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PERENNIALS

How Ec:_hinaceas Became an
American Success Story

What was once a challenging plant to grow has become popular among both
breeders and consumers for its color and landscape-changing potential.

7l By Chuck Pavlich
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breeders of ornamental breeding, Terra Nova discovered that and correcting flaws, Terra Nova has
plants in the modern horticulture gorgeous colors were pretty easy to brought along new, exciting, and

‘Dark Shadows Wicked'is
named for its deep choco-
late-burgundy sterns that sup-
port dusky magenta flowers in
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great profusion. This plant is
very upright, and its bouquet
habit makes it great for use in
mixed containers or as a speci-
men in the garden.
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garden-worthy varieties that will not
disappoint even the most sophisti-
cated gardeners.

Overcoming
Early Obstacles
Today's Echinacea market is on
the climb, but the journey has been
arollercoaster since the first crosses
in the 1990s that came from Jim Ault,
Ph.D., of the Chicago Botanic Garden.
Somewhat like a bad romance, gar-
deners swooned over the first hybrids,
but then became disappointed that
the promise of this garden miracle
never came true. Gardeners divorced
themselves from Echinacea, only to,
be lured the fol-
lowing season with
another seductive
selection. It wasn't
until breeders took
a critical look at
their own work that
the relationship
improved be-
tween this genus
and gardeners.
Breeders start-
ed selecting for a
higher number of

crowns emerging from the soil, which
meant more stems, more foliage, more
flowers, and a higher survival rate.

As the quality of the plants improved,
so did the popularity of Echinacea.
Today, the problem isn't the quality

of the genetics; it's the supply avail-
able to the market. Labor shortages,
overcrowded labs that produce tissue
culture plants, and shipping routes
being disrupted are the enemies of
Echinacea now.

Modern Echinaceas are changing
the minds of growers and consum-
ers alike. Originally classed as fussy,
prima-donna plants, Echinaceas are
coming into their own rather quickly

‘Sunny Days Lemon' is
perhaps the new architype
for garden Echinaceas.
Nurseries that got to

trial this Echinacea were
stunned by its vigor, habit,
and large, double, lem-
on-colored flowers that
open with a distinctive
emerald-green eye. Growers
were so impressed with this
variety that they asked to
have this exact plant in at
least four more colors.

thanks to thoughtful breeding and
the feedback of trial gardens, growers,
and consumers. Embarking on new
breeding projects is a bit like rolling
genetic dice, and the breeder must
build on each roll, select the best, de-
stroy the rest, and move on.

Overcoming the bad traits that
several Echinacea species had, such
as poor crown count and intolerance
to some soil conditions, yet main-
taining the desirable traits, including
intense color and broad, non-droopy
petals, was a challenge to say the least.
Fortunately, breeders saw the poten-
tialin this American native and con-
tinued breeding and selecting. The
result is absolutely one
of the most successful in
modern plant breeding.
While it is true that every
garden plant started out
as a weed soinewhere, few
genera have undergone
such a rapid transforma-
tion as Echinacea.

The transformation of
echinacea has been rath-
er remarkable. They have
come so far, and the jour-
ney isn't over yet. GG

‘Sweet Sandia’ is very
special because of a
lucky color break that
was utilized by the
breeder to develop this
exciting variety. '‘Sweet
Sandia’ is watermelon
| pink and green. Sandia
is the Spanish word for
watermelon, and the
pink and green combo
is sweet. The scent is
another sweet feature
of this plant, attracting
a number of genera of
pollinator bees but es- p
pecially bumbles.
For some reason, they
have selected 'Sweet
Sandia’ as the
restaurant of choice.
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