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  Hot pink phlox and ‘Basket of Gold’ alyssum combine for an exuberant groundcover.




  NANCE TRUEWORTHY




  
The Grand Masters of Maine Gardening





  And Some of Their Disciples




  Jane Lamb




  [image: image]




  Copyright © 2004 by Jane W. Lamb




  ISBN 0-89272-637-7




  LCCN: 2003113980




  Printed in China




  RPS




  5 4 3 2 1




  Down East Books




  A division of Down East Enterprise, Inc.,




  Publisher of Down East, the Magazine of Maine




  Book orders: 1-800-685-7962




  www.downeastbooks.com




  

    The profiles in this book were first published, in slightly different form, as articles in Down East magazine.




    Dates and original titles are listed below. All articles © by Jane W. Lamb.




    Asticou, a Beatrix Farrand Legacy (May 1990, “Asticou”)




    Bare Ledge Blossoms for Phid and Sharon Lawless (July 2000, “The Quarry Garden”)




    Beatrix Farrand and Betsy Moore, Master Designer and Disciple (August 1989, “Keeper of the Flame”)




    Bernard Etzel, Farmington’s Master Gardener (August 1996, “A Passion for Color”)




    Bernard McLaughlin, Dean of Maine Gardeners (July 1986, “Fifty Years a Gardener”)




    Carolyn Jenson, Sod-Top Gardener (February 1993, “Islands of Color”)




    Celia Thaxter’s Victorian Garden (August 1986, “Hollyhocks, Poppies, and Sweet Peas”)




    Charles Savage’s Thuya Garden (February 1994, “The Secret Garden”)




    Corinne Mann’s Daylilies (August 1984, “The Daylily Lady of Kittery Point”)




    The Cottage Garden (March 1991, “A Maine Cottage Garden”)




    Currier McEwen, World-Famous Iris Hybridizer (May 1982, “The Importance of Being Tetraploid”)




    Debbie Deal’s Delphiniums (February 1997, “Do-It-Yourself Delphiniums”)




    Doc Pinfold’s Daffodils—and Lupines (May 1998, “Afloat in a Sea of Daffodils”)




    A Gardening Heritage Lives On in Kezar Falls (July 2001, “An Heirloom Garden”)




    Five Hundred Enchanting Irises (June 1986, “How’s This For a Backyard?”)




    Heather Blooms at High Tide (October 1992, “The Heathers of October”)




    Lupines on the Front Lawn, Birds in the Bush (February 1995, “A Wildflower Lawn”)




    Maine’s Rare Wild Rhododendrons (July 1992, “Last of the Great Laurels”)




    Nellie Davis Stops Traffic at Bean’s Corner (August 1998, “The Lord and Nellie”)




    Old Sheep Meadows Grows Roses for Maine (August, 2003, “Maine-Hardy Roses”)




    Patrick Chassé Designs a Garden for Mainers (February 1992, “An Ideal Maine Garden”)




    Roger Luce, Maine’s Dean of Magnolias (May 2003, “Magnolias in Maine?”)




    The Sawyers Light Up the Shade (April 2001, “Shade Lovers”)




    Tom York’s Rhododendrons (May 2000, “Survival of the Fittest”)




    Wild Asters, Beautiful and Bountiful (September 1991, “Asters”)




    Wild Roses for the Garden (June 1993, “Coming Up Roses”)


  




  


  


  





  To my mother, Edna Wallace, who taught me the love of gardening, and my daughter, Lucinda Clark, who keeps the faith




  In memory of the Grand Masters of Maine Gardening: Currier McEwen, Bernard McLaughlin, and Roger Luce
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  Introduction




  For more than twenty years, I have had the privilege of meeting dozens of Maine gardeners in the course of writing about them for Down East magazine. Each of them has added something new and stimulating to my own gardening experience as well as to that of the many readers who have responded to the articles. I have had the joy of visiting more beautiful displays of flowers and trees than I had dreamed possible in Maine’s challenging climate. Best of all, I have had the honor of meeting some of the horticultural pioneers who dared to test the limits of “what will grow in Maine” and to go beyond them with amazing success. These are the “grand masters”: the late Dr. Currier McEwen, internationally known hybridizer of Siberian and Japanese irises, who was still directing his garden’s progress at age 102; the late Bernard McLaughlin, “Dean of Maine Gardeners,” whose renowned perennial garden in South Paris has been preserved by the McLaughlin Foundation; and Roger Luce, “Maine’s Dean of Magnolias,” who died in November 2002 at the age of 82, leaving behind a remarkable horticultural legacy.




  Their disciples are numerous, and many qualify as “deans” themselves. In Maine’s congenial statewide neighborhood, most of them are acquainted with one another. They often share information, advice, and plant material. A common interest among them is Maine’s ecology and natural landscape, which leads to some ingenious adaptations of terrain and soil conditions. Wildflowers blend with old favorites in Maine’s predominantly informal setting, resulting in a wide variety of “cottage gardens,” whether by design or accident. What make this fellowship of Maine gardeners so fruitful are the many connections among them. Whether they are reserved or voluble, they are all fascinating individuals, and their enthusiasm for gardening is contagious. Their generosity with information has inspired hundreds of readers and provided them with the how-to details to realize their dreams.




  The following chapters were originally published as articles in Down East magazine from 1982 to 2003. Updated information, as of July 2003, appears in the brief introduction to each chapter. —J. L.




  

    
Currier McEwen,


    World–Famous Iris Hybridizer



  




  Currier McEwen was the first gardener I interviewed for Down East, in 1982. Twenty years later, I visited him and Elisabeth in the same sunny family room overlooking the sea, and he was as exuberant as ever. He was still hybridizing irises, though now from his car, driven as close to the garden as possible, where he could give directions to his longtime assistant, Sharon Hayes Whitney. “I’m introducing two this year,” he told me in his hearty voice. “‘Little Centennial’, a diploid Siberian, and ‘Centenary’, a magnificent purple tetraploid Japanese. There will be more.” His formula for longevity: “Always have a new goal.”




  Currier McEwen celebrated his hundred and second birthday April 1, 2003. He was still driving his own car a few weeks before his death on June 23. His family reports him saying often in his last days, “I’ve had a wonderful life. I’m a very lucky man.”




  If you’re looking for Currier McEwen anytime but midwinter, chances are you’ll find him in one of the gardens at his South Harpswell home—that is, if he’s not out of town for a medical or horticultural meeting, or at the hospital in Brunswick attending patients, or off to the Scottish Highlands or the Isles of Greece with his new bride. At an age when most men of his accomplishments are content to rest upon their laurels, eighty-year-old Dr. Currier McEwen still finds twenty-four hours too short a day for his twin passions, flowers and arthritis. More specifically, Dr. McEwen is one of the world’s foremost hybridizers of irises and a nationally recognized rheumatologist.




  In May, he’s especially likely to be around his home, up with the sun to savor the scent of spring bulbs on the salt air and to keep a close check on the early dwarf irises that come into bloom toward the end of the month. And in June and July, when his world-renowned Siberian and Japanese irises crown the sunny slope above Harpswell Sound with their broad splashes of blue and white, their rarer accents of yellow and red and pale green, you won’t find him anywhere else. Literally busy as a bee, he’ll be engrossed in beating nature’s haphazard geneticists to the draw, cross-pollinating selected specimens, tying up and tagging blossoms, recording his experiments, and dreaming on the possibilities of a true blue or a pure pink.




  McEwen’s gardens, protected from the ceaseless sea winds by the wild rose thicket from which they were carved, command a matchless view of Orrs and Bailey Islands and the Gulf of Maine to the east and the Casco Bay archipelago to the south. It was there that I first met him.




  His tall, angular figure, as he moves to greet a visitor with a purposeful lope across the carefully groomed rows of Siberian iris, is as vigorous and enduring as the setting. The cordially twinkling blue eyes behind the square tortoiseshell glasses, the white hair that must once have been sandy ruffling in the breeze, the firm handshake are complemented by the sparkling water beyond, the unseasonably warm sun above, and the stalwart bedrock beneath. Yet there is a cosmopolitan ease about him that suggests McEwen is equally at home in New York or Tokyo.




  Relaxing later in the sun-drenched family room that overlooks the gardens and shares their prospect of sea and sky, I learn how McEwen, a pioneer in arthritis research who still puts in two days a week as a consulting rheumatologist, got to be the world’s leading hybridizer of Siberian and Japanese irises.




  “I can say with small modesty”—and he smiles disarmingly—“that I’m the biggest hybridizer of Siberian irises in the world. I make more crosses and put in more seedlings each year than anyone else. It’s beginning to catch on in England and West Germany.”




  Until he was into his fifties, McEwen had no interest whatever in gardening. Harpswell, where he had spent every summer since 1902 except for the war years, was for sailing, tennis, family fun. Then in 1956, the postman left a catalog from Schreiner’s Iris Gardens (Salem, Oregon) at his New York home.




  “It wasn’t for us, and I tried to give it back,” he recalls, “but the postman said there was no such address and since it was for a Mcsomebody, we should keep it. One cold winter day I opened it. It was full of lovely colored pictures, and it was just the right time of year for it. I put in an order. I planted my first iris in 1956 and made my first crosses in 1957. When I do things, I do them whole hog.”




  He joined the American Iris Society and was captivated by an article on hybridization in its bulletin. He went to see the author to learn how it was done. Later, at a medical meeting in Chicago, he heard that living nearby was Orville Fay, one of the greatest figures in hybridizing daylilies and tall bearded iris. Without delay he visited the man, who showed him experiments with growing lights and, much more exciting to McEwen’s scientific mind, his work with colchicine.
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  Currier McEwen started gardening almost by accident in 1956 and spent the next forty-five years developing spectacular new iris hybrids.




  Colchicine is a drug obtained from the autumn crocus that has been used for centuries in the treatment of gout, a coincidental connection with McEwen’s arthritis studies. It can also cause the doubling of chromosomes in certain plants. McEwen, whose perspicacious eye no sooner lights on a new field of inquiry than he is exploring its frontiers, was enchanted.




  “I started gardening with daylilies and tall bearded iris, but I switched my love to Siberians for two reasons. First, the tall beardeds are susceptible to many diseases, which makes them a nuisance. But the principal reason was my interest in using colchicine.” He is now equally interested in Japanese irises.
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  Merriconeag Sound and Bailey Island in the distance are a breathtaking backdrop for McEwen’s famed garden.




  Siberian irises, he explains, have two sets of chromosomes, fourteen from each parent, to make twenty-eight in each cell. They are called diploid, or twofold. Sometimes plants spontaneously double their chromosomes to become tetraploid, or fourfold. A tetraploid Siberian, for example, would have fifty-six chromosomes. This had occurred in nature with tall bearded irises but never with Siberian or Japanese. Here was the challenge.




  “The excitement of hybridizing is to get something new,” McEwen confesses. “The most exciting thing was to develop tetraploids in Siberian and Japanese irises. I was the first to do it,” he says, beaming. “It’s always better to be tetraploid than diploid. Tetraploids are bigger, showier, more stalwart. Diploids are dainty, dear things. I introduce some of each every year.” Indeed, one of his most important breakthroughs was a diploid, ‘Butter and Sugar’, the first yellow twenty-eight chromosome Siberian iris.




  McEwen began experimenting with colchicine in 1962, but wasn’t successful in getting a second-generation tetraploid until 1968. “It was pure chance. I got a blue tetraploid and named it ‘Orville Fay’ for the man who taught me how to do it.” ‘Orville Fay’ was introduced to the market in 1970 and won the Morgan Award of the Society of Siberian Irises in 1976. Since then, McEwen has won that award and others nearly every year.




  There are two ways of treating a plant with colchicine to try to induce the doubling of chromosomes. One is to cut the stem of a year-old plant about an inch above the crown, scoop out a tiny cup, and drop in some colchicine; the other is to treat the sprouted seeds with the same solution. The effect of colchicine is to interrupt temporarily the normal cell division in plant growth.




  “When it wears off, the chromosomes go on dividing as usual ninety percent of the time. But about ten percent of them get so confused they forget they have already divided and do it again. Each daughter cell has twice the number of chromosomes and goes on dividing forever with double the number.




  “When you treat a hundred seedlings with colchicine, most will die. Of those that survive, most won’t change. Only one or two might be tetraploid, and some of these will be only half changed. They’re called chimeras. Not until the second generation can you be sure you have a pure tetraploid. You can reproduce these indefinitely by dividing the plants.”




  The specimens McEwen chooses to name, register and introduce are propagated in sufficient numbers for the market by dividing clumps, or cloning, the only way to get identical plants. These are raised in a large “selling bed.” There’s also a display garden, visited by hundreds of people every summer. For many years, McEwen put out two thousand to four thousand Siberian and Japanese seedlings each year. Now, because he is refining his technique, it’s down to about fifteen hundred. Of these he selects a maximum of ten for naming. The rest he gives away. “They’re new, but not named, and most are better than any that can be bought,” he says.




  Meanwhile the process of hybridization goes on. Because he wants to be sure he’s crossing tetraploids, he takes his microscope into the garden and examines the pollen grains of desirable blooms. A tetraploid grain has about twice the volume of a diploid grain. A measuring device in the eyepiece of the microscope verifies his experienced judgment.




  The fun of hybridization, says McEwen, is to try to breed for certain characteristics in much the same manner as selective breeding of animals. “I’m after a green,” he confides. “‘Dreaming Green’ is white with a lot of green lines. I’m also after a pink and a true blue. Some irises look blue until you hold them against a delphinium.”




  Aside from color there are several other sought-after characteristics. “Dr. McEwen is putting texture into Japanese irises they never had before,” says Shirley Pope of Gorham, a past president of the Maine Iris Society. “Dinner-plate-size Japanese can be very floppy. He’s making them as sturdy as gardenias.” Mrs. Pope is a staunch McEwen fan, and he has returned the compliment by naming a handsome deep purple Siberian after her.




  “She’s one of the dearest women,” he remarks. McEwen’s love of flowers reflects his even warmer regard for people. Some of his favorite irises are named after his favorite people, among them, his fellow masters, Bernard McLaughlin and Roger Luce. ‘Dear Delight’, a charming light blue tetraploid, is named after his first wife, Kay, who died in a tragic automobile accident in 1980. ‘Dear Dianne’, a silver-edged purple, is named for his daughter-in-law; ‘Ewen’, his first tetraploid red, for his son, Ewen McEwen. “Yes, that’s his name. It’s rather precious, isn’t it?” he admits with a hint of self-deprecation.




  Ewen, a doctor like his father, lives in Cleveland but visits Harpswell every summer. Last year, daughter Kathy and her husband, Hubbard Goodrich, with their children Kaline and Kevin, returned home after nine years in Saudi Arabia, where she was a nurse and he a teacher. Two other daughters are teachers, Ann in Saudi Arabia and Tillie in New York. Altogether, there are six grandchildren.




  




  “Tetraploids are bigger, showier, more stalwart. Diploids are dainty, dear things.”




  




  “Everyone comes here every summer. We always have. That’s one of the advantages of teaching jobs. We have a wonderful time. They all love the place as much as I do. Fortunately for me, the iris love it here, too. They need a cold winter. They’re not so happy in the South.




  “I’ve been coming here since I was three months old. My grandfather Osceola Currier was one of the founders of the so-called Auburn Colony of summer cottages here in South Harpswell, the only one not from Auburn. He was from Newark, New Jersey, and was named after the Seminole chief who carried on a guerrilla war with the United States for years. When Osceola came out of the swamp under a flag of truce [and was] taken prisoner and executed, my great-grandfather Cyrus Currier, originally of Amesbury, Massachusetts, was incensed. He named his son Osceola in his honor. My first name is Osceola, but I don’t use it.” The McEwen sailboat, a Small Point day sailer now used mostly by the younger generation, is the Seminole, however.




  Currier McEwen was born in Newark, where his father was a surgeon. Crippled by arthritis, the elder McEwen gave up surgery and became a pediatrician. He designed a table for examining a child on his lap, because he was unable to move from his chair. “He had an elevator from his office to his bedroom above and lived between the two for years. He kept up his practice and put two children through college,” his son relates with understandable pride.




  McEwen graduated from Wesleyan College in Middletown, Connecticut, and in 1926 from New York University (NYU) School of Medicine. “When I graduated from medical school, arthritis was the forgotten disease of medicine,” he notes. “There was no academic department in the country comparable to those that were taken for granted in other diseases.” Motivated by his father’s affliction and his own love of challenge, he plunged into the void. After interning at Bellevue Hospital, he went to the Rockefeller Institute for four years of research in rheumatoid diseases. He returned to NYU as an instructor in medicine and served as dean there for eighteen years. During World War II he was the U.S. Army’s chief counselor in medicine for the European theater.




  “After the war, I’d had enough of administration. I resigned as dean and stayed in rheumatic diseases,” he continues. He had founded the arthritis unit at NYU in 1932, the third in the country. A fourth was established in 1939, then no more for years. McEwen was instrumental in making a new start in 1960. As a member of the council of the National Institute of Arthritic and Metabolic Diseases and chairman of its project committee, he lobbied for congressional money to support big research projects and also raised funds through the National Arthritis Foundation, of which he was a founder.




  “Now there’s hardly a medical school in the country that doesn’t take a deep interest in arthritis,” he states with satisfaction. “My chief role has been to define the different types of arthritis.” Having been identified as separate diseases, these can now be treated more successfully, he says. Major areas of improvement have been in the control of rheumatic fever and gout, and the cure of bacterial diseases of the joints with antibiotics. McEwen has been responsible for separating rheumatoid arthritis, the most devastating form, from gout and from osteoarthritis, the common type associated with aging, and in pinpointing psoriatic arthritis, which attacked his father.




  When he retired in 1970 and moved to Harpswell permanently, McEwen plalmed to devote full time to gardening. “But that’s impossible when you’re a specialist in an under-supplied field,” he smiles. “At that time, tl1ere were only three rheumatologists in the state, all in Portland. Now there are twelve. My medical friends in Brunswick asked me to see an occasional patient, and I’ve been at it ever since.”




  He organized the Maine Chapter of the National Arthritis Foundation and a program of consulting visits throughout the state. For three years he and Kay made monthly trips to twelve hospitals from Lewiston to Fort Kent. It was on one of these trips that Kay was fatally injured. McEwen was also hurt in the collision, but not seriously. He made his last trip to Fort Kent a year ago. Now northern Maine is served by Bangor rheumatologists, but he still has office hours in Brunswick twice a week and visits the veterans’ hospital at Togus once a month.




  The sun has set over Potts Point at the tip of Harpswell Neck. Halfway Rock, on the southern horizon, is winking its five-second flash. Daughter Kathy comes in with a tray of snacks. McEwen is telling me how the family bought the house, then a summer cottage, in 1952. “We added this big wing in 1968. The children and I had the most wonderful time planning and building it. I found this book in the Grand Central Station bookstore: Your Dream House: How to Build It for Less, for $3.98. The best investment I ever made!”
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  ‘Dear Dianne’, one of Currier McEwen’s many iris cultivars.




  “You say that twice a day,” Kathy teases.




  The rest of the family drifts in and McEwen takes orders for drinks. We join in a toast: “To Mother!”




  “Daffodils were her favorite flower,” McEwen observes appreciatively, comfortable with her memory. “Hubbard and Kathy have planted bunches of them. I was going to try hybridizing them, but when I learned it took six years from seed to blossom, I decided it wasn’t a very promising project at age eighty.” A practical but hardly dreary consideration for a man who has just turned over all the shipping and selling aspects of his iris business to neighbor and fellow hybridizer Howard Brooks in order to have plenty of time to travel with Elisabeth, the family friend of thirty-five years who became the new Mrs. McEwen just last January.




  “If he weren’t such a special man, I never would have married him,” says the bride, who, at sixty-nine, enjoys trying to keep pace with her peripatetic husband. “He combines so much strength with so much gentleness. He’s also lots of fun.”




  McEwen calls his iris enterprise his creative outlet. “Most everybody has a wish to be creative. I don’t play anything or paint. This is my form of expression. But I don’t have as much energy as I used to. I work ten hours a day, but now I can only write letters after dinner. More serious things make me too sleepy.”




  McEwen is currently engaged in writing a history of arthritis research with two other rheumatologists. He is also the author of technical papers and articles on iris culture and recently wrote a book on the subject for the Society of Siberian Irises, of which he is a director and active committee member. He belongs to Siberian iris societies in Canada and Japan, attends national and international conventions, and corresponds with and visits iris growers everywhere.




  “I have friends all over the world,” he acknowledges happily. “That’s the nicest thing about working with flowers or arthritis.” Nevertheless, when queried about the scene of the most exciting iris activity in the world, he answers without hesitation: “Quite frankly, right here!”




  

    
Bernard McLaughlin,


    Dean of Maine Gardeners



  




  Not only the gardeners appearing in this book but others all over the state have paid tribute to Bernard McLaughlin. Most have visited his South Paris gardens, and many were his good friends. Bernard McLaughlin died in 1995 at the age of ninety-eight, a decade after I had interviewed him for this profile. His gardens and historic farmhouse and barn have been preserved by the McLaughlin Foundation, established in 1996. The gardens are open to visitors daily during the season. The McLaughlin Garden and Horticultural Center, now marked with a distinctive sign, is open year-round for classes, lectures, and workshops. Fourteen thousand visitors made the pilgrimage to the center in 2002, and it was voted “Favorite Public Garden in New England” for four years running in the People, Places, and Plants readership poll.




  Anyone looking for the man who has been called the “Dean of Maine gardeners”—and his garden—would have trouble finding him without specific directions. Bernard McLaughlin’s well-kept, two-story, nineteenth-century farmhouse is one of the few remaining survivors of an earlier era among the filling stations, fast food stops, and shopping plazas on South Paris’s Main Street. The house stands quietly behind its screen of evergreens, reserved but by no means forbidding. You just have to know that this really is the driveway to turn into—“just before the second railroad”—to find one of the state’s outstanding gardens.




  If you arrive anytime between April and November, don’t bother to knock on the door. Just follow the tree-shaded path around the barn. Somewhere among the irises or lilacs, the lilies or hostas, depending on the season, you will probably find McLaughlin, planting a new acquisition or administering tender loving care to a long-cherished specimen. If he’s not around, he’s likely attending a garden meeting somewhere, but you’re welcome to look. And even if he’s there, after a cordial greeting he may invite you to be your own guide and come back to him with any questions after you’ve completed your tour. With nearly two thousand visitors in a season, some coming in busloads, he can accompany only those who have made special arrangements.




  What brings these multitudes to South Paris is not a spectacular display of color or an example of elaborate landscape design but a collection of perennials, shrubs, and trees assembled with love and discrimination, established in a natural setting, and assiduously nurtured for fifty years.




  Bernard McLaughlin (never “Bernie,” even to his closest friends, whose affectionate respect for this gracious man precludes any presumptuous familiarity) turned eighty-eight years old in February. He shares with his garden a quiet reserve that conceals a rich diversity. A glow of warm appreciation when he speaks of a particular flower or friend, a small chuckle seasoning a gardening anecdote, a sudden outburst of sheer delight as he looks up from a plant he’s discussing: “Isn’t the sky handsome! Look at those clouds”—all illuminate his gentle dignity like the sunlight that dapples his woodland path or the sparks of brilliant bloom along his garden’s cool, green alleys.
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  More than fifty years ago Bernard McLaughlin planted the pasture around his house with the trees that now dapple his garden with pleasant shade.




  The longest and most perennially enticing of these is “the lane,” a wide path carpeted with pine needles that ascends a slope into what appears to be the depths of an enchanted forest. Actually the trail ends abruptly at a screen of woods that conceals development on the hill beyond, in what were once the fields and orchards of the farm before they were sold off. The road was the old farm lane by which hay, grain, and apples were brought down the hill the homestead below. The enchanted forest is hardly primeval. McLaughlin planted all the trees, some now forty or fifty years old, in the open fields that surrounded the house when he came. His original purpose was to conserve moisture. “The soil was very sandy, and I decided if I was going to have a garden, I would have to have soil conservation. It’s proved very effective.” The native hardwoods and conifers look as though they have been there forever.




  The lane is at its fullest glory in spring, when hundreds of indigenous and exotic wildflowers and their domesticated cousins awake to the young sun’s rays filtering through budding trees. Hepaticas are the first to bloom, in early April. They are soon joined by a procession that burgeons in May and June, then continues more modestly right up through September’s late asters, gentians, and the colorful berries of some of the spring bloomers.




  “I’m very proud of my hepaticas,” says McLaughlin as he points out the locations of various members of his large collection. “This one is from Japan, a blue one. It’s different from ours. The blossom is double. But it isn’t any prettier than our native hepaticas.” Other hepaticas have crossbred repeatedly until he now has eight to ten different colors. He notes a Tibetan poppy someone has given him and pauses to discourse on epimedium (barren-wort), calling it very adaptable to the wild garden because of its hardiness and early blooming date. Its usual colors are rose, lilac, yellow, or white, but sometimes, he says, “you get a beautiful marking that isn’t typical, if your shade and soil are right—a bronzy red—and the foliage goes along with the flower.”




  He describes a white trillium with characteristic enthusiasm: “Oh, it’s a beautiful thing! People just go wild over it. I started with one, and the birds carried the seed over into the field, and now there are hundreds. It naturalizes very easily.” McLaughlin’s unflagging interest has resulted in extensive collections of lady’s slippers, primulas, and dozens of other wild and woodland species. In particular he is noted for his irises and lilacs (he is a member of the American Iris Society, the Maine Iris Society, having served the latter several times as president, and the National Lilac Society), but ferns clearly occupy a privileged place in McLaughlin’s heart. “That fern came from China. A lady gave it to me,” he explains as he strolls amid the verdure. “And that crested fern is from Oregon. This is a Goldie fern and here’s the great fern and the rattlesnake fern. You know,” he confides with his little smile, “I always tell people when they’re planting ferns to be sure to plant them close to a rock and they’ll never lose them. Your rock keeps the soil cool and retains the moisture.” Japanese silver (painted) ferns, notable for their delicately marked leaves and russet stems, abound. “See that one beside the rock? See how much better it does?” he points out.




  “You know, I’m a foliage man,” Mc-Laughlin continues. “Foliage is always satisfying. I had two ladies come from Massachusetts two years ago. ‘It’s kind of late,’ I told them. ‘You won’t see much in bloom.’ ‘But this is beautiful!’ they said. They were real gardeners. A lot of people, if they don’t get a big lot of color, think it isn’t much. But it’s the foliage and the different greens that make it interesting, and the light and shadows.”




  McLaughlin’s fascination with hens and chickens, those little succulent rosettes found in every rock garden, is a case in point. Anyone who has ever dismissed hens and chickens as dull would reconsider upon seeing the surprising array he has assembled. “I wanted you to see this rock,” he says. “Isn’t that something?” Indeed it is. Like a colony of spiky sea urchins and anemones on a coral reef, hens and chickens of amazing diversity bask in the rippling shade of beeches and maples. The rock itself is a bizarre natural sculpture of miniature crags and cave-like planting pockets.
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