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ongwood Gardens is one of the world’s leading horticultural centers, offering 1,077 acres of exquisite flowers, 
majestic trees, and opulent architecture.  Nestled in the heart of the Brandywine Valley on US  Route 1, about 3 
miles northeast of Kennett Square, PA, the Gardens can be traced back to 1700 when the Peirce family 

purchased the property from William Penn.  In 1906, Pierre du Pont (1870-1954) bought the property to preserve the 
trees, and then developed most of the Gardens and structures you see today.  Mr. du Pont put the Gardens in a 
foundation in 1946 to ensure that future generations would be able to enjoy and learn from his living legacy.   
  
My friend and fellow gardener Carol has always considered Longwood to be a place of spiritual renewal and encouraged 
me to visit.  Our interest in teaching children about gardening and nature led us to enroll in four days of school-
gardening courses at the National Teacher Institute for Garden-based Learning at Longwood.  Arriving on a Saturday 
evening in July, we checked into the Hilton Garden Inn in Kennett Square and headed out for dinner.  Accommodations 
and restaurants in this area are numerous and varied; visit www.thebrandywine.com for listings and descriptions.  Being 

a Longwood cognoscente, Carol suggested we visit the Gardens that 
evening rather than waiting until classes started on Monday.   
 
Caption: The conservatory complex viewed from the Rose and Topiary Gardens.   

 
Parking at Longwood is plentiful and affords easy access to the Longwood 
Visitor Center with its excellent garden shop.  On entering the Gardens, my 
eyes were immediately drawn to the Conservatory ablaze with light.  Wide 
pathways around the Cow Lot—no pasture, but rather an immaculate lawn 
surrounded by magnificent trees including an allée of massive copper 

Beeches, Fagus sylvatica f.  purpurea—led us to the elegant complex of glasshouses.  Crossing the East Conservatory Plaza 
with its innovative terraced lawn surrounded by woodland plantings, including a 200-year-old English Yew, Taxus baccata, 
we entered the East Conservatory.   
 
Our first stop was the Green Wall, the largest indoor “living wall” in North America with more than 47,000 plants.  In 
the center of the East Conservatory, water flows and pools amid lovely seasonal and permanent plantings like the 
towering Bamboo, Phyllostachys nigra, with black and silver culms.  Here we also found the imaginative Indoor Children’s 
Garden and the colorful Garden Path.  The flooded, sunken marble floor in the Main Conservatory Exhibition Hall 
reflected the high border of bright Bougainvillea, Bougainvillea glabra ‘Penang’, and the hanging baskets of exuberant 
Fuchsia, Fuchsia × hybrida ‘Lord Beaconsfield’ that continued above the restful green lawn of the Orangery.  Later in the 
week, we explored the remaining rooms in this 4.5-acre complex, including my favorites—the water lily display and the 
estate fruit house where nectarines, grapes, melons, figs, and citrus are grown using vintage techniques.  As we exited 
onto the front terrace, colorful fountains lit the dark sky and danced to the music of Gershwin and Copland that filled 
the night air! These computer-controlled extravaganzas at the 5-acre Main Fountain Garden are among numerous 
fountain and music programs at Longwood.   

  
Caption: Designed by British landscape architect Kim Wilkie, Longwood’s “Green 

Wall” is 14-feet tall and encompasses a surface area of over 4,000 ft2.    

 
Each day after class, Carol and I explored the Gardens but we also had class 
segments with instructors in the West Outdoor Gardens closest to our 
classroom.  Senior Gardener Adam Cressman took us through the 18,000-
ft2 vegetable garden where functionality and beauty are combined by 
arranging edible crops in designs.  We also visited the Student Exhibition 

Gardens and the Idea Garden with Display Designer Jim Sutton.  The Idea 
Garden, showcasing different plant groups, including perennial and annual 
flowers, vines, groundcovers, herbs, ornamental grasses, and containers, 
was among my favorites because you really could get ideas that translate to 
the home garden.   

  
Caption: 49 different edible crops yielding over 3,000 pounds of produce each season 
are grown for use in Longwood’s Terrace Restaurant.   
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Completing our tour of the West Gardens independently, we wandered through the Bee-aMazed Children’s Garden, and 
then onto the Hillside Garden, which winds up to Oak and Conifer Knoll and offers stunning views of the Chimes 
Tower and Waterfall.  The conifers on the Knoll include giant sequoia and 
dawn redwood specimens.  Not to be missed in this area is the Eye of 
Water, a modern water feature which sits above a 90,000-gallon reservoir 
which supplies the Waterfall and Main Fountain Garden.   

 
Caption: Red-twig Japanese Maple, Acer palmatum, Hinoki False Cypress, 

Chamaecyparis obtusa, and Weeping Higan Cherry, Prunus subhirtella surround the 
Eye of Water.   

 
Next we visited the Central Outdoor Gardens, including the Rose Garden, 
the Topiary Garden, and the Caryopteris Allée.  Across the Cow Lot, we found the Open Air Theatre and Fountains and 
enjoyed a late afternoon fountain and music show.  Leaving the subtle colors and textures of the walled Theatre Garden, 
we entered the incredible 600-foot-long Flower Garden Walk where annual and perennial flowers, bulbs, shrubs, and 
ornamental grasses are planted in a progression of rainbow colors from cool lavenders and blues to crisp pinks and reds 
to warm oranges and yellows to soft whites.  This eye-popping garden, another of my favorites, ends at the “whispering 

bench.”    
 

Caption: Orange flowers transitioning into red color the Flower Garden Walk.   

 
The East Outdoor Gardens, the most natural settings at Longwood, are 
home to Longwood’s three tree houses (fun for the young and the young-
at-heart), as well as the historic Peirce du Pont House.  Peirce's Park, an 
arboretum, led us to the sylvan paths of Peirce's Woods, a high canopy of 
deciduous trees under-planted with sweeps of native shrubs, groundcovers, 

and understory trees.  I was delighted to see significant plantings of some of my favorite natives—Bottlebrush Buckeye, 
Aesculus parviflora, Black Snakeroot, Actaea racemosa, and Cardinal Flower, Lobelia cardinalis—as we rambled down to the 
Italian Fountain Garden.  Along the Forest Walk we strolled in cool serenity beneath tulip, ash, and maple trees after 
wandering the sun-baked, mowed paths of the Meadow which was alive with bees, birds, and butterflies despite an 
unusually hot, dry summer.   

 
Caption: Pruned Little-leaf Linden trees, Tilia cordata, clipped Ivy, Hedera helix, 
Inkberry Holly, Ilex glabra, and green lawns surround 6ix large and 12 small blue-tiled 
pools.   

 

In truth, the stunning, ever-changing beauty of Longwood Gardens defies 
being captured in words—you really do need to see it to believe it.  In 
addition to the approximately 11,000 taxa (including different species, 
varieties, and cultivars) of cultivated plants grown at Longwood, eight 
completely new horticultural displays are designed and installed every year!  

These transformative showcases combined with seasonal changes in the permanent plantings make each visit to this 
gardeners’ mecca a rewarding and worthwhile adventure.  So, if you have yet to visit Longwood Gardens or are 
contemplating a return trip, make your travel plans because each new season and each new display create a unique 
experience in the art and science of horticulture and the wonders of nature!  In the meantime, visit 
www.longwoodgardens.org.  MG   
_______________ 
As an Army-brat, Margaret Genkins was raised all over the world from Japan to Germany to Oklahoma, but 
despite the frequent moves to faraway places her parents who had grown up on working farms in northern 
Mississippi and Oklahoma always tried to have something growing.  Since 1988, Margaret and her husband have 
made their home in Charlotte on two acres of land where Margaret enjoys gardening.  Recently, Margaret has 
focused her efforts on organic gardening, including lawn care.  Margaret is an Extension Master Gardener 
volunteer with Mecklenburg County, NC.   
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