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HARDIER BOXWOOD TYPES 
A rather steady flow of questions come to the 

Boxwood Society headquarters. These frequently 
inquire concerning the availability of hardy types. 

Information concerning such types as the low 
growing Korean, and the newer Varder Valley, has 
been sent along to a number of our members. The 
April issue described Inglis Boxwood as a compara
tively new hardy variety from Michigan. A photo
graph showing two plants of Inglis is reproduced 
below. 

Several articles in past issues of The Boxwood 
Bulletin have mentioned or discussed the variability 
present in a seedling population of Boxwood and the 
presence of new types appearing therein. If many 
seedling plants are grown there is a good liklihood 
of some of these new types being desirable ones, su
perior to existing forms in one respect or another. 
Some plants with increased resistance to low tem
peratures may appear. 

In the May 31 , 1963 ARNOLDIA (Vol. 23 , No. 5, 
pp. 85-92), Dr. Donald Wyman discusses "Interna
tional Plant Registration." Among plants recently 
registered at the Arnold Arboretum are listed two 
new, hardy, cultivars of Boxwood. For the informa
tion of our readers the references to these is here 
quoted in full: 

" Buxus sempervirens" 'Northern Find ' 

This plant originated at S1. Joseph 's Hospital , 
Hamilton , Ontario, Canada , and was first propagated 
by the Woodland Nurseries of Cooksville, Ontario , 
in 1939. The originator is not known, but the plant 
was introduced commercially about 1955. In the 
words of Mr. Leslie Hancock, "It is a nicely rounded 
bush, capable of growing over many years to con
siderable height, with a semi-open branching habit. 
The leaves are oblong-oval, 1-111;4" long, convex, 
with glaucous bloom on young foliage with an occa
sional small branch of silver-variegated foliage. It 
will apparently be normal-appearing at -25 0 to _30 0 

F." This has not been widely distributed as yet , but 
is becoming more and more popular in this section 
of Ontario, Canada." 

"Buxus microphylla koreana 'Wintergreen' 

This clone originated about 1940 in the Scarff 
Nurseries of New Carlisle, Ohio, was selected in 
1950 and introduced in 1960 by that nursery. In the 
words of Howard N. Scarff, "This plant has shown 
remarkable ability to retain good green color all 
through the winter. Even in the extreme cold of our 
1958-59 winter, this plant held its color." 

A scene from the garden of Mr. and Mrs. Harry S. Hawkins, 2200 Lafayette Ave., Ann Arbor, Mich
igan. Two large specimens of Inglis Boxwood may be seen in the center of the picture. 

1 



SELENIUM AND THE INSECT PESTS OF BOXWOOD 
by H ENRY T. SKINNE R 

The National Arboretum 

(This article is reprinted from Morris Arbore
tum Bulletin 4:73-79 , 1948 - with the approval of 
both the author and of the Director of The Morris 
Arboretum. Dr. Skinner, Director of the National 
Arboretum, discussed some aspects of the effects of 
selenium on box at the May 15, 1963 Annual Meet
ing. ) 

The Pest Problem. - Boxwood growing in the 
Philadelphia region is troubled from time to time 
by at least three insect pests : leaf miner, mite and 
psylla. Boxwood leaf miner, one of the worst of 
these pests, is likely to be particularly injurious to 
the Japanese Box, Bux us microphylla japonica, and 
the taller-growing forms of the Tree (or so-called 
"American") Box, Buxus sempervirens. It is sel
dom serious on the English Box, B uxus sem perviren s 
suffruticosa. The latter plant is , however, attacked 
in most seasons by the boxwood mite , a pin-point 
sized creature akin to red spider which infests the 
leaves in great numbers, and in their sucking pro
duce a yellowish mottling of unhealthy appearance. 
Other forms of boxwood are infested with this in
sect but seldom so seriously . The third familiar pest 
is the small psylla or grayish, waxy-covered aphid 
which sucks the centers of the young leaves early in 
the growing season and causes them to assume a 
curiously cupped and deformed appearance. It at
tacks all varieties. 

Fig. 1. The evidence of insect attack. A - Healthy 
foliage. B - Swellings on undersides of the leaves 
caused by leaf-miner. C - Mottling of the upper leaf 
surface caused by mites. 

Until comparatively recently it had usually been 
found that if these three insects could be reasonably 
well controlled no further problems were especially 
serious, but of late years the picture has changed. 
English boxwood in particular has seemed overly 
susceptible to some of these pests but in addition in
dividual bushes have all too often become scrappy 
and misshapen through the loss of whole branches 
which die quite suddenly as a result perhaps of 
winter injury or fungus attack. We now realize that 
these several symptoms are most probably due to a 
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ser ious weakening of t he plant by an additional a nd 
very insidious pest. This pest is an eelworm or nema
tode which feeds within the roots , killing them in 
large numbers and thus completely weakening the 
plant from the bottom up . Such a weakened plant 
becomes an immediate prey to drought , to winter 
injury or to insect or fungus attack. Nematodes are 
microscopic in size, they persist for some time in the 
soil in the absence of the plant host , and while they 
can be killed quite readily by methods of soil sterili
zation, up to the present no method of control has 
been found effective for killing them within the 
roots of infested boxwoods. The chemicals which 
kill them in the soil are usually fatal to the plant 
roots. 

Selenium - The Boxwood collection at the Ar
boretum suffered a severe attack of leaf miner in 
1945, and since the old nicotine and molasses spray 
gave at best rather mediocre results ( little was then 
known of DDT in this connection ), it was decided to 
test the possibilities of the poison, selenium, which 
Dr. W. E. Blauvelt was already using with marked 
success at Cornell University for control of the in
sect pests of greenhouse-grown chrysanthemums. 
Selenium is a poisonous element occurring naturally 
in local areas in the prairie states where it is ab
sorbed by certain plants and is known to be fatally 
poisonous to cattle or human beings feeding upon 
such plants. As an insecticide, it is applied to the 
soil in which the plant grows ; it is absorbed by the 
roots and acts as a stomach poison to insects subse
quently feeding upon any part of the plant. Because 
it is so poisonous, and because in soil application it 
may be accumulated by many types of plants -
fruits and vegetables as well as ornamentals - its 
use, even for experimental purposes, calls for the 
utmost caution at all times. 

The first tests of selenium as a control for Box
wood Leaf Miner were made upon two species of 
greenhouse-grown boxwoods in the winter of 1945-
46 . Results were encouraging, and the following 
notes will describe the effect of these and numerous 
subsequent selenium applications upon the pest pop
ulation and general vigor of outdoor-grown box
woods in several species and varieties. 

Methods of Application - Selenium was used in 
these tests in the form of the readily water-soluble 
sodium selenate, and the dissolved selenate was 
watered into the soil in amounts varying from % gm 
to 3 gms per square foot dissolved in sufficient water 
to thoroughly moisten the ground throughout the 
expected region of root penetration. As a general 
rule it was arbitrarily assumed that a desirable 
amount of water for this purpose is about 30 gallons 
per 100 square feet of soil surface. Small areas were 
thus treated by placing a given weight of the salt in 
the necessary volume of water and applying the so
lution with a sprinkling can . On larger areas the 
Hozon proportioner was found useful with the gar
den hose, although the advertised 10-1 delivery of 
the proportioner was found to be rather unreliably 
variable with differences of water pressure. During 



the present season a more convenient method of ap
plication has been used which seems quite satisfac
tory: the ground about the plants is first soaked very 
thoroughly with the hose and the necessary amount 
of selenium is dissolved in about 2 gallons of water 
and applied as evenly as possible with a fine sprink
ler. Penetration of this more concentrated salt solu
tion would probably be equally effective after a 
heavy rain provided one is certain that the ground 
has been evenly and completely moistened. 

Evaluation of Results - Evaluations of the ef
fectiveness of treatment upon control of the leaf
feeding insects have been arrived at by examination 
of approximately 50 leaves, random selection, per 
treated or check plant. In the case of leaf miner the 
number of ovipositions per leaf can be readily count
ed shortly after occurrence, and the number of such 
ovipositions resulting in new larvae can also be ac
curately determined within a few weeks. In the case 
of boxwood mite it has seemed sufficient to record 
this pest on a basis of presence or absence per leaf 
only. 

In recording shoot elongation as being possibly 
influenced by the treatments, average lengths were 
taken of 50 current-season shoots per treated and 
check plants representing a distribution of 15 termi
nal shoots, 25 side shoots from these terminals and 
ten side shoots from lower down on each bush. Al
though not accurate, such a figure is felt to be rea
sonably indicative for a given plant. Root nematode 
populations could be determined on a comparative 
basis only. While microscopic examination yields 
valuable information regarding the nematode activi
ty level in a given sample, the effects of general in
festation of the root mass is usually so easy to rec
ognize that with representative root portions the ex
tent of infestation can be comparatively estimated 
by simple observation. 

The Controlof LearMiner 

The first intended use of selenium at the Morris 
Arboretum was as a possible agent for control of the 
Boxwood Leaf Miner, Monarthropalpus buxi. 

The Insect - The adult leaf miner is an orange
bodied fly about 1/10th of an inch long, which in 
bad infestations emerges in swarms from the lower 
side of the older leaves in late Mayor early June. 
Over a period of about a week the female flies de
posit their eggs inside the leaves of newly develop
ing shoots. Held against the light, each oviposition 
can be identified as a pale pinpoint spot. Within a 
few weeks newly-hatched larvae (the "miner") com
mence feeding inside the leaf. This feeding contin
ues until 'cold weather in fall and recommences in 
spring. When full development is reached in April 
or early May the larvae pupate for a brief period to 
emerge as the new crop of adult flies. The mature 
larvae may be so voracious in their feeding that on 
a warm, quiet day in April an infested bush may 
audibly crackle with their activity. 

Treatments and Results - During the winter of 
1945-46 eight 18-inch nursery-grown plants of Bux
us sempervirens arborescens, eight of B. semp. an
gustifolia and four 3-foot specimens of B. microphyl
Ia japonica were divided among four soil plots of 12 
square feet each in a greenhouse bench. The leaves 
of all plants were already heavily infested with de
veloping leaf miners. On March 11, 1946, Plot #1 
received 2 grams of sodium selenate, plot #2 re-
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ceived 4 grams, plot #3, 6 grams, plot #4 no treat
ment. Development of the miner larvae was in no 
way affected. They pupated normally and emerged 
as flies in e.1rly May. Indiscriminate oviposition fol
lowed in the young leaves of all the plants. On Aug
ust 29th a careful check was taken of the miner sit
uation, since by this time the young larvae would 
normally be in a sizeable and active condition. The 
results were as follows: Through all varieties an 
average of 74% of the counted leaves showed ovi
position scars, in some cases as many as 23 to a leaf. 
In general the numbers were highest in B. micro
phylla japonica and lowest in B. semp. arborescens. 
On a plot basis oviposition bore no particular rela
tion to treatment. Plots #1 and #3 had the highest 
rate (80 and 81 %) and the check plot #4 the lowest 
(64%). There had been abundant ovipositions, but 
the count of the number of these ovipositions which 
had developed into maturing larvae was especially 
revealing. In untreated plot #4,29% (a little low in 
comparison with later findings) of the egg deposi
tions had produced actively feeding larvae, while no 
larvae of any kind were found on the treated plots. 
If they had emerged from the egg stage they had 
evidently died with their first feeding. 

A similar experiment was run concurrently on 
2- to 3-foot plants of B. sempervirens rotundirolia, 
B. semp. angustifolia and B. microphylla japonica 
growing in a cultivated nursery. On April 11, 1946, 
the ground about four plants of each variety was 
treated with sodium selenate at the rate of 1 gram 
per square foot of branch spread. Four plants of each 
variety were left untreated. As before, the plants 
were heavily infested with leaf miners which ma
tured and oviposited normally - (28 times on some 
leaves of treated plants). Allowing time for develop
ment of the new miners, examination was made for 
their presence on the following August 27th when it 
was found that while an average of 58% of oviposi
tions on leaves of check plants produced actively 
feeding larvae, no larvae at all could be found where 
the selenate had been used. 

General Observations - Since these two tests 
were carried out, selenium applications have' been 
made to numerous boxwood varieties in nursery 
rows and permanent plantings with usually very 
satisfactory results from the standpoint of leaf miner 
control. Where control has not been completely ef
fective the first season, it is likely to be traceable to 
one of three reasons: (1) the selenate concentration 
may have been too low - the effective minimum 
seems to be about ~ gram per square foot; (2) ap
plication was made too late - it should preferably 
be done in spring before growth takes place; or (3) 
the amount of selenium solution was insufficient for 
contact with the spreading root system of an old 
established specimen. It is interesting to note that a 
late application made when shoot growth was half 
developed may not result in killing the larvae until 
late fall, but it is eventually effective. Furthermore, 
the nursery plants treated in 1946 showed complete 
control of leaf miner for two seasons. This year very 
light infestation is visible for the first time. 

Conclusions - So far as this particular pest is 
concerned, selenium gives very fair promise as an 
effective control in the event that alternatives to 
present insecticides such as DDT are sought. It is 
perhaps one of the first instances where selenium 
has been satisfactorily used with a typically woody 
plant. 



Fig. 2. The control of leaf-miner with selenium. 
A - Miner infested shoot from untreated plant of 
Buxus semp. arborescens. B - Healthy shoot from 
similar plant of the same species treated with sodi
um selenate in early April. Photographed in Sept. 

Boxwood Mite 

While common red spider frequently attacks box
wood along with a host of other plants, the brown 
colored slightly smaller and more specialized box
wood mite, Paratetranychus yothersii seems to do 
most of the damage at the Arboretum. In normal 
seasons it is particularly prevalent on the English 
Box in late summer ( see Fig. 1 ) but also attacks 
other species and varieties with the possible excep
tion of those forms of B. sempervirens with deep 
green , leathery leaves such as Handsworthii , aureo
variegata, bullata, etc. Such forms are, in fact , us
ually the last to be bothered by leaf insects of any 
kind. 

Treatments and Results - It was observed dur
ing the course of the succeeding summer that the 
selenium treatments of March 11 and April 11 , 1946, 
were having a distinct effect not only upon the leaf 
miners but also upon the color of the upper leaf sur
faces. No yellowish mottling was in evidence. Care
ful examination was consequently made on Septem
ber 10 , 1946 for signs of mite infestation. Among un
treated plants growing under nursery conditions, 
70;0 of the leaves of B. semp. rotundifolia, 3% of the 
leaves of B. semp. augustifolia and 24% of the leaves 
of B. microphylla japonica showed mite infestation. 
No evidence of such infestation , past or present, was 
discovered upon any treated plants of the same va
rieties. In 1948 these same treated plants show prac
tically no indication of mite attack. More recent evi
dence indicates that Boxwood mites can be con
trolled on all varieties during a given season pro
vided, as for leaf miner, that the selenium is applied 
in spring just before growth commences. Applica
tions made at any time later are relatively ineffec
tive the same season, especially with B. semp. suf
fruticosa . They do, however, tend to reduce the 
amount of infestation during the season following . 

English Box - Throughout these tests it has 
been repeatedly observed that the English Box does 
not , unfortunately , give such a clear cut response to 
selenium treatments as do other varieties when the 
conditions of applications are relatively ideal. Mites, 
for instance, may be controlled completely on some 
individuals, poorly on others. The reason for this 
may possibly be that selenium is most effectively 
absorbed when it is applied just before a period of 

vigorous shoot elongation . With dwarf-growing B. 
semp. suffruticosa shoot growth is never typically 
vigorous, and it is made over a rather protracted 
period. Unless it can be utilized promptly , it is likely 
that much of the selenium is leached from the soil 
before enough is absorbed to become effective. 

Boxwood Psylla 

The small sucking psyllid or aphid , Psylla buxi, 
causes its typical leaf cupping on most varieties of 
boxwood at the Arboretum. It is particularly partial 
to the Tree and Japanese Boxes and seems most seri
ous on the soft growth made in semi shade, but in 
heavy infestation it is quite general. This pest is 
readily controlled by a contact insecticide such as 
nicotine sulphate, but it is of interest to note that any 
selenium treatment which is effective for leaf miner 
or mite gives good control at the same time of box
wood psylla. ( See Figure 5 ). From general observa
tions it appears that this insect is perhaps easier to 
control by this means than boxwood mite. Late 
treatments, which have been only partially effective 
on the latter, have on occasion still eliminated the 
psyUa quite completely. 

Growing Effects 
It is well known that selenium salts may at times 

have a stunting effect upon plant growth when they 
are used in concentrations higher than may normal
ly be needed for adequate control of insect pests. In 
still higher concentrations they may be lethal to the 
plant tissues. In view of these factors , it may be of 
interest to record a few observations regarding the 
responses of boxwood to selenium independently of 
the pest control relationship. 
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Three grams per square foot is the highest con
centration of sodium selenate which has been used 
in these tests. At this strength no deleterious effects 
have been noted upon healthy roots of strong grow
ing varieties of Buxus sempervirens or Bux us micro
phylla. However, a concentration of even two grams 
per square foot resulted in distinct injury to nema
tode-infested roots of Buxus semp. suffruticosa. 

So far as vegetative growth is concerned, it has 
been noted that such may be increased when the 
limiting factor appears to be insect attack. However, 
growth measurements of fifty shoots each of three 
untreated plants of B. microphylla japonica and 
three plants treated early the same season with one 
gram per square foot of sodium selenate (all plants 
being in a quite healthy condition at the start), 
yielded the following data : individual untreated 
plants averaged variously 5.23 , 4 .35 , and 5.55 inches 
growth per shoot while those receiving selenium 
averaged 3.02 , 3.45, and 3.22 inches. In other words , 
the shoots of untreated plants in this particular test 
made an average increased growth of 1.8 inches. Un
fortunately enough completely healthy plants have 
not been available to secure more information on 
this point but it would appear that a concentration 
of even 1 gram per square foot may at times have a 
slightly stunting effect upon growth . It is improb
able, however, that such an effect will carry into a 
second season and when pest control is the primary 
objective, and adequately secured , a secondary 
stunting of this nature is more than offset by the 
benefits resulting from pest reduction or eradication. 

Summary 
In this progress report concerning the use of so

dium selenate as a control for the pests of boxwood 
growing at the Morris Arboretum the following 



Fig. 3. Meadow nematodes from the roots of Bux
us sempervirens suffruticosa. Magnified 40 times. 

principal points have been noted: 
1. Water solutions of sodium selenate at a con

centration of one gram per square foot of root area 
are effective in controlling attacks of leaf miner, 
mite and psylla upon most species and varieties of 
boxwoods tested. 

2. Such an application should be made immedi
ately before growth commences in spring. 

3. The useful range of selenate concentration ap
pears to be somewhere between % and 2 grams per 
square foot. at 1;4 gram partial insect control was 
effected; at 2 grams root injury was observed. 

4. Applications of 1 gram per square foot can ap
parently be effective in so reducing the root nema
tode populations of weakly growing es·tablished 
plants of certain varieties that normal health, vigor 
and a pest-resistant condition is almost entirely re
stored within one year. 

5. The English Box, Buxus sempervirens suffru
ticosa, remains an outstanding exception in that so
dium selenate cannot so far be considered a satis
factory control agent for either leaf-feeding insects 
or nematodes. 

6. Selenium moy have a slight stunting effect 
upon growth of normally vigorous boxwood plants 
during the first season following applica'tion. Such 
plants do not, however, appear to be otherwise in
jured and the effect is adequately offset when pest 
control is the major consideration. 

The above results yield definite indications that 
selenium salts may find a place in the control of in
sect pests in certain woody, as well as herbaceous 
plants. It is to be emphasized that they do not, as 
yet, provide the solution to the current serious prob
lem of the control of nematodes in the English Box
woods. Further studies are needed. In view of these 
facts and in view of the earlier warning that selen
ium is a poisonous material requiring the utmost 
care in usage, it is to be emphasized that the indis
criminate use of sodium selenate by home gardeners 
is at present neither justified nor recommended. 

Selenium and Nematodes 

The Meadow Nematode - As has been previous
ly pointed out, the attacking of boxwood plants by 
root nematodes presents the plantsman with a very 
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Fig. 4. Nematode-infested roots of English box
wood. The "Witches broom" effect results from con
tinuous killing of the young rootlets. 

serious problem. We have here a microscopic eel
worm which feeds , produces eggs and its new gen
erations within the young boxwood roots , and when 
these roots have died and decayed, persists in the 
soil about the boxwood plants to attack new roots or 
those of other types of plants in the vicinity. This 
pest exists in numerous species but the one which 
seems to do most damage to boxwoods at the Arbore
tum has been identified by Dr. G . Steiner, Division 
of Nematology of the U. S . Department of Agricul
ture, as the Meadow Nematode, Pratylenchus sp . 
From samples submitted for examination, Dr. Stein
er was able to recognize three distinct species of 
Pratylenchus in roots of English Box and two speci
mens of Japanese Box growing at the Arboretum. 

Varietal Susceptibility - From general observa
tion, all forms of boxwood are susceptible to nema
tode attack. There are indications that the severity 
of infestation may be related to some extent to grow
ing conditions , certainly to varietal influences. 
Plants seem less affected in hot dry positions, par
ticularly in the proximity of sod. The coarse-leaved 
varieties of Buxus sempervirens seem least subject 
to attack, while B . microphylla japonica is quite sus
ceptible, and B. semp. suffruticosa, the English Box, 
very susceptible indeed. As mentioned earlier, there 
is now little doubt that the severe root injury caused 
by nematodes is responsible for the ill health of 
many plants of English Boxwood in the Philadel
phia district. Such injury not only impoverishes the 
plant through restriction of water and food supplies 
but in so doing renders it a ready prey to pest and 
disease attack, to winter injury, summer drought 
and any other adverse conditions. 

General Controls - Nematodes enter the roots 
of newly set boxwoods (and other plants which are 
similarly attacked ) from the soil. The first step to
ward preventing such trouble would be to thorough
ly sterilize the soil before planting, and for this pur
pose such chemicals as DD mixture, or methyl bro
mide, properly applied, are quite effective. Such 
treatments are already standard practice for many 



crops including roses , particularly in the southern 
states. Both these chemicals, however, must be used 
well before planting for they are toxic to living tis
sues. Unfortunately, no effective treatment is at 
present known for established boxwoods which have 
become subject to attack. However, the problem is 
now under active investigation at more than one 
experiment station so that it is to be hoped a work
able solution may soon be forthcoming. 

The Use of Selenium - The seriousness of the 
nematode problem at the Arboretum became fully 
recognized two years ago. The double rows of Eng
lish boxwood flanking the main path through the 
rose garden have been deteriorating for some time, 
and other specimen plants which had lost their vigor 
did not respond to feeding and improved cultural 
conditions as expected. Certain of them, however, 
have shown improvement in a rather remarkable 
way following the use of selenium primarily as a 
control for leaf miner and the apparent relationship 
of this fact to the problem of root nematodes pro
vides reason for the present discussion. 

Reference has been made to a selenium treatment 

of 1 gram per square foot to nursery-grown plants 
of Buxus sempervirens rotundifolia on April 11 , 
1946. This application effectively controlled leaf 
miners and mites on the treated plants. One year 
later, in April 1947, additional pairs of plants of the 
same variety variously received applications of 1f4, 
1;2 and 1 gram sodium selenate per square foot. Pairs 
of untreated individuals separated each treatment 
within the row. It has been noted that the weak 
treatment of selenium did not give complete control 
of leaf miner, but in spite of this , all treatments had 
an evidently beneficial effect so far as growth and 
coloration of the plants were concerned. The foliage 
became a glossy dark green and the general appear
ance was that of an excellent response to fertiliza
tion - something which could not be accounted for 
on a basis of mere control of leaf-feeding insects. 
Untreated plants did not show this response. They 
remained in a relatively weak condition and during 
the past cold winter were injured so severely that 
three of these checks were killed outright and the 
remainder are still in very sorry condi·tion. All se
lenium-treated plants survived the 1947-48 winter 
practically unscathed. A possible clue to this be-

Fig. 5. Effect of selenium upon pest resistance and growth of Buxus microphylla japonica. 1A - Vig
orous and dark-foliaged plant after spring treatment with sodium selenate. 1B - The untreated plant has 
sparse foliage of poor color. 2A - Shoot specimens from the treated plant. 2B - Specimen from the control 
piant; leaves are infested with both psylla and miner. 3 - Sample roots from the treated plant (1A) are 
long, vigorous and comparatively free of nematodes. 4 - Roots of the control plant remain typical of hea
vy nematode infestation. 
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havior is found by examination of the root system. 
In July of this year roots of the check plants, when 
not completely dead, were very heavily infested 
with nematodes. Practically no uninfested white 
feeding roots could be found. The roots of all seleni
um-treated plants, on the other hand, were for the 
most part straight growing, healthy and vigorous. 
They were not entirely free of nematodes, but in
festation was not of serious proportions and the 
number of killed rootlets was relatively small. There 
was every appearance that selenium had been effec
tive in controlling the nematode population and in 
so doing had restored to these particular plants their 
normal vigor and their normal hardiness. 

Figure 5 illustrates another instance of the same 
effect, in this case with Buxus microphyZla japonica. 
Shown in this figure are two established plants of 
this variety which in 1946 were entirely similar in 
appearance. Neither was making very good growth 
and both were badly infested by both leaf miner and 
boxwood psylla. One of them was treated with 1 
gram of sodium selenate per square foot in April 
1947. In July of the present year the untreated plant 
had made poor shoot growth; psylla and leaf miner 
were abundant and the roots were bunched and par
tially killed by nematodes (Fig. 5-4). The treated 

plant was entirely free from leaf miner although it 
had been very sparingly attacked by psylla. Growth 
was good, however, and the foliage a fine glossy 
dark green; feeding roots were long, straight and ap
parently healthy. Again, they were not entirely free 
of nematodes but the number present was evidently 
not sufficient to cause much damage. It would again 
appear that improvement of the plant had probably 
resulted from the effect of selenium in markedly re
ducing the nematode population. Similar observa
tions have been made upon established plants of 
Buxus semp. angustifolia, additional specimens of B. 
semp. rotundifolia and B. semp. microphyZla. 

These results, unfortunately, have not been du
plicated with the English box, for it is in this variety 
that nematodes constitute by far the most serious 
problem. These tests are continuing, however, and 
during the present season sodium selenate in a wid
er range of concentrations has been applied to 166 
plants of which the majority are B. semp. suffruti
cosa. In the light of the indications of this progress 
report, it may well be that either concentration, 
method, or time of selenium application may be the 
pres~nt unknown factors in improved results, espe
cially with the English boxwood. 

(To Be Continued in October) 

Boxwood Breeding and Propagation 
by GEORGE M. DARROW 

(Summary of a talk given at the third Annual 
Meeting of the American Boxwood Society, May 15, 
1963) . 

This organization is not very old. It's really just 
born. But it fills a need of people with like interests 
gathering to compare experiences. You have some 
high objectives - the systemization of knowledge 
of box - its species, its varieties, their mutability, 
their culture. You are already distributing authentic 
material of species and varieties and these are essen
tial objectives. You have published some on the his
tory of box. 

The next important step would seem to be a be
ginning of information regarding the breeding of 
box. You :will need every bit of information long be
fore you have it. And why breed box? I remember 
the time when I first helped in the breeding of 
peaches. I had thought the existing varieties excel
lent. Well they were excellent but the field for im
provement was enormous - hardiness of tree, of 
fruit bud and of flower, longer and shorter chilling 
requirements, increased set, larger, firmer, better 
colored, tastier fruit. Breeding has made the peach 
a far finer fruit in the last 30 years and can make it 
a far finer fruit in the nex;t 30 years. You can have 
the finest of peaches south to Miami, Florida, and 
north to northern New England. 

There is a great wealth of material in box - a 
great range of species and varieties. Professor Smith, 
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at one of our Annual Meetings, has told of the great 
variability of seedling box at Blacksburg. It would 
be good to have much more information on this same 
planting - on the seedlings he discarded as well as 
those he saved. If only there were similar plantings 
in Michigan and in Georgia with reports on them! 
And on crosses too - for example between the 
hardiest species or forms, or between species that 
might be resistant to Phytoph,thora and nematodes. 
Sometimes such crosses can be made, seedlings 
grown and then a place found for growing them even 
to maturity. Even a small start will prove invaluable. 
A few hundred may grow to many thousand quickly. 

Recent issues of the Boxwood Bulletin (January 
1963 and April 1963) have brought additional in
formation - from Dr. Anderson and from Dr. Bald
win - on initial results of interest and value tracing 
from planned seedling populations of boxwood. 

You have, as a society, thru the Blandy Experi
mental Farm, been distributing authentic box. That 
is fine, and as gardeners I know you cannot help 
giving others propagations of your own finest plants. 
We all do that. But often a little encouragement will 
help a lot. Possibly a committee to encourage the 
breeding, the growing of seedlings, and the propaga
tion and exchange of box would help. Many of our 
finest fruits came from those who gave their varie
ties to the public. All are our heritage from the past; 
so may we return a bit of our debt! 



The Use of Boxwood • 
In Woodwind Musical Instruments 

by PHILLIP T . YOUNG' 

Tis musIcian must admit at once that his wife 
is the family horticulturist , the only one. Our mod
est gardens are something I can occasionally be per
suaded to tour , between orchestra and chamber en
semble rehearsals or as a recess from correcting 
music theory or history papers from my Taft classes . 
I know but two botanical names, Arundo donax and 
Buxus sempervirens; of the former I make recalci
trant reeds for my bassoon , and from the latter -
for many centuries - man has made woodwind in
struments of incomparable beauty of tone. 

The last few years have seen my efforts in the 
field of musicology center increasingly on the study 
of old woodwind instruments and their makers , es
pecially in America. But for the efforts of a few con
tinental scholars and, in particular, the devoted 
members of Britain 's Galpin Society , old wind in
struments have been accorded neither the respect 
nor study which has made Stradivari , for example, 
a household name. It must be admitted that modern 
woodwinds are superior to ancestral models in most 
respects, which of course is not true of strings. Ac
tually, winds are still imperfect in many respects, 
and new systems of key mechanism, new concepts 
of proper bore dimension , and even experiments 
with new materials for the resonating tube itself , 

Phillip Young with maple bassoon (1800 ) by 
Catlia, Bliss Co. of Hartford, Conn.; boxwood flute 
and clarinet by Asa Hopkins of Litchfield , Conn. 
(circa 1835 ) ; and boxwood oboe by Floth of Dresden 
(1805) . 

8 

are by no means uncommon today. Paradoxically , 
after a century of disuse, Buxus sempervirens is 
again finding limited use in the manufacture of cer
tain woodwinds. 

The earliest reference to box as a material for in
struments, appears to be that found in the Oeuvres 
of J . P. Coutant (Poitiers, France, 1628). On the 
other hand, the monumental Syntagma Musicum 
( 1615-20 ) of Michael Praetorius, otherwise exhaus
tive in its detail , offers little information about in
struments' wood , an oversight compounded by many 
outstanding modern studies, as well. Few boxwood 
instruments from the 17th century are known to 
survive, and we must conclude that boxwood gained 
ascendancy toward the beginning of the 18th cen
tury. It then held a dominant position well into the 
19th, when woodwind makers turned increasingly 
to harder, heavier woods that were better suited 
to the needs - artistic and technical - of the musi
cal times. More of this shortly. 

In the Boxwood Period defined above, the prin
cipal woodwinds were, as now, the flute , oboe, clari
net, and bassoon. All of these were most commonly 
of box , except the latter, the size of which - both in 
length and diameter - required blocks somewhat 
larger, crack-free, and less susceptible to warping, 
than B. sempervirens would yield. There are box
wood bassoons, but maple was and is the usual bas
soon material. In addition to these basic four instru
ments, boxwood found its way into piccolos, fifes, 
English horns, museMes, bass clarinets, basset horns, 
recorders, flageolets, and many variants of these. 
Whether by European or American maker, perhaps 
ninety-five per cent of instruments in these categor
ies of this period, are of box , occasionally stained 
dark brown, but more often a warm yellow-orange 
in color. Most have handsome keys handsawed from 
sheet brass, mounted in bulbous, raised knobs left 
by the woodturner, and pivoting on a brass wire 
axle. Earlier brass keys have sq'uare coverplates -
that part of the key which covers a hole in the in
strument body - while on slightly later instruments 
the coverpla1tes are round. Nineteenth century speci
mens increasingly employ silver keys, the cover
plates of which are convex domes ( the apt term 
"saltspoon key" is widely used) . This modern key -
silver and with shallow-cup coverplate - was but a 
short step away . Most boxwood instruments have a 
further decorative-structural feature: raised wood 
and/ or ivory knobs and rings , which are to strength
en joint sockets and which provide a touch of sim
ple elegance. 

More than for any other quality, a boxwood in
strument is notable for its purity and sweetness of 
tone. If one were to produce identical flutes , for ex
ample, of boxwood, rosewood, cocus , maple, pear, 
apple and grenadilla (from each of which wood
winds have been made ) there would be little dis
agreement among a jury of musicians that the box-

IE. A. (Bowdoin College); Mus. M. (Yale). Chair
man , Department of Music, The Taft School, Water
town, Connecticut. 



wood instrument possessed the surpassing tone per 
se . It has a natural resonance nei ther too brilliant 
nor bland , that is rich , pure, a nd of golden mellow
ness. This quality was a victim of Romantic music , 
of the hundred-piece orchestra in which , for exam
ple, the brilliance of a silver flute was needed if that 
instrument was to sing out clearly above its compa
triots , and was a victim, too , of our modern prefer
ence for disparate colors from the individual wood
winds, rather than the homogeneous " woody" timbre 
shared by all members of the family in earlier days. 
The clar!net, as well as the flute , attained unique 
tonal quality when made of boxwood. Baines ( 1957 ) 
eulogizes the early clarinet, " . . . every note offers 
a resistance that encourages the most expressive 
cantabile that it is possible to imagine from a wind 
instrument. The clarinet has since gained in sonority 
and flexibility , and also the old instrument is de
fective in the lower register (where some of the 
cross-fingerings are worse than on the one-keyed 
flute ); but in the upper register , which matters so 
much more, the clarinet can never have sounded 
more beautiful. When Mozart wrote his famous re
mark to his father , 'If only we ( in Salzburg ) had 
clarinets,' we must remember that he referred . .. 
to the simple boxwood instrument .. . " 

If boxwood produced a tone of rare beauty, there 
were other qualities which both added to and de
tracted ' from its suitability for instrument-making. 
To quote Rendall 's definitive The Clarinet ( 1954 ), 
"The wood ( for instrument ) must be durable, not 
prone to shrinking or swelling or warping, must 
work cleanly under the tool , must be resonant , not 
too heavy , and a bad conductor of heat. " (The latter 
is important since temperature effects dimensions 
of the bore, hence pitch.) "Beauty of appearance is 
the least consideration. Throughout the 18th century 
and well into the middle of the 19th, boxwood was 
considered the ideal material. It is reasonably hard , 
light, very resonant, is easily turned and drilled, but 
has one fatal disadvantage - great susceptibility to 
atmospheric change. Lt is , in the words of a famous 
old maker, Cornelius Ward (of London , 1805-1870 ) , 
'more suited for a hygrometer than for a musical 
instrument.' The better qualities come from Italy 
and Spain, the best - the mottled Abassian box
wood - from the shores of the Black Sea. The Eng
lish variety, while tougher, has a fatal propensity 
to warping." 

The present writer has seen boxwood instru
ments so badly warped that within an overall length 
of twenty-four inches, the longitudinal axis of the 
bore curved some eight inches! While slight warping 
would have no acoustical effect whatever on a sim
ple four-keyed flute of 1800, it can be seen that a 
similar distortion would wreak havoc with the 
Boehm flute of 1832, on which interacting levers, 
axles, pivot points, and so forth , depended upon pre
cision interplay of their moving parts. From 1800, 
each new improvement in mechanism and therefore 
in complexity sounded a further knell for boxwood 
as the ideal for woodwind-making. There were other 
factors , too : the maker Lafeur's catalog of 1870 is 
concluded with the explanation, " N. B ., the old
fashioned boxwood fifes are now excluded from our 
list , the price of boxwood being almost as expensive 
as good cocus wood, and far from being so good or 
so elegant." 
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Photo by William Sacco. 

Boxwood Clarinet by Asa Hopkins of Litchfield, 
Conn., (circa 1835 ), owned by Smithsonian Insti
tute, Washington, D . C. 



A most interesting, if curious practice is des
cribed by Bate (1956), quite likely but one of many 
hundred efforts to season boxwood by different 
methods in order to lessen its tendency to warp. I 
quote the entire paragraph, which is of further in
terest. "Box - Buxus sempervirens - which is ex
cellent for all sorts of turned work, was at one time 
the favorite wood for all the smaller musical instru
ments and the so-called Turkish variety could be 
found' with a beautiful curly grain which yielded a 
very handsome finish when polished. English box, 
which is perhaps a little softer and tougher than 
other growths, was formerly held in high esteem, 
and the older turners tended to attribute its virtues 
to the method of its preparation. This is said to have 
included burial underground to season for periods 
of up to twenty years. At a time when crafts were 
handed down from father to son this sort of thing 
was of course possible, but material seasoned like 
this is quite unobtainable today and, in an ever
hastening world, it is unlikely that it ever will be 
again." 

One more small point of interest may be men
tioned here. The occasional practice of staining box
wood a dark brown was mentioned earlier. This was 
frequently if not always done with acid, rather than 
with an oil stain of some sort. As yet, my efforts to 
determine which acid was used, have not been suc
cessful. Sulfuric acid would seem a likely agent and 
was readily available. The writer has experimented 
with this acid and a piece from an old instrument 
and achieved no such darkening, but the origanal 
clear finish and accumulated grime may have ef
fectively sealed the wood; the next experiment will 
involve a piece of new boxwood. 

An early paragraph mentioned the modern use 
of B. sempervirens for instrument-making. Macgilli
vray (1961) has recently commented " ... yet the 
possibility of making a reliable keyed instrument in 
boxwood cannot be ruled out: Tottcher, in Germany, 
has made several solo recordings on a modern box
wood oboe." I have not been able to locate these rec
ords in this country as yeti the sound of an old box
wood oboe is familiar to me, but it would be most 
interesting to hear the modern, full-keyed instru
ment Tottcher employs. 

The principal use of boxwood for woodwinds to
day, however, is in the making of authentic repro
ductions, the considerable demand for which stems 
from our modern conviction that old music sounds 
best when performed on instruments of the precise 
sort for which the music was composed originally. 
Otto Steinkopf of Berlin has been one of the more 
successful in producing shawms, oboes, transverse 
flutes, and other Baroque, classical, and even Renais
sance instruments, for an international clientele. 
Herr Steinkopf has most graciously invited the writ
er to visit his workshop, but is quite frank to make 
clear that he guards his methods of manufacture 
and, perhaps, even his sources of seasoned box, most 
carefully. It is only recently that a possible Ameri
can source of good imported boxwood has become 
known to me. I do not think I quite dare bury it, Mr. 
Bate notwithstanding; it remains a mystery to me 
why this would not simply induce decomposition. 
At any rate, I should one day like to make a box
wood flute, myself. Perhaps the answer is for me to 
join my wife in the garden, nurse some boxwood 
seedlings through many Connecticut winters, and 
"grow" the flute here at home! 

Literature Cited 

Baines, Anthony. 1957. Woodwind instruments and 
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ter 10 of "Musical instruments through the 
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(The author earnestly solicits assistance from 
readers of the Boxwood Bulletin, who may know of 
the whereabouts of surviving, early woodwinds. A 
compilation is under way of details and complex 
measurements of all known American instruments, 
and a definitive book on the subject is the ultimate 
goal.) 
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AMERICAN BOXWOOD SOCIETY 

Treasurer's Report May 1962 - May 1963 Year 

Credits 

May 1, 1962 Balance $ 645.34 
May 1, 1962 - May 14, 1963 Deposits: 

Members 
434 @ $ 3.00 1,302 

2 @ 5.00 10 
26 @ 10.00 260 

3 @ 25.00 75 
1 @ 50.00 50 
2 @ 100.00 200 
1 @ 200.00 200 2,097.00 

Journals and Subscriptions 
sold 

May 14, 1963 Checks on hand 

Total 

Expenditures 

141.02 

April 1962 Bulletin, inc!. mailing $462.67 
July 1962 Bulletin, incl. mailing 215.87 
Oct. 1962 Bulletin, incl. mailing 355.83 
Jan. 1963 Bulletin, incl. mailing 313.47 
April 1963 Bulletin, incl. mailing 424.00 
Billing Expenses 
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Envelopes & Printing 33.25 
Postage 20.00 53.25 

Stamps & other postage 
Membership Folders 

(5000) 63.50 
Plain Envelopes (500) 3.00 

Balance, as of May 14, 1963 

May 14, 1963, in Bank 
Checks in hand 

Owe Publisher 

Balance 

13.00 

66.50 

2,238.02 

42.00 

2,925.36 

1,904.59 

$1,020.77 

$1,39.0.09 
42.00 

$1,432.09 
411.32 

$1,020.77 



Third Annual Meeting 
About 100 members were present for the third 

annual meeting of the American Boxwood Society, 
held-at the Orland E. White Research Arboretum of 
the Blandy Experimental Farm, Boyce, Va. <?n ~~y 
15. Members were in attendance from VIrgInIa, 
Maryland, Washington, D. C. and New York. 

The slate of officers presented by a nominating 
committee headed by Dr. J. T. Baldwin, Jr. of Wil
liamsburg Va. was unanimously approved as fol
lows: Pre~ident, Admiral Neill Phillips, Upperville, 
Va.' first vice-president, Mr. Bertrand H. Bratney, 
Lee~burg, Va.; second vice-president, Mrs. William 
C. Seipp, Brook Hill Farm, Middleburg, Va.; Secre
tary, Mrs. Clay B. Carr, Boyce, Va., and Treasurer, 
Dr. Walter S. Flory, Boyce, Va. New directors elect
ed for 3-year terms were Mrs. Thomas De Lashmutt, 
Oak Hill, Aldie, Va., and Mr. John Mitchell, Middle
burg, Virginia. The carr~-over directors are Dr: Hen
ry Skinner, Dr. J. B. WIlson, Dr. ~ .. T. Baldwm, Jr. 
and Dr. W. Ralph Singleton (ex OffICIO). 

Prior to election of the officers consideration was 
given to the Constitution an~ By~Law~ un~er which 
the Society has been operatmg smce Its fIrst meet
ing in May 1961. The Directors suggested several 
changes, based on experience of. the past two years. 
Recommendations were made wIth reference to pro
posed changes in ~rticle IV, S~ction 1; Artic.le V, 
Section 3; and ArtIcle VII, SectIon 1. After dISCUS
sion and explanations, all recommended changes 
were unanimously approved. The changes are as 
follows: (1) the former Article IV (Membership), 
Section 1 was deleted, and the following substitu
tion made for this section: "All persons interested 
in any phase of boxwood are inv~ted to jo~n; s~?ject 
to the approval of the MembershIp CommIttee; (2) 
Under Article V (Officers and Directors), Section 3 
was deleted' and (3) Article VII (Meetings), Sec
tion 1 was ~eworded to read "The Annual Meeting 
shall be held on the second Wednesday in May; sub
ject to change of date upon approval of the Execu
tive Committee." 

Reports were also heard from both Mrs. Carr, 
the Secretary, and Mr. Flory, the Treasurer. It was 
pointed out that the. Society currently h.as .over 500 
paid-up members (m 36 states), and IS m sound 
shape, financially. 

A feature of the meeting was the tribute which 
President Phillips paid to Captain R. J. Vickers for 
the preparation, and pUblication in The Bo~wood 
Bulletin of his magnificent 13-chapter treatIse on 
"':Dhe C~lture of Boxwood in an Old Virginia Gar
den" based on his 40 years experience with Boxwood 
in this country following a boyhood spent near Box 
Hill in Surry, 'England and including wide experi
ence with many notable English gardens. Another 
feature of the meeting was the presentation to all 
members present of rooted plants of the Spotted 
Boxwood Buxus sempervirens maculata. 

The ~orning was devoted to the examination of 
Boxwood seedlings, to tours of the Research Arbore
tum with particular attention being given to the old
er plants of named cultivars of Boxwood, and to the 
examination of exhibits of the new Inglis Boxwood, 
of named cultivars from the Arnold Arboretum and 
Kew Gardens, and especially to the friendly ex
change of experiences among the members. 
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After a box lunch featuring Kentucky fried 
chicken, the formal program was opened, moderated 
by Admiral Neill Phillips of Heronwood, President 
of the Society. Speakers with their subjects were: 
Dr. George M. Darrow, U.S.D.A., "Boxwood Breed
ing and Propagation"; Mr. Alden Eaton, Colonial 
Williamsburg, "Boxwood in Williamsburg"; Dr. 
Henry T. Skinner, The National Arboretum, "A Re
look at Some Boxwood Pest Problems"; Prof. A. S. 
Beecher, Virginia Polytechnic Institute, "Boxwood 
in the Landscape"; and Mr. Cecil F. Carter, National 
Association of Gardeners, "A National School for 
Closing Educational Gaps". The talks are expected 
to appear in future issues of The Boxwood Bulletin. 

In speaking about "Boxwood Breeding and Pro
pagation" Dr. Darrow pointed out the great wealth 
of material in box - the great range of species and 
varieties, and the known tremendous variability 
usually encountered among Boxwood seedlings. Fur
ther, the possibilities with some crosses were out
lined: as between forms with great cold hardiness, 
or those with resistance to nematodes, which might 
profitably have these characters combined with cer
tain very desirable ornamental characteristics. Final
ly, the advantages of the excha.nge of rare cultiv~rs 
was cited as a desirable practIce, and propagatIOn 
plays its part here. 

Mr. Eaton began his discussion of "Boxwood in 
Williamsburg" on a historical note. Extensive box 
gardens in England were recorded in the fourteenth 
and fifteenth centuries. It was early found that Vir
ginia soils favored the growth of box and many bush
es were brought here from England three hundred 
years ago. The same troubles were encountered then 
as now: in the winter of 1737 there was much win
ter kill of box; followed by damage from summer 
drouth a few years later. When the Williamsburg 
restoration began in 1920 very little of the original 
box was left. Many people have written in offering 
Boxwood for Williamsburg plantings. The file of 
these people is referred to when plants are needed 
and the desired box is bought. The generous policy 
followed by Mr. J. D. Rockefeller, Jr. when box ~s 
bought for Williamsburg was cited, as well as ~IS 
policy of not taking plants from locations where ItS 
removal would harm landscape effects. Colonial 
Williamsburg has a scale of paying $7.50 to $10.00 
per foot for dwarf box hedges when these are need
ed. In Williamsburg there are about three miles of 
box hedges, hundreds of informal and topiary Box
wood plantings. The use of the Boxwood gardens, 
the odor of the plants and the variation in this odor 
caused by background bloom of other plants, and 
some of the Boxwood problems encountered at Wil
liamsburg, were among the other items covered by 
this speaker. 

Among "Some Boxwood Pests and Problems" 
Dr. Skinner mentioned as the four major items here: 
(1) leaf miner; (2) Boxwood mite; (3) leaf curl 
(caused by a Psyllid or plant aphid); and (4) root 
nematodes (3 species). Malathion properly applied 
and timed, will usually take care of the first three 
problems. For control. of nematodes experiments 
made 15 years ago, using selenium, were cited. Se
lenium was used in the form of readily water-solu
ble sodium selenate, with approximately 1 gm. of 



this used to every 2 gallons of water, which is suffi
cient to treat 10 square feet of soil surface. The solu
tion is poured around the box plant throughout the 
expected region of root penetration. One treatment 
is usually sufficient to control nematodes. An addi
tional effect is that on treated plants the foliage 
takes on a healthy dark green color ; however, there 
is some stunting effect from use of the selenium. It 
was fur ther pointed out that selenium is very poison
ous and that it should not be applied near edible 
vegetation. 

In discussing "Boxwood in the Landscape", Pro
fessor Beecher stated that Boxwood is becoming 
more and more popular, probably due to its many 
forms , its easy propagation, and its association with 
the early colonial gardens. Its uses include founda
tion plantings, screening for privacy, edgings for 
borders, larger specimen displays, in containers for 
patios, and many others. Some causes for dissatis
faction with Boxwood stem from winter injury -
mostly due to wrong care ( too much digging around 
plants and injury to the shallow roots ) , a lack of 
thinning (thinning strengthens the stems, makes 
them heavier and more resistant to breakage from 
heavy, wet snows), etc. From the landscape stand
point - the proper placement of plants was stress
ed, and the use of a landscape architect to direct 
placement was advised. The ground space should be 
organized for use and for beauty. It should be util
ized so as to relate the outdoors with the indoors. 
"Plant with the idea of a view - from the living 
room, kitchen, dining-room." "Use Boxwood as a 
frame. Plan with the thought of year around inter
est." The importance of planning was especially 
stressed. 

Mr. Carter stressed the need for a National 
School of Horticulture. There are many who would 
turn to horticulture and to gardening if they were 
exposed to the proper training. In an improved hor
ticultural and economic climate more young men 
would be attracted to the gardening professions. In 
addition, better standards of remuneration would 
then develop to justify and reinforce their choice of 
a profession. "The praotical as well as the technolog
ical back-ground is needed." Such gardening training 
in the horticultural arts is much more widespread in 
Europe than in America. The speaker emphasized 
that the proposal for a National School of Horticul
ture does not minimize the good work of our present 
agricultural schools. It points up, however, the lack 
of training for the gardening profession as such, and 
suggests a cure for this lack. 

Following the adjournment of the formal meet
ing, most of those in attendance accepted the invita
tion of Admiral Phillips to visit his gardens at 
"Heronwood" near Upperville, about 20 miles to the 
east of Blandy. At "Heronwood" the ancient and 
massive Boxwood hedges, the magnificent topiary 
pieces, and the many other fine plantings, were en
joyed amidst southern hospitality which was at its 
height on a late afternoon of a perfect spring day in 
the shadow of the Blue Ridge Mountains of Virginia. 
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BOXWOOD GARDENS 
OLD AND NEW 

by Albert Addison Lewis 

(Excerpts from Mr. Lewis' book by the same title, pub· 
lished by The William Byrd Press, Inc., of Richmond, Virginia, 
in 1924. Some excerpts from this book have appeared in both 
the January 1963 and the April 1963 issues of The Bulletin.) 

THE PLEASAUNCE AT 
HICKORY HILL 

IN old garden lore there was always much to say 
about the "pleasaunce," and one of the most charm
ing features of Hickory Hill is that it had by the 
house-side one of these pleasure-grounds that are so 
delightful a heritage from the Middle Ages. 

In the days "when Knighthood was in Flower" 
and a man's home was a castle, there were always 
in the courtyard some fruit trees, some beds of flow
ers and herbs with low Boxborders, a fountain, and 
a stone-bench. To this tiny bower, so soft a contrast 
to the buttresses and turrets that shut it in, repaired 
the mistress and her ladies-in-waiting with their 
Tapestry frames. 

Here they would ply their needles through the 
long months while their lord-crusaders were storm
ing the walls of distant Jericho. Here in the heat of 
the day Pages would bring them cool drinks in jew
elled goblets, flavored with exotic spices which me 
lord had brought home from Jerusalem after the 
last Crusade. Here a jester in doublet and cap and 
bells would seek to beguile them from their melan
choly with quaint mockeries. Here the wandering 
troubadour was welcomed and urged with a purse 
of coins to sing his adventures and to recount the 
news from the East. Here when the long wars were 
finally over, the Knight, bronzed from the Southern 
suns, was welcomed with great feasting and merry
making. Then it was called a "Garden of Delight" 
and so it was - the only tender, intimate part of all 
the cold, stern castle. 

When Feudalism gave way to a united country 
under a King, and there was no longer need for the 
defences of a castle, the Garden of Delight became 
the Pleasaunce of Tudor Days. Its boundaries were 
no longer the harsh grey stone of massive walls. 
Actual protection was no more necessary, but for 
privacy and intimacy some boundary was desirable, 
and so tall hedges of thick-set evergreen, cypress or 
tree-Box, were planted. 

Nor was the space restricted any longer to the 
crowded courtyard, so that the pleasaunce grew 
larger into a great sweep of green turf with the beds 
of herbs and flowers at one side. 

Often it would be enclosed by two hedges the 

also because of its fragrance. The Elizabethians 
loved well any shrub 

"That casteth up full good savor." 
The pleasaunce had myriad uses now. Here a fine 

lady would sew a fine seam as in the feudal days. 
Here gay lords and ladies would gather to tell stor
ies; perchance the quaint tales of Boccacio, which 
were just reaching England and France with the 
Renaissance. Here lasses and lads would trip full 
many a merry dance on the green. Here would stroll 
decorous damsels, veils floating from the peaks of 
their tall hats, the brocaded satins of their gowns 
sweeping along the grass, attended by gallants gay 
in ruffs and silken hose and high-heeled shoes. Here 
when Charles I brought the new game of tennis from 
France, the courtiers and the ladies would flock with 
little 'round racquets to learn to play. The ladies 
wore their flowing gowns with tr?ins just as always, 
but they did find it necessary to bind up their hair 
in "tennis-nettes." And there is scarcely a ballade or 
legend of those days which does not tell of the lover 
scaling the garden wall or waiting hidden in the 
Box-hedge for a rendezvous with his love. The plea
saunce was the lover's delight. The pleasaunce was 
the merriest, the loveliest, and the most romantic 
spot in that world. 

It was with a fine feeling for tradition and for 
the rich background of the pleasaunce that the gar
den at Hickory Hill was laid out in 1820. Its green 
carpet is shut in by matchless walls of century-old 
Box, and at one side is the formal garden of small 
shaped beds, all framed in luxurious edgings of 
dwarf Box. There is also a Box-walk, made of a 
double row of great Box trees, which is a cool ca
thedral nave in summer and in winter an infinite 
charm with its evergreen flecked with snow .. 

It was along this very Box-walk that General 
Lee's youngest son, Robert, fled on June 23, 1863, 
from Northern raiders. On the same night his uncle, 
General Fitzhugh Lee, was removed, desperately 
wounded, from the house and- safely hidden in a 
thick clump of Box until the troopers passed. 

Thus the Box-hedge around the pleasure-ground 
which usually sheltered nothing more serious than 
caresses and murmurs, came at Hickory Hill to save 
two lives. Such a thrilling episode seems fitting to 
the old pleasaunce which has played so large a part 
in life since the days of the Crusades. 

ELK HILL 

better to insure seclusion. The outer one was very ELK HILL stands proudly aloof in the center of 
high, sometimes a vine-covered fence, or a stone- a twelve hundred acre estate. It was patented origin
parapet, thick set with many a "Flower in the cran- ally in 1715 to John Woodson, from whom Thomas 
nied wall," or a line of poplars close-planted that Jefferson purchased it in 1778. Its great fertility and 
the branches might become interwoven. The inner its grandeur appealed to that connoisseur of the 
hedge would be smaller and more decorative and beautiful but its location was too remote, and so af
correct. Clipped Box was the favorite for this pur- ter several changes it became the property of Ran
pose, not only because of its rich perpetual color, but dolph Harrison in 1845. 
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Randolph Harrison liked it because of its very 
remoteness. Its seclusion added a touch of distinc
tion. He erected there, on a hill above the winding 
James, a beautiful house worthy of the estate. Its 
white-stuccoed facade rises supreme now as it did 
then, dignified and charming against the green lawn 
studded with coneshaped Box-trees. 

There are many beautiful houses in Virginia, but 
there are details of the Elk Hill mansion which rival 
any. There is, for instance, the spacious verandah on 
the riverside, and on the land approach, a stately 
portico. There is the panelled interior with mould
ings of pure classic design. There are the lofty ceil
ings. There is the mantel of Pavanazzo marble in the 
great living-room. There are the silver knobs on the 
doors. There are the bronze chandeliers of graceful 
design. 

And certainly the garden is remarkable, even in 
that country of wonderful gardens. From the wide 
house steps, serpentine brick walks Box-edged lead 
to the seven terraces of that beautiful place. 

The first terrace of grass is semi-circular and 
ornamental with innumerable Box-trees of perfect 
shape and foliage, each one a veritable masterpiece. 
All the aristocracy and dignity for which Elk Hill 
stands is expressed beautifully and graciously here 
in the perfection and symmetry of that unusual 
planting. 

Mrs. Thomas D. Stokes, the present owner, has 
written a poem, "My Garden," in which she says of 
that topmost terrace: 

"Century-old Boxwoods their vigil keep 

Like sentinels on guard o'er the flowers sweet." 

And certainly that describes the atmosphere of 
those exquisite trees which look out over the six 
lower terraces, spreading their colorful abundance 
out in tiers like the Hanging Gardens of Babylon. 

Tradition says that Randolph Harrison, in order 
to make the terraces perfect, had soil hauled from 
an island in the James, nearly a mile away. The lux
uriant growth through the century has repaid his 
efforts. 

The early Virginians knew that gardens were not 
grown in a minute. They did not make the modern 
mistake of hurry but they builded well, and they 
builded for posterity. No garden that is hurriedly 
thrown together can ever have the serenity in which 
those leisurely old gardens bask. Their founders 
were untiring in clearing away the great trees and 
the underbrush to grasp a sunny patch from the 
forest's dark. They were ever forbearing about haul
ing good soil from distant rivers and swamps. In 
frequent cases, all of the water for the flowers 
through the months of drought was carried in buck
ets on the heads of slaves from wells hundreds of 
yards away. . 

Their love for Boxwood shows their patience for 
the sake of beauty; for bringing it from England 
meant a ten week's voyage and great expense, and 
raising it themselves meant infinite pains for a series 
of years, for like most lovely things, Boxwood must 
mature slowly to be at its best. But it is worth the 
effort, just as a Thirteenth Century Cathedral is 
worth the generations of labor that have gone into 
it. 

Edith Tunis Sale, an authority on colonial shrubs 
and flowers, says of the Elk Hill planting: 

"The proportion of box to the other shrubbery at 
Elk Hill and the scheme of its distribution are as 
correct and effective for contrast and background to 
the transient foliage and flowers of June as amid 
the bare ram age of January. Both winter and sum
mer, as the gravest item in the garden, the box re
tains its values, and gives the year-round a note both 
virile and conservative .... The effect of spring and 
summer color is doubled at Elk Hill by its splendid 
box, which though dusky in winter, with spring, or 
'the sweet of the year' becomes bright with tender 
green leaves. And all this box, even on dull days, 
makes the bright flowers look as if the sun were 
shining." 

The Box at Elk Hill accords, too, with the note 
of elegance and refinement which iis builders ex
pressed in the beautiful mansion. And like the Box 
in other colonial gardens, these trees and hedges at 
Elk Hill are hung about with historical association. 

Elk Hill was, as the name implies, a wonderful 
hunting ground for the Indians before the white man 
came. During the Revolution, General Lafayette 
camped on the knoll where the house now stands. 
All through the succeeding years, the dwelling was 
famous for its hospitality, for there was no tavern 
within miles, and its doors were ever open with a 
royal welcome. So many travelers enjoyed the gran
deur of that house and garden that a kind of legend 
of its wonders spread broadcast. Revisiting it now 
one can understand this fame of its beauty, for "the 
garden is Of the sort that can only be found about 
old houses where sweet and sacred memories linger 
like the scent of the box and the flowers which 
bloom within it." 

HAMPSTEAD 

HAMPSTEAD, in New Kent County, Virginia, 
was one of the most pretentious of the early estates. 
Conrad Webb, its builder, owned vast acres in that 
section of Virginia and he chose the loveliest loca
tion in all his domain as the setting for a magnificent 
house and for a garden that was famous throughout 
the country, even in that day of superb gardens. 

He had a fondness for everything English. The 
name Hampstead shows that. So does the far-flung 
view to distant wooded hills, which suggests Kent 
County, England, for which this part of Virginia was 
named. 

The noble house was built after the purest Geor
gian Architecture and the glorious garden was laid 
out according to the finest English tradition with 
low Box borders marking the regular terraces and 
with a thick-set hedge of it leading from the house 
and circling a quaint old sundial. 
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The splendid dwelling at Hampstead shows what 
could be done even in those crude times by one who 
put care and thought into his house. And Conrad 
Webb loved the refinement and dignity of doing 
things well, and spared no trouble in the creation of 
beautiful Hampstead. Home-building was a solemn 
and sacred thing to him. When the cornerstone was 
ready to be laid, he took his young wife by the hand. 



l/amp read 

Three times they walked about the Foundation 
which marked the rising sanctuary of their life to
gether. Then with a silver trowel she laid the first 
brick. 

The stately house they reared shows the influ
ence of their love throughout. Its wide, circular 
staircase ascending four stories in the center of the 
house, is one of the most beautiful in America. The 
central hall is supported by Corinthian pillars, and 
carving as elaborate yet restrained appears in other 
parts of the dwelling. 

The floors of old houses were often the crudest 
part, but Conrad Webb took the long journey to 
Norfolk to secure trees which had been cut and sea
soned for masts. From these he laid the smooth and 
gleaming floors. 

The English basement had a great wine-room and 
a fat cellar for the storage of mea,ts , and even a li
brary, for Conrad Webb was a man of culture. 

The most charming part of the house, however, 
was its Setting on Box-bordered terraces, approach
ed by broad and straight brick walls, Box-edged. The 
garden plan was shapely and harmonious and well
clipped Box outlined the dignity of the English-Vir
ginian garden. 
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I fancy that Conrad Webb, with his reverence 
for tradition and old customs, planted the Box not 
only for the sake of enriching his garden, but also 
for the sake of its unwithering green for garlands 
hung against the white panellings of his lofty rooms. 
In English castles and manor houses the mistletoe 
and holly of Christmas came down at Candlemas and 
were replaced by Boxwood, whose fresh green lent 
cheer until the spring flowers of Easter. 

Robert Herrick, the poet, always sang a ballade 
when the royal Christmas greens of Charles I were 
ordered down, and the Box was ordered up. I can 
imagine Conrad Webb making a quaint ceremony of 
this at Hampstead. Perhaps as the browning Christ
mas wreaths came down and the garlands of shining 
box swung into place, he would have that old ballade 
of Herrick's sung to the tingle of a harp! 

"Down with Rosemary and Bays, 

Down with Mistletoe, 

Instead of Holly now upraise 

The greener Box for show. 

The Holly hitherto did sway, 

Let Box now domineer 

Until the dancing Easter Day 

On Easter Eve appear." 



TUCKAHOE 

OVER the grass-grown grave of Thomas Jeffer
son at Monticello there is this epitaph, written by 
himself: "Here lies Thomas Jefferson, author of the 
Declaration of Independence, of the Statute of Vir
ginia for Religious Freedom, and Father of the Uni
versity of Virginia." Had our Third President's epi
taph been written by another it would have been 
less modest, for he was one of the greatest of our 
founders and the list of his achievements should be 
long. He was most versatile, a statesman, an educa
tor, a writer, yet also a successful plantation owner; 
and when we regard Monticello, that beautiful house 
which he designed, we can add, architect. 

This great spirit of our early days was brought 
up at Tuckahoe and educated in one of the little out
buildings which looked on the garden of that great 
estate. For Tuckahoe was planned for hospitality 
and the main house was used entirely for entertain
ing. A great hall called the ball-room ran from door 
to door through the center, flanked by innumerable 
fine square rooms, panelled with walnut or heart of 
pine to the lofty ceilings, with mantel and stairrails 
beautifully carved by hand; with quaint Hand L-H 
hinges swinging the doors of solid mahogany; with 
heavy brass locks and huge door-keys kept shining 
by the many slaves; with iron outer locks showing 
the English coat-of-arms in brass. 

This pacious house was aloof from outside life in 
a world of its own, reached through a mile-long 
avenue of cedars, infinitely beautiful, a very forest 
cathedral arched with ever-shifting sunlight and 
shade. At the end of this ineffable approach one saw 
the white gateway to the lawn, and then, coming out 
of its shadow, the welcoming, sunny facade of Tuck
ahoe itself rising from its acres of garden. 

The business of living was carried on in smaller 
separate buildings connected by a three-foot brick 
walk. There was the office, the school, the smoke
house, the tool-shed, the ice-house, the weavingroom, 
many slave quarters, and a kitchen, with swinging 
cranes and Dutch oven, one hundred feet from the 
house! 

Tuckahoe is one of the oldest plantations in 
America for it was founded in 1674 by William Ran
dolph of Turkey Island for his son Thomas. It had 
probably twenty-five thousand acres in its original 
state, extending twelve miles along the James River. 
The name is of Indian derivation after the "Tocka
waugh," growing like a flagge, of the greatness and 
taste of a potatoe, which passeth a fiery purgation 
before they may eate it, being poison while it is 
raw." It is, in other words, our "Jack-in-the-pulpit," 
which springs up by hundreds along the shady 
streams of the estate. 

There are other Indian reminders than the name, 
however; one, a hallowed stone basin by a stream 
where squaws used to pound their corn into meal. 

Peter Jefferson, the father of Thomas, married 

for the famous Box maze, merely one-quarter of it, 
was over an acre in size! Careful records of liming 
operations, of sub-soiling, of orchard yields, and 
planting dates were kept, and the influence on the 
youthful Thomas Jefferson is shown by the fact that 
when he came to own Monticello he kept the same 
painstaking diaries of all farm affairs. 

He could have had no more beautiful model for 
a garden than this justly celebrated one at Tucka
hoe. The garden Entrance is a simple, wooden gate, 
between Box-edged violet beds, with two splendid 
balancing specimens of sempervirens Boxwood. 
Then comes the Ghost Walk, a turfed alley lined 
with old-fashioned or suffruticosa Box. 

The Ghost is said to be a youthful bride, flying 
in wedding veil and gown down this old path away 
from a husband three times her age. One can but 
feel that even that wretched bride found solace in 
the lovely tranqUility of the garden. 

Below it lies the formal garden, cut into fifty
seven "knots" with narrow grass paths and dwarf 
Box edging. This is known as the "maze," a perfect 
labyrinth of ovals and squares, a master piece of 
gardening. The old-fashioned Box which borders all 
the beds would extend, if lined off, for eight thou
sand feet, or more than one and a half miles. 

DOLLY MADISON'S BOXWOOD 

DOLLY MADISON, that winsome and lovable 
lady, writes in 1820 of giving a dinner for ninety in 
the garden at Montpelier. Picture the long tables, 
gleaming with fine damask and old Glass and rare 
silver, set against the rich verdure of her huge Box 
hedges! Imagine the lines of faithful servants pass
ing to and fro from the screen of deepest green, bear
ing aloft platters of wild turkey, and little whole 
pigs with apples in their mouths, and syllabubs and 
ripe strawberries and iced champagne and all the 
lavish abundance that made a dinner in those days! 
Think of the slender tapers lit in the girandoles at 
the coming of dusk; the blending fragrance of the 
sweetness of roses and the pungency of Box (a har
mony that Dolly Madison preferred above all else in 
her garden); and finally, the stars coming out one 
by one, the crickets chirping contentedly in far-off 
meadows, the fire flies twinkling in and out through 
the dark of the hedges! Then one understands why 
Dolly Madison has come down through history as 
the most delightful of hostesses. 

Her garden was like her, fragrant, feminine, win
some, with a French delicacy about it, for it was de
signed, says tradition, by Major L'Enfant (who 
planned Washington, D. C.) when he came on a 
visit with the Marquis de LaFayette. 

a kinswomen of Colonel Randolph, and it was in As a compliment to the President, James Madi
compliance with his dying request that he moved to son,,he copied the garden from the House of Repre
Tuckahoe in 1745 to look after the huge estate until sentatives, an amphitheatre of green terraces and 
the young heir, Thomas Mann Randolph, should steps with infinite variety and interest, Overhanging 
reach maturity, The management of such a planta- Box trees along the top give a feeling of charming 
tion was a stupendous undertaking. The farm rec- seclusion, and there are those rose beds everywhere, 
ords show, for instance, an order for eight hundred with~ Box-borders and little paths between. One 
pounds of bacon and one hundred fifty-six barrels loveliest feature is the great Box tunnel leading 
of corn as a beginning for the feeding of the force. from the entrance to the center, where the garden 

The care of the flower garden alone must have in which Dolly Madison tripped so gaily long ago, 
occupied the entire time of at least a dozen slaves, spreads itself, a glory of ravishing color. 
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Inglis Boxwood in the garden of Mr. and Mrs. Olan J. Crawford, 2024 Geddes St., Ann Arbor, Michigan 
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