this mean for the Botanic Garden of 
Smith College? We want to create a space for students to follow their 
passions, discover new ones, and get their hands dirty along the way. 
We want to create more opportunities to celebrate and showcase the 
talented Smith students we work with every day. And we want to pave 
the way to fulfilling professional lives.
 
But this is only half of the equation. We also recognize that our 
supporters want to be part of that work as well! Some are drawn to 
our engagement in the community. Others are plant enthusiasts who 
care deeply about our collections. Still others are alumnae who want to 
preserve the canopy-covered nooks and crannies they studied under 
during their time at Smith. Whatever your reasons, we want to bring 
you—our cherished supporters and champions—more deeply into our 
work.

The magazine you hold in your hands, our inaugural edition of Leaflet, is a big 
part of our plan to decode more of our work and to share the impact we are having 
on our community in technicolor. No matter where you are in the country or the 
world, Leaflet provides you with a glimpse into the heart of the Botanic Garden 
of Smith College. It’s a chance for you to see the plant world the way our gifted 
curators, horticulturists, and educators see it. And most importantly, it’s a chance 
to put the work of our amazing student writers, artists, editors, and designers front 
and center. 

By letting our students lead the way and celebrating their curiosity, their 
motivations as learners, and their special role as emerging professionals, we can 
capture the wonder and excitement that turned us all into plant lovers in the first 
place. Leaflet isn’t one voice or one perspective… it’s the voice of a community 
of plant nerds studying, learning, working, and playing together. Some of us are 
experts and some of us are novices, but I dare to say we are all endlessly curious and 
eager to learn. I hope you love Leaflet enough to share it with a friend in hopes of 
sparking their curiosity.   

Cheers,

Tim Johnson
Director
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STUDENT VOICES

Cypripedium pubescens from Orra White Hitchcock’s Herbarium parvum, pictum. Deerfield Academy Archives
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Rediscovering my 
Family Roots

Emily Hitchcock ’19 is graduating from Smith in May with a degree in environ-
mental science and policy, Spanish, and sustainable food. She has worked for the 
Botanic Garden since the beginning of her sophomore year as an outdoor garden 
assistant, summer intern, and now as an education intern. As a result of this work, 
in addition to her academic exploration of local geology, biology, and landscape 
studies, she has developed a particular interest in local natural history which has 
shaped her study of environmental science.

What does it feel like to see your name up in lights? As a 13-year-old visiting Smith’s 
Mortimer Rare Book Room, it was thrilling. In the spring of 2011, Daria D’Arienzo, 
then a visiting curator from Amherst College, invited my family from my home in 
eastern Massachusetts to Smith to view her exhibit on display in Neilson Library 
titled From a Botanical Family: Emily Hitchcock Terry (1838–1921). Before leaving, 
I eagerly signed my name, Emily Hitchcock, in the exhibit guest book.

This shared name was no coincidence. We had been invited because we are 
direct descendants of the “Botanical Family” on display. Edward Hitchcock (1793–
1864), a contemporary of Darwin’s time, made his mark during his life in the Con-
necticut River Valley as an eminent geologist and professor of natural history and 
theology at Amherst College, where he was president from 1845 to 1854. Had I been 
a boy, I would be the seventh generation of Edward Hitchcocks, descending from 
this first and most famous one, on my father’s side. But the Hitchcock women have 
left their own scientific legacy for me to follow. 

Though sometimes overshadowed by the accomplishments of her husband, the 
first Edward Hitchcock, Orra White Hitchcock (1796–1863) was a scientist in her 
own right, as was her daughter and my namesake, Emily Hitchcock Terry. Orra was 
lifelong resident of the Connecticut River Valley, and someone the New York Times 
described as “one of America’s first female scientific illustrators.”1 Orra was raised in 
a wealthy farming family in Amherst, Massachusetts, and displayed an aptitude for 
scientific thinking from a young age. Before she turned 20 she was teaching science 
and art at Deerfield Academy, where she met Edward, who was the principal. In her 
early life she collected grasses and flowering plants from the local environment and 
perfectly captured their living essence in watercolor paintings before she and her 
future husband preserved them in an herbarium. These paintings were compiled 
into a sewn album which she titled Herbarium parvum, pictum. As a honeymoon 
during the summer following her marriage, Orra set out with Edward to collect from 
the local environment as many mushrooms and lichens as she could. This effort 
culminated in Fungi selecti, picti, a twenty-page album with her depictions of 119 
mushrooms and three lichens.

Some of the specimens were painted within her home before they began to dry 
out, but many of them were painted in the field. Despite the challenges that this out-
door watercolor work presented, her art and craftsmanship are lauded for accuracy 

 Written by 
Emily Hitchcock ’19
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and intricacy, such as mushroom gills depicted with “lines no thicker than a human 
hair.”2

As far as we know today, Orra stopped painting watercolors of native plants after 
her marriage. She was devoted to the task of raising her six children. While she did 
not stop painting, her artistic endeavors shifted to focus on supporting her husband 
in his work as a scientist and professor. She painted large-scale cross sections of the 
geology of the valley and the state, and other diagrams for his natural history classes. 
The vibrant colors she used set her geological diagrams apart from others in the field. 
Her botanical illustrations and scientific diagrams clearly demonstrate her deep 
scientific understanding and unique creative ability, but she was not compensated or 
publicly credited for this work.

Orra White may not have received the recognition that she deserved, but the 
legacy of her work lived on in her daughter, Emily Hitchcock Terry, who attended 
Mount Holyoke College, studied art in New York City, and followed in her mother’s 
footsteps to become a well-respected botanist and illustrator. 

Little did I know, when I visited the 2011 Emily Hitchcock Terry exhibit, that 
ten years later I would be studying the landscape of the very same valley depicted so 
beautifully by my ancestors. But my examination of my family history is not without 
critique. Though the Hitchcocks contributed significantly to the understanding of 
local natural history, they also contributed, along with other local archaeologists and 
historians of their time, to the destruction and erasure of indigenous history in the 
area, especially as they disassembled sacred burial grounds they came across in their 
archaeological investigations.3 

Much of the work of Orra and her family, as well as other artifacts of her life, 
have been preserved throughout the valley and are available for viewing. Herbari-
um parvum, pictum, her collection of watercolors of local plants, is in the Deerfield 
Academy Archives. Fungi selecti, picti, her book of mushrooms, is in the Smith 
College Archives. Both of these were gifted to the archives by Emily Hitchcock Terry 
after her mother’s death. Emily also presented a volume of her own botanical paint-
ings to the Smith College Department of Botany in 1913. The Hitchcock Papers, a 
collection of diaries, letters, drafts, drawings, unpublished works, and other doc-
uments from the lives of Edward and Orra, can be viewed in the Amherst College 
Archives. The Pocumtuck Valley Memorial Association in Deerfield, Massachusetts, 
has created a rich online resource which tells the stories of the lives and work of the 
Hitchcocks, and especially Edward’s role in the discovery of the famous dinosaur 
footprints in the valley. This can be accessed at dinotracksdiscovery.org. ▶

Notes

     1. Jason Farago, “Mushrooms, Magma, and Love in a Time of Science,” New York Times, July 26, 
2018, www.nytimes.com/2018/07/26/arts/design/orra-white-hitchcock-american-folk-art-museum-re-
view.html.

     2. Robert L. Herbert, “The Botanical Art of Orra White Hitchcock,” The Botanical Artist: Journal of 
the American Society of Botanical Artists16, no. 3 (May 2011), www.asba-art.org/article/botanica-col-
lected-orra-white-hitchcock.

     3. Margaret Bruchac, “Native Presence in Nonotuck and Northampton,” University of Pennsylvania 
Department of Anthropology Papers, accessed January 31, 2019 (originally published in 2004), reposi-
tory.upenn.edu/anthro_papers/162.

A drawing by Orra White Hitchcock depicting asters and captioned, "Aster 
corymbosus? Aiton."Archives & Special Collections at Amherst College
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Watercolor drawing of cleome 
by Orra White Hitchcock.
Archives & Special Collections 
at Amherst College

A drawing by Orra White Hitchcock depicting asters and captioned, "Aster 
corymbosus? Aiton."Archives & Special Collections at Amherst College

Sharlow, Emily and Edward Hitchcock visiting Smith College, circa 2011. 
Pictured with exhibit curator Daria D’Arienzo. Valerie Walton
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Hamamelis x intermedia ‘Pallida’. John Berryhill
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Warm Colors on Cold Days 
the Witch Hazel Family

With a name like “witch hazel,” one might be fooled into thinking that this genus of 
shrubs (Hamamelis) native to North America and Asia has some association with 
the occult. The term actually derives from the middle English “wych,” meaning flex-
ible—a word with the same root as “weak.” When European colonists first encoun-
tered witch hazel, they believed their pliant stems had the capacity to magically bend 
to indicate the presence of groundwater, and so they used them as divining rods. 
Before that time, east Asian and Native American people found medicinal value 
in the plants for treating a range of internal ailments, skin conditions, and injuries. 
Extract of witch hazel is still a popular astringent used in topical skin treatments. 

The witch hazels lend their scientific name to the Hamamelidaceae, a plant 
family of mostly shrubs characterized by their distinct flowers and ballistic seed dis-
persal. An absolute favorite of mine was the stunningly fragrant Chinese witch hazel 
that used to decorate a shady corner of Neilson library. Despite knowing better, I 
would often walk near the front of Neilson (100 feet from the shrub!) and be fooled 
into thinking that one of my fellow pedestrians had found a wonderful perfume and 
accidentally spilled half the bottle on themselves. Then I would remember that this 
aromatic miracle, quietly meditating in the shade and humbly sharing its gifts, was 
the source. This shrub was a casualty of the October snowstorm of 2011, and I still 
miss it terribly. I do, however, have a reason to hope for its return. In the wake of the 
snowstorm we were able to salvage a mangled clump of roots that we quickly placed 
in a bed of compost-rich soil in our nursery, watered like mad—and prayed for the 
best. Eight years later, what has been growing can hardly be called a stellar specimen, 
but this phoenix of a plant is alive and slowly coming back. It is our intent to place 
our old friend back on central campus in a shady corner northeast of the Campus 
Center where it will hopefully work its magic again soon. 

Chinese witch hazel (Hamamelis mollis) is the only member of the genus with a 
strong fragrance and is often used in hybrids to bring in this desirable trait. The true 
identity of our witch hazel, however, is a bit of a mystery. It was accessioned many 
decades ago as ‘Superba,’ which is regarded as the most fragrant witch hazel cultivar 
of all. However, some believe that ‘Superba’ is actually Hamamelis × intermedia 
‘Rochester,’ a hybrid of H. mollis and Japanese witch hazel (Hamamelis japonica). 
I also question if our shrub is ‘Superba’ because witch hazel clones are often prop-
agated by grafting scions onto a rootstock; over time the rootstock can send shoots 
up into the grafted shrub, effectively supplanting the grafted hybrid with the root-
stock. If that were the case, our ‘Superba’ may now simply be an unknown H. mollis. 
That would certainly explain why the powerful scent seems to surpass even what is 
expected from ‘Superba’.

John Berryhill
Landscape Curator

CURATOR’S CORNER
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The witch hazels (Hamamelis spp.) are reasonably well represented in our collections. A re-
cent reorganization of this genus by taxonomists recognizes six species with four representatives 
from North America and two from east Asia. Their flowers must be closely inspected to really 
appreciate their intensely warm colors that pop out in cold months when less adventuresome 
shrubs are sound asleep. With most Hamamelis species blooming at the end of winter and our 
eastern native (Hamamelis virginiana) blooming at the end of fall, this genus creates bright floral 
bookends for the coldest winter months. Four twisted, ribbonlike petals emerge from the center 
of each flower giving them an almost spider-like appearance. Unfortunately, some individuals of 
Hamamelis tend not to shed their leaves until after flowers emerge, making it hard to notice their 
color and beauty unless you are very close. 

Witch hazels have experienced a surge in popularity in recent decades as have some of their 
siblings in the Hamamelidaceae. A few that we have in our collections deserve far more attention 
than they receive. There are several hardy species of winter hazel (Corylopsis) that may be hard 
to track down at a nursery, but they will give you a better behaved splash of yellow to welcome 
spring than the ubiquitous and aggressive growing Forsythia. The genus Fothergilla is another 
relative that gives us a couple of species of eastern U.S. endemics that have a well-deserved place 
in our gardens. They have honey-scented, bottle brush-like inflorescences and more reliable fall 
foliage than most of their witch hazel siblings.

Three genera we are looking to add in the coming year that will help illustrate the breadth of 
this outstanding family are Parrotia and the lesser known Disanthus and Sinowilsonia. Parrotia 
has two species: the critically endangered Chinese ironwood (Parrotia subaequalis, once thought 
to be a species of witch hazel) and Persian ironwood (Parrotia persica), a small range endemic to 
the Alborz Mountains that straddle the Iranian and Azerbaijani border. Persian parrotia has been 
in our collections in the past, and it will not take long for those we plant this spring to gain size 
and show off their electric orange fall foliage and beautiful mature bark in the winter.

Disanthus cercidifolius is hard to find in a nursery, and we hope to obtain wild-collected 
seed from nearby botanical gardens that gathered it on a recent joint expedition to Japan in 
hopes of getting genetic diversity from this rare plant into conservation collections. Equally rare 
is the monotypic shrub Sinowilsonia henryi. We are the fortunate recipients of this wild-collect-
ed plant from our friends at the Morris Arboretum. Its near threatened status from the Interna-
tional Union for the Conservation of Nature make it a valuable piece to support our conservation 
efforts.

Let us not forget that Lyman Plant House has the Hamamelidaceae represented as well in the 
form of Loropetalum chinense f. rubrum (in our Cool Temperate House) and Rhodoleia henryi 
(in our Camelia Corridor), both of Chinese provenance and both beautiful plants. Whether you 
know the family well or have just heard the word “witch hazel” used in reference to an extract 
that might be in a medicine cabinet, the Hamamelidaceae will give you a rewarding and informa-
tive way to zigzag through our collections on your next visit. Come meet the family! ▶

John Berryhill is the Landscape Curator at the Botanic Garden of Smith College and manages 
our outdoor staff of gardeners and arborists. He started his career with us in 1997 has served 
several roles since then including 13 years as Chief Arborist.  He is a certified arborist and holds 
the ISA's Tree Risk Assessment Qualification.  He is currently working on his masters degree at 
Smith College, studying how Botanic Gardens can build meaningful collections to protect species 
that are threatened by climate change.

With most Hamamelis species blooming at the end of 
winter and our eastern native (Hamamelis virginiana) 
blooming at the end of the fall, this genus creates bright 
floral bookends for the coldest winter months. 
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 Native to Taiwan, Korea, and the island of Honshu, Japan, Corylopsis pauciflora is hardy to Massachusetts 
and features showy pale yellow flowers. John Berryhill

While not hardy to our climate in Northampton, Loropetalum chinense f. rubrum is a popular ornamental in 
warmer zones. Here you can see its characteristic spidery petals blooming in Lyman Plant House. 

Sarah Loomis
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Written by 
Nate Saxe, Chief Gardener

Illustrations by 
Bailey Whitney ’19

Flowers, like fashion, have an ephemeral quality. 
They pass in and out of vogue with changing lifestyles, gardening 
styles, and symbolic connotations. To be adored at the front of 
the border one moment, and then thrust into anonymity the next, 
only to be rediscovered years, decades, or even centuries later, as 
our fancies change. So is the fate of most flowers, but there is one 
that seems to transcend floral fads. One that has maintained a 
certain degree of recognition and reverence from even before the 
days of human civilization.... The rose.

Return of 
the Roses
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The original Rose Terrace  prior to the storm  damage in 
winter of 2003-2004. Botanic Garden of Smith College
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Roses are thought to be the first “gardened” plant based on evidence of their 
cultivation along heavily used nomadic trading routes. It is possible that it was from 
these nomadic routes that Sargon I, king of the Akkadians, first collected “vines, figs, 
and rose trees” and brought them back to Mesopotamia, over 4500 years ago. These 
rose species enchanted the citizens of early civilizations, working their way deep into 
their traditions, religions, and economies. Over the next five millennia, roses spread 
around the world through trade, conquest, and colonization, uninterrupted to the 
present day. 

And here it is that the Botanic Garden of Smith College continues its steward-
ship of this wonderful genus, Rosa, with the reestablishment of a garden dedicated 
to it. Located just southwest of the Happy Chace ’28 Garden behind the President’s 
House, this garden sits terraced into the sloping bank that leads down to Paradise 
Pond. I say reestablishment because there was a rose garden on this same spot until 
the very early years of this century, when it was devastated by the severe winter of 
2003–2004. Why go down this rabbit hole again? Why would we grow plants that 
are so easily affected by the moods of New England? Why invest in plants so well 
known for their demanding horticultural needs? Because the rose has a history too 
important to be neglected and forgotten. And it is the responsibility of institutions 
such as botanical gardens, as well as avid gardeners and collectors, to safeguard the 
plants that make this history. So many early cultivars, found today only in print or 
paintings, have been lost. Their parentage can only be guessed at. Their fragrance 
can only be imagined. Other cultivars are lost, to be rediscovered only by chance, 
centuries later at old cemeteries, abandoned farmhouses, or estates. Gardens are re-
positories for these plants and their associated history. We take on the responsibility 
of making sure they are kept safe for future generations.

One of the greatest caretakers of a group of roses known as old garden roses 
was Empress Josephine, the wife of Napoleon Bonaparte. Josephine collected roses 
from around the world to be planted at her French estate, Château de Malmaison. 
She was so respected as a collector of roses that during the Napoleonic Wars, British 
admiralty granted safe passage to ships carrying plants for her collection. This was 
high praise indeed since France and Great Britain were at war and seized enemy 
ships were considered a great prize. The old garden roses which Empress Josephine 
collected are divided very neatly into two categories: roses that bloom just once a 
season and those that rebloom. These groups are separated by a monumental event 
in rose breeding history, namely, the first introduction of China roses and tea roses 
to Europe at the very end of the 18th century.

Prior to this introduction, all that was known to the Western world were 
members of the first category—once-flowering roses developed prior to Chinese 
influence. Mainly restricted to shades of pink, purple, and white, these were the 
groups known to Europe for hundreds of years, including gallicas, damasks, centifo-
lias, mosses, Portlands, and albas. These groups are well represented in our new rose 
garden at Smith, as they are considered to be tough, hardy, disease-resistant plants. 
Rosa gallica ‘Versicolor’ (synonym: Rosa mundi ‘Versicolor,’ commonly called 
rosa mundi), one of the oldest roses in the garden, belongs to this category. It was 

"Why go down this rabbit hole again? Why 
would we grow plants that are so easily 
affected by the moods of New England?"
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European and American gardeners knew nothing but roses 
that only flowered once a year. The new Chinese species, 
however, exposed European gardeners to roses that were able 
to reliably bloom multiple times each year. It was through the 
introduced genes of only four China rose cultivars (the aptly 
named “four stud Chinas”) that the second category of old 
garden roses was developed in Europe, comprising bourbons, 
hybrid perpetuals, Noisettes (the only old garden rose group 
developed in the Americas), Chinas, and teas. The Chinese 
species also brought vivid new colors to the rose color palette, 
most notably deep reds and yellows. Our new rose garden 
has representatives of all of these groups, with the exception 
of the tea rose, which lacks the winter hardiness needed for 
our region. We even have one of the original studs, Rosa ‘Old 
Blush,’ which is also known as Parson’s pink China, and is 
generally thought to be the first of the four stud Chinas to 
reach Europe.

If the preceding centuries belonged to the European old 
garden roses, then the 19th century belonged to a member of 
the Asian influenced old garden roses, the hybrid perpetuals. 

originally discovered in the 1400s as a pink and white sport 
of Rosa gallica var. officinalis, also known as the apothecary’s 
rose. The apothecary’s rose was named a couple centuries 
prior, when it was discovered that its petals retained their 
fragrance after being dried. This quality led to its use in many 
conserves and confections that were sold in the apothecary 
shops of Provins, France. The apothecary’s rose is not a mem-
ber of our new rose garden, but it can be found just up the hill 
in the Happy Chace herb garden.

Just imagine the proliferation of rose cultivars that oc-
curred with the introduction of Chinese species and cultivars 
to the Western world. With the exception of the autumn 
damask (Rosa × damascena var. semperflorens), which could 
only occasionally be coaxed into a sparse second flowering), 

"Well, the rose has a history 
too important to be neglected 
and forgotten."

The rose arch in bloom at Capen Garden. Botanic Garden of Smith College
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Rosa ‘White Pet’ 

Rosa ‘Mundi’ 

Rosa gallica ‘Officinalis’ 
(The Apothecary’s Rose)

Rosa ‘Julia Child’ 
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Rosa ‘Madame A. Meilland’ 
(The Peace Rose)Rosa ‘White Pet’ 

This was the group that best represented the desirable qualities of both its European and Asian 
parents. The exact parentage of this group is not known, but it is clear that hybrid perpetuals 
inherited cold hardiness and intense fragrance from the European parent, and repeat blooming 
from the Asian parent. Representing this group in our garden, we have Rosa ‘Reine des Violettes,’ 
with its large, very double, violet, fragrant flowers. This cultivar teeters precariously on the edge 
of a new era. In 1867, five years after its naming, a member of its own hybrid perpetual group was 
crossed with a tea rose, giving rise to ‘La France,’ the first hybrid tea rose. This event marks the 
delineation between the old garden roses that dominated the past, and the modern roses that are 
to reign supreme in the future. Strangely enough, it was not the date that delineated between these 
groups, but the impact ‘La France’ had on the direction rose breeding would take after its develop-
ment. 

The new hybrid tea roses were a radical departure from anything produced prior. The flowers 
were large and high centered, and they tended to occur singly at the end of long stems, making 
them ideal for cutting. Their more imposing open and upright growth habit was starkly different 
from the tight, bushy habit of earlier roses, making hybrid tea roses ideal for formal and dedicat-
ed rose gardens. Breeders were tailoring the hybrid tea not only for modern trends in gardening, 
but also for the increasingly popular rose shows and competitions. In the quest for the perfectly 
formed flower, however, other desirable qualities such as fragrance and disease resistance were left 
behind. 
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"The Botanic Garden 
of Smith College is 

pleased and proud to 
once again be honoring 
and perpetuating this 

prized group of plants."

Rosa ‘Old Blush’ 

Although hybrid tea roses have a reputation for being labor 
intensive and prone to disease, there are a couple of cultivars we 
could not pass up for our garden. ‘La France,’ the first hybrid tea, 
was very tempting, but over the years it has proved to be a poor 
performer. This cannot be said of Rosa ‘Madame A. Meilland,’ 
better known as the Peace rose, a beautifully fragrant hybrid 
tea with a fascinating history. Just before the German invasion 
of France on the eve of World War II, fearing the loss of one of 
his promising new roses, French breeder Francis Meilland sent 
cuttings around the world to ensure its survival. Cuttings went 
to Italy, Turkey, Germany, the United States, and elsewhere, in all 
places being grown (and independently named) by the recipients. 
Later, near the end of the war when communications resumed 
among the rose’s caretakers, controversy ensued as to which of the 
numerous given names should be ratified. It was agreed the rose 
should be named “Peace,” recognizing the desire of the war-weary 
countries. The garden attributes of the Peace rose, as well as the 
cultivar’s historical significance, make it a wonderful addition to 
our garden.

It was soon found that even the adored hybrid tea could be 
improved on, or at least modified to meet changing floral desires. 
The polyantha rose, which was first developed in 1875 and has en-
joyed moderate admiration since, was crossed with the hybrid tea 
rose to produce a new class of modern rose, the floribundas. Most 
people would cringe to hear the floribundas in their ancestry have 
a fair amount of Rosa multiflora (that pernicious invader of New 
England landscapes), but they have proved to be a well-behaved 
and reliable group of roses. I have selected a few floribundas for 
our garden, but none of them more deserving of inclusion than 
Rosa ‘Julia Child.’ Inspired by one of Smith’s most beloved alum-
nae, she as well as her beautiful floral namesake will live on in our 
memories.

The modern rose group is continually expanding as new 
crosses are evaluated and lumped into subsequently devised class-
es and series. Today, these classifications are less characterized by 
the lineage and parentage of its members, and more concerned 
with grouping plants according to their qualities, their breeder, 
or how they are used in the landscape. This classification system 
greatly simplifies the process of selecting roses to fit individual 
needs. If looking for a tough, nondemanding rose to simply fill an 
area, you would look to the so-called landscape or groundcover 
roses. Or, if you garden in a very cold region, you could look at the 
Canadian Explorer series of roses, which were specifically bred 
for their cold hardiness, and belong to the catchall class known as 
modern shrub roses. It is also to this class that most David Austin 
roses belong. By crossing modern roses with European old garden 
roses, this illustrious English breeder has brought the rose full 
circle in its development. The result? Roses with the fragrance and 
delicate flower of the old garden roses, and the repeat flowering 
and wide color range of modern roses. Furthermore, David Aus-
tin has paid particular attention to disease resistance, and many of 
his roses have been trialed for extended periods with good results. 
It is from these that I have chosen many David Austin roses for 
our new garden.
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The Botanic Garden of Smith College is pleased and proud 
to once again be honoring and perpetuating this prized group of 
plants. And although small, our little rosarium well represents 
the development of the rose from the early days of cultivation, 
up to new cultivars just released this year. We are just doing our 
part, for as long as these wonderful plants are grown, their beauty, 
fragrance, and histories will never be forgotten. ▶

Nathan Saxe is the Chief Gardener at the Botanic Garden of Smith College. 
He is responsible for maintaining the President's residence, as well as the newly 
restored Happy Chace and Japanese Gardens.  He attended the University of Con-
necticut, where he received his bachelors degree in ornamental horticulture.  He is 
interested in all aspects of plants, but is particularly fascinated by their associated 
histories and lore, and how they tie us to the past.

Bailey Whitney '19 will be graduating this May with a degree in Studio Art and 
Landscape Studies. She has been learning alongside the Botanic Garden since 
her sophomore year, and has spent this academic year working as a curatorial 
assistant for the Lyman Plant House. She looks forward to returning to her home-
town, Chicago, to reestablish her own roots and begin working with community 
gardening and education organizations. 

The new rose garden, April 2019. Sarah Loomis

Rosa ‘Reine des Violettes’
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SHADY INVADERS and the 
Smithies studying them 

Ali Touloupas
Mount Holyoke ’11

CAMPUS AS CLASSROOM

While working for the Native Plant Trust (formerly New England Wild Flower Society), Ali 
Touloupas (Mount Holyoke College ’11) designed and installed an outdoor phenology class-
room in collaboration with the Smith College Botanic Garden. Her work promotes plant con-
servation by engaging the public through citizen science projects with a focus on native plant 
phenology and competition. This project was a partnership between the Native Plant Trust, the 
Smith College Botanic Garden, and Smith College biological sciences faculty. 

Within minutes of walking through the Lyman Plant House, visitors can experience Encephalar-
tos altensteinii, a South African cycad that is over 100 years old; Theobroma cacao, the “choco-
late” tree with its seasonal display of impressive pods; and a critically endangered Clanwilliam 
cedar tree, Widdringtonia cedarbergensis. The garden is home to incredible biodiversity from all 
over the world and helps expose people to the breadth of plant life existing on our planet. While 
botanical gardens like Smith’s are important institutions for plant conservation, with a little 
knowledge and effort, everyone can help preserve biodiversity right in their own backyards and 
surrounding green spaces.

Native plant conservation has become increasingly important due to the spread of inva-
sive non-native plant species. Invasive plants disrupt the ecological balance and displace native 
plants, which can negatively impact the larger ecosystem. It is crucial to understand competition 
between native and invasive species to maintain native plant populations and biodiversity. One 
approach to understanding the spread of invasive plants involves observing plant phenology. 
Phenology describes the timing of certain phases in a plant’s life cycle including bud formation, 
bud break, flowering, leaf senescence, and dormancy. One possible explanation for increasing 
invasive plant populations is extended leaf phenology (ELP). This theory considers the success 
of invasive species to be a result of earlier leaf-out dates. By leafing out early, invasive plants can 
maximize sun exposure and become established prior to nearby native plants. This may help 
explain why they outcompete and displace native plant species in the forest understory.

Collecting phenology data for invasive species can be time consuming but citizen science 
offers one solution to this dilemma. Citizen science is a growing field of research where volun-
teer citizen scientists contribute to formal scientific research. Participants do not need a profes-
sional or advanced scientific background to collect data for these projects, which follow a set of 
protocols that are basic and easy to understand. These projects enable researchers to source data 
that would otherwise exceed time constraints and funding. At Smith College, biological sciences 
professor Marney Pratt is turning her students into citizen scientists with a project called Shady 
Invaders, which is part of a larger effort designed by researchers at Penn State to track the spread 
of invasive species in the Eastern United States. This project helps students learn about ecology 
and conservation by studying the phenology of plants right on Smith’s campus. Continuing from 
preliminary work from last spring, introductory biology students are working in the newly in-
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stalled outdoor phenology classroom located along the pathway around Paradise Pond. While the 
Botanic Garden eradicates invasive species found on campus as part of its management plan, for 
this project, staff worked with Pratt to identify a small plot along the Mill River pathway on which 
to allow invasive species to grow. The site now consists of a number of invasive plant species such 
as privet (Ligustrum sp.), Japanese barberry (Berberis thunbergii), multiflora rose (Rosa multi-
flora), and burning bush (Euonymus alatus), which grow alongside newly planted native species 
like northern spicebush (Lindera benzoin), gray dogwood (Swida racemosa, synonym Cornus 
racemosa), and blackhaw (Viburnum prunifolium). 

Bringing this project to Smith College allows students to spend time putting theory into 
practice. Students will track the phenology of their target specimens to observe local competition 
between native and invasive understory shrub species. The data collected will be uploaded to the 
citizen science online platform Nature’s Notebook (www.usanpn.org/natures_notebook), which 
has been collecting phenology data for different projects throughout the country. The information 
collected will help researchers understand the complexities of invasive species and how climate 
change is affecting the timing of important seasonal events. 

Participation in the Shady Invaders project provides students with experience in the field 
while also assisting researchers in collecting important data. In this way, citizen science has the 
incredible potential to empower students and early career scientists. Botanical gardens are crucial 
stewards of conservation, but equally important are engaged citizens who help organize efforts to 
foster biodiversity both globally and locally. ▶ 

To learn more about Shady Invaders, visit www.usanpn.org/nn/ShadyInvaders

Students Meaghan Geiger '22 (left), Dominique Kelly '22 (back middle), and Tani Somolu '20 (right) working in the outdoor classroom 
during BIO 131 Biodiversity, Ecology and Conservation with Marney Pratt. Sarah Loomis
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Tess, what brought you to Wyck? Has your Smith degree helped you in your current career? 
TF: Working at Wyck, a site filled to the brim with material cultural artifacts spanning from 1690 to 1970, is 
a dream job for me. I graduated from the Winterthur Program in American Material Culture in 2018 but my 
interest in material culture started at Smith with a class held at nearby Historic Deerfield. In addition to making 
me aware of the field, my background at Smith played a role in my journey to becoming Wyck’s director of 
interpretation and public outreach. The first curator of the site, Sandy Lloyd, had also attended both Smith 
College and the Winterthur program. We hit it off at my interview and ended up discussing the benefits of 
a Smith education. At Smith, I was able to grow my curiosity and was encouraged to see beyond traditional 
historical narratives. Smith teaches its students to think deeply and critically as well as to problem solve and get 
things done—great traits for many fields, history and museum fields included.

Tess and Martha, why do you think Wyck and places like it are important to keep open? What has 
helped Wyck remain viable?
TF: One of the main reasons Wyck is important is that it holds nine generations’ worth of artifacts and ephemera 
in addition to preserved outbuildings and grounds. It not only has examples of every furniture style popular 
in America from the 17th century on, it still has the used medicine bottles, the recipe books, the drawings of 
children, and the writings of residents from throughout the centuries—all belonging to one extensive family. 
These objects attest to daily life, they provide a window into a past that is not heroic or mythological, but 
wonderfully mundane and relatable. On their own, these objects may not be terribly exciting to everyone, but 
Wyck’s importance is also derived from the programming it offers to the community. Wyck strives to make its 
holdings accessible by offering free programming and crafting innovative interpretation strategies.

The rose garden [started in 1824] is a part of this history. Sentimentality and an appreciation for past 
generations has led to the amazing preservation of the garden, making it a rare survivor and America’s oldest 
rose garden still in its original design. As the director of interpretation and outreach, I have to find ways to 
connect people to the garden and house so that they can experience the significance of the site firsthand.

Wonderful Wyck
 

Sarah Loomis
Manager of Education

Standing on bustling Germantown Avenue in Philadelphia, you would never know that nearby sits one of 
America’s oldest rose gardens still in its original form. But once you have discovered the secret of Wyck Historic 
House and Gardens, it’s hard to forget. Wyck Historic House and Garden, a 2.5 acre public garden and museum, 
was the home and garden of the Wistar and Haines families who stewarded the property for nearly 300 years 
from 1690 to 1970. Here visitors can experience three centuries of history and learn about the people essential to 
the property’s preservation, including three sisters who left a lasting impact on its gardens. 
 I recently had the pleasure of connecting with Smith alumna Tess Frydman ’15, Wyck’s director of 
interpretation and public outreach, and Martha Keen, horticulturist and landscape manager at Wyck, who shared 
their thoughts on the history of the property, its roses, and the importance of preserving the historic home and 
its gardens for future generations.

ALUMNAE VOICES
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MK: There’s a reason old garden roses went out of fashion more than a century ago—they only bloom for about 
a month’s time, and are high maintenance, very prickly, and disease prone the rest of the time. Aside from the 
few that produce attractive rose hips, they have little to no winter-season interest, either. The fact that the Wyck 
has intentionally preserved a rose garden—one that is either matte green or dormant ten months of the year—
against the tides of change and fleeting fashion has resulted in its now housing this accidental repository of old 
garden roses especially uncommon in the United States, and containing several cultivars that are out of the trade 
entirely such as ‘Lafayette’ and ‘Elegant Gallica.’ Of course I find the romance of all of this undeniable. But to take 
it a step further—the reason that old garden roses are unpopular today is not for any of the reasons I mentioned 
above. Rather, it’s because few people know that they exist because they haven’t had the chance to see them in 
nurseries or public gardens. As a veteran horticulturist at historic sites, I am plagued daily by the question: Why 
is this relevant to preserve? At Wyck, that answer arrives so easily. The exuberance of the blousy pink petals and 
the intoxicating smell that wafts down the block is like some terrific one act play. I can think of no other garden 
that marries a serious collection of old garden roses with Quaker and early American landscape vernacular.

Wyck rose garden 
established in early 
1820s budding up 
for spring display, 
2018. Martha Keen

Rosa 'Marchesa 
Boccella' in flower; 
one of 50+ old 
garden rose 
cultivars in our 
collection, 2013. 
Love Me Do 
Photography 2013
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Martha, does the legacy of Wyck’s women impact your current work? 
MK: I don’t hold a core belief that women are better gardeners than men, nor that they’re 
more interesting or important to talk about. If anything, I think that we should deemphasize 
gender going forward. However, as I have learned by looking back at garden writing 
produced by historic women horticulturists and garden designers in the United States and the 
United Kingdom, it is undeniable that they were subject to a different set of challenges and 
opportunities than men, which served to restrict or impede their renown, or even their ability 
to get their hands dirty—figuratively and literally.
 Wyck is able to tell a completely different story, however. The three Janes: Jane Bowne 
Haines (who designed the rose garden), Jane Reuben Haines (credited with resisting the urge 
to replace its contents with modern rose varieties), and Jane Bowne Haines II (who founded 
the Pennsylvania School of Horticulture for Women), and their various successors including 
rosarian Léonie Bell (who spearheaded Wyck’s restoration efforts in the mid 1970s), each 
empowered one another and took ownership of the space across centuries. I feel so privileged 
to take on the continued care and stewardship of their vision for a rose garden in Germantown 
to complement their long-standing family home, and am honored to do so with the help of my 
horticulture committee, comprised of many of my own predecessors—women who like me 
have held the title of Wyck horticulturist dating back some 20 years.

Can you tell both me your favorite part of working at Wyck? 
MK: Wyck, and I reckon all historic sites, comes alive when it’s filled with people. One of my 
favorite aspects of working here is hosting festivals, classes, and volunteer events centered 
around the rose garden and home farm. Our annual Celebration of the Roses open house 
brings hundreds of casual visitors and garden aficionados from around the region to see 
dozens of cultivars of rarefied, old garden roses in bloom, and to shove their noses into each 
of their distinctly fragrant flowers. Wyck can appear quiet and sleepy much of the time, and its 
unpretentiousness and secret-garden vibe is a lot of what informs its charm. But sharing this 
special spot with others—especially knowing that it’s likely to inspire annual pilgrimages—is 
so edifying.
 
TF: My favorite part of working at Wyck is when I get to convey the magic of Wyck to visitors. 
Because house museums have a reputation for being roped off and dusty, it can be difficult 
to break through to people and convince them that Wyck is exciting! When people begin to 
understand that Wyck residents really lived and breathed, my adrenaline gets going. There is 
nothing more exciting than feeling the relevance of the past because, really, it is the relevance 
of life. ▶

Wyck's Three Janes: Top, Jane Bowne Haines (1790-1843); Middle, Jane 
Reuben Haines (1832-1911); Bottom, Jane Bowne Haines II (1869-1937). 
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For full details on visiting Wyck, head to their website: www.wyck.org

Wyck’s Open Season runs from April through November. Walk-in hours are 12:00–4:00 PM on Thursdays, 
Fridays, and Saturdays.  Questions?  Contact Wyck at 215.848.1690 or at info@wyck.org.

Favorite Rose? Because I started in July 2018, I have yet to see the rose garden in 
bloom. I look forward to discovering my favorite Wyck rose this spring. 

Favorite Rose? My favorite rose is actually a very underused 
species rose, Rosa glauca. Orange hips, blue leaves, single-
flowered magenta blooms, its old-fashioned fountain form…
nothing not to love, as even the shark fin shaped thorns are 
gorgeous. I’m happy to report that Wyck has several Rosa 
glauca as well, which I’ve been able to propagate prolifically 
from seed.

Tess has a background in material culture and a passion for museum education and outreach. 
After receiving her degree in American studies from Smith College in 2015, Tess worked 
at the Kansas Museum of History as a museum educator. To improve her ability to design 
educational programming for museum collections, Tess decided to pursue her master’s degree 
from the Winterthur Program in American Material Culture.  She has worked on projects 
at the Smithsonian National Museum of American History, Freedom’s Frontier National 
Heritage Area, and New Castle Historical Society, among other sites. 

TESS FRYDMAN '15

MARTHA KEEN

Martha is a 2016 graduate of the Professional Gardener Program at Longwood Gardens, where she received the 
Wilhelmina du Pont Ross Award for student work that best exemplifies high standards of display. Previously, Martha has 
worked as a gardener in the historic restorations of the Frederick Law Olmsted landscape at Prospect Park Alliance in 
Brooklyn, NY, and as a project assistant and collaborator with Apiary Studio Landscape Architecture in Philadelphia, PA. 
Martha holds a BA in Liberal Arts from St. John’s College.  
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Mahogany Matters

Walking into the Botanic Garden’s Lyman Conservatory, visitors are met with a 
fantastic array of plants from around the world. Of particular interest to me are the 
many large tropical timber species found in the Palm House, several of which also 
reside in our permanent exhibit, Woods of the World, which showcases over 170 
unique woods from around the globe. “Of particular interest” because I knew and 
studied some of these species during my previous career in tropical forest ecology 
and management, spent mostly in the Brazilian Amazon. Did you know that Woods 
of the World panel 130, Hymenaea courbaril (Brazilian cherry, called jatobá in Bra-
zil), is alive and reasonably well in a pot on the south bench in the Palm House? Pan-
el 27, Tabebuia serratifolia (ipê, pronounced ee-PAY) has a sister species on the west 
bench, Tabebuia impetiginosa. But the panels and plants that really catch my eye are 
numbers 60 and 78, Swietenia macrophylla and Swietenia mahagoni, the tropical 
American big-leaf and Cuban mahoganies, respectively. You’ll find the latter species 
alive on the south bench in Palm near the jatobá, and a large specimen of the former 
planted in-ground in Talcott Greenhouse at Mount Holyoke College (by me, actual-
ly). These plants offer opportunities to tell stories about ecology, life history, the uses 
and abuses of living resources, and conservation, among many other narratives.  

I like to call big-leaf mahogany “the panda bear of the tropical timber world,” 
a member of the charismatic megaflora that practically everyone in the world has 
heard of. As with panda bears, relatively few people have actually seen mahogany in 
the wild because its wood is so valuable that live trees literally vanish on contact with 
people—Brazilians often call mahogany green gold, ouro verde. By the mid 1990s, 
Brazilian timber barons specializing in mahogany were logging the last rich stands 
across the southern rim of the Amazon basin after centuries of European exploita-
tion in Mexico and Central America. Mahogany’s conservation status had become 
hugely controversial in the face of this intense extractive pressure, culminating in 
repeated attempts to add the species to Appendix II of the Convention on Interna-
tional Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES). The Appendix 
II listing would strengthen protection of natural populations by requiring exporting 
nations to verify that timber supplies in international trade were legally and sustain-
ably harvested. This battle pitted conservationists and concerned scientists against 
the international tropical timber industry. At the heart of the debate were questions 
about whether the pace of logging was sustainable and what the long-term impact 
on big-leaf mahogany populations would be. Specifically, did international trade as 
then practiced threaten remaining natural populations of big-leaf mahogany with 
commercial extirpation and even local and regional extinction? Little information 
was available to address this question, in large part because so little was known about 
the densities and behaviors of mahogany populations across this vast region.  

CONSERVATION

Written by 
Jimmy Grogan

Conservatory Curator

Illustrated by 
Sasha Zeidenberg  

Class of '22
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Young adult mahogany tree in seasonally 
dry forest south of Agua Azul, Pará, Brazil.
 Jimmy Grogan
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My studies of big-leaf mahogany began in 1995 and ran 
for over 20 years at field sites across the Brazilian Amazon. I 
found myself in that rare place for a graduate student where 
science perfectly intersects with public policy: multiple 
audiences were eager for answers to basic questions about 
mahogany’s life history. There was so much we needed to 
know. At what densities did adult or commercial-sized trees 
occur on these landscapes, and why did densities vary across 
large areas? What were the distributions of juveniles relative 
to young adult and mature adult trees? How did growth, 
reproduction, and mortality rates of individuals aggregate 
into population-level behavior? What were the environmental 
and biological factors that encouraged or limited survival and 
growth by seedlings, saplings, and trees? How far did mahog-
any’s wind-dispersed seeds travel? Why did we so often see 
regeneration failure after logging? And to apply the answers 
to these questions to real life: how could logging practices be 
improved in order to promote regeneration and sustainable 
use?

It’s easy to lose track of the fact that big-leaf mahogany is 
a living species, just like Homo sapiens, the one that you and 
I belong to. Mahogany lives in particular places because in 

those places it finds the right combination of the resources 
it needs to survive, grow, and reproduce. Individuals need 
others of their own kind to mate with, and communities of 
individuals—populations—need to be large enough to be able 
to respond not only to environmental gradients such as soil 
fertility and water availability, but also to short- and long-
term environmental changes through expressions of genetic 
variability.  

Like most tropical tree species, mahogany occurs at quite 
low densities in southeast Amazonia, on the order of 0.7 trees 
larger than 20 cm diameter (8 inches) in a given hectare of 
forest, or roughly one tree per 3.5 acres. So the area of forest 
necessary for mahogany populations to function properly is 
large, on the order of thousands if not tens of thousands of 
hectares. This reality underscores the first principle of con-
servation for tropical timber species, for any species, actually: 
physical space large enough to sustain viable populations 
must persist somewhere on this planet. Low-density species 
like mahogany need lots of living space.

To understand this better, consider mahogany’s lifestyle. 
A mature tree can stand 50 meters tall (165 feet), with a crown 
almost as broad across and a buttressed stem 3 to 4 meters 
in diameter (10–13 feet). Mahogany drops and reflushes 
its leaves each year during the dry season, at the same time 
producing hundreds to tens of thousands of large, winged, 
wind-dispersed seeds that travel up to 200 meters (660 feet) 
downwind of the crown. Seeds germinate at the beginning of 
the rainy season, but vigorous seedling growth requires lots of 
light and fertile soil. This means that mahogany regeneration 
is keyed to forest disturbance: events like tree falls, wind-
storms, and natural fires that open growing space for seed-
lings by opening up the forest canopy. When it happens that a 
seed lands in exactly the right place at precisely the right time, 

I like to call big-leaf mahogany “the 
panda bear of the tropical timber 
world,” a member of the charismatic 
megaflora that practically everyone in 
the world has heard of. 

Mahogany crown flushing new leaves in the forest at Marajoara, Pará, Brazil.
 Jimmy Grogan
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seedling growth can be astounding; I have seen mahogany 
grow more than 3 meters (10 feet) in a single year, straight as 
an arrow UP. Up and up and up—a seedling either wins the 
race to the top of the new forest canopy after disturbance, 
or dies trying. Even under the most optimal circumstances 
nearly all mahogany seedlings die, because competition for 
space at the top in a tropical forest is ferocious. So if success 
in life for any species depends on leaving progeny, then from 
a mahogany tree’s point of view the forested landscape looks 
like an impenetrable thicket of competing plants, with shift-
ing, blinking points of light indicating ephemeral bright spots 
where a seed might germinate, persist, and possibly grow into 
an adult tree.

Each of the hundreds of species of trees and the thou-
sands of other plant species in any given tropical forest faces 
the same regeneration puzzle: how do you deliver your seeds 
to that rare right place at just the right time? Each species 
uses slightly different strategies to locate and occupy ephem-
eral growing spaces suitable for its progeny. Are you light 
demanding or shade tolerant, fast growing or slow, wind 
dispersed or out-the-back-end of a flying or leaping animal, 
bat pollinated, bee pollinated, hummingbird?  

The plants on display in Lyman Conservatory are there to 
help us connect our many visitors to these real-life stories. In 
the Palm House, our jatobá is a legume that produces hand-
sized, rock-hard beans with seeds like marbles inside, dis-
persed by rodents. The ipê is another wind-dispersed species 

whose seeds are much smaller than mahogany’s, creating 
more far-flung “seed shadows” but yielding smaller, slower 
growing seedlings after germination. The world presents a 
different array of challenges, opportunities, and constraints to 
every species, no matter how much the same they look to us. 

The culture and care that we invest in Botanic Garden 
plants are for them but also for you, our audience: when you 
see plants housed in Lyman—their vitality, their beauty, their 
beingness—then you may become more conscious of the 
great contradiction of human domination of planet Earth, 
which is that we must leave space for what we emerged from 
and are part of, life on Earth, all of it related to us, like us. If 
we take up all the space, eat it all, we will starve. You can feel 
and understand that better by marveling at the tiny slice of it 
living in Lyman, these hints of populations from all over the 
world, all of them sharing it with us. ▶

Jimmy Grogan is curator of the Botanic Garden's Lyman Plant House.  
During his 25-year career in tropical forest ecology and management he 
worked at field sites in Quintana Roo, Mexico; Huai Kha Khaeng Wildlife 
Sanctuary, Thailand; Lambir Hills National Park, Sarawak, Malaysia; and 
across the southern rim of the Amazon Basin in Brazil.

Sasha Zeidenberg '22 is a first year Smith student undecided in her major. 
Her love of plants began during a year in Costa Rica and has grown through 
horticulture classes at Smith. She also loves visual art, something she enjoys 
combining with botany wherever possible.

Charred mahogany stumps beside dry streambeds after logged forest conversion to pasture, Fazenda Santa Lúcia, Pará, Brazil.
 Jimmy Grogan
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COMMUNITY VOICES

“I love being a kind of Willy Wonka of plants, saying ‘wel-
come to my magical world of dirt and leaves and tactile, 
experiential learning,’” shared Gaby Immerman, landscape 
and education specialist at the Smith College Botanic Garden.  
Seated in a lab classroom at the back of the Conservatory, 
through a room bursting with mums and past a tall banana 
tree, Gaby sat on a stool next to her closet of microscopes 
and spoke with passion about her role as “a portal, a point of 
engagement” at Campus School and beyond.

Now in her nineteenth year at Smith, Gaby has many 
roles: college lab instructor, director of the Botanic Gardens’ 
summer internship program, and lecturer, teaching biology 
courses called Plants in the Landscape and Botany for Gar-
deners. She is also a past Campus School parent who “float-
ed up” through the school with her son, collaborating with 
teachers to integrate the Gardens into classroom curricula.

Gaby brings to Smith a wealth of experience in her field. 
She started working in a plant nursery at the age of fifteen and 
knew, from that moment, that horticulture was her passion. 
From working on farms to mowing lawns, Gaby immersed 
herself in the outdoors while negotiating “the feeling that 
there was this disconnect between what I loved to do, and 
what I was supposed to do.” In her twenties, in New York City, 
Gaby delved into community gardening and realized, for the 
first time, that “horticulture could have community organiz-
ing and social justice [components]… it wasn’t just planting 
shrubs or raking leaves.”

At twenty-nine, Gaby ventured to Smith, bringing with 
her a wealth of experiential knowledge that bolstered mul-
tidisciplinary learning. “My work experiences very much 
underpin my teaching,” she said. “I’m a very strong voice 
to young people about pursuing what you love to do…. the 
students really appreciate that, and it makes our classes stand 

Growing with Gaby: The Botanic 
Garden as a Campus School 

Classroom

apart from classes that are abstract, critical-thinking, and 
theory-based. I’m a little bit subversive in that I am so skills-
based, and it’s fun to be that outpost in [students’] very heady 
week.”

Hearing Gaby speak about her educational involvement 
with Campus School, however, it is clear that skills and in-
tellect cohere, both in Gaby and her students. Working with 
first grade teachers to facilitate a year-long tree study in which 
students pick one or two trees on campus to observe, draw, 
and research, Gaby shares with teachers her college-level 
phenology curriculum, in which “students observe recurrent 
biological phenomena,” and works with them to adapt that 
curriculum for first graders. Whether it is the weeping beech 
outside of the Hopkins dormitory, (“an amazing gumdrop of 
a tree”), or the maple right outside of the Campus School en-
trance, Gaby provides “direct education, advising, coaching, 
and technical assistance” to students and teachers alike.

“If you look at a tree in the summer, there are no buds 
present,” she shared. “But right around the end of August or 
the beginning of September, the tree looks the same other-
wise, but the buds form, so leaves are still on the trees and 
they haven’t turned colors yet, but right at the axil, where 
the leaf petiole meets the stem, there’s a bud sitting there. 
[We think about questions such as] ‘What’s a bud? Why did 
it appear? Why did it appear in September? What are buds 
all about? Did you know that yellows and oranges are there 
all along, and that the green disintegrates?’ We talk about 
temperate dormant strategies. If you’re a first grade teacher 
who’s not a botanist, you might not necessarily observe that 
in September, if you get students out there early enough, 
you might be able to show them the leaves before buds are 
present, and then as they form. Even though I’m not there 
at the tree observation, I’ve kind of coached teachers a little 

Written by 
Brittany Collins

A Campus School student observing a monarch caterpillar feeding on milkweed. Campus School
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bit to know how to guide their first graders and what leading 
questions they could ask them.”

Moving up in grade level, Gaby works with fourth grade 
teacher Tiphareth Ananda, who brings her students to the 
Botanic Garden’s Lyman Conservatory to deepen their studies 
of the rainforest, environmental conservation, and changing 
biomes. There, they learn about plant adaptations in the tropi-
cal and desert rooms, the latter of which houses plants that 
“have such dramatic, unusual adaptations—big, fat succulent 
stems and thorns rather than leaves… really, really dramatic 
responses to their environment.” During the investigation, 
Gaby and Tiphareth split the class in half and ask both groups 
to come up with “three strategies for plant adaptations in a 

dry environment, three strategies for plant adaptations in a 
moist, shady environment… and then we bust out the micro-
scopes and do a leaf inquiry,” in which Gaby shares leaves that 
have unusual textures or patterns. “I’ll use microscopes with 
first graders too, if enough parents come along!” she added, 
emphasizing the ways in which the Botanic Gardens are spac-
es to be shared.

And Gaby points out that those Botanic Gardens ex-
tend far beyond the building by the pond, the site that most 
people envision when they picture the Garden. While Lyman 
Conservatory is home to twelve greenhouses—nine that are 
open to the public– the entire campus, including the Campus 
School, is an arboretum. Every “woody” plant is labeled and 
planfully curated in the same way that species in the green-
houses are. Beyond that, there are the “named gardens”: the 
President’s House garden; the Capen Garden; the dwarf co-
nifer garden; the Richardson perennial border; the systemat-
ics garden, whose 2,000 plant species offer “an explosion of 
complexity and diversity.” “A Botanic Garden is a museum of 
plants,” Gaby said. “We have a living collection. Every single 
piece is called an accession, which means it is an entity within 
the collection: it has a number, it has a record in a database… 
a ‘known provenance,’ as we call it in the trade… where it 

I love being a kind of Willy Wonka of 
plants, saying ‘welcome to my magical 
world of dirt and leaves and tactile, 
experiential learning.’

A Campus School student observing a monarch caterpillar feeding on milkweed. Campus School
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came from, who purchased it, who propagated it. Further-
more, if you think about [and compare us to] the Art Mu-
seum, there’s a curator. Somebody’s making those decisions: 
they are both accessioning and deaccessioning. For example, 
we have a very strong collection of what you call economic 
plants: coffee, bananas, cinchona– the plant that you get qui-
nine from– and the original rubber plant used before we had 
synthetic rubber… Every director has a particular interest, or 
passion, or philosophy. And we’re having lots of discussions 
about good, thorny, complicated political questions about 
what is getting featured.”

It is the “known provenance” that makes the Botanic 
Gardens valuable and credible for conservation and research. 
First graders at Campus School have the opportunity to 
research the surfaces of leaves in the same rooms where a can-
cer researcher worked to improve the breast cancer drug Tax-
ol. “There was a [scientist] studying the genus Taxus, which is 
basically bushes—people call them ‘yews’—the basic shrubs 
that are outside of nearly every bank or apartment building. 
His research question was ‘Is there more Taxol in the Taxus 
from Mexico, or the Taxus from England, or the Taxus from 
Japan?’ and we have them all, so he didn’t have to go to, or 
send for, plant materials from all over the world; he just came 
to Smith and took snips from our plants and analyzed those 
in the labs for levels of Taxol, and then that [allowed for] a 
legitimate paper because of the records we keep. We could 
say to him definitively—yes, this one came from Mexico and 
Rob’s the guy who brought the cutting in 1982.”

The diversity and abundance of the Gardens, along with 
their utility, allows students and teachers to engage deeply 
with the world around them, and to think carefully about 
how that world connects to other communities and environ-
ments. “The opportunity that is presented by going to elemen-
tary school on a college campus that has a Botanic Garden, 
and an Art Museum, and a river, and a spatial analysis lab, 
and all the other amazing resources that Campus School 
has access to,” Gaby shared in closing, “I deeply believe that 
[those] relationships can and should be maximized.” ▶ 
 

Reprinted with permission from The Lab School: A Journal of 
Insight and Inquiry from Campus School at Smith College:
 www.sophia.smith.edu/labschool. 

Gaby Immerman teaching a visiting 
Campus School class in Lyman Plant 
House. Campus School
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Students Charlotte Palmer '19, Giovanna Sabini-Leite '21, Sylvie Lednicky '20, and Emma Kelley '20 assist with seed organizing. 


