sebright gardens

For the love of

hostas

These shade-loving perennials offer
foliage, endless variety and easy care

For those seeking interesting perennials that
tolerate shade well, there’s much to love about
hostas. Their huge leaves come in a variety of
colors, with all sorts of interesting variegation.

By Elizabeth Petersen
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People go wild for hostas. Take
Mark R. Zilis, owner of Q & Z Nursery
of Rochelle, Ill., for instance.
Zilis is responsible for introducing more than 400 different hostas,
including sports from tissue culture
and hybrids. His Q & Z Nursery in
Rochelle, Ill., supplies tissue-cultured
hostas and other perennials to the
wholesale nursery industry.
Zilis has been wild about hostas
since the 1970s. As the first tissue lab
supervisor for Walters Gardens in Illinois,
Zilis was at the forefront of reproducing
new plants by the thousands.
The attitude at the time, he said,

was, “We could use a few more hostas.”
In the 1980s, mass production took
off and enthusiasm for hostas swelled.
Customers came looking for new hostas and growers couldn’t keep up with
demand. “They would take whatever
we had,” said Zilis.
Since then, the number of new,
different hostas has grown exponentially. From the few hundred cultivars,
species, and botanical forms known
in the 1970s, the number has now
swelled to well more than 7,000,
though only about half of those are
available on the market.
Besides breeding and selecting
new hostas, Zilis wrote the authoritative
word on hostas. His hosta encyclopedia, The Hostapedia, published in 2009,
contains 7,400 plant descriptions and
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TERRA NOVA NURSERIES
www.terranovanurseries.com

The name Hosta ‘Purple Heart’ refers to the reddish-purple coloring at the base of the leaves, as well as
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introduction from others. Photo courtesy of Terra Nova Nurseries Inc.

nearly 1,900 color photos. For the project, Zilis searched for hostas in gardens
and nurseries in the U.S. and in habitats
and collections in Japan, a process that
spanned three decades.
“Hostas are the best plants for
shady conditions,” he said. “They provide a much longer ornamental period
than other perennials, and they can
grow almost anywhere.”
From spring to frost, the many
looks of hosta foliage and flowers
decorate gardens with lush, colorful texture and structure. Demand for
hostas has plateaued at a very high
level, Zilis said, and interest in them
continues unabated.
Zilis is far from alone in his love
for hostas.
“The passion for hostas is not logical; it’s from the heart,” said hosta fan

Sebright Gardens assortment of more
1,000 varieties, about 500 of them available each year.
To know hostas is to love them,
so Sebright Gardens entices the public with a 2 1/2-acre display garden
where hostas reign from mid-April
through September.
Carol Westergreen, designer and
owner of Out in the Garden Nursery,
a retail outfit in Molalla, Ore., adores
these popular perennials.
“Hostas are one of my favorite
plant groups, and they will always
be essential plants for me,” she said.
“Hostas are workhorses, important
plants for any shade garden. They rarely disappoint and I don’t think you can
ever have too many! They have showy,
dramatic foliage and they are vigorous and easy care — fussy plants don’t

work well for me.”
Dan Heims, co-owner of wholesale
Terra Nova Nurseries and tissue culture
lab in Canby, Ore., has been a “crazy,
crazy hosta collector” who owned 800
different selections at one time. During
the 1980s, Heims followed his passion
for hostas to Japan, where he secured a
number of “cool” hostas, including miniature ones.
Terra Nova Nurseries released two
new hostas in 2010 that spent a decade
in development. Both exhibit a longsought-after trait: red in the petioles
and leaves.
‘Purple Heart’ boasts almost black
petioles with red-purple in the leaf
base. “People are very impressed with
the almost black stems of ‘Purple Heart’
and use superlatives when they talk
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and nurseryman Ben Hickenlooper,
owner of wholesale and retail perennial nurseries in Jefferson, Ore. “Hostas
make a customer’s logic just switch off.
This is about love.”
Hickenlooper Gardens produces
120 varieties of hosta, with 50 more in
limited quantities. The wholesale side
of business is growing faster than the
retail. “Our retail operation helps us
understand what wholesale customers want and the pressures they face,”
Hickenlooper said.
Sebright Gardens, a mail order/
retail nursery in Brooks, Ore., offers
what many sources consider to be
Oregon’s premier selection of hostas.
“Interest in hostas is very high and
business is good,” co-owner Thomas
Johnson said.
In 2011, 70 new hostas joined the
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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:

Dan Heims

Terra Nova Nurseries
Canby, Ore.
Aralia ‘Sun King’ —
With leaves that are
as big and bold as the
sun, this beautiful gold
form of Aralia makes an
remarkable accent in the
shade or part shade. Fast
growing and deciduous.
Small clusters of white, satellite-like flowers
in late summer followed by decorative purple
berries. Great in containers or landscape.
Eucomis ‘Freckles’ — An
unusual container accent
with curious flowers
and marvelous speckled
foliage. This dwarf
pineapple lily has it all
— a vigorously clumping
habit, spotted leaves,
wavy margins, and attractive rose red flowers.
A much larger plant than E. vandermerwei. A
dramatic breakthrough for those that want to
have something different, yet easy to grow! A
wonderful container plant or use in front of the
border and in mixed beds.
Kniphofia ‘Papaya
Popsicle’ — This is the
first everblooming poker.
'Papaya Popsicle' is an allsummer bloomer which
has a very short, compact
habit. A prolific bloomer
with spikes of flowers
the color of ripe papayas. Charming, grass-like
foliage looks neat all summer. Great for small
gardens or in a container.

Ben Hickenlooper

Hickenlooper Gardens
Jefferson, Ore.
Hosta ‘Empress Wu’
PPAF — A massive
mound of rich green
leaves, named after the
only female ruler of
China. With leaves over
2 feet long and plant size
of over 3 feet high, this is
the largest known Hosta cultivar.
Hosta ‘Praying Hands’
— This selection was
chosen Hosta of the Year
for 2011. So unique in
form, some have called
it the “un-hosta.” Like a
piece of living sculpture
in the garden, the foliage
does indeed look like hands cupped together.
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Hosta ‘Orange
Marmalade’ PPAF —
A color breakthrough
in hosta foliage. The
spring color really does
have orange tones. The
leaf center stays bright,
regardless of season or
sun exposure. Blooms from June–July.

Thomas Johnson
Sebright Gardens
Brooks, Ore.

Bessia Deltophylla
— Plant explorer Dan
Hinckley gathered
seeds for this evergreen
groundcover in the
1960s. It makes a
low-maintenance filler
for shady spots and
woodland gardens. Its heart-shaped leaves
are quite shiny and green to gunmetal blue in
color. Pretty, star-shaped flowers arrive in midto-late spring.
Daphne genkwa —
This upright deciduous
daphne, used in
traditional Chinese herbal
medicine, produces
lilac-colored flowers in
springtime. It grows
to 3 feet tall and wide
and has green, silky leaves that come on after
blooming is done. Enjoys sun. Zones 5-9.
Epimedium × rubrum
‘Sweetheart’ — Much
improved E. rubrum with
showy large dark green
foliage. In spring, the
new leaves are heavily
flushed with red, creating
a stunning show. Clusters
of bright pink flowers
with rose red sepals above the foliage. Plant
in partial sun to full shade. About 16” tall,
Evergreen. Zones 4-8.
Hosta ‘Gentle Giant’ —
The name of this Sebright
Gardens introduction is
fitting. For the last two
years, our display clump
of Gentle Giant stood
just shy of four feet tall!
This hosta is a vigorous
and stunning, upright,
giant blue hosta that is quite sun tolerant for a
blue — and for a hosta for that matter.

about it,” Heims said.
‘Raspberry Sundae’ has variegated
leaves with deep burgundy petioles,
leaf bases and flower stalks. “There is
nothing like it,” Heims said.
Breeding for better hostas
With more than 7,000 forms, the
popular, reliable foliage of hostas comes
in an astonishing range of colors, sizes,
variegation patterns and textures.
Some are natural hybrids and others are the result of tetraploid conversion. This technique doubles the
number of chromosomes per set from
two to four. Resulting hostas exhibit
more vibrant colors, thicker tissues and
heavier substance for better resistance
to slugs.
About 98 percent of hostas on the
market are diploid, said Zilis, but more
tetraploid varieties are coming from tissue culture labs, where diploid sports of
hostas can be readily converted.
The first recognized tetraploid hosta
sport was ‘Patriot’, which was converted
by accidental exposure to an herbicide.
“Hostadom has not been the same
since,” Zilis said.
‘Patriot’ was chosen Hosta of the
Year in 1997 by the American Hosta
Growers Association and has become
the most popular white-margined hosta
for landscaping.
Rather than inducing tetraploid
characteristics through conversion, Zilis
actively breeds to achieve them. Q &
Z Nursery hopes to develop and introduce fully tetraploid cultivars. Unlike
many hybridizers, who focus on line
breeding or inbreeding, Zilis is “impatient and kinda dumb,” he said. He
prefers to make the “widest, craziest
crosses” he can. The seedlings he produces with these unlikely crosses are
“usually pretty valuable.”
Breeding for sun tolerance has
been talked about for a long time, Zilis
said, and breeders are working on finding a variegated hosta that can take full
sun without burning out by mid-summer. So far, the completely sun-tolerant
hosta has proven to be elusive.
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It’s essential to have the
proper setup, execution
and follow-through — in
golf and in politics. The
nd
22 annual Duffers Classic
will be Thursday, June 16,
2011 at Stone Creek Golf
Club in Oregon City. You
can reconnect with friends,
shoot for bragging rights,
and help our industry stay
on the leader board in
Salem, as well as nationally.
Just $99 includes everything
if you register by June 8.
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Current trends in hostas
The markets for miniature and giant
hostas are very hot. Variegated varieties always sell best and blue hostas are
wildly popular. Combinations of small
or large and variegated or blue make
highly desirable plants.
Collectors want anything new,
Westergreen said, but solid greens
are the hardest to sell. That’s too bad,
she said, since green varieties make
wonderful fillers and give instant
gratification.
Hostas with very small leaves and
habit are great in containers and as
low edging plants. ‘Blue Mouse Ears’
combines a small habit with thick, blue
foliage, an extremely hot combination.
Another in the Mouse series, ‘Royal
Mouse Ears’ is a beautifully streaked
sport. This new, heavily variegated
hosta sets the standard for variegated
minis, Zilis said.
The “tini” series of introductions
has come from Zilis’ bold crosses.
Small and richly colored, they include
‘Appletini’, a dwarf mound of applegreen foliage; ‘Lemontini’, a compact
mound of bright gold; and ‘Azuretini’,
selected for its good blue color, vigor,
and small size. These join a dozen other
small or miniature “tini” hostas that Q &
Z has registered so far.
Zilis expects more from those
crosses for years to come. By early
2012, maybe earlier, watch for
‘Cupatini’, an introduction with thick,

Keep your game strong –
and your industry stronger.
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Miniature hostas are a hot trend, but so are giant
varieties. Consumers look for variegated leaf
patterns or blue leaves in particular.
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blue foliage. Charming? “Oh my goodness,” Zilis said.
Westergreen likes ‘Trifecta,’ a new
small hosta with green, cream and
white foliage. “It’s a vigorous grower
for such a small plant,” she said. “I was
thrilled with the way the plants filled
their pots in the nursery.”
At the other end of the size spec-

Hosta resources
The American Hosta Growers
Association is a trade organization for nurseries that specialize
in growing and selling hostas.
Member Ben Hickenlooper said
benefits include networking with
other growers, an informative
newsletter and early notification
of the Hosta of the Year, which
allows an early start in production.
AHG “Hosta of the Year”
2012

Hosta ‘Liberty’ PP#12,531

2011

Hosta ‘Praying Hands’

2010

Hosta ‘First Frost’

2009

Hosta ‘Earth Angel’

2008

Hosta ‘Blue Mouse Ears’

2007

Hosta ‘Paradigm’

2006

Hosta ‘Stained Glass’

2005

Hosta ‘Striptease’

2004

Hosta ‘Sum and Substance’

2003

Hosta ‘Regal Splendor

2002

Hosta ‘Guacamole’

2001

Hosta ‘June’

2000

Hosta ‘Sagae’

1999

Hosta ‘Paul’s Glory’

1998

Hosta ‘Fragrant Bouquet’

1997

Hosta ‘Patriot

1996

Hosta ‘So Sweet’

Hosta expert Steve Greene compiles an annual list of hostas that
are available on the market. It is
available in printed form and can be
purchased at www.hosta.net.
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www.terranovanurseries.com

Helping You
SUCCEED
While You

GROW

Look for these
and other fine
products. . .

Containers

GREENHOUSE NURSERY
DECORATIVE

Planters

Soils Fertilizers
Carts Benches
Hosta ‘Purple Heart’ was one of two Terra Nova introductions that hit the market in 2010.
Photo courtesy of Terra Nova Nurseries Inc.

gorgeous, impressive.”
It exhibits tetraploid properties with
much wider, creamy-white margins and
thicker substance.
Two variegated forms of
‘Aphrodite’, which Zilis said is “one
of the greatest hostas ever introduced with fragrant, pure white,
double flowers,” are expected to hit
the market in 2012-2013. Watch for
‘Parthenon’ and ‘Poseidon’.
“Logic shuts off” when it comes
to ‘Liberty’, 2012 Hosta of the Year,
Hickenlooper said. It has super wide,
wavy, cream-colored margins streaking
into the bright green center.
Designers appreciate architectural,
sculptural plant shapes like vase-shaped
2011 Hosta of the Year, ‘Praying Hands’,
he said.
Many great blue hostas are available, and Q & Z Nursery’s 2011 assortment includes ‘Mad About Blue’, with
intensely blue-green foliage, broadly
ovate blades and thick substance;
‘Cerulean Magic’, with richly colored,
bright blue foliage; and ‘Awakening
Angel’, an incredible bright blue with
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trum are large and giant hostas. “Large
hostas work like sub-shrubs,” said
Westergreen. “They have the seasonal
mass of a shrub but die down, then
renew bigger and better next season.”
A couple of her favorites are ‘Sum
and Substance’ and ‘Guacamole’. Both
are “wonderful large growers that fill up
a space quickly.”
Q & Z Nursery offers several new
big hostas this year. ‘Winter Snow’, the
“best white-edged sport out of ‘Sum and
Substance’,” has a sprawling habit and
grows 82 inches wide. ‘Montreal Blue
Ice Storm’ has giant, semi-upright blue
foliage and grows about as big.
‘Blackjack’ has big, corrugated foliage that is bluish early and changes to
dark, blackish green by summer. The
unruly foliage and unusual colors give it
a “high level of distinction.”
Hickenlooper recommends
‘Empress Wu’ PPAF, which grows giant
leaves, up to 2 feet long.
Variegated hostas abound. ‘Night
Before Christmas’ is a favorite of Zilis’.
“The margin is so wide, it is easy to
grow and very marketable,” he said.
‘Ivory Coast’ is a new sport of
‘Sagae’ described as “elegant, superb,

Watering SYSTEMS
Greenhouses
COMPONENTS COVERINGS

APRIL 2011

▲

DIGGER

33

▲

For the love of hostas

elizabeth Petersen

Hostas can serve serve as the stunning centerpiece of a shady flower bed. Gardeners can take their pick of leaf
patterns, growth habits and bloom colors.

narrow leaves and unusual flower color.
‘Blue Regal’ is one of the best
blues and one of the best greens, Zilis
said. It starts as a mound of unruly,
heavily corrugated, blue foliage but
changes to shiny, dark green during
summer.
‘Stormy Seas’ was selected for its
undulating habit, thick substance and
outstanding deep blue-green foliage.
Hickenlooper likes ‘Deep Blue
Sea,’ which has been nominated Hosta
of the Year for its rich, glossy blue,
corrugated foliage.
Challenges
Though a few viruses can affect
hostas, they were only a small problem,
Zilis said, until the discovery of hosta
virus x (HVX) in the mid-1990s. At first
considered a curiosity, its spread accelerated when unsuspecting growers in
Europe shipped infected plants to big
box stores in the U.S. Now, European
growers have cleaned up the source,
but HVX remains a problem.
“HVX is prevalent in a few cultivars, but the vast majority are clean,”
Zilis said. “Tissue culture labs test stock
material for all known viruses before it
is used for explants.”
Most growers know the symptoms
(blotching), know that it is spread
mechanically, and can easily test for it.
Still, “tissue labs have to be rigorous
about virus testing and growers have to
be careful to buy only from reputable
labs,” Johnson said.
Predictions
Zilis anticipates that hostas will
stay hot for years to come. New introductions will always sell, he said, and
when breeders develop a naturally tetraploid, variegated variety, interest will
increase. Success with sun tolerance
will also spark new interest.
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.
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Unveil Your New Products
Help your target audience find your newest and best products

Showcase your newest products in the 2011
New Product Showcase, a dedicated display
in a prime location on the Farwest Show floor
(also includes a product profile in the 2011
Farwest Show edition of Digger magazine).
To qualify, non-plant products must have
been introduced into the US market in 2010
or 2011and must be available for sale by a
Farwest Show exhibitor.

Submission deadline is May 2, 2011.
Submission form and details are available
at www.farwestshow.com/nps. Questions?
Contact Allan Niemi at 503.682.5089 or
aniemi@oan.org.

