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Origins of Cultivated Trees 
Dr. Michael Dirr, Athens, GA, 9:00AM-9:50AM 
Fascinating sport…searching for the next great cultivated tree. The abundance of large shade tree introductions resulted 
from chance campus, park, roadside, field, creek bed and nursery seedling discoveries. The Morton Arboretum, U.S. 
National Arboretum, J. Frank Schmidt and Son nursery and a few others supported controlled tree breeding programs. 
The time and expense to breed a new tree introduction is close to prohibitive. Keith Warren worked magic over the 40-
year career at Schmidt with the maple, cherry, snowbell, crabapple, oak, etc. introductions. Drs. Werner and Ranney, 
North Carolina State University, bred numerous redbuds that have enriched our gardens, with ~35 extant from various 
nurseries. The late Earl Cully, Jacksonville, IL, Ray Jackson, Belvidere, TN, and Don Shadow, Winchester, TN, inspired all 
plantsmen to look, for the next great tree may be in your backyard. Today, we travel north to south, east to west, 
sharing the joy of discovery. Nature provides, it is only necessary to OBSERVE.  
 

New Shrubs for American Gardens 
Dr. Michael Dirr, Athens, GA 1:50PM-2:40PM 
New shrubs, particularly flowering, have increased exponentially owing to the influence of brands seeking new genetics. 
Monrovia, Endless Summer, First Editions, Spring Meadow/Proven Winners, Star Roses and Plants, and Southern Living 
are in a genetic arms race and sourcing new plants from the corners of the earth. If one brand has a new hydrangea, the 
competing brand needs its own line. Endless Summer® was the first remontant (reblooming) hydrangea, introduced in 
2004; now at least 20 are in commerce.  A resurgence of enthusiasm has led to numerous H. paniculata introductions. 
My checklist now includes over 170 cultivars. Viburnums have received scant attention yet are among the best 
landscape shrubs, especially for the Midwest and Northeast. At Georgia and PII, we bred/introduced Viburnum ‘Emerald 
Luster’, ‘Earthshade’, Spring Lace®, Pearlific®, ‘Louise’s Sunbeam’, and Opening Day®. Boxwood blight is worrisome and I 
have seen devastation. There is a need for an alternative and Ilex glabra, inkberry, with breeding/selection, could be the 
ticket. Abelias have jumped the fence with variegated selections dominating the market. Calycanthus hybrids are 
spectacular with ‘Hartlage Wine’, Aphrodite®, Solar Flare® and the new ‘Dark Secret’ offering large red-maroon flowers 
for two months in spring. Fothergilla, Hydrangea (hardiness), Itea, Spiraea, and Vitex are in the breeders’ sites. 
Competition among the brands has stimulated breeders to be creative. I believe the nursery industry and gardeners 
have benefitted. I don’t know any customers who visit the retail centers and ask… “What’s old?”. Lecture will highlight 
the best of the new introductions.  
 
Dr. Michael Dirr has a Bachelor and Master’s, Horticulture, The Ohio State University; PhD, Plant Physiology, the 
University of Massachusetts; Assistant and Associate Professor, University of Illinois; Professor, now Emeritus, The 
University of Georgia; Director of the university’s botanical garden; taught landscape plant taxonomy, propagation, and 
introductory horticulture; received the major college and university teaching awards; mentored and advised 
undergraduate, masters, and PhD students; published 50 scientific articles, over 300 popular and trade articles, and nine 
books, with the Manual of Woody Landscape Plants, 6th Edition the major teaching and nursery reference tome in the 
U.S. Dirr’s Encyclopedia of Trees and Shrubs (2011) includes 3600 photos and textual descriptions. Michael has 
introduced 200 trees and shrubs into commerce with 29 patents granted during the Georgia tenure. He received the 
Inventor of the Year Award from the UGA Research Foundation in 2009 and Fellow, National Academy of Inventors (first 
ornamental plant breeder ever inducted), 2015. Michael started a plant breeding company with two partners in 2006 
and sold it to Bailey Nursery, St. Paul, MN in 2015 with 61 patented plants. His new book, The Tree Book, from Timber 
Press just released. In his spare time (?), he enjoys noble trees, tennis, hiking, gardening, and family. Established in 2018, 
a Hydrangea collection to include as many new introductions as possible and also the legacy/heirloom cultivars. Plans to 
dive head first into plant breeding (primarily Hydrangeas) when his non-compete clause with Bailey expires on January 1, 
2020. Life is great!  
 



 
 
 
What’s New in the World of Deciduous Tree Cultivars  
Keith Warren, Author, Boring, OR 9:50AM-10:40AM  
What’s new; what’s best, and where are we in the development of deciduous tree cultivars? The speaker, having 
recently completed co-authoring The Tree Book: Superior Selections for Landscapes, Streetscapes, and Gardens, will 
bring us up to date on the current status of the best choices among the deciduous tree species and cultivars. He will 
discuss the most recent introductions, trends in breeding, and hint at potential future developments. 
 
Keith S. Warren spent a 40 year career with Frank Schmidt and Son Co., as a nursery manager and Director of Product 
Development. Recently retired, he is still active with the company and continues to introduce new tree cultivars. His 
breeding, selection, and cooperative introduction programs were among the most productive ever, guiding 88 new tree 
cultivars to commercial introduction, including 38 trademarked or patented trees from his personal breeding and 
selection work. He is responsible for many of the most popular trees in today’s commercial trade. He, along with Mike 
Dirr, are co-authors of  The Tree Book:  Superior Selections for Landscapes, Streetscapes, and Gardens.  

 

Flyover Horticulture: Gardening from and for the Heartland 
Panayoti Kelaidis, Director of Hort. and Outreach, Denver Botanic Garden, 11:10AM-12N 
This talk will begin and end with snippets from one of Panayoti’s extended North American plant explorations, 
specifically referencing the Ohio Valley near Cincinnati. America suffers a “Bi-Coastal” syndrome, where so much of 
information and consequent notoriety come from the coasts. Think the long shadows cast by Philadelphia, Raleigh, 
Butchart, California, and New England, let alone the influence from the British! But most Americans live in Flyover 
country. And this is in fact the breadbasket of not just America, but the world. The Lion's share of America's Land Grant 
Universities are in this region, and more and more of the largest and most ambitious Botanic Gardens (with nods here to 
Chicago, Minnesota Landscape Arboretum, Phipps (and CZBG!) among those closer to your home. Expect great photos 
and plants you’ll want to try!  

 
Tracking Plants to Their Native Lairs 
Panayoti Kelaidis, Director of Hort. and Outreach, Denver Botanic Garden, 4:00PM-4:50PM  
Follow Panayoti on epic plant explorations the world over and discover the home turf of many longtime and favorite 
gardening plants. Plenty of adventures and beautiful scenery. Loads of lovely homebody plants still residing back in the 
mother country. Enlightening! There will be surprises.  
 
Panayoti Kelaidis Currently Senior Curator and Director of Outreach at Denver Botanic Gardens (DBG) where Panayoti 
has worked since 1980. Panayoti began his career as curator of the Rock Alpine Garden which is a signature garden at 
DBG: the showcase of thousands of plants from around the world, many introduced to horticulture by Panayoti through 
Plant Select of which he was one of the original architects. Panayoti has discovered many plants, three being plants of 
great horticultural beauty: Delosperma sphalmanthoides Hammer, Spiranthes diluvialis Scheviak, Moraea vigilans 
Goldblatt and Manning. He has explored much of North America including Mexico, the Andes in Chile and Argentina, 
Eurasia from Spain to Mongolia. He has travelled six times to South Africa—concentrating on the Drakensberg mountains 
and the Karoo. He has lectured in over 120 cities in 10 countries. He has received numerous honors including the Scott 
Medal of Swarthmore Arboretum and the Liberty Hyde Bailey award of the American Horticultural Society, both generally 
considered the top honors for horticulturists in the United States. 

 

 



The Many Tales of Triumph and Woe: Tending the Smithsonian’s Mary Livingston 
Ripley Garden 
Janet Draper, Smithsonian’s Mary Livingston Ripley Garden, D.C. 1:00PM-1:50PM  
For 20 years I have been the sole gardener for Smithsonian’s Mary Livingston Ripley Garden.   This tiny 1/3 of an acre 
garden is located on the National Mall and is open 24 hours a day to visitors from around the globe.   

Due to the nearly constant events occurring within a stone’s throw, and major construction on our aging buildings, the 
challenges of keeping the gardens looking good can be daunting.    

Growing up in a rural farming community in Indiana, Janet Draper always knew she wanted to do something with plants 
so off to Purdue to get my ‘pedigree’ and then the real training began with a series of internships that took her further 
than she could ever have imagined.  
 
Janet was fortunate enough to have fabulous mentors who guided me through a series of amazing internships.  First stop 
was Mt. Cuba Center for the Study of Native Piedmont Plants in Greenville, Delaware, and from there Dr. Richard Lighty 
guided me to Kurt Bluemel, Inc. Nurseries in neighboring Maryland.  After completing a year with Kurt learning 
perennials and ornamental grasses and honing her propagation skills, he suggested she gain European experience. So 
with Kurt’s assistance, Janet was off to work at the famed perennial nursery of Countess von Stein-Zeppelin in Germany’s 
Black Forest.  This happened to be the year the Berlin wall crumbled so she had the opportunity to travel into formerly 
restricted areas to experience such things as wild Hellebores in Hungary, be pick pocketed in Czechoslovakia, and see 
areas that time had stood still for 30 years after the war.    
 
After that eye opening experience, Janet jumped the English Chanel to work for Beth Chatto at her amazing Nursery and 
Garden in Elmstead Market, England.   
 
Once back in the States, she continued to gain experience at numerous nurseries from Long Island to Illinois.    After 
nearly a decade of working in Perennial Nurseries, she then started putting plants in the ground instead of little black 
plastic pots as an estate gardener and contractor for Oehme, van Sweden, installing and maintaining their designs.   
It was through connections of a Horticulture Group that she helped co-found in Annapolis Maryland that she heard 
Smithsonian was hiring gardeners.  Her first question was, ‘Smithsonian has Gardens?’ Nearly 20 years later, and she’s 
still there, playing in the dirt, and talking to people from around the globe.  
 

The Art of Gardening at Chanticleer 

Bill Thomas, Director, Chanticleer, Wayne, PA, 3:10PM-4:00PM 

Join Chanticleer's Executive Director and Head Gardener Bill Thomas for a visual tour and behind-the-scenes look at 

what the Washington Post calls “one of the most interesting and edgy public gardens in America.”  Chanticleer, once the 

home of the Rosengarten family, is known for its residential-scale plant combinations featuring foliage textures and 

colors, its wide variety of containers, and its imaginative homemade furniture.  This is a garden where the staff are the 

designers, competing with each other and with the horticultural world to make the garden fun, visually exciting, and 

environmentally responsible.  Bill will offer insights on what inspires this special place.   

Bill Thomas arrived at the 48-acre pleasure garden Chanticleer on April Fools’ Day, 2003.  Previously, he was at 
Longwood Gardens for 26 years, the last five in Research and Production and the prior 21 in Education.  Bill leads the 
talented and creative Chanticleer staff in its continued development of the young garden, now in its 26th year.  He 
emphasizes an environmentally sensitive and multi-century approach to the property and is unifying the former estate 
into one cohesive garden.  The staff and he co-authored The Art of Gardening (Timber Press), recipient of the American 
Horticultural Society (AHS) Book Award.  Bill is Chair of Greater Philadelphia Gardens, promoting the Philadelphia region 
as “America’s Garden Capital.”  He holds a B.S. and an M.S. in Ornamental Horticulture from the University of Wisconsin-
Madison.  He received the Scott Medal and Award in 2017 and the AHS Professional Award in 2016. 

 


