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President’s Message
Dear Friends,
Wishing you all happiness and good health as we look forward to a new year.
As a club we have risen to the challenge of finding new ways to keep our activities going this year. Zoom has
been a boon to keeping in touch and I hope you will attend the December 9th Holiday Party meeting at 1 pm.
You will receive an email invitation to join the meeting. Look for it on 12/4 and it will include some holiday
recipes from Sue McElroy for you to try.
This has been a busy month for the club. We had an interesting
presentation from Bruce Crawford on plants for winter interest.
Members Sally Barmakian, Sheila Fortune, Helene Havers, Barb
Lysenko, Sue McElroy, Linda Pastorino and Pam Venanzi worked to
create a gingerbread house for the Arboretum Virtual Gingerbread
show. You can view the entry on www.arboreteumfriends.org after
December 5th. Thanks to Wreath Day chairperson MaryBeth
Valentino who organized volunteers to individually decorate and
deliver the wreaths this year. Thanks also to Helene Havers and
Sheila for decorating the urns at Acorn Hall for the holidays.
 Helen, Sheila, and Pam with Acorn Hall Urns
Enjoy your holidays and hope to see you all at our meeting.
Pam

Christmas Flower Legends
If you have ever wondered why some plants became so closely associated with Christmas, you may think the
following legends are interesting.

Poinsettia
The Poinsettia plant is native to the mountains of Mexico. According to the Mexican
legend, a young girl named Maria and her brother Pablo were very poor and could not
afford to bring a gift to the Christmas Eve festival. Not wanting to arrive empty handed,
the two children picked a handful of weeds from the roadside and made them into a
small bouquet. When they arrived at the festival, they were teased by other children for
their meager gift. They knelt down and put the bouquet at the bottom of the nativity
scene. Suddenly the bouquet of weeds burst into bright red flowers. From that day, the
poinsettia has been known as the “Flores de Noche Buena” or “Flowers of the Holy
Night”.
The shape of the poinsettia flower and leaves are sometimes thought of as a symbol of the Star of Bethlehem
which led the Wise Men to Jesus.
Christmas Rose
The Christmas Rose (helleborus niger) is a popular holiday plant in Europe because it
blooms in the middle of winter in the mountains across Europe. According to European
legend, the Christmas Rose was discovered by a shepherdess named Madelon. On a
cold and icy night, Madelon watched as the Wise Men and shepherds marched past
her carrying gifts for the Christ Child. She started to cry because she didn’t have a
present for the baby. Suddenly, an angel appeared and brushed away the snow,
revealing the dainty Christmas rose beneath the snow. Madelon gathered the
Christmas roses to give as a present to the Christ Child.
Christmas Cactus
The Christmas Cactus is native to tropical locations. Legend tells the story of Father
Jose, a Jesuit missionary who tried to teach the jungle natives of Bolivia about the Bible
and life of Christ. He struggled to gain their trust and faith but he feared the natives did
not comprehend what he was trying so hard to teach them. One lonely Christmas Eve,
Jose knelt before the altar asking God’s guidance for leading the natives to the Lord.
The joyful sound of voices singing a hymn he had taught the children could be heard in
the distance. As the sound grew louder Jose turned to see the village children marching into the church with
arms full of bright flowers they had gathered in the jungle for the Christ Child. These flowers became known
as the Christmas Cactus.
Holly
Christian legend tells the story of a young shepherd boy who brought a wreath of holly
to the Christ Child as a crown. The young shepherd began to cry when he placed the
crown on the head of Baby Jesus. He was overcome with sadness and started to cry.
His gift for the baby didn’t look very special. Seeing his tears the Christ Child
touched the crown. Immediately the holly leaves began to sparkle and the white
berries changed to brilliant red

Mistletoe
The tradition of hanging mistletoe in the house goes back to the times of the ancient
Druids. It was supposed to possess mystical powers which would bring good luck to
the household and ward off evil spirits. It was also used as a sign of love and
friendship in Norse mythology.
The first Western European Christians tried unsuccessfully to ban the use of mistletoe
in churches. York Minster Church in the UK used to hold a special Mistletoe Service
in the winter where wrong doers in the city of York could come and be pardoned.
The custom of kissing under the mistletoe comes from England. There was kissing under the mistletoe in a
musical in 1784 and in an illustration in the first book version of “A Christmas Carol” published in 1843.

Hanukkah Flowers
Popular Hanukkah decorations include flowers in shades of blue and white, like white
lilies, white roses, and blue delphinium. The most obvious explanation for blue and
white being the colors associated with Hanukkah is the Israeli flag, designed by the
Zionist movement in 1891 and officially adopted in 1948.
The flag’s blue stripes symbolize those found on the tallitot, traditional Jewish prayer
shawls. According to the Bible, the Israelites were told to dye a thread on their tassels
with blue ink from a sea snail “so that they may look upon it and remember the
commandments of the Lord, and do them”.

Houseplants Through the Ages
Why did we first start bringing plants indoors? The earliest reason an English Cultural Historian and avid
gardener could find was this: that it wasn’t exactly for their appearance but rather for their ability to mask the
side effects of living in an era when there were no basic sanitary arrangements. “They were strewing herbs on
the floors, doing anything to get rid of the smells,” she is quoted as saying.
****************************************************************************************************************************
The practice of indoor gardening with potted plants can be traced back to the early Mediterranean powers.
Between 500 and 400 BCE wealthy Egyptians, Greeks, and Romans are all documented to have kept
houseplants in their sprawling estates. All three countries kept plants in terracotta pots, but the Romans
preferred marble pots. Roman gardens in Pompei and Herculaneum were found buried under tons of volcanic
material from Mount Vesuvius, and there are numerous depictions of gardens in the wall paintings of the
Roman villas. Remains of plantings in ancient Greek cities are limited to clay flower pots or rootbits.
After the fall of the Roman Empire, decorative house plants largely disappeared from Europe. Between 500
and 1500, medieval gardens had two purposes: sustenance and then later, pleasure. Famine was a constant

concern and everybody, rich and poor, had kitchen gardens. The idea that a garden should be not just useful,
but also something to enjoy, took many centuries to develop, starting with the elite and eventually trickling
down to the middle and lower classes.
During this period, monks kept the only house plants and favored functional plants like herbs for medicinal
purposes as well as vegetables, fruit, and flowers. In the cold seasons, they struggled to keep plants alive in
dim, drafty indoor spaces. Monks were relied on for medical advice and treatment (they did have all the
books!).
Not until the European Renaissance did houseplants become fashionable again. In an early display of
conspicuous consumption, the wealthy used plants as one way to show off their vast assets.
Explorers of the 16th and 17th centuries transported plants across the Atlantic and presented them to the
monarchs of Spain, Portugal, Italy, and France who sponsored the trips to the New World. It soon became
apparent that the climate in Europe was vastly different from what the plants were used to and required the
use of greenhouses to keep them flourishing.
In his book The Garden of Eden (1652) Sir Hugh Platt wrote for the first time about the possibility of cultivating
plants indoors. The 1600’s saw the advent of glass windows. Glass houses (or greenhouses) and
conservatories were built in England and elsewhere to house exotic plants. Citrus fruits were the first plants
to be widely grown “under glass”. The use of glass windows would not become commonplace for another 200
years.
The market saw an increase in the production of a wide variety of decorative containers to display plants
indoors.
During the mid-to-late1800’s, the Victorian era, the use of houseplants became incredibly popular. The
plants that were used were those that could handle the probable conditions of the time: a relatively low
amount of sunlight, high levels of humidity, and drafts.
During this era, 1837-1901, a nicely kept formal parlor became a symbol of status and middle class
respectability. A proper parlor included plants such as ferns, palms, and Warden’s cases, which were similar
to terrariums. Plants brightened rooms which were
painted dark colors to hide the soot and heavy dark
furniture. Victorians turned growing plants indoors from a
hobby to a full blown obsession. Some subjects of
particular interest were orchids, ferns, and exotic plants
from far off places. Changing circumstances like
heating, higher ceilings, and larger windows that let the
sunshine in eventually improved the chances for the
flowers to flourish.

During this period, boys of twelve began apprenticeships which could lead to assuming the responsibility for
producing all of the floral art needed for a grand house and gardens. Head gardeners wrote for the
“Gardener’s Chronicle” and started trends.
Scientific advances and more markets where food could be bought gave the middle class time to create their
own beautiful gardens.
In the mid 19th century, books about plants in private residences began to appear in England and France.
In the early 20th century there was a change in attitude towards the Victorian Era clutter. Houseplants lost
some of their popularity although certain plants did have a modest presence.
After World War II, plants regained their popularity and became mainstream again. When women took over
the office jobs vacated by men who were off fighting the war, plants started appearing on office desks.
In North America, the first half of the 20th century was a relatively quiet time for house
plants. With the world’s first Earth Day in 1970, there was a new groundswell of interest
in all things green. Dorms and sparsely furnished apartments, like the one pictured on
the right, could take on the look of indoor forests.
When this generation became more involved in careers, raising families, and keeping
up yards, interest in houseplants waned. Eventually these responsibilities became less
central in their lives, and the generation that had embraced houseplants in the
1960’sand 1970’s rediscovered them, although not nearly as enthusiastically. Interest
in growing plants simply for the pleasure it brings and the way plants can nurture and
help heal us replaced earlier interests in status seeking or promoting a greener world.
Plants are thriving among millennials because of their interest in all things related to health and wellness,
including organic foods.

Indoor Plants
Studies have shown that having plants in your home can have multiple good effects on your life such as:
●
Boosting your mood, productivity, concentration, and creativity
●
Reducing your stress, fatigue, sore throats, and colds
●
Helping to clean indoor air by absorbing toxins, increasing humidity, and producing oxygen
●
Reducing noise levels
What qualities make for a good indoor plant?
●
●
●

A good root system - Healthy roots are thick and light in color.
Foliage - A good rule of thumb when it comes to plant’s foliage: If you can’t see through
the foliage, it is thick enough.
Check for disease - Some signs of a plant with pests or disease are white dots; sticky
residue on the leaves; and a bad odor.

Not every house plant requires a natural green thumb or extensive gardening expertise. “Buy something that
lives the way you do,” advises Gwenn Fried, manager of the horticultural therapy program at NYU Langone.
●
●
●
●
●
●

For a room with little light, try low light options like pathos, prayer plants, dracaena, aloe or
philodendron.
If you have ever exposed a plant to too much light with disastrous effects, sun lovers like yucca, jade,
and pony tail palm might work for you.
Do you habitually overwater your plants? Try Peace lilies or Chinese evergreen.
For you are the leave-it-and-forget it type, jade plants, Kalanchoe, philodendrons, or Crown of Thorns
and anything in the cactus family can handle your lack of attention.
These plants are good for climbing plants and topiaries: Cascade, Domino, or Irish Lace.
The ZZ plant is called “the king of the indestructible plants.” It can tolerate the dangerous trifecta of
plant killers: drought, low light and really low humidity.

Just What the Doctor Ordered
Horticultural therapy is a professional practice that uses plants and gardening to improve mental and physical
health. A horticultural therapist works with any group that can benefit from interaction with plants, including
veterans, children, the elderly in nursing homes, and those dealing with addiction and mental health problems.
Through the use of “living” materials - flowering plants, fruits, vegetables, and herbs - horticultural therapy
encourages an awareness of things outside ourselves. Clients are involved in everything from propagating
plants to selling them.
People who participate in horticultural therapy benefit from taking on the role of care-giver. Tending to a
garden builds self esteem by developing a sense of purpose, achievement, and hope in the future as they
witness seeds growing into plants. It helps improve motor skills, strengthen muscles, and improve
coordination, balance, and endurance. A simple relationship between a person and a houseplant is rife with
lessons about understanding, responsibility, patience, and hope.
Studies have found gardening and horticultural therapy can reduce symptoms of anxiety and depression,
improve attention, and interfere with harmful ruminations, a symptom of anxiety.
Another study found gardening enhanced the psychosocial well-being of people in prison - and can even
reduce recidivism rates. Bacteria found in the soil can actually activate brain cells that could produce
serotonin. Maybe it’s the release of serotonin that makes gardening such a pleasure.

The Gardens at Alcatraz
Alcatraz is most notorious as a maximum security Federal prison on a barren, windswept island one and a
half miles from California’s coast. In reality the island has a more complex and interesting history of hosting
changing populations: as a place to banish Ohlone Indians who violated tribal laws; a military installation, a
federal prison; the site of an Indian occupation; and now a National Park.

There is no vegetation native to the Alcatraz Island, so it may surprise you that horticulture has played a
significant role in the island’s history. John Martini, who has been a Park Ranger since 1974, commented
that, “Almost as soon as people got sent there, they put their hands to softening the landscape”. Following
are some historical highlights on the efforts to introduce flowers to the harsh and uninviting landscape.
1848

The U.S. took possession of the island and used it first as a military fortress, then to
house military prisoners. In an effort to build up and make the barren island more
livable, the military began importing soil from nearby Angel Island. Along with the soil
came spores and seeds for plants such as California poppies and goldenback ferns.
As early as 1865 a Victorian-style garden was planted on the summit of the island.

1920

The military and the California Spring Blossom and Wildflower Association initiated an
island wide beautification project. Prisoners planted hundreds of trees and shrubs and
many pounds of seeds. Plants and structural elements from the gardens of the military
era are still in place today.

1933

The Federal Bureau of Prisons took over the island and ordered that nothing in the
garden could be more than waist high to prevent inmates from hiding behind shrubs
or bushes. Resident families introduced roses to the island.
Fred Reichel, secretary to the Warden, began caring for the gardens left by the army.
Their contributions to the island had been hillside terraces, a rose garden, and a
greenhouse. Reichel asked local plant breeders for seedlings that might do well on the
island. Plants had to be extra tough to survive the rocky terrain, cutting winds, and fog
that could envelope the island and make it invisible from the shore. Reichel convinced
the warden to allow inmates to work in the gardens. They learned how to plant,
propagate, and hybridize flowers.
With the advice of prominent horticulturists, Reichel helped to direct the transformation
of the island’s western slopes into a series of gardens.

1941

Elliott Michener was a convicted counterfeiter. An attempt to escape from Leavenworth
landed him in the maximum security prison at Alcatraz. He proved himself trustworthy
when he returned a key to a guard. After that he was enlisted to work in the garden. He taught
himself to gardening by studying books on the subject. He was an outstanding inmate gardener
for nine years during which he built a toolshed and a greenhouse next to the warden’s house and
received permission to order seeds and bulbs. He admitted in an interview years later when he
returned to visit that working in the gardens changed his mind about trying to escape. His prison
experience led to a job in a garden center after his release.

1963

The Federal Penitentiary at Alcatraz was closed and the gardens were abandoned.

19691971

American Indians and their supporters occupied the island, claiming it for all the tribes
of North America based on old treaties.

1986

Alcatraz was designated a National Historic Landmark.

1989

Decades after the Bordure Rose of Wales was introduced to the Alcatraz gardens it
was discovered that it no longer grew in Wales.

2000

Six Bordure Rose plants were sent to the Museum of Welsh Life where they were welcomed
amid a great fanfare. The hybrid rose is now called the Alcatraz Rose.

2003

The Garden Conservancy and the Golden Gate National Parks Conservancy formed a
partnership with the National Park Service to rehabilitate and maintain the gardens on
Alcatraz. Their goal was to create the look and the feel of the historic gardens on the island.
During the restoration, part of an 1860s garden was discovered below a cell block
under a thick layer of dark, imported topsoil on top of the island’s natural sandstone.
Many of the plants that had been selected by the army, the wardens and their wives, (there were
also children living on the island) prison guards, and inmates had been gathered from around the
world. Some fared well over the four decades of neglect. The plants that were unable to survive
without maintenance and irrigation, like bachelor buttons and bush daisies, disappeared. The plants
that survived, including 15 species of roses, spread uncontrolled over the island. It took two years
just to clear out overgrowth to reveal fuschia, pelargonium and rose bushes.
Volunteer gardeners reintroduced flowers that had thrived on the island and introduced 200 new
species. Where the Officer’s Row used to be, the former Victorian garden was restored within a
walled enclave with iris, daffodils, and heirloom roses. The former military grounds are alive with ivy,
honeysuckle, and blackberries and the Main Road has beds of freesia, fuschia, and flame colored
African Flag. In all, five gardens were rehabilitated.

2014

Rehabilitation complete, the gardens were opened for public viewing. Docent led tours of the island
are full of inmate and resident gardening tales.

2020

For two months this year, following the shelter-in-place order, the five gardens of Alcatraz remained
untended and grew wild.
In May, the Senior Program Managers and approved staff were able to travel to Alcatraz on board
an open air barge so some essential maintenance work could be done.

“On ‘the Rock,’ little grew uninvited or untended. Only human tenacity enabled plants to flourish.”
Delphine Hirasuna, Gardens of Alcatraz

Before and after pictures of one of the rehabilitated Alcatraz Gardens.

Drainage in Container Pots
Improving drainage in flower pots by putting gravel or broken crockery in the bottom of the container sounds
like a good idea. It could actually make drainage worse. A single layer of gravel at the very base of a
container can effectively prevent soil from flowing out of the drainage holes or it can add a little weight to the
container. Any more than a single layer of gravel will begin to affect drainage.
Soil scientists determined long ago that water does not travel easily between soils with different textures such
as a fine or coarse texture. When a finer-textured potting medium is situated above a thick layer of gravel, the
finer material must be saturated before water will move to the gravel layer. Therefore the potting medium will
have to get soaking wet before water will drain into the gravel. A soggy medium is exactly what you do not
want in a container.

Book Review: The Invisible Garden by Dorothy Sucher
One rainy weekend, while New Yorker Dorothy Sucher was visiting some friends in Vermont, she decided to
pass some time looking at houses that were for sale in the area. She had no interest in actually buying
anything, especially not a rundown 30 acre farm with a house that was in terrible disrepair. But as she was
leaving the farm, the realtor mentioned that there was a stream across the road. That got her interested. She
bought the farm on an impulse, justifying the purchase as a place where she could do some writing during
summer visits. Instead of writing, she caught something she calls Garden Fever - an “obsessive state in
which plan piles upon plan, project upon project, the more grandiose the better”.
The Invisible Garden is a collection of essays by Dorothy Sucher about the joys and tribulations of
transforming her long neglected property in Vermont. She tells funny and touching stories about the friends
and advisors who enter her life there, including an elderly widow who practices “Evil Eye gardening” and a
feisty herbalist rumoured to be a witch. She relates certain flowers and garden events to special people and
times in her life. She is a wonderful storyteller.
I found this book in the Clarence Dillon library in Bedminster, NJ. It was donated to the library by the Somerset
Garden Club. You can buy used copies of the book from Thriftbooks, eBay, and AbeBooks. A perfect book
for reading under the covers during the coming season of freezing temperatures.

