The Garden Club of Amherst Celebrates 100 years of Growing

The Plant Sale

Left to right and top to bottom:
plant sales from
1965;1968;
1969;
1973 with Peggy Craig and
Mary Fairbairn; 1973;
1973; Rudbeckia
subtomentosa ‘Henry Eilers;
Amsonia ‘Blue Ice;’
1975; 1975;
1985; the Wagners’
nursery in 1977;
1995, with Trib Clark, Susie
Lowenstein, and Rose Quinton;
1996, with Carol Cornish; 1999,
with Ann Grose and Barbara
Hoadley; 2004

D

ividing perennial plants is good for the
garden and good for the gardener. It can
also be good for community. Beginning
nearly 100 years ago, Garden Club members held
sporadic plant sales to raise money for specific
purposes, especially for the Eighteenth Century
Garden next to the Strong House Museum.
In 1951 the plant sale became an annual event held on the Town
Common in downtown Amherst. Plants have always come primarily
from the gardens of club members. However, for many years, the club
also purchased annuals at wholesale to sell at retail prices at the sale.
Trilliums and other choice and unusual shade plants, primroses,
daylilies, hostas, ornamental grasses, and trees and shrubs, some
grown from seed by club members, are all popular items. Rain or
shine the sale goes on, and a great deal of information and advice is
given out along with the plants. Gardeners tend to be generous.
In recent years groups of club members have traveled to each
other’s gardens to dig and divide together, with many hands making the work very enjoyable, even on chilly, damp April days. Several
members over the years have maintained nurseries to nurture small
divisions for future sale, notably Sally Wagner and Carol Cornish, and

some members continue to do this on a small scale. Some years ago
the club began using Latin names for plants so customers could be
certain what they were purchasing and so members could learn more
about different species and cultivars. Plants now come with more
informative labels which provide guidance to help gardeners put
“the right plant in the right place.”
For many years the sale was held on a weekday but for a decade it
has been on a Saturday in May coinciding with the Farmers Market.
Setup is orchestrated the day before. Literally thousands of plants
arrive in the backs of station wagons and pick-up trucks from members gardens. Each plant is checked to be sure it has a correct label
and is clean, healthy, and ready to grow. All members volunteer for
the various tasks and participate as much as they are able.
On sale day members wear flowery hats to identify themselves
as sellers. A gong at 8:30 starts the sale, where early birds have been
waiting anxiously next to the plant they most want to bring home. In
early afternoon prices are lowered, the well-oiled clean up operation
begins, and the few remaining plants are donated to other plant sales.
Proceeds from the sale are still used to care for the Eighteenth
Century Garden, but also for a scholarship for a UMass student,
maintaining nine planters on the Town Common, funding donations
to environmental and conservation groups, and underwriting the
purchase of gardening books by local libraries.

All left to right, above: Pat
Holland, Sherry Wilson, Beverly
Swihart, Chris Hurn, Jo Ann
Brown, Cynthia George, Miriam
Jenkins; right: a very desirable
Helleboris orientalis;
below, first row: Meredith
Michaels, Jan Higgins;
below, next row: Ruth Jones,
Leslie Fisette, Carol Pope,
Karen Chrisman;
below, bottom row: Bruce
Aune, Susie Lowenstein,
Kathleen Teagno

Above (l-r): Bernie
Rubinstein, Susan
Sheldon, Evelyn Villa,
Dawn Winkler-Snow,
Wendy Larson,
Nancy D’Amato;
left: Susanne Gavin

Left to right and top to bottom:
new divisions need to be well
hydrated; Primula japonica are
always popular at the sale; handouts
provide needed information on plant
care; some plants divide easily, like
these Epimedium grandiflorum; the
most desired plant of all is the white
Trillium grandiflorum; a shed full of
plants waiting for sale day
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