Magnolias at the Barnes Arboretum

by John M. Fogg, Jr.

When the American Magnolia Society
met in the Philadelphia area in the spring of
1971 the schedule of field trips included a
visit to the Arboretum of the Barnes
Foundation in Merion.

In his account of this visit, in Volume 8§,
No. | of this Newsletter, Phil Savage wrote:
“The beautifully kept Barnes is a heaven
to_non-professionals like myself, because
every plant, thank God, has a label, large
and readable at a distance... . The magnificent
‘Veitchii,’ the giant M. fraseri, and a strange
aberrant virginiana, with rough ‘alligator’
bark, were objects of much interest.”

Since 1971 the Arboretum has lost two or
three species, but has added several more. It
therefore seems of interest to place on record
the plants we now have on the grounds and
to express the hope that other gardens,
arboreta, and individual growers will do
likewise. In this way members of the Society
can obtain a comprehensive understanding
of the horticultural resources of their
favorite group of plants.

Many of the fine old trees in the
Arboretum were planted in the 1880’s by the
former owner, Captain J. Lapsley Wilson.
These include the enormous fern-leaved
beech, in front of the Gallery, the Japanese
raisin-tree (Hovenia dulcis), a row of honey
locusts and several magnolias, for example,

M. acuminata, M. kobus, M. macrophylla,
M. stellata, M. tripetala, and the specimen
of M. virginiana with “alligator” bark,
mentioned by Phil Savage.

The arboretum owes its present character
and great variety of species, however, to the
zeal and foresight of the late Laura L. Barnes
who, in the 1920’s, began to increase its
collections, with the result that today there
are over 3000 species and varieties of trees
and shrubs within its twelve acres. Not only
did she add hundreds of species to the
Arboretum, but to her everlasting credit, she
had the wisdom to put “like things together.”
Thus all of the species of Viburnum are in
one area, similarly with Cotoneaster, Malus,
Syringa and many other large groups. The
section allotted to the magnolias could
hardly be more dramatic, lying as it does at
the foot of a mild slope across a broad open
lawn. (See photo below.)

The arrangement of species here
considered corresponds closely to the
classification proposed by the late J.E.
Dandy in 1950 and brought up to date by
him in 1972. According to Dandy, the genus
Magnolia may be divided into the following
two subgenera:

Subgenus MAGNOLIA. Flowers not
precocious, i.e., not appearing before
the leaves; outer tepals not reduced;
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Magnolia pyramidata ar the Barnes Arbor-
etum.

fruit usually symmetrical; American
and Asiatic.

Subgenus YULANIA. Flowers
precocious, i.e., appearing before the
leaves; outer tepals reduced; fruit
usually sigmoid; mostly Asiatic.

Subgenus Magnolia

M. hypoleuca Sieb. & Zucc. (M. obovata
Thunb.), Japanese Whitebark Magnolia.
Our fine specimen of this tree was obtained
from the Kohankie Nursery in 1941. It is
now about 12 meters tall, blooms about the
middle of May and produces handsome,
cylindrical, scarlet fruit clusters.

M. tripetala L. Our plant of the umbrella
tree, as noted earlier, was planted by
Captain Wilson and is one of the
patriarchs of the collection. It differs from
the preceding species in having leaves which
are more tapering, rather than obtuse at the
base, and also less glaucous beneath. Our
tree still fruits abundantly.

M. fraseri Walt. This and the following
three species (all natives of the southeastern
United States) have in common an obovate
leaf which is auriculate or “eared” at the
base. Although our specimen of Fraser’s
magnolia was not obtained until 1941, it has
grown rapidly and is today one of the largest
examples known to us in the Delaware
Valley. It is a “late bloomer,” its flowers
appearing after or with the leaves toward the
beginning of May.

M. pyramidata Bartram. This small tree,
which enjoys a somewhat limited distri-
bution in northern Florida and along the
the gulf states, seems to us specifically
distinct from the preceding. Its auriculate
leaves are smaller and conspicuously
rhomboidal and its flowers appear a week to

ten days later. Qur first plant of this species
was very kindly brought to us on the plane
by Colonel William E. Dodd when he
attended the Magnolia Society meeting here
in the spring of 1971. Later we obtained a
specimen from Jim Gossler's nursery in
Springfield, Oregon. Bill Dodd’s plant
flowered first in 1976 and a picture of it is
shown (photo at left).

M. macrophylla Michx. Several plants of
the bigleaf magnolia are scattered about the
grounds and, as noted above, Captain
Wilson introduced the species in the 1880’s
(actually 1887). Its enormous leaves and
gigantic flowers (often 30 centimeters
across) make it the most spectacular
member of the genus hardy in our growing
zone, and one of its most impressive
attributes is the manner in which the leaves
carpet the ground in mid-October.

M. ashei Weatherby. Considerable doubt
has been expressed by students of the genus
as to whether this species is really distinct
from the foregoing. My only comment on
this is that I had the good fortune for many
years to be intimately acquainted with C.A.
Weatherby, whom I consider to be one of the
most conservative of plant taxonomists. He
was always very reluctant to describe a new
species until certain of his ground, and if he
thought M. ashei was a good species | am
strongly inclined to go along with him. This
is not the place to enter into a detailed
discussion of the merits of this
confrontation. Suffice it to say that our two
plants of what we are calling M. ashei were
obtained from Dr. W.W. Brubaker (a good
friend of Mrs. Barnes’ and of the
Arboretum) in 1960 and that they have
flourished, flowered and fruited abundantly.
The three inner tepals usually lack the deep
red blotch characteristic of those of M.
macrophylla.

M. virginiana L. The sweet bay is one of
the few species known to Carolus Linnaeus,
who named the genus in honor of Pierre
Magnol. It is widely distributed in the
eastern United States, having occurred at
one time as far north as the town of
Magnolia in Massachusetts. It is one of the
most delectable plants of the low wet ground
in the Atlantic Coastal Plain, such as the
Pine Barrens of southern New Jersey. As
might be expected of a species with a broad
natural distribution (in this case Florida and
Texas to Massachusetts), M. virginiana
exhibits considerable genetic variability.
Sargent described var. australis, with
densely silky branchlets, and more recently
the Society's president, J.C. McDaniel, has
registered the evergreen cultivar ‘Henry
Hicks,” named in honor of a well-known
Long Island nurseryman. We have a plant




