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INTRODUCTION





  What’s the first thing a person does when you hand them flowers?” Bob Otsuka, general manager of the San Francisco Flower Mart, asked me. To answer his own question, he pantomimed the gesture people make, bringing his hands to his face and breathing deeply.




  “They smell them,” he said.




  I sniffed the air, trying to catch the fragrance of rose or lily. Nothing. Sixty vendors sell cut flowers and plants out of this warehouse off Market Street, and as Bob and I walked the concrete floor a little after 5 a.m. neither one of us could find a blossom with a scent.




  “These flowers have all been bred for the industry,” Bob said. “They’re selecting for color and size, and most of all for durability. You make some trade-offs when you do that. One of the things these flowers lose is scent.”




  “But you know what?” he said as we continued down the hall past carts loaded with buckets of hydrangeas and sunflowers. “People still want to believe that flowers smell good. I’ve seen somebody put their face right into a bunch of ‘Leonides’ and say, ‘Oh, they smell wonderful.’ But I know that rose. It’s got gold petals with coppery edges — you know the one I mean? It was bred for fall weddings. And it doesn’t have any fragrance at all.”




  He shook his head, laughing, and I followed him down to the end of the hall, where he thought we might find some lilies that still had scent.




  THE FIRST THING you notice about a flower market is how out of place it seems in a big city. Even in San Francisco, a sunny, breezy, metropolis where people are not shy about wearing flowers in their hair or anyplace else, the idea of a flower market is not in keeping with the grime and grit of urban life. Unlike the fishing industry, which has found a way to operate within the theme park environment of Fisherman’s Wharf, the flower trade is tucked away from the public eye in a warehouse district along the freeway. The market itself is nothing but a big boxy warehouse surrounded by trucks jockeying for position at the loading bays.




  Arriving before dawn, with no prospect of coffee in the near future, makes the place seem even more rough and grim. Once you manage to swerve around the trucks and nose into the parking garage, you might find yourself sitting in the car, as I did, savoring a couple more seconds of warmth from the heater, wondering what it was that possessed you to get up at such an unholy hour and drive in the dark to this industrial neighborhood.




  But then you make it across the parking garage, you walk down the stairs, and you push open a heavy metal door and stand blinking in the sudden light. Inside is Disneyland. Oz. Santa’s toy shop. This, your sleep-and-caffeine-deprived mind tells you, is where flowers come from.




  Hundreds of snapdragons wheel past on a metal handcart. Thousands of carnations sit in buckets. Roses are bunched just the way they left the farm, with each bud wrapped in a little piece of tissue. There are gardenia corsages. Artificially dyed chrysanthemums. Orchids from Thailand. Tulips from Holland. Lilies from Colombia. Ginger blossoms from Hawaii. Silk magnolias. Dried larkspur. Wreaths, houseplants, vases, baskets, ribbons, greens. It’s all here. It’s overpowering and bright and gorgeous. The trade floor is bustling with buyers and sellers who seem oblivious to the fact that it’s five o’clock in the morning and they’ve already been at work for two hours.




  Another handcart is wheeled by, this one carrying more lilies of the valley than you’ve ever seen in one place. A short, dark-haired guy in a suit is running alongside the cart negotiating a price. Imagine Wall Street in the Garden of Eden.




  I HAD TALKED Bob into showing me around before dawn, when I knew the market was open only to the trade, because for years I’d been curious about how the place operated. I also wanted to see the good flowers, the ones that got snapped up before they let the public in at ten o’clock. Many of the vendors didn’t even bother sticking around until ten — they packed up and headed out of the city before the average San Franciscan was out of bed.




  There were prurient interests at stake here, too: I’ve always had a generalized, smutty sort of lust for flowers, and this was one more opportunity to get near them. It almost didn’t matter what was for sale that day — I knew I would want whatever they had. Wild poppies, hothouse roses, dime-store carnations — whatever it is, I’ll take it. I was enormously frustrated at having to keep my cash in my pocket as I strolled around without the badge that I needed to make a wholesale purchase. I would have happily spent the grocery money on flowers that day, if only they had let me.




  Bob was a friendly guide, trading jokes with the growers and dismissing the most outrageous rumors about the trade with a wave of his hand. Hydrangeas stolen from shrubs in Golden Gate Park and sold to wholesalers through some kind of floral black market? Yeah, maybe. But then the volunteers at the park got smart and started making a little mark with a Sharpie at the base of every blossom, and that put a stop to it. Fistfights on the market floor when one vendor drops the price of roses and forces everyone else to follow suit? Well, not exactly fistfights. But close.




  I followed Bob around, thinking, they do all this for flowers. Airplanes fly in from Bogotá and trucks drive from Miami and acres of greenhouses get built and billions of dollars change hands. All that for the alstroemerias you pick up at the grocery store as an afterthought. All that for the delphiniums you send to the hospital to cheer up your sister. All that for the violets on a grave, the carnation in your buttonhole.




  There’s an inherent contradiction in offering flowers up for sale, something I couldn’t quite put my finger on, and I hoped that getting close to the action would help explain it. Finally, I realized what it was: Flowers are like nothing else that we buy. They don’t play by the same rules. For one thing, they are basically free. You can pick a flower by the side of the road. You can grow one in your garden for next to nothing. A flower is as perishable as a piece of fruit, but less practical — you can’t eat it, after all. Put a rose in a vase and it’ll be dead within a week. That’s all you get for your money. In spite of this, the cut flower market is a forty-billion-dollar business worldwide. Breeders pour big money into building a better flower: one that lasts longer in the vase, one that doesn’t drop petals or shed pollen, one that meets the peculiar demands of autumn brides or supermarket shoppers.




  The floral trade — the business end of our relationship with cut flowers — has ancient origins. Consider this letter:




  Roses are not yet in full bloom here — in fact they are scarce — and from all the nurseries and all the garland-weavers we could just barely get together the thousand that we sent you . . . even with picking the ones that ought not to have been picked till tomorrow. We had all the narcissi you wanted, so instead of the two thousand you asked for we sent four thousand.




  This ordinary bit of business correspondence could have been written last week, but in fact it was scribbled on papyrus in Roman Egypt and dates to shortly before the birth of Christ. Imagine: flowers were already grown in fields, ordered in bulk, and shipped by the thousands in hopes that they would arrive in time for a party or a holiday. The most modern rose grower can sympathize with the problem of having to pick roses before they are quite ready. This anonymous, ancient tradesman probably worried, just as rose growers do today, that blossoms picked at this stage would never open in the vase and would leave his customers unsatisfied.




  The Romans developed a sophisticated flower trade, complete with all the taxation, accounting, and logistical issues that accompany any commercial enterprise. They knew how to force flowers to bloom early by pumping steam or hot water past them. They attempted greenhouses with thin walls of mica and used wheeled carts to move plants in and out of the sun. And as soon as these artificial means of cultivating flowers developed, along came their critics, who saw the floral trade as a bit unnatural, given the way it used technology to stay out of step with the seasons. It makes me uncomfortable to see sunflowers for sale at Christmas, so far from their summer season, and I am not alone. The Roman playwright and philosopher Lucius Annaeus Seneca wrote this in the first century AD: “Do not men live contrary to Nature who crave roses in winter or seek to raise a spring flower like a lily by means of hot-water heaters and artificial changes of temperature?”




  The cut flower trade is all about this struggle between what is natural and unspoiled and what is mass produced and commercial. We like being able to buy a summer flower in February — in fact, we’ve built a holiday around it — but we also distrust fakery. The Victorian writer Charles Manby Smith voiced a complaint in 1853 that florists still hear today. The flowers he bought from a traveling florist in London drooped within a day or two of purchase, owing perhaps to “an overdose of stimulating fluid.” That’s the trouble with this business: the product is unpredictable, and the customers are fickle. Although the demand for flowers in London was on the increase, Smith warned that “the commerce in blossoming flowers is one of the most uncertain and dangerous speculations in which the small street-traders of London can engage.”




  So are we being tricked when a scientist engineers a lily that doesn’t shed pollen or when a grower forces tulips to bloom in December? Does it matter that a dewy-fresh bouquet of roses traveled halfway around the world and lived without water for several days before it arrived at the supermarket? If the mixed bouquet of red roses and pink chrysanthemums designed by a national wire service at Valentine’s Day is indistinguishable from thousands of others delivered that same day all across the country, does that make the message it carries any less significant?




  Yes and no. There’s no doubt that flowers underwent a complete makeover in the twentieth century. New breeding techniques, advanced greenhouse technology, and global transportation systems saw to that. Thanks to those advances, there are some fantastic flowers on the market, all year long, for a remarkably cheap price. But modern flowers have lost something, too. They’re tamer, better behaved, less fickle, and less seasonal. Many have lost their scent, and I wondered if they were also losing their identity, their power, or their passion. We want a flower to be perfect, but we also want it to be unique, extraordinary. We want it to be a revelation, a one-of-a-kind experience. Such a thing gets harder to find every year.




  MY MORNING AT the San Francisco Flower Mart led to a morning at the Los Angeles Flower District, which led me around the world to find out where all these perfect flowers come from. I hung out in flower shops in Manhattan and boarded cargo planes in Miami. I watched millions of flowers race through the Dutch flower auction in a single morning. I sat in a florist’s back room on Valentine’s Day and listened to husbands and lovers call, desperate and lovesick.




  Flowers today may be better traveled than the people who buy them. Let’s say you live in Las Vegas. Have you been to Bogotá, Miami, and San Francisco? Your flowers have. Or maybe you’re in Maine. Your flowers could have been to Kenya, Holland, and Manhattan before they showed up at your daughter’s wedding. They may have flown on bigger planes than you have. More people — field workers, supervisors, sales reps, brokers, truckers, auctioneers, wholesalers, buyers, bookkeepers, retailers — have talked about your flowers in more languages than you can probably say “hello” in.




  And even that’s not the whole story. Flowers are created in laboratories, bred in test tubes, grown in factories, harvested by machines, packed into boxes, sold at auctions, and then flown across oceans and continents. The idea of all this floral commerce, rather than crushing my passion for flowers, only fueled it. Imagine sixty acres of greenhouses in one place. Nineteen million flowers on the auction floor and people buying, with a wave of the hand, more roses than most of us will purchase in a lifetime. Forty billion dollars changing hands each year, all in the name of flowers. The idea was intoxicating.




  Before long, it became clear to me that this global flower traffic was not without consequence. A hundred years ago, for example, almost all of the cut flowers sold in the United States were also grown here; now roughly three-fourths of our flowers are imports, mostly coming from Latin America. The flowers themselves have been forced to change in response. They are now bred more for their suitability as freight than for any of their more refined qualities — delicacy, grace, and fragrance. They may have lost their scent, but they’ve gained a longer vase life. They’ve lost their individuality but have gained the ability to travel all the way from Ecuador or Holland to sit on your hall table in the middle of December.




  This global shift also affects people, like the growers in California who have left their family farms and gone into the import business or the Main Street florist who sells more cheap cash-and-carry bouquets than artfully designed arrangements. And every year around Valentine’s Day, some newspaper is likely to run what I’ve come to call the “blood and roses” story — the one that warns that behind every Latin American or African rose is an exploited worker and a poisoned river. There’s some truth to that story. In Ecuador I watched women dip long-stemmed roses, blossom first, into barrels of fungicide — a spectacle that put me off roses for months.




  IT MIGHT BE THAT it’s unromantic to call a flower a commodity or a manufactured product, but flowers are all of these things at once. They are ephemeral, emotional, and impractical, but we Americans buy about four billion of them a year. We buy more flowers than we do Big Macs. Flowers are big business. It just happens to be a gorgeous, bewitching, bewildering business.




  It would be impossible to tell the story of every flower in every market around the world, but here is a cast of characters who represent, in some way, this quest for perfection: John Mason and his blue rose. Leslie Woodriff and his ‘Star Gazer’ lily. Lane DeVries, owner of the largest cut flower farm in the United States. Roberto Nevado, a socially conscious rose grower in Ecuador. I’ve come to realize that they all want the same thing: to produce the ideal flower, the one you can’t do without.




  I’m not a florist or a hybridizer or a grower. I’m a gardener and a passionate consumer of flowers. The more time I spent around the flower industry, the more I wondered if we were expecting too much from them. Who are we to take a symbol of perfection, purity, and love and try to improve upon it, to spiff it up for the marketplace?




  In the fourth act of Shakespeare’s King John, the Earl of Salisbury counsels the king against a second coronation, calling it “wasteful and ridiculous excess”:




  To gild refined gold, to paint the lily,


  To throw a perfume on the violet




  For the last two hundred years, we have abbreviated these words and used the phrase “gild the lily” to describe unnecessary embellishment. To spray glitter or perfume on a flower may seem excessive, but the industry does both of those things. They also artificially extend their lives, engineer brighter colors, and tinker with scent, all in an effort to give us what we want.




  Where have our desires led us? Are we, in fact, gilding the lily?




  
PART 1 Breeding





  
CHAPTER 1


  The Birds, the Bees, and a Camel Hair Brush





  Among lily breeders, Leslie Woodriff is a horticultural legend, but in my hometown people remember him as the eccentric old guy in the broken-down greenhouse along the highway. I’ve only seen photographs of him — he died in 1997 — but I think “eccentric” is a fair description. He had a shock of stiff white hair that stood up in every direction, a strong, square face, and wildly uneven teeth that he never tried to hide. In every picture he is smiling broadly, and he is always surrounded by his lilies.




  In 1988, a Dutch grower named Piet Koopman came to visit Woodriff and get to know the man who bred the famous ‘Star Gazer’ lily. If he expected a genteel, tweedy, professorial fellow with a country home and a sparkling conservatory full of wonders, he was in for a rude shock. Woodriff was broke, his health was failing, and his house seemed to be on the verge of collapse. He was never known for keeping a particularly tidy greenhouse, and Koopman was astonished to see his world-class collection of lilies stored haphazardly in a musty, insect-ridden environment. Wo-odriff appeared unconcerned and was interested in talking with Koopman only about the one subject that held his interest: lily breeding. He had a photographic memory for lilies and knew each species and cultivar by heart. He seemed to dream of a lily before he bred it, grasping in some intuitive way those traits that could be combined to create the lily that lived in his imagination. But Koopman was so distracted by what he saw that he found it hard to concentrate on the conversation.




  “I could not believe that this man, who had done so much for the lily industry, was living like this,” Koopman told me. “I was shocked about his situation. I had my video camera with me, but I was too embarrassed to even make a video. The Dutch growers made so much money from ‘Star Gazer,’ and I could not believe that he had so little.” Koopman didn’t stay long. He went back to Holland, surprised and confused, trying to decide if publicizing the famous breeder’s plight would help Woodriff or humiliate him.




  THIS IS WHERE the quest for the perfect flower begins — in the greenhouse or laboratory of a breeder like Leslie Woodriff who has a vision for a flower that everyone will want. A flower like that doesn’t happen by itself. It takes a hybridizer to turn an ordinary garden bloom into the most sought-after designer flower of the season. Woodriff’s ‘Star Gazer’ lily is one of the most remarkable such flowers to come along in a century. Its story has all the elements of the grand sweeping history of flower breeding: risks taken, flowers prized and sought after, fortunes won and lost. Because it came along when it did, the ‘Star Gazer’ lily stands at a crossroads between old-fashioned plant breeders and modern hybridizers, between small-time florists and global corporations.




  What Leslie Woodriff did to his lilies is no different from what a bee or a butterfly would do: he brushed pollen from the stamen of one flower onto the stigma of another. There was no microscope, no gene splicing, not even a sterile environment. Woodriff, and breeders like him, interfered with the sexual activities of plants for one reason: a passion for flowers. He worked tirelessly to create new breeds of lilies because he was wildly in love with the flower and emboldened to push it to its limits, attempting to cross species that everyone else had declared incompatible. He hoped to make a living by breeding and selling lilies, but he was never a businessman. Leslie Woodriff was simply unable to do anything besides breed flowers, and in some ways it didn’t matter whether he got paid for it or not.




  Today, most hybridizers in the cut flower industry are geneticists working in laboratories, and they may or may not have any interest in flowers at all. A scientist who works for Suntory, a Japanese company that sells liquor as well as cut flowers, told me, “My last assignment was developing yeast for beer. Now it’s roses. Under the microscope, it’s really all the same to me.” I can only imagine what Woodriff would say in response to that. A rose is not a fungus. A lily is not a carrot. Of course two living things are not the same, under a microscope or anywhere else.




  LILIES ARE EASY to breed because they are so anatomically simple. From just one lily, you can learn almost everything you need to know about how flowers are made. Its anatomy is right there, out in the open — there’s no need to go hunting around between crumpled petals to find a stamen or a stigma the way you might with a rose. Lilies, which occupy the same taxonomic family as tulips and fritillaries, rise on a single, usually leafless, stalk from a soft, fleshy bulb. The bulb produces scales, often in a concentric, spiral pattern originating from the base, which can be teased away to produce new plants. (Breeders call this method of propagation “scaling a lily.”)




  The flowers themselves, of which there can be one, a half-dozen, or several dozen, connect to the main stem by means of a short stalk called a pedicle. All lilies have six petals, but to be entirely accurate, the three outermost petals are called sepals — the outer coverings that fold back to reveal the flower inside. (On many other flowers, the sepals are not so similar to the petals themselves. Picture the small green sepals at the base of a rose, for instance.) Some lilies sport several blossoms arranged in a series along the stalk — this is called a raceme structure — and others burst out together from a single point on the tip of the stalk, which is called an umbel structure. (Queen Anne’s lace is a good example of an umbel — the tiny white blossoms all emerge from the end of the stalk and are connected to it by thin pedicles.) Sometimes a lily’s petals curl back and almost touch behind the flower — these are called turkscap lilies — and others open into a gentle saucer shape. Some, including the ubiquitous Easter lily, form a trumpet or funnel shape.




  [image: image]




  Regardless of the precise shape of the flowers they are all quite similar inside. All lilies have six stamens arranged in a hexagon shape around the center. Each stamen consists of a filament — a thin stalk — and an anther — the yellow or reddish head that discharges pollen. From the center of the flower emerges one single, unique structure called the pistil, which is the female part of the anatomy that includes the stigma, the style, and the ovary. The stigma is the sweet sticky end of the female anatomy that lures butterflies and moths, who slide their long, narrow tongues inside to sip nectar. In the process, they often brush against the anthers and carry pollen from one lily to another. If the pollen is just the right shape and size, it will travel down the style to the ovary, where three hundred to five hundred eggs await fertilization. The stigma will accept the pollen of many different kinds of lilies, so that one seed capsule can produce offspring from any number of fathers. But if for some reason the pollen isn’t compatible with the egg, it will not be fertilized. Split a lily’s seed capsule open and shake the seeds onto a light table: the fertilized seeds will stand out because the embryo will show up as a dark, curved center inside the seed.




  To make a cross, a lily breeder considers more than color and scent. Each parent plant brings with it a set of characteristics that include the shape of the bulb; the number and size of leaves; the color of the pollen; the presence of speckles near the center of the flower; the size and shape of the blossom; susceptibility to frost, dampness, and drought; disease resistance; and hundreds of other characteristics. To get the best results, a breeder will often attempt a reciprocal cross, meaning that if the pollen from the first plant fertilized the second, then pollen from the second plant should also be able to fertilize the first. Sometimes these reciprocal crosses can produce hardier, more fertile offspring, but this is not the only tool lily breeders have available to them: since 1935, it’s been known that colchicine, an alkaloid derived from autumn crocus, can be applied to seeds or seedlings to double the number of chromosomes from twenty-four to forty-eight. These superlilies, called tetraploids, are usually stronger and sturdier. While this kind of genetic tinkering sounds pretty technical, many tetraploid lilies have been produced by amateur breeders who dropped crocus bulbs into a blender and made a crude colchicine solution to use in the greenhouse.




  There are about a hundred species of lilies and countless crosses have been made from those. The species are broadly grouped into eight categories, and the most popular among those for the cut flower industry are the trumpet lilies, the Asiatic hybrids, and the Oriental hybrids. Oriental lilies are the largest, most flamboyant, and most fragrant of their genus, but they weren’t used much in the cut flower trade because the downward-facing flowers had a tendency to snap off the stem during harvesting and packing. They were difficult to work into bouquets as well: in a mixed bunch of upward-facing flowers like roses, daisies, and carnations, the droopy Orientals looked out of place. Asiatics are popular for their bright, bold colors, but they are also smaller and unscented. There are upward-facing Asiatics, including ‘Enchantment’, which have been on the market since the 1940s. Breeders thought that if only someone could take the upward habit of the Asiatics and work it into the big, bold, fragrant Orientals, it could revolutionize the cut flower trade in lilies. No one could figure out how to do it until Leslie Woodriff, through some combination of idiosyncrasy and instinct, hit upon the right cross.




  WOODRIFF WAS PART of the last generation of true, old-fashioned flower breeders. People have enjoyed cut flowers for thousands of years, and over the last few centuries men like Woodriff have made it possible to breed a flower for commercial purposes — to make a flower do what the breeder wants it to do. In the mid-i6oos, a physician in England named Nehemiah Grew was the first to suggest that although some of the “outward elegancies of plants” (i.e., the flower itself) might be for man’s delight, the “inward ones, which are as precise and varied as the outward,” must be for the benefit of the plants, not their admirers. He believed that petals and scents were created by God to delight humans, but he was one of the first to realize that inside the flower lay structures that might enable them to reproduce.




  It wasn’t until the late 1600s that botanists began to speculate that pollen might be the equivalent of sperm, but even that notion had its detractors, including a scientist in the early eighteenth century named Johann Siegesbeck who believed that “sex in flowers was not only scientifically unconvincing but morally revolting as well.” But horticulturalists would not be deterred, and in the early 1760s Joseph Koelreuter, a German botanist, created what may have been the first hybrid by crossing two species of tobacco.




  Gradually, during the 1700s and 1800s, botanists came to understand the role of insects in the pollination of flowers, but it was Charles Darwin’s work with orchids that proved that plants may adapt themselves to their pollinators. This was an important discovery that shaped much of what we know about flower genetics. Consider the shape of a snapdragon, with its cup-shaped blossom designed to snap open when a bee enters, or the “bee lines” leading to the center of an alstroemeria, or the bull’s-eye pattern of contrasting color in the center of a hibiscus. Now we know that some flowers have evolved to change colors after they’ve been successfully pollinated, often shifting to a hue that their pollinator can’t see. (Bees, for instance, can’t see red, so a flower like red-hot poker will change from yellow to red after it’s been pollinated so the bee will move on.) This may or may not be a desirable feature to a grower who wants to be able to count on flowers staying a stable color at harvest time.




  What does it mean, then, when we take what is basically a bouquet of sexual organs and expect them to stop behaving like sexual organs? We require flowers to live a long time after they’ve been cut; we want them to hold on to their pollen or not produce it at all; and we prefer them to have a scent that is more pleasing to us than it might be to a bee or a hummingbird. The supreme irony of cut flower breeding lies in the fact that we use all the science and technology available to us to make a flower stop acting like a flower. But no one can change the fact that a flower exists for just one purpose: to reproduce and die. Leslie Woodriff understood that, and he saw the magic in it.




  WOODRIFF HAD BEEN breeding lilies for decades before he came to Humboldt County under the terms of a business arrangement he made with a grower named Ted Kirsch, who was the first owner of what is now Sun Valley Floral Farms. Several years after Kirsch died, I met his daughter, Laura Dun. She and her husband, David, along with her mother, Eloise, have told me the story of Kirsch and Woodriff in bits and pieces over the years. (Kirsch died in 1996, just before Woodriff.) David remembers driving to Brookings, Oregon, in the early seventies with his future father-in-law. “I guess I was invited in my capacity as the future family lawyer.” He was just starting law school at the time. “Ted had this idea that he could make a deal with Leslie to buy his lilies and give the Woodriffs a job on the farm.”




  Ted Kirsch got his start growing daffodil bulbs in his backyard in Oregon around 1942. He was the high school agriculture teacher; the bulbs supplied a little extra income and gave the students something to do. Pretty soon he’d obtained some financial backing and expanded his operation, making the flower farm a full-time family enterprise. He eventually bought land in Arcata, California, and founded Sun Valley. By the time he and David took their drive up the coast, he was farming in Arcata full time.




  Kirsch had known Leslie Woodriff for years. Everybody in the lily business knew him as a kind of crazy lily breeder who came up with wild hybrids that nobody thought were possible. “But the thing is,” David told me, “the guy had no business sense. He never did make a dime off his lilies. He lived on this rundown farm with his wife, Ruth, and his daughter Winkey. Kirsch heard that he’d defaulted on a loan from the Small Business Administration and was about to lose his farm.




  “So we showed up at the Woodriffs’ place, and it was immediately clear to me that this is not going to work. Their place was falling down, everything was a mess — it just looked like a real can of worms to me. But Ted said, ‘The lilies are wonderful. If someone could just harness their creativity and take care of the business side, this could really work.’”




  David tried to talk him out of doing the deal, but there was no way to change his mind. Kirsch and Woodriff worked out an agreement, and soon the Woodriffs were on their way to Arcata. There’s some confusion over how Woodriff’s hybrid lily ‘Star Gazer’ came to be at Sun Valley — everybody I talked to had a different version of this story, each one more like a legend or a fairy tale than the last — but David and Laura remember it this way: When the Woodriffs arrived in Arcata, they brought with them Woodriff’s hybridized lilies. Kirsch planted a field of these hybrids — they mostly weren’t labeled, so he really had no idea what he’d bought or what they’d look like when they bloomed — but one day he walked out into the field and stood among all those downward-facing lilies, and there was one red Oriental looking straight up at the sky. So he called it ‘Star Gazer’. And that changed the lily business forever.




  LESLIE WOODRIFF’S SON George and his daughter Betty remember their father as a plainspoken, hardworking man who never wavered in his dedication to his lilies. He was a horticultural genius, they told me, who was ahead of his time. I know they’d shudder if they heard people describe their father or his greenhouse as “a mess,” and I can’t blame them — when I look at photographs of Woodriff, I see a tough but cheerful man who made his living with his hands. There doesn’t seem to be anything particularly messy or crazy about him. Many of his colleagues in the world of lily breeding believed that Woodriff created such extraordinary hybrids mostly because he was fearless. Not crazy, exactly, just not bound by the rules that most lily breeders follow. He’d cross anything, even two lily species that were supposed to be incompatible. He was not methodical, he was not consistent, he was not precise or even sanitary. A grower who worked for him in the early 1980s said, “Part of the reason Leslie’s lilies are so hardy and disease resistant is that they had to survive in his greenhouse. I’ve never seen such a mess. Viruses, bugs, flats of seedlings just piled on top of each other and crowded under benches where they didn’t get any light or water — really, it was a situation where only the strong survived.”




  His lilies may have been tough, but Leslie Woodriff was a man in search of beauty and poetry. George told me that he always carried the image of the perfect lily in his head. He dreamed of a black lily and a blue lily. He was in search of a lily that broke all the rules, one that crossed all the boundaries that had previously held the genus back. An agricultural inspector once told Woodriff that he should not bother with brightly colored lilies because when people thought of lilies, they would always think of the white Easter lily, which was a sign of purity. Woodriff told him that his lilies were for people who were less than pure.




  He called radio talk shows and interrupted debates over Vietnam or Watergate to talk about lily breeding. He even sent a photo of a new variety to Jimmy Carter in 1979, along with a letter that explained the bulb’s parentage, as if Carter had time — forty-four days into the Iran hostage crisis — to catch up on new developments in lily breeding. “This is the best pot type we have had from near a million seedlings,” he told the president, “combining Rubel-lum, the tiny pink trumpet mountain lily of Japan that blooms in early May, the pink reflex rubrum that flowers in Sept., and the huge bowl-shaped auratum that flowers in early August, in one plant showing intermediate shape, color of rubrum only brighter, size of auratum, and some of the shortness and earliness of rubel-lum.” He asked Carter to help him fund his research and closed his letter with, “Let’s make this world a more beautiful place. We are trying.” He may have received a form letter from the White House, but the president himself never wrote back.




  Woodriff’s friends told me that he didn’t take many notes about his crosses, and he didn’t much care about a lily’s parentage, although his letter to Carter shows that he certainly had some idea of where he was going with a cross. It may also be that they just failed to understand his system: his son George remembers him placing a tag on every cross but said that the codes he used to mark the lilies were impossible for anyone else to follow. Most would agree, however, that once Woodriff made a cross, he wasn’t all that interested in growing out the new hybrid in enough quantity to sell. As one breeder after another explained to me, what he loved was the process. He was enthralled with the physical act of taking pollen from one lily and brushing it onto the stigma of another. That’s it. That’s all he wanted to do.




  Bert Walker, an agriculture instructor at College of the Redwoods, remembers taking his students to Woodriff’s greenhouse. “He had all these little glass bottles, and he’d pour black paint in them and swirl it around so they were completely black inside. Then he’d put the cap back on and poke a hole in the cap with an ice pick, and he’d turn a camel hair brush upside down and put it in that hole. He’d tell my students, ‘This little bottle doesn’t have anything in it but dried paint — nothing you can get high on — but once you get addicted to it, you can’t get over it.’”




  Woodriff used these little black bottles — the outside of the bottle, not the inside — to gather pollen. He chose bottles with flat sides so he’d have a good surface to work on. By coating the inside of the bottle with black paint, the outer surface was almost like a mirror. He’d tap on one lily, shake the pollen onto the flat side of the bottle where he could see it, pull out the camel hair brush, and use it to pick up the pollen and fertilize another lily.




  “He had those bottles all over,” Bert told me. “That was his addiction. He was very straightforward that he was addicted to that moment. And the thing is, he may have known how he got a particular cross, but he didn’t have it written down and he didn’t do a bunch of meticulous repetition to be sure.” Even when Woodriff claimed that he knew the lineage of one of his lilies, Bert wasn’t always convinced. The camel hair brushes were never very clean, and there was no way to tell how much pollen, from how many different lilies, they carried from day to day. Besides, he deliberately introduced an element of chaos into the process — he was known to fill a jar with assorted pollen, shake it up, and scatter it across a field of lilies in bloom. One grower told me, “Here was Leslie’s own philosophy. This is what he’d tell you: ‘You take a deck of cards and throw it in the air. Start picking up the cards, and eventually you’ll hit a royal flush.’ So he was just scattering the genetics. That’s what was so unique about his work. He would try things that people said couldn’t be done.”




  Bert remembers the way Woodriff used to carry photographs of lilies around in his shirt pocket. “No matter where he went — a nursery association meeting, a plant talk, even if you saw him downtown — he’d pull out those pictures and show them to you. He’d say, ‘This one’s very interesting. Now, if I could just get the upright growth of this one, and if I could just get the fragrance of this one, and I’d like to get this color, and — well, you could make a million dollars.’ Just like that. We’d all say, Well, that’s really great, Les.’ But we were thinking, ‘Hey, this guy’s a dreamer.’ And he was. Les was a dreamer. And he never made his million dollars.”




  THE ONLY SURE WAY a breeder can make money from a hybrid is to patent it, and even that is a fairly new development. Horticulturalist Luther Burbank, breeder of the Shasta daisy and over eight hundred other varieties of plants, wrote in the early 1900s, “A man can patent a mousetrap or copyright a song, but if he gives to the world a new fruit he will be fortunate if he is rewarded by so much as having his name connected with the result.” The Plant Patent Act of 1930 came about too late for Burbank, who died in 1926, but it did solve the problem of plant breeders getting no financial reward for their invention. Thomas Edison, a friend of Burbank’s, was one of the act’s early supporters. “The manufacturer gets protection and the farmer has the same right,” he said. “As a rule the plant breeder is a poor man, with no opportunity for material reward. Now he has a grubstake.”




  The act, as originally written, covered only plants that were asexually propagated, meaning that they could be reproduced by means of grafting, cuttings, and the like. Seeds and tubers were specifically excluded because they were also sold as food and it seemed too difficult to regulate, especially at a time when food was in short supply. The exclusion of seeds also ensured that only the particular cultivar being patented was protected; many hybrids do not grow “true from seed,” and patenting the seed might result in the unintentional patenting of parent or grandparent stock as well. Patented plants could either be bred or discovered, but the act would not allow anyone to patent a wild plant that had simply been stumbled across in a field. The plant must have been demonstrably new or improved, and offered for sale for no more than a year prior to the patent application. Patents were granted for a period of seventeen years with the expectation that breeders could realize a return on their investment within that period.




  Plant Patent 1 went to Henry F. Bosenberg, who patented an everblooming variety of climbing rose. There is nothing in Mr. Bosenberg’s application to suggest that he was conscious of making history with the first plant patent; his description of his invention was utterly lacking in poetry or excitement. He explained quite simply why it might be desirable to have a climbing rose that bloomed continuously rather than all at once, and wrote, “No claim is made as to novelty in color or other physical characteristics of the individual blossoms, nor as to the foliage or growing habits of this rose other than as described above.” He didn’t even name it; he just called it a “climbing or trailing rose.” The second plant patent was also for a rose; then along came a carnation, a dewberry, and yet another rose. Of the first three hundred patents registered, half were for roses. Although the Great Depression was under way, far more patents were registered for flowers than for food. One reporter lamented that in the first five years after the act passed, “Patented vegetables are conspicuous by their absence, but there is one patented mushroom.”




  Plant patents were big business: General Electric even got in on it during the early days, registering Plant Patent 165 for ‘Regal Lily’, which, thanks to a thirty-second X-ray exposure, no longer shed pollen. The bulblets (small offshoots that would grow into full-sized bulbs) produced from the X-rayed lily shared this characteristic, so it met the act’s early requirement that the patented plant be propagated by some means other than seed. Other than subjecting the bulb to radiation, there was no real inventing involved — no hybridization, and no trial-and-error with parent stock. But General Electric’s lily was one of the earliest applications of modern technology to cut flower breeding.




  In 1970 the act was amended to include new varieties produced by seed. By then, 3,320 plant patents had been granted, and the change to the law cleared the way for the patenting of lettuce, beans, wheat, and cotton, among others. In 1995 the patent term was extended to twenty years, making it possible for breeders to collect royalties from their inventions for two solid decades before a plant slipped its bonds and escaped, unfettered and unprotected, into the wilds of the marketplace.




  MANY PLANT PATENT applications state the parentage of the new hybrid to help establish that it is, in fact, a new and unique creation. But even today, no one knows the exact parentage of Woodriff’s ‘Star Gazer’. One lily grower speculated that it might come from Lilium nobilissimum, an Oriental that grows wild on the steep cliffs of an island in the southern archipelagos of Japan. Although it has upward-facing flowers, it is prone to diseases, an unpredictable bloomer, susceptible to cold, and in need of stony soil. Still, it appears that Woodriff got hold of L. nobilissimum at a national lily show in the early 1950s and saw its potential. ‘Star Gazer’ probably also contains a little L. auratum, a freckled gold and white lily with a red flush running down the center of each petal. L. speciosum is almost certainly present as well, lending its strong fragrance and pink to crimson coloring.




  What is certain is that when Ted Kirsch walked into his fields at Sun Valley and looked into the ruffled, backward-curving petals of ‘Star Gazer’, and saw the deep crimson flush edged in white, the carmine freckles, the yellow star-shaped markings at the center, and the lime green filaments supporting bronze pollen, he knew he had something. By the mid-1970s, he was sending ‘Star Gazer’ to growers in Oregon and Holland, hoping they would grow the lily on a larger scale and under different conditions to evaluate its suitability as a cut flower. In September 1976 Kirsch filed a patent application for ‘Star Gazer’. His statement read: “My new variety of lily plant originated as a seedling of unknown parentage and was discovered by me in 1971 among plants grown in a test plot maintained by me at Arcata, Calif., in connection with my endeavors to develop new and improved lily varieties.” There was no mention of Leslie Woodriff in the patent application.




  That’s not to say that Kirsch didn’t give Woodriff credit for his work. He and Woodriff both made it known that ‘Star Gazer’ was a Woodriff hybrid that Kirsch selected. (“Woodriff couldn’t choose,” David told me. “He loved the hybridizing, but sooner or later you’ve got to choose one and grow it out.”) Bulletins of the North American Lily Society and books on lily breeding have always credited Leslie Woodriff with the hybrid, but Kirsch bought the Woodriff lilies and, with them, the right to make selections and patent them. Kirsch went on to patent twenty-six more lilies, including twenty-five that were similarly described as “seedlings of unknown parentage.” I recognize a few names on the list as Woodriff’s; he is widely credited, for instance, with ‘Le Rêve’, a dreamy, pink, late-blooming Oriental that is registered in Kirsch’s name as Plant Patent 5189. His contract with Woodriff also gave Kirsch the right to name the lilies (Plant Patent 4881 is named after his daughter, Laura). Woodriff, on the other hand, registered only two plant patents in his life, and both were for his other passion — begonias. He claimed in a newspaper interview that it was too much work to police a patent and he just didn’t have time for it. That decision meant that Kirsch, not Woodriff, was able to patent the lily and collect royalties from it.




  It’s hard to fault Kirsch for what he did. He was a businessman, by all accounts honest and straightforward, tough but compassionate. He genuinely wanted to help the Woodriffs, and it is clear that they sought him out. Ruth Woodriff originally approached Kirsch about the arrangement when she ran into him at a gas station in Oregon, and Woodriff’s friends agreed that he was “always looking for a sugar daddy.” (Even after Woodriff’s relationship with Sun Valley came to an end, one of his hand-typed lily catalogs included the nursery itself among the list of items for sale, stating that the business had “far outgrown what a family can do so we are looking for a working partner, also investment capital in the formation of a corporation.”) Members of the Woodriff family feel to this day that he was forced into the situation as the result of poverty and one bad business deal after another. Still, Kirsch believed that he’d made a fair offer for purchase of the lilies, and his right to patent and name them was clearly spelled out in the agreement. He also felt that he’d been more than generous in giving them jobs.




  “It was clear that you couldn’t just take the lilies away from the Woodriffs,” David told me, “because then what would they do? They were lily-ites. This was their life. Ted sincerely believed that he could clean them up, put them in a regular house, pay them a wage, and the whole thing would be good for them. But I was not the least surprised when Ted called and said they were taking lilies home and hiding them under the bed.”




  The relationship between Kirsch and Woodriff soured quickly. Kirsch’s family remembers thinking that the Woodriffs simply weren’t employable. “You just couldn’t tell them to show up at eight and work until five and take an hour lunch and go home on the weekends,” David said. “They had never operated like that in their lives.” On the other hand, Woodriff’s son George and daughter Betty told me that their father had agreed to come to Sun Valley with the understanding that he’d work as a scientist, and instead he was put to work as a laborer, building and repairing greenhouses. He had debilitating back injuries dating to his childhood, so he felt that this work was both beneath him as a plant breeder and beyond the scope of what his physical limitations would allow.




  To add insult to injury, a lily grower who knew both men told me that Kirsch plowed under a field at Sun Valley that had been planted with many of Woodriff’s odd and unusual lily crosses, an act that must have outraged the Woodriff family. In fact, Sun Valley’s 1976 catalog suggests that just such a thing might have happened. It read, in part: “We have discarded hundreds of lilies that have not performed for us. We have purchased lilies from over fifteen hybridizers and have over two thousand different clones at the present time. We are more concerned about you getting a high quality lily than we are about when it was developed and who developed it . . . We are now selecting from twenty-five thousand of our own seedlings. We feel lilies are the flower of the future.”




  While there may have been a good reason for discarding some of Woodriff’s lilies — Kirsch, as a businessman, was probably not interested in devoting precious field and greenhouse space to coddling thousands of unproven, unlabeled hybrids — it is also easy to understand how Woodriff would have felt as though his life’s work had been destroyed. If I were Leslie Woodriff, I might have hidden a few bulbs under the bed, too.




  IT WAS PERHAPS inevitable that ‘Star Gazer’ and all the other lilies Kirsch bought from Woodriff would end up in court. The dispute between the two men must have been heartbreaking on both sides: Woodriff felt that he’d been cheated out of his lilies, and Kirsch felt that in return for his generosity and good faith he’d gotten himself tangled up in an unpleasant legal battle. Both men must have been surprised at how quickly their business relationship fell apart.




  The initial contract was dated March 5, 1970. In addition to buying all of Woodriff’s lilies (including the right to name and patent them), and employing the Woodriffs at Sun Valley, Kirsch also took title to their land in Brookings with the intention of selling it to recoup his costs. He paid $1,000 for the bulbs, spent $12,000 paying off the Woodriff’s debts, and agreed to pay Woodriff $2 an hour and to hire his wife, his son Alan, and his daughter Winkey for $1.65 per hour. They would live in a house at Sun Valley, and $25 per month would be deducted from each of their paychecks for rent. Woodriff would also get 5 percent of the profits generated through the sale of his lilies. The employment contract was expected to run for seven years unless it was terminated earlier, and the Woodriffs agreed to a three-year noncompete clause after they left Sun Valley’s employment.




  The Brookings farm continued to operate — Woodriff called his business Fairyland Lily Gardens because he liked to say that rubbing a bit of of pollen into a flower created magic — until October of 1970, when the family moved to Arcata. It was just nine months later that Kirsch issued a formal termination letter to the Woodriffs. They had, he claimed, refused to take instructions from a supervisor; prematurely removed lilies from the premises; and, most mysterious of all, failed to report “the loss of one of the most valuable lily bulbs involved in our project,” which disappeared for several months until Woodriff was “pressed for an answer as to its whereabouts.” No one remembers exactly what lily went missing, but it is clear that Kirsch had a keen interest in ‘Star Gazer’ from the beginning, and the loss of this particular lily would certainly have caused him a great deal of worry.




  Woodriff filed suit in August, claiming breach of contract. He said that he and his family were perfectly willing to do the work for which they had been hired, that he had not refused to perform any duties that had been assigned to him, and that Kirsch had terminated the contract without cause and kept the lilies. The flowers and the other assets he sold to Kirsch, plus the potential future profits from them, were worth, he claimed, $301,000 — far surpassing the amount for which he had sold them just a year earlier. Kirsch filed a countersuit, claiming that he was out $6,000 for damages and “certain lily bulbs” that Woodriff had failed to deliver. It took two years for the case to go to trial.




  The transcripts from the trial have been destroyed, but David remembers those days in court. “Ted didn’t need much of a defense,” David said. “All you had to do was put Leslie on the stand and let him talk. It was clear to the judge and everyone that this guy was unemployable. The whole thing was pretty sad — nobody wanted to go through this lawsuit — but there we were. So Leslie took the stand and everybody realized that there was no way this guy could carry out the terms of an employment contract.”




  The Woodriff family remembers few specific details from the case. George, the eldest, who had warned his father not to do the deal with Sun Valley, recalls hearing that his father “couldn’t do all the physical labor they wanted him to do. They were really stupid because they had him doing a job that a carpenter could have done. He could have been making them a lot of money hybridizing lilies. But they got crossways right off the bat, and I know they [Sun Valley] didn’t live up to their end of the bargain.” He suspects that his parents kept the particulars from him because “they were reluctant to share it with me. They knew I didn’t like it that they went down there in the first place. But I know it wasn’t a good fit for Dad anymore. He was miserable.”




  In the spring of 1974 the judge awarded five thousand dollars to the Woodriffs in recognition of “personal property transferred” to Sun Valley, along with a few hundred dollars in legal costs, and rejected out of hand the Woodriffs’ claim that these lilies had the potential to someday generate far more money than the paltry sums that had changed hands so far. “Future profits may be possible,” the judge wrote, “but it is too speculative to assign any present value.”




  BY THE TIME the case concluded, ‘Star Gazer’ was getting ready for market. One California grower told me, “My prejudice about the Dutch is that they don’t feel that a flower is worth a whole lot unless they worked on it in Holland. So they would come over here, take some genetic stock back, play with it for a little while, and make their own hybrids. Of course, these hybrids usually do need work. There’s always some refinement. ‘Star Gazer’ was the first lily to be considered a finished product right off the bat. It worked commercially. It was perfect just as it was.” All the Dutch had to do was clone ‘Star Gazer’ using a process called meristemming, which allows virus-free tissue cultures to grow quickly in the laboratory.




  Sun Valley offered ‘Star Gazer’ for sale in 1976, just after submitting the patent application. In its catalog, the company described it this way: “This acute upright red oriental is something to write home about. A little darker color and bigger flower than ‘Journey’s End’ with even better vigor. This lily has caused more excitement in Holland than any lily since ‘Enchantment’. Hybridizers cannot afford to be without this lily. It is sure to be the parent or the granddaddy of many exciting new oriental strains and clones.”
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