in the garden

Some hydrangeas like this Goliath are beautifully articulated.

HYDRANGEA FEVER

BY LUCY APTHORP LESKE  PHOTOS BY MAL CONDON & JOAN HARRISON

Synonymous with' sea and sky,
the hydrangea is the star of the
Nantucket summer garden.

Mal Condon and Frank Dutra

are addicts. Bel

X Aladal

ind some knotty pines

Roac >nterprising pair ol

Kel

‘ S
r guys is busy building an unusual

s: propagating, growing, selling and

hydrangeas. At a time when

et’s agriculture industry — which

nce dominated the island

vales in comparison to the building boom

and tourist economy, these two fellows are

20

indulging an addiction to, well, [lowers, and
trying to make a buck in the process
Someone was bound to do it. While local

nurseries have been selling hydrangeas to

gardeners and landscapers on Nantucket

since the early 20th century when they were
first introdiced Yo litide iade. fe
hurst mtroduced to the landscape (rade, lew
locals have ventured into the propagation
business. To be fair, Sue Slosek at Moors

End Farm on Polpis Road has been

propagating hydrangeas for

N IMpressive array ol plants as part o

nurseryman, Russell Pope, was among the

first to offer hvdrangeas for sale on

However, none ha
lime, energy, space and resources int

hydrangeas on the scale of Mal and Frank



Above: The “gang” at Hydrangea Farm, from left: Frank Dutra, Mary Kay Condon, Mal Condon. Next Page:

1 in hydrangeas for
virtually traveled the
s addiction. When he
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to Nantucket with his wife,

4 years ago, they bought and
G

nble Inn guesthouse where he

1 hydrangeas for fun and gave

¢-scale operation on Madaket Road

s Nantucket Hydrangea Farm
| and his parmer Frank

r 300 varieties of hydrangeas in

uses and grow over 175
E

ties in the ground. They market

the plants directly to local customers

Nantucket as well as through their

. WWWLII

tuckethydrangea.com.

Frank reports they sold over 1,000

plants over the Internet. He says the people

eir plants tend to be

collectors who want rare or special varieties.
Nantucket Hydrangea Farm focuses only
on hydrangeas that grow in Nantucket’s
USDA zone 7B or below. As Frank
explained, Nantucket lies in the same
growing zone as Atlanta, but the island
experiences more colder days each year.
In horticultural terms, that means that
Nantucket has a greater number of cold
degree days, a factor that influences what
hydrangea varieties do well here.

HYDRANGEA HORTICULTURE

A digression into hydrangea horticulture
is worth doing here. The hydrangea genus is
found all over the world, but primarily in
the northern hemisphere’s temperate zones,
Several varieties are native to North
America, including Hydrangea quercifolia,
the oak leal hydrangea, and H. arborescens,
also called Hills-of-Snow. What's critical for

Nantucket gardeners is that the hydrangea is

a sturdy plant that tolerates both acd

and salt. The hydrangea

for seaside gardens.

It is no wonder Nantucket is
with hydrangeas. The hydr
adapied to our climate so well it
elevated to island mascot alon
whale. The most commonl

H. macrophylla, originally native t

has been cultivated, crossed and bred

over a century. Initially developed bs
French, German and Dutch hortic
for the florist trade alter it was disc:
H. macrophylla is now the |

irgest,

diverse landscape species i

hundreds of varieties av

from the popular rounded mopheads to the

flat, lacecap types.

HYDRANGEA PRODUCTION

At their nursery, tiny by horticulture

industry standards but one of the mo

Pine needles make an excellent mulch for hydrangeas




MAL CON DON'S H. macrophylla alone, many ol them rare horticulture at the University ol Georgia and
HYDRANGEA Frank is in charge of the propagation and renowned hydrangea expert, showed in his

mail-order side of the business and says that book, “Hydrangeas for American Gardens'
GROW'NG T' Ps: hydrangeas are relatively simple to (Timber Press, 2004), popular Southern
propagate from cuttings. He starts in late varieties like Amethyst and Pia aren’t sturdy
summer by taking semi-hardwood tip- enough to survive in our climate long-term
v’ Mulch with two inches cuttings from mother plants, inserting them Others will survive but will not produce
of pine needles in a special mix of bark, municipal compost consistent flowers year after year because ol
v Water half inch/week and perlite, and then growing them IH.\.Idr a bud kill. So in winter, Mal ~;1[:I._.\ulz‘;d~ young
protected greenhouse for two years while plants with cylinders of wire filled with pine
v Feed once a year in the plants establish vigorous root systems. needles for the first year or two
mid—spring with slow- It is not until a plant is at least two years Most H. macrophylla varieties typically
release Osmocote old that it is sold, shipped or planted produce Hlowers only from year-old wood,
| I outdoors. Thats when Mal takes over and, as Mal explained, many are apically
v Prune Iﬂ. Apl’ll. C:Ut,a“ Even though he and Frank only grow and dominant. This means that the bud at the tip
stems with GXfOIlatmg sell hydrangeas that are hardy on Nantucket of each branch is the only one that produces
bark to the ground. the first winter or two outdoors can be tough a llower each year. The rest of the buds
Cut other stems back on young plants. Mal recommends down each branch produce only leaves
only to green wood. protection, particularly since no H. Consequently, if we |
macrophylla variety is frost-hardy once the late frost that kill b drangeas
buds break dormancy. Even when dormant will not produce flowers that season




Recent advances in breeding have
produced new cultivars for the trade that
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The mophead Masja looks over the shoulders of
the lacecap Blaumeise.

NEW VARIETIES
FOR NON-STOP
BLUE FLOWERS:

All Summer Beauty
Decatur Blue
Endless Summer
Penny Mac
David Ramsey
Oakhill

Blaumeise
(Deep blue lacecap)

worldwide to view, catalog and collect
information about hydrangea performance

hile

and new cultivars. His wile Mary Kay

she admits she is nothing more than the

official weeder and waterer for the busin

£ss

has been an accomplice in all of his
enterprises, including the occasional
covert operation identilying and collecting
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NOMEeoOwWners

Growing in their yard are several

examples of hydrangeas that he has brought

home with him. One ol his favorites 1s

Mac

McHenry, founder of the American

Penny imed lor the late Penny

Hydrangea Society and [ri
enthusiasts everywhere
Will Mal and

ranks enthu

hydrangeas infect Nantucket gardeners?

Marty McGowan, lounder and owner
Sconset Gardener, one of Nantuckets

mosl successful lar

largest anc
companies, said that plantsmen like
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could ask, who needs another hy
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each distinguished by m
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Lucy Apthorp Leske 1s a contributing editor for
Nantucker Today. Her weekly column
Gardening by the Sea,” appears in Nantuckety

The

newspaper quirer and Mirror

Is other hydrangea varietie




