Terra Nova Nurseries

Fabulous
foliage
Consumers are getting excited about the
many eye-catching varieties of coleus

By Elizabeth Petersen

Coleus selections come in an ever-expanding
kaleidoscope of colors and textures, including
Red Hot Rio (inset at left) and the VersaColor
line’s new color-shifting Rose to Lime
(part of the arrangement at right).
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Advances in the breeding, propagation and marketing of coleus have reinvented the former “has-been” bedding
plant. The horticultural spotlight is shining on the wildly popular foliage plant,
at home and around the world.
New varieties of coleus
(Solenostemon scutellarioides) are
available in a huge range of leaf sizes
and shapes, plant forms as well as
flamboyant colors.
Log House Plants, a wholesale
grower in Cottage Grove, Ore., lists
some 60 named selections for 2010,
offering what co-owner Alice Doyle
called a “spectacle of foliage.”
“(These varieties have) wild colors

that keep bizarre swirls and splotches
in sun or shade,” she said. “They can
brighten up a bed or container – without having to wait for a bloom.”
Ann Detweiler, owner of Fry Road
Nursery, a retail and wholesale grower
in Albany, Ore., agreed. “I love coleus
for containers,” she said. “They provide steady, constant color and a lot of
drama without the messiness of flowering plants that may need to be sheared
periodically to refresh them.”
According to Detweiler, the popularity of plants with outstanding foliage
drives the current celebrity of coleus.
“Gardeners are becoming more sophisticated” she said. “They like the ongoing
texture and color from foliage plants,
as opposed to the boom and bust that
flowers produce. With coleus, constant.”

Heather Leyrer
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Picks
from the

Pros

It isn’t hard to get growers to talk about plants. The tough part is getting them to narrow down
their list of favorites to just a handful. Here are some of the varieties our sources recommended:

Ann Detweiler

Dan Heims

Lime Zinger Elephant Ear
(Xanthosoma ‘Lime Zinger’)
– This is a great tropical plant
for a tropical container or an
accent in a garden bed. Over
the winter it also makes a
nice houseplant. It has huge,
arrow-shaped leaves, up to 18 inches long, that
range from chartreuse to lime green. The plant
grows up to 4 feet tall. Hardy in zones 8-10;
annual elsewhere.

Coreopsis ‘Ruby Frost’ This
cultivar offers a totally new
color for Coreopsis – ruby
red, with a white picotee
edge. The plant’s growth
habit is choice, with flowers
held up at jaunty angles.
Grows to 2 feet tall.
Needs excellent drainage. Zones 7-9.

Fry Road Nursery
Albany, Ore.

Colocasia esculenta
‘Diamond Head’ PP19939
– This head-turning plant has
shiny purplish-black leaves,
and shows fantastic vigor in
the garden. Grows up
to 6 feet tall, with 1824-inch leaves.
Hydrangea macrophylla
‘Fuji Waterfall’–
As gorgeous as its name
implies, this pure white
double lacecap blooms on
new and old wood. It is
hard to find but worth
seeking out. It prefers the
afternoon shade.
Fuchsia × ‘Whiteknight’s
Cheeky’–
This wonderfully snappy
plant is well-branched and
blooms heavily with hot rose
triphyllla flowers against dark
foliage. Hardy with protection. Prune back dead
or broken branches in spring. Does not tolerate
drought, high humidity or high summer heat.

John Blair

Iwasaki Bros. Inc.
Hillsboro, Ore.
Heuchera ‘Amethyst Mist’
– Heuchera ‘Amethyst Mist’ is
very striking with its distinctive,
amethyst-colored, glossy
foliage. Grows to 2 feet wide
and 10 inches tall. Zones 4-9.
I also like Heuchera ‘Lemon
Chiffon’ PP19033. (Photo courtesy of Terra Nova
Nurseries, Inc., www.terranovanurseries.com)
Soybeans (Glycine max) –
With the popularity of Happy
Hour snack food, we have
started growing soybeans, or
sayamusume. We know they
can be grown in the Pacific
Northwest, because the Iwasaki family grew
them as a crop in the Seattle area in the 1920s.
Photo by Zesmerelda in Chicago.
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Heucherella ‘Brass Lantern’
– This evergreen landscape
perennial boasts a wonderful
warm brass color (a hot
color for 2010). It goes well
in mixed beds, under high
branching shrubs, or in a
container. Zones 4-9. Grows 1 foot tall and
spreads 2 feet wide.
Hosta ‘Raspberry Sundae’
– This lovely, compact hosta
is a total breakthrough. Its
variegated leaves with red
stems are unlike anything in
the market. Zones 4-9.
Sedum ‘Chocolate Drop’
– This very hardy sedum
is a breakthrough in color
and compactness. Its small
mounds of lightly scalloped,
dark-chocolate brown leaves
make a great addition to the
border or in the rock garden.
Soft, rose-colored flowers accent the foliage.
Zones 4-9. (Photos courtesy of Terra Nova
Nurseries, Inc., www.terranovanurseries.com.)

Bill Calkins

Ball Horticultural Company
Sophistica™ Petunia
Series – These selections
combine large flowers
with special one-of-akind colors, such as the
lime bicolor shown here,
to add a special touch
to patio pots and
hanging baskets.
Zahara® Zinnia
Starlight Rose –This allnew, disease-tolerant and
heat-loving variety has 20
percent larger flowers.
This award-winner offers
care-free, season-long
shows with lots of
color! (Photo by
Simply Beautiful®)

Breathless™ Euphorbia
Blush – This is the only redflushed leaf form available. It
can stand up to heat, will fill
in fast and displays a showy
mass of self-cleaning flowers
all season long. Breathless
Euphorbia blush is durable, low-maintenance
and long-lasting in containers and in-ground
plantings. (Photo by Simply Beautiful®)
Shock Wave® Denim – This
variety delivers high color
impact all season long and
is ideal for containers, mixed
combos and small-space
gardens. Its petite flowers
change throughout the
season, altering color just like your favorite pair
of blue jeans. (Photo by Wave® Petunias.)

Alice Doyle

Log House Plants
Cottage Grove, Ore.
Petunia ‘Alpunia Purple’
– A whimsical new petunia
from Japan with miniature
star-shaped bright purple
blooms. Compact, bushy,
semi-trailing plants grow 1-2
feet tall, flowering profusely
all summer into fall.
Argyranthemum ‘Monroe
Mini Rose’ and ‘Monroe
White with Red’ – ‘Monroe
Mini Rose White’ has a ring of
bright rose-purple petals behind
a center of fluffy palest pink
florets, while ‘Monroe White
with Red’ is just the opposite,
with pure white petals rayed out behind a
cluster of tiny rose-red florets. Grows 12 to 18
inches tall.
Black Sea Man Tomato
(Lycopersicon lycopersicum
‘Black Sea Man’) – A richly
colored Russian heirloom with
flavor to match. The warm
mahogany fruits with olive
shoulders display a glowing swirl of tie-dye
colors when sliced. Plants grow 4-6’ tall.
Amish Walking Onions
(Allium cepa var. proliferum
‘Amish Spreading’) – Log
House is the first Northwest
grower to offer perennial
walking onion starts. A hardy
perennial onion with prolific
light purple bulbils appearing in summer on
tall green stalks. This variety was found on a
southeast Iowa farm.
All photos supplied by the grower unless
otherwise noted.
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Port Wine is a sun-loving variety of coleus, and
one of the 20 varieties propagated at Fry Road
Nursery in Albany, Ore.

Detweiler described coleus plants
as a “great impulse buy item.”
“People may not come looking for
them, but it is hard to walk past such
striking, impossible colors,” she said.
Detweiler added that many retail
customers like to use coleus for mixed
containers. “They can’t leave with just
one variety,” she said.
Fry Road Nursery propagates more
than 20 varieties of coleus, occasionally
supplementing them with unrooted cuttings from other propagators. Carefully
packed and shipped FedEx, they arrive
quickly and are “fast from cuttings.”
“Coleus are quick to root and quick
to grow,” she said. “A rooted cutting
planted in March or April finishes in a
4-inch pot in just a few weeks.”
Coleus liners are available from
March through June and any time of
year by way of custom orders.
Fry Road opens its doors to retail
customers who enjoy the option of
using either 4-inch pots or rooted cuttings for containers and baskets. It also
sells rooted cuttings to other growers
and hopes to expand that part of the
business. Presently, about 70 percent of
the business is in wholesale, both finished containers and plugs and liners.
Of the many available varieties, some of Detweiler’s favorites
▲
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Heather Leyrer

Redhead is a new coleus introduction with the “nicest, truest red” color, according to Bill Calkins of Ball Horticultural Company.
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Jade’ has yellow blotching on purple
leaves; ‘Gay’s Delight’ is lime-green with
black venation and a blue-purple flower;
and ‘Glennis’ boasts large green leaves
with rosy-red and golden variegation.
An explosion of new varieties
Dr. Allan Armitage, who runs the
research gardens at the University of
Georgia, traced the explosion of coleus
cultivars that thrive in the sun to the
late 1980s.
“Essentially, a friend brought about
15 coleus from Louisiana that had
been growing in a research garden in
the sun, or so he said,” Armitage said.
“After two years, we selected seven of
them, and called them the Sunlover
series. ‘Rustic Orange’,’ Gay’s Delight’
and ‘Red Ruffles’ are still hanging
around. Introducing those seven cultivars opened the floodgates to hundreds
of sun coleus being sold today.”
The U.S. market is not alone in
snatching up new varieties of coleus.
Terra Nova Nursery, a wholesale
grower in Canby, Ore. that is responsible for some of the breeding of coleus, supplies new varieties via tissue
culture for the demanding Japanese
cuttings market.

“The Japanese are nuts over coleus,” co-owner Dan Heims said. “They
are selling piles of ours and patenting
them over there.”
To meet the needs of that market,
Terra Nova includes some of its customers in the selection process.
First, Heims said, breeder Rob Jansen
identifies new plants that demonstrate
“very, very cool, mind-blowing colors –
oranges and purples, centered in coral
or red, for instance, as well as good
branching and flowers that are not objectionable or non-existent.”
After a year of trials, Terra Nova
hosts what Heims called a “fashion
show of new selections for big growers
from the U.S., Europe, and Japan,” one
of which is Jardin Co., Ltd.
Those chosen by these discerning
buyers go through a panel of virus testing by Agdia to assure clean product.
All the rest go to the compost. With a
“go ahead” report issued, the winning
plants proceed to tissue culture.
A 12-week process gets tissue culture starts to “shooting, sprouting, and
increasing,” Heims said. Vessels of starts
rooted in agar and ready to transfer to
38
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include ‘Fishnet Stockings,’ which
“may as well be a flower;” and ‘Pete’s
Wonder’, which has “impossible colors.”
‘Meandering Linda’ spreads out to about
3 feet and stays only 1 foot tall.
Iwasaki Brothers, based in
Hillsboro, Ore., grows coleus from seed
as well as six premium coleus cultivars,
selected primarily for their color palette,
sales manager John Blair said.
“(Coleus plants) are a mainstay of
the accent foliage category and they are
becoming increasingly popular,” Blair
said. “People like lots of texture, color
and contrast in their containers,”
Demand for “accent foliage” has
increased significantly – nearly doubled
– since last year, Blair said. “(It’s due
to) a frenzy of new introductions that
have reached the mass market,” he said.
“People see them and use them.”
To meet retail demand for named
coleus in April, May and June, Iwasaki
Brothers buys unrooted cuttings, roots
them in seedling trays, and grows them
on into 4-inch pots. These taller coleus
(18-24 inches) add height and drama to
a container in a range of colors.
‘Wild Lime’ is mostly chartreuse;
‘New Orleans’ is deep red; ‘Rustic
Orange’ is burnt orange; ‘Florida Sun
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When placed in color bowls, coleus varieties need
not take a back seat to any flowering annual.
This coleus (top) has the color to compete with
these marigolds and trailing petunias – and the
longevity to outlast them. Coleus also goes well
with this spirea (Spirea thunbergii ‘Ogon’)
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soil, go to greenhouses that grow them
up and take thousands of cuttings,
which they ship on ice in cooler bags
of 100 each to growers in bags.
Oro Farms is one of Terra Nova’s
customers for unrooted starts with
“ultra-modern greenhouse production
facilities” in Guatemala, Heims said. The
off-shore company produces what he
termed “a superior line of unrooted cuttings for commercial greenhouses” that
includes 20 coleus cultivars.
Jansen, staff breeder at Terra Nova
for four years, has built on preliminary
work started by Gary Gossett in what
Heims describes as “some of the world’s
best breeding in coleus.” “(Jansen is
conducting) very focused breeding,”
Heims said. “Current goals involve
developing hanging varieties in solid
colors, as they work better in mixed
baskets, and developing new, bright
colors in trailing coleus.”
Most of the same coleus for use in
hanging containers have been around
since the 1960s, said Heims, with little
research work in new trailing varieties.
“We’re changing that,” he said.

According to Bill Calkins, business
manager for independent garden centers for Ball Horticultural Company in
West Chicago, Ill., demand is “huge” for
new coleus.
“Gardeners are flocking garden
centers and clamoring for the coolest,
weirdest and wildest colors, shapes and
sizes of coleus, because they are fun to
work with,” he said.
There is a coleus for virtually every
need – to decorate an outdoor room,
garden bed or a container, he said.
They are easy to grow, require low
maintenance and thrive in sun or shade
without fading out.
Ball is so committed to coleus that
the company assigned a global product manager – a “go-to” person for
the industry. He searches independent
breeders worldwide for new selections,
looking especially for the “coolest,
weirdest and wildest.”
Of the 57 different coleus varieties offered by Ball, the best selling are
“whatever is new,” Calkins said.
One hot selection is the awardwinning ‘Henna,’ which has received
“rave reviews from university trials and
gardeners,” Calkins said. Its uniform,
serrated foliage lends exquisite texture
and unique color, chartreuse to copper complemented by dark burgundy
undersides, to summer and fall gardens.
Since it was bred to bloom late,
it is produced vegetatively and is part
of several Ball collections, including Simply Beautiful®, Made for the
Shade and Hot Summer Survivors.
The mounded, upright plant reaches
about 24 by 16 inches, and thrives in
sun or shade.
A “natural addition” to the coleus
line-up at Ball is the new ‘Redhead,’
which boasts “the nicest, truest red –
it’s really red,” Calkins said. It matches
‘Henna’ in habit, well-branched and is
a “must have” color for any collection.
It is a Ball FloraPlant product and a
Simply Beautiful® selection.
Calkins was also excited about the
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Sources for this story:
Log House Plants
www.loghouseplants.com
Fry Road Nursery
www.fryroadnursery.com
Iwasaki Brothers
www.iwasaki-bros.com
Terra Nova Nurseries
www.terranovanurseries.com
Ball Horticulture
www.ballhort.com
Dr. Allan Armitage
www.allanarmitage.net
Further reading:
Coleus: Rainbow Foliage for
Containers and Gardens by
Ray Rogers (Timber Press; illustrated edition 2008) – According
to the publisher, this “lavishly
illustrated volume (by) expert
plantsman Ray Rogers offers
equal parts of design inspiration
and practical advice.” It includes
404 full-color photographs by
Richard Hartlage and discusses
225 cultivars in the encyclopedia
section, which is organized
by plant habit and leaf shape
and color.
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Waca Waca is another of the coleus varieties grown at Fry Road Nursery by Ann Detweiler. Its burgundy
and green colors and dissected shape make it a favorite that adds a lot of visual interest.

new Versa Collection of coleus cultivars,
which are among the first of the sun/
shade selections available from seed,
offering “exceptional versatility in production.” Easy-to-sow, pelleted seed,
is well suited to standard and 306 premium packs, 5-inch/13-centimeter pots,
and gallon pots with three plants per
pot, he said.
Two new varieties are distinctive
in that the foliage changes color as the
season progresses. Versa ‘Burgundy to
Green’ and Versa ‘Rose to Lime’ are
both well-branched, vigorous plants (to
32 inches tall and 22 inches wide) that
offer this unique feature. All the Versa
Collections are Hot Summer Survivors.
Heims credits Glasshouse Works
of Stewart, Ohio, with bringing “lots of
cultivars to the trade.” According to the
company Web site at www.glasshouseworks.com, coleus “constitute cutting
edge collector items currently.”
The widely available ‘Stained

Glass’ coleus cultivars are the patented hybrids of that company’s ongoing breeding programs. For 2010,
Glasshouse Works has “selected some
of our best current seedlings from the
ongoing hybridization program and
teamed up
with the Ecke Plant Ranch and the
‘Flower Fields’ line of plants to be
marketed under the name ‘Stained
Glassworks’ (PPAF).”
Glasshouse Works has also uploaded a redesigned coleus photo gallery
that lists close to 275 individual images
of coleus “past, present and future”
showing the wide diversity of coleus
plants available on the market.
Elizabeth Petersen writes for gardeners
and garden businesses, coaches students and writers, and tends a
one-acre garden in West Linn, Ore.
She can be reached at
gardenwrite@comcast.net.

