Feature Article

Frog Hollow Adieu:
A Legendary Garden Closes
By Moira Sheridan

S

o here ' s the scenario : you’re
moving in a few weeks from the house
you’ve lived in for over thirty years.
Do you...
a. start packing,
b. throw things out and/or give,
them away,
c. sit in the living room and cry, or
d. label every woody plant in the
garden and agonize over whether to cut down the Cotinus?
If you’re Eve and Per Thyrum, this is a
runaway no-brainer—the answer is d.
On an early September visit,
I meet Eve and Per in the driveway,
Eve clutching a fistful of labels and
beaming with energy. “There’s so
much to do!” she says, gesturing out
to the garden, where every tree and
shrub is destined for its own aluminum
dog tag. “Over the winter I decided to
go for it,” she tells me, explaining that
she was transferring all her existing labels for woody plants over to the type
they use at Longwood Gardens. “I did
about 750 and I want to get them done
in the next week and a half,” she says.
For those familiar with Eve’s penchant
for organization, this is nothing
unusual. What may raise a few
eyebrows is that she is handpressing each letter on each label
with a vintage machine on loan
from Scott Arboretum. Move?
What move?
From Halloween until
Christmas, the Thyrums will
take slow leave of their legendary house and garden as they
relocate to Kendal at Longwood
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in Kennett Square, PA. They
were pleased to take advantage of the retirement community’s first LEED-certified
cottages with plenty of room
to garden and a bevy of horticulturally inclined friends
already in residence. Lest
there be any doubt, they have
already measured and started
planning their new garden,
potting up plants to bring
with them, and even starting the business of record-keeping. And the fate
of Frog Hollow? “No idea,” says Eve,
“We consider it a sale of a home and
hopefully it will end up with someone
who’s interested in gardens.” And one
can only hope, in the legacy being left
behind.
Over the years, Frog Hollow has
seen thousands of visitors, graced
the cover of Fine Gardening magazine twice, been featured in Southern
Living and Philadelphia magazines,
and been a required destination for
students from Longwood Gardens.
With Eve marshaling the plants and

Hardy Plant Society/Mid-Atlantic Group

Per working magic with hardscaping,
they transformed a former orchard
into a two-acre paradise that became
a magnet for garden-lovers. “We saw
20–30 groups a year, usually from
April–June, so almost every other day
I’d be doing a tour,” says Eve, adding,
“I blocked out my whole lifestyle during this period.”
A staple of Wilmington Garden
Day, this past year was their 24th consecutive year on the tour, which draws
from 400–600 people to their garden
the first Saturday in May. Past Wilmington Garden Day chair Tracy LeaDorsey said, “Working with Eve and
Per was a pleasure. She would
always say our event was their
motivation to kick-start their
spring cleanup. We all looked
forward to their architectural
surprises and we have literally
witnessed the transformation of
their garden over the years.” In
addition to Wilmington Garden
Day, the Thyrums hosted Scott
Arboretum members, HPS members, garden clubs, Master Gar3

deners from all over, and innumerable
plant organizations such as the International Magnolia Society, Delaware
Valley Water Garden Society, and the
American Hosta Society. Eve remembers bulking up her hosta
display by some 300 varieties
when AHS had its 2006 annual meeting in Philadelphia.
“I had two years’ advance
notice,” she admitted. The
garden, with its breathtaking
array of plants, water features,
sculpture, architecture, lighting, and high-wire acts (ask
Per how he did it) has delighted a generation of visitors.
And to think that if Per
hadn’t taken a job in Delaware with ICI Americas (now AstraZeneca) in 1979, Frog Hollow might
never have happened. “I was a biochemist in cardiac research in Texas
when we moved. I would never have
stopped that career (to start gardening), and I was going to look for a job
up here,” Eve remembered. Instead of
pursuing biochemistry, Eve pursued
classes at Longwood Gardens. Bill
Thomas, Executive Director at Chanticleer in Wayne, PA, was at Longwood
at the time and
remembers Eve as
a “stellar student.”
As Eve and Per
built their garden
in North Wilmington, they would
expand their palette
to include over
2,000 species of
plants and Thomas
would bring his
students from Longwood’s elite Professional Gardener
training program to
the Thyrum property for their exams.
“Twice a year,
I would take the PG students off site
to test their knowledge of woody
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plants. Eve had almost every plant she
studied while at Longwood, so they
got to see them in a different setting.
I would have to get to the garden first
and hide the labels and since the exam

was about an hour in length, I had to
remind Eve that first time out not to
talk about the plants to the students,”
said Thomas.
Of all the specimens in the garden,
Thomas noted the Cunninghamia
lanceolata, a sprawling evergreen in
the middle of the lawn that dominates
the scene with its glaucous needles and
sheer girth. “What is that shrub?” is
the most-asked horticultural question
at Frog Hollow, says Eve. Among
her rarest plants
is Emmenopterys
henryi, an
exceptional beauty,
native to China,
that was originally
brought here by
E.H. Wilson and
takes 15–20 years
to flower. “I love it
because it has nice
big blooms and
large textural leaves
with beautiful red
petioles. I received
this magnificant
specimen from
Andrew (Bunting
of Scott Arboretum)
five years ago, and knowing that
I adore it so much, he recently gave
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me a smaller version to take to
Kendal." She also is the guardian
of ×Gordlinia grandiflora, an
intergeneric hybrid of Franklinia
alatamaha and Gordonia lasianthus
that is as yet unavailable in the trade.
“I got it as a trial plant,” she said,
“and it seems to be doing fine.” Of
all the trees in her garden, the Cedrus
deodora, a towering beauty near the
garage, has special meaning because
she started it from seed gathered from
a leftover Christmas arrangement back
in 1979, the year she moved into the
house.
As the garden grew, so did Eve’s
collection of binders, which number
twelve for all of Frog Hollow. “You
know I keep detailed records here,”
she says to me, as if this is a secret.
She opens a thick three-ring binder,
neatly arranged with labels and plant
descriptions. “I didn’t have a computer

Eve Thyrum’s

Words of Wisdom
Weed

“My thing is you’ve got to weed. You
have no idea what you’re going to be
stuck with if you wait until August to
pull everything out. I mulch heavily and
don’t let weeds go to seed.”

Be ruthless

“I love plants, but I can be ruthless.
People hang onto plants that just don’t
work. I’m a scientist, I’m practical. After
15 years if you get sick and tired of it,
get rid of it and do something new.”

Keep records

“Why not keep records? Why throw
your labels away? I’m so psychotic
I keep the original label right here in
binders according to category: one for
trees, two for shrubs, eight for perennials, and one for vines.”

Appreciate foliage

“I love foliage—the color, size, and texture. I always bond with the horticulturist, rather than the person who comes
through and says, oh, you don’t have
anything blooming. To me, blooms are
a bonus.”

Make it personal

“I like a garden that’s personal. I appreciate the person who puts so much
love into it, spends time, and enjoys the
garden.”
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until twenty years into gardening. Do
you realize how much time it would
take to transfer all this? I can find
things easier this way,” she says. She
also admits that there are already two
“Kendal books,” one each for woody
plants and perennials.
According to Bunting, curator
at Scott Arboretum of Swarthmore
College where Eve has volunteered
for over twenty years, the Thyrum
garden could hold its
own with any public
botanic garden. “It has
labeling, records, and
it’s curated. I would
say she’s ounce for
ounce as competent
and knowledgeable
as any professional
I know,” he said.
Yet for all its
meticulousness, what
makes Frog Hollow
most appealing is the
artistry and generous
spirit of its owners. Few gardens can
match the Thyrums’ eclectic taste in
statuary, gates, pots, fountains, and
sundials, let alone the ability to site
them perfectly. Where else can you
sit under a soaring pergola sipping

HPS Grant Deadline

Submission deadline is January 1, 2013.
Download an application at www.
hardyplant.org or Brenda Smyth,
bsmyth19061@yahoo.com,
610-558-2692, for more information.

Hospitality Chair Needed
Organize refreshments and donation
of baked items for three HPS events
—two lecture receptions and the HPS
Annual Meeting & Potluck Dinner.
Lists of members willing to donate
baked items will be provided from
the HPS database listing. For more
information or to volunteer, contact
Brenda Smyth, bsmyth19061@yahoo.
com, 610-558-2692 or Sharee Solow,
slsolow@comcast.net, 215-694-4078.
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lemonade as you look out upon a
100-year-old Thai spirit house, while
fish swim in glass tubes behind you
and succulents sprout from glass and
metal right there on the table? Discovery, charm, and whimsy are everywhere and nowhere overdone. Not
only that, but the Thyrums give freely
of their time, expertise, and knowledge
to anyone who visits. (To say nothing
of the Butterscotch Blondies.)
“I’ve seen lots of
private gardens and
hers typifies what I
love to see. She gets
a lot of joy out of it
and always wants to
share it with others,”
said Bill Thomas. The
sentiment is shared
by Bunting. “She has
probably never said
no to anyone except
for this year,” he said,
adding, “She’s one of
those people we want
our interns to meet because she embodies enthusiasm for horticulture, and
she’s a great role model.” Lea-Dorsey,
who always saved Frog Hollow for
last on Wilmington Garden Day, says,
“It is a garden that is so very welcom-

ing, and you
don't feel like
you can't touch
things or step
in a certain
area. It’s down
to earth, just
like Eve and
Per.”
As for the
future? “I’ll
have more
time to do
what I’m doing now, so I’ll
be taking the
jewelry workshop with me and I told
Scott Arboretum, now you’re going
to have me full time. We’ll be a little
freer to travel at other times of the
year, too,” says Eve. And of course,
she and Per will have plenty of time to
garden.

Moira Sheridan is the Backyard Gardener
columnist for the Wilmington, DE News Journal,
a Master Gardener, and award-winning
freelance garden writer. She tends an unruly
acre and a half in north Wilmington where
nature runs wild, and so does she.
Ed Note: The photos in this article are courtesy of
Moira Sheridan. Clip art licensed from the Clip Art
Gallery on DiscoverySchool.com. For a full-color
version of this article, go to the HPS/MAG web site,
www.hardyplant.org.

HPS Abroad—Belgium
June 5–14, 2013

Join us for ten exciting days of touring around
Belgium! There is something for everyone
on this trip. If you like public gardens, we
will be visiting the gardens of Annevoie,
the National Botanical Garden of Belgium
(one of the oldest botanical gardens in the
world), the famous Arboretum Wespelaar,
and a few other surprises. If you like private
gardens and meeting other garden owners,
we have that too. Some of the garden
owners are even members of the Hardy
Plant Society of Flanders.
If you are into history or sightseeing, got
that too! We have arranged a boat cruise
through the historic town of Ghent and time
to walk around the Grand Place in Brussels.
You can’t go to Belgium without tasting
Belgium beer—where else to go but to a
brewery for a tour and a tasting...which we
have organized.
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We will meet at the Brussels airport (everyone is on their own for the flight over and
back). The land cost of the trip is $1,975*
double occupancy; additional $653 for
single occupancy and includes all ground
transportation in Belgium, nine nights at Begijnhof Congres Hotel in Leuven, all breakfasts, seven lunches, three dinners, garden
entrance fees, garden tours, boat cruise in
Ghent, brewery tour, and gratuities.
To sign up, download the trip form at our web
site or call Janice Thomas at 610-458-9794
for a paper copy. The trip will be filled on
a first-come basis. This trip is limited to
24 people. Any questions, email Janice @
archiebelle@gmail.com.
*Estimate based on current value of the Euro.
Actual cost may be greater or less, depending
on the value of the Euro two weeks before
departure.
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