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Morris Arboretum of the
University of Pennsylvania
Volunteer is a newsletter published monthly for
Arboretum volunteers.
The Morris Arboretum of the University of Pennsylvania
is an historic public garden and educational institution. It
promotes an understanding of the relationship between
plants, people, and place through programs that integrate
science, art, and the humanities. The Arboretum conducts
four major activities: education, research, outreach, and
horticultural display. As the official Arboretum of the
Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, the Morris Arboretum
of the University of Pennsylvania provides research
and outreach services to state agencies, community
institutions and to citizens of Pennsylvania and beyond.

Education: Liza Hawley, efhawley@upenn.edu
or (215) 247-5777 ext 128
Garden Railway: Pam Morris Olshefski, pamela@
upenn.edu or (215) 247-5777 ext 107
Grist Mill: Tom Wilson, wilsonth@upenn.edu or (215)
247-5777 ext 108
Horticulture: Pam Morris Olshefski, pamela@upenn.
edu or (215) 247-5777 ext 107
Archives & History: Bryan Thompson-Nowak, bryantho@upenn.edu or (215) 247-5777 ext 281
Physical Facilities: Tom Wilson, wilsonth@upenn.edu
or (215) 247-5777 ext 108

Helleborus x hybridus ‘Kingston Cardinal’
Kingston Cardinal Hellebore
(photo by Vince Marrocco)
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Letter from the Editor
This past weekend, I got to show my best friend around the Arboretum, and I couldn’t have
picked a better time for her to visit if I tried. We were greeted at the entrance by soft-petaled magnolia blossoms, welcomed into Azalea Meadow by a barrage of daffodils, and dazzled in English
Park by the winterhazels. I walked her through all of the sections and shared more plant facts than
she probably cared to hear, but that’s par for course in any friendship with me. After nine years,
she’s learned to expect it when we’re outside together. The sun was warm and the ground was dry,
so we ended our walk by laying in the grass under the Okame cherries and watched the petals fall.
It’s hard to imagine that just a month ago we were shoveling snow, but here we are in the
middle of spring. Every time I take a walk around the Arboretum, or around my neighborhood
with my dog, there’s something new to see- a bud opening, a bulb blooming, a new leaf.
What’s your favorite sign of spring?

Lynn Weaver

The McLean Contributionship
Endowed Education Intern

Prunus ‘Okame’
Okame flowering cherry
English Park
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Notes from the Guides Chair
CRAZY FOR SEEDS
With spring in full bloom (at last!) it’s time
to get serious about plants and seeds. I thought
this article about Philadelphia’s long history with
seeds was fascinating, and I think you will enjoy it
as well.
The story starts in the late 1960’s when
William Weys Weaver was cleaning out his grandmother’s huge chest freezer. He found hundreds
of neatly labeled baby food jars containing vegetable seeds that had belonged to Weaver’s grandfather who started to garden during the Great
Depression to feed his family.
Weaver immediately planted his discoveries and once he tasted their fruit, he never looked
back. Today, Weaver is a 74-year-old author, local
food historian and curator of Roughwood Seed
Collection. He has added thousands of regional
heirlooms to the collection and he has made it
his mission to share the special flavors and stories
behind each one.
“I remember when I grew my first Brandywine tomato, and I thought, ‘Oh my god, you
can’t find this at the store,’” says Weaver. “We
have this incredibly rich heritage right in our
backyard, and when you grow and share these
heirlooms, everyone’s blown away. That’s what it’s
really all about.”
More broadly, Philadelphia’s seed stories
begin with the Lenni-Lenape people, the first
known stewards of the region. They farmed
along the Delaware River in Eastern Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and southeastern New York.
Europeans colonized the area in the mid-1700’s
and forced the Lenni-Lenape to move west.

Brandywine red tomato

Newly settled Quakers did their best
to help the Lenape of the 1800’s protect their
rights, and preserved many of their crops including Blue Shackamaxon Pole Beans and
Summer Crookneck Squash.
The Quakers have a deep appreciation
for plants, and one of their most famous farmers, John Bartram, traveled extensively across
Eastern North America to gather seeds. Bartram introduced hundreds of new native plants
into cultivation at Bartram’s Garden. It was
founded in 1728 and is the country’s oldest surviving botanic garden. Their vegetable garden
today is dedicated to seed varieties grown pre1930’s like Nanticoke Squash and Purple Kingsessing Bean.
The area’s first official seed producers
emerged in the late 18th and 19th centuries.
Prominent examples were the D. Landreth Seed
Company (est. 1784) and Burpee (est. 1876).
The seedsmen took advantage of the rich, sandy
soils surrounding the area’s rivers by filling open
land with plants and breeding them for local climate, soil, and pests. Philadelphia’s lead in seed
innovation lasted into the 1930’s as seedsmen
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Continued
developed many varieties that became nationally popular.
Heirlooms have long been known for their superior taste, but
there are reasons beyond just taste for growing not just heirlooms, but local heirlooms in your garden. William Weaver of
Roughwood Seed Collection points out, “The heirlooms have
not declined in their nutritional value the way hybridized plants
have. Since the 1950’s, hybridization has bred out nutrition
for the sake of shelf life, or for whatever reason. It’s just not
there.”
Nanticoke Squash

Itching to get your hands on heirloom seeds? Here’s where
they can be found:
• Baker Creek (rareseeds.com)
• Bartram’s Gardens (bartramsgardens.org)
• Burpee (burpee.com)
• Happy Cat (happycatfarm.com)
• Philadelphia Seed Exchange
(phillyseedexchange@gmail.com)
• Roughwood Seed Collection
(roughwoodtable.org)
Purple Kingsessing Bean • Truelove Seeds – trueloveseeds.com
Have a happy and healthy time in your garden. And on a kid’ssay-the-funniest-things note, here is a cute comment from my
grandson, Ryan, relayed to me by my daughter, Tracy:
I was driving by Morris Arb on Wednesday with Ryan and he asked
“what is the name of that leafy place again?”

Summer Crookneck Squash

He definitely needs to get out more now the weather is nice!
Hope to see you all soon as we all get out more to enjoy the
spring weather!!
Joan Kober
Chair of the Guides

Sources:
Fill Your Garden with Heirloom Seeds Rich in Philly History by Grace Dickinson, Philadelphia Inquirer, February 21, 2021.
Exploring the Seedy Side of Philly: Heirloom Seed-Savers are Saving our Area’s Rich Horticultural Heritage, Grid Magazine Blog, April 11, 2013
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Volunteer Workshops and Opportunities
May Book Club
Native Trees, Shrubs, and Vines by William Cullina
May 7 | 1 pm | Zoom Meeting
This user-friendly guide encourages the concept of ecological gardening by
working with strictly native flora, and presents a trove of helpful information with lively, easily accessible prose. This encyclopedic guide to temperate North American woody plants covers nearly one thousand native
varieties, arranged alphabetically by genus and species. Writing with enjoyable, easy-to-read language and drawing from a deep wellspring of personal
experience, Cullina discusses all of the important details you need to select
and cultivate each species, including their taxonomic and genetic data, Latin name pronunciations, optimal geographic ranges, soil needs, light and
habitat requirements, information about pruning and diseases, and propagation difficulty ratings.

The Book Club is open to all Arboretum volunteers and staff. All are welcome to attend
any session and you do not have to attend every month.
If you would like to participate, please contact Deitra Arena for the link at deitraarena@gmail.com

Helleborus hybrids (photo by Bill Cullina)
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Learn With Us
From garden design to cooking tips, we have got you covered. Sign up for a spring class today!
The classes listed below are online and in-person classes. For more, be sure to check our website,
morrisarb.org/onlineclasses
Native Pollinators of Pennsylvania
Samantha Nestory, Horticulturist, Stoneleigh: a natural garden
Friday, April 16 | 1:00 - 2:00 pm | Virtual
“Pollinator” is a term that has gained massive popularity over the past couple of
decades. Unfortunately, many people only associate this term with popular pollinators, such as European honeybees and butterflies – but there’s so much more
to the world of pollinators! Join us as we learn about our native pollinators that
don’t get the spotlight – mining bees, moths, beetles, birds, bats, and more!
A-Z of Spring Bulbs and more!
Jenny Rose Carey, Author and Renowned Gardener
Wednesday, April 21 | 10:00 - 11:00 am | Virtual
Jenny Rose Carey will show you an array of flowering bulbs that peak in spring
and continue throughout the year. Look to expand your bulb palette with these
easy to grow plants that have diverse shapes, cheerful colors, and different bloom
times. They are an easy way to enliven your garden!
Birding at the Arboretum: A Local Hotspot
Sharon Meeker, Experienced Birder and Trip Leader
Session 1: Friday, May 7 | 8-11 am | On-location
Session 2: Wednesday, June 2 | 8-11 am | On-location
Explore some of the birding hotspots at the Morris Arboretum with the help of
Sharon Meeker! We will see resident birds as well as migrating raptors, warblers,
and sparrows. These sessions are for beginning or experienced bird watchers.
Further details regarding class location and CDC guidelines are available online.
Common Plants of the Wissahickon
Lynn Weaver, Education Intern, Morris Arboretum
Friday, May 21 | 8:30 - 10:00 am | On-location
Join Education Intern, Lynn Weaver, for a guided plant walk through part of
the Wissahickon Valley Park! We will start at the Northwest entrance of the park
and cover about 1.5 miles of maintained trails in and around the Andorra Meadow and Natural Area. Easy walking will include stops to identify common native
and non-native plants, discuss the history of the land, and enjoy the views. Further details regarding class location and CDC guidelines are available online.
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From the Archives

April 2021
by Joyce H. Munro

A Picture Worth 300 Words

		

What is it like to immigrate to the United
States and land a job right away—plus move into
a house on the property? That was John Threlfall’s
good fortune in 1911, when he came to Philadelphia with his wife Phillis. Threlfall, the son of
a gardener, was from Bradford, England. He was
raised, not on a farm, but in a row house with
nine siblings. Yet despite making a decent living
in the “Woolen Capitol of the World,” he and
Phillis, a weaver, decided they’d be better off in
the U.S.
John arrived at Compton three months before Phillis, just long enough to learn the dairying
routines with the Morrises small but productive
herd of Jersey cattle and get the house ready for
habitation. It was an old house and undoubtedly
needed lots of elbow grease.
We don’t know when the house was built,
but it appears on the 1843 map of Philadelphia
County, bearing the name Megonegal.

More than likely, this was Daniel Magonigal,
an immigrant from Ireland around 1808, who
farmed the land along Germantown Road.
Before Magonigal, the property was owned by
George Edelman, a “Pennsylvania German Pioneer” and mason by trade. By the time Threlfall
moved in, the house had been occupied by several other families, including Joseph Dickinson in
the 1860s, whose wheelwright shop stood next
to the house.
In 1910, this house and surrounding
acreage at the corner of Germantown and Hillcrest Avenues was purchased by John and Lydia
Morris for creation of English Park. And a year
later, Threlfall moved in. Interestingly, the house
did not have a cellar, so Compton employees
dug one out and plowed ground for his vegetable garden as well. Eventually, the house became
uninhabitable and was taken down, twenty years
or so after the Arboretum was founded.
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Keeping you connected from home

Garden Highlights

Prunus ‘First Lady’
First Lady flowering cherry
Widener Woods

Magnolia Slope in bloom
Chionodoxa forbesii
Glory of the snow
Log Cabin

Corylopsis sinensis var. calvescens f. veitchiana
Veitch winterhazel
Azalea Meadow

Prunus ‘Snofozam’
SNOW FOUNTAINS flowering cherry
Swan Pond
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