
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Vanessa Grundy 

December 2010 

 
 

 
Brugmansia sp. 

From Agapanthus to 
Brugmansia 



Page 2  

 
 
 
 
 
 

Contents 

Table of Images ................................................................................................................................ 3 

Acknowledgments ............................................................................................................................ 4 

Introduction ..................................................................................................................................... 5 

History of the City and the Botanical Garden ................................................................................... 6 

Climate of San Francisco .................................................................................................................. 9 

The Botanical Garden Society ........................................................................................................ 10 

The Nursery ................................................................................................................................ 11 

Garden Feast .............................................................................................................................. 17 

The Department of Recreation and Parks ...................................................................................... 17 

Plant Collections Department ........................................................................................................ 21 

Planning for the future ................................................................................................................... 25 

My experiences of San Francisco Botanical Garden ....................................................................... 26 

In conclusion .................................................................................................................................. 30 

Bibliography ................................................................................................................................... 32 



Page 3  

Table of Images 
Image 1. San Francisco map. http://www.cablecarrsystems.com/Map.htm ........................................ 6 

Image 2. Geological makeup of San Francisco peninsula. 

http://www.uwgb.edu/dutchs/earthsc202notes/quakes.htm ..................................................................... 6 

Image 3. Ploughing the dunes in the 1870s. Taken from ‘The Trees of Golden Gate Park and San 

Francisco’ ..................................................................................................................................................... 7 

Image 4. Wildlife pond at SFBG with Eucalyptus globulus and Pinus radiata in the background........... 7 

Image 5. View from the Pacific Ocean looking east across Golden Gate Park. 

http://sfgate.com/neighborhoods/sf/goldengatepark/ ............................................................................... 8 

Image 6. Outline of San Francisco Botanical Garden within Golden Gate Park, image from Google ..... 8 

Image 7. Admission charge protester outside SFBG ........................................................................... 10 

Image 8. Maddy, one of the volunteers mixing perlite and soil for California native plants, SFBG ...... 12 

Image 9. Arctostaphylos sp. SFBG ...................................................................................................... 12 

Image 10. Perlite and peat mix used for cuttings, SFBG. Image 11. Carpenteria californica 

cuttings, SFBG ..................................................................................................................................... 13 

Image 12. Views of the nursery at SFBG ............................................................................................ 14 

Image 13. Iris sp. to be weeded, SFBG ................................................................................................ 15 

Images 14 and 15. Iris sp. before and after the kitchen fork, topped up with 2:1 mix, SFBG .............. 15 

Images 16 and 17. Ready for the Plant Sale, SFBG ............................................................................. 16 

Image 18. Ready for the Plant Sale, SFBG .......................................................................................... 16 

Image 19. Strobilanthes atropurpurea, though it is hard to see the volcano shaped soil from above, 

SFBG ........................................................................................................................................................... 18 

Image 20. Pseudotsuga sinensis var. sinensis with volcano shaped soil. This tree is part of the 

Garden’s tree succession plan, SFBG .................................................................................................. 19 

Image 21. New Clematis heracleifolia along boundary fence, SFBG ................................................... 19 

Images 22 and 23. Cardboard and woodchip mulching, SFBG ............................................................ 20 

Image 24. GIS equipment used for mapping the Garden, SFBG .......................................................... 21 

Image 25. GIS map of the trees in the Great Meadow at SFBG .......................................................... 22 

Image 26. Accession tag detail. http://www.sfbotanicalgarden.org/Gardens/cm.html ..................... 22 

Images 27 and 28. Accession tags in the printer. Accession tags wired ready to be 

attached to a plant  ...................................................... 23 

Image 29. Engraved plant sign, SFBG ................................................................................................. 23 

Images 30 and 31. New bed marker being inserted. You would never know it had just 

been put in  ...........................................................24 

Image 32. The Graveyard ................................................................................................................... 24 

Image 33. A Corymbia ficifolia on the Great Meadow, SFBG. Image 34. The Moon Viewing 

Garden, SFBG  ..................................................... 25 

Image 35. Garden of California Native plants, SFBG ........................................................................... 25 

Image 36. South African Garden, SFBG .............................................................................................. 26 

Images 37 and 38. The Perennial or Zellerbach Garden ..................................................................... 27 

Images 39. Gopher Basket ................................................................................................................. 28 

Image 40. Flower of the Chiranthodendron pentadactylon or Monkey Paw Tree ............................... 28 

Image 41. Musa basjoo (Chinese fibre banana) .................................................................................. 29 

Image 42. A hummingbird on the nut of Banksia serrata ................................................................... 30 

Image 43. San Francisco Botanical Garden in the fog ......................................................................... 31 

http://www.cablecarrsystems.com/Map.htm
http://www.uwgb.edu/dutchs/earthsc202notes/quakes.htm
http://www.uwgb.edu/dutchs/earthsc202notes/quakes.htm
http://sfgate.com/neighborhoods/sf/goldengatepark/
http://sfgate.com/neighborhoods/sf/goldengatepark/
http://www.sfbotanicalgarden.org/Gardens/cm.html


Page 4  

Acknowledgments 
 
 

I would like to thank The Merlin Trust for their generous contribution towards the cost of this trip 

overseas. 
 

I would also like to give huge thanks to all the staff and volunteers at the San Francisco Botanical 

Garden who provided me with an interesting and stimulating six week internship. 
 

All photographs are my own except where another source is given. 
 

The title of this report refers to the two flowers most commonly seen during my trip to California, 

the Agapanthus being in flower everywhere at my arrival and the Brugmansia being equally prolific 

at the time of my return. 
 

Please note this is a personal account of my time at the Botanical Garden in San Francisco, all views 

expressed are the authors own and not those of the employees or volunteers of the Botanical 

Garden or City of San Francisco. 

 
 

Vanessa Grundy, December 2010. 



Page 5  

 

Introduction 
As a student of Horticulture with a non-horticultural background, I continually want to improve my 

plant knowledge. When deciding on my degree work placement, the idea of working in a Botanical 

Garden therefore seemed to be a wonderful opportunity for me to gain practical experience with a 

wide variety of plants. As I considered which particular Botanical Garden to work in, I was caught by 

the idea of how climate might influence the collection and it was from here that I approached the 

Botanical Garden in San Francisco. 
 

San Francisco has always held a great fascination for me; firstly because of its position on the edge of 

the San Andreas Fault but most importantly due its strange weather patterns, which are generated  

by the hot land mass of California sucking in the cool water of the Pacific Ocean through the San 

Francisco Bay. Any horticulture in this area is unusual, as plants normally seen in a glasshouse at this 

latitude can be grown outdoors. 
 

The Botanical Garden staff were welcoming when I contacted them and regularly take interns. What 

had seemed like a pipedream slowly became a reality and with accommodation found and flight 

booked I just had to wait until August, as this was only February. 

 
 

When reflecting on my experiences and learning from the trip in relation to how to write this report, 

I came to the conclusion that there are a number of key areas about the garden, its history, plants 

and my time there. This report will look at those areas which are, in brief: 
 

 A history of the City of San Francisco and the beginnings of its Botanical Garden. 

 The climate of the area and how this has influenced the choices of plants in the Botanical 

Garden. 

 Information about the two organisations that run the Garden -The Botanical Garden’s 

Society and the City’s Department of Recreation and Parks and the work I did for them. 

 The Plant Collections Department and my work with them. 

 My learning and thoughts about the experiences I had. 

The Botanical Garden organised an excellent and varied programme for my time with them. This is a 

brief look at my average week: 
 

Monday – maintenance work with the same gardener. 
 

Tuesday – maintenance work in the morning and visitor satisfaction survey in the afternoon. 

Wednesday - nursery work all day. 

Thursday – Plant Collections department in the morning and the GPS mapping project in the 

afternoon. 

 

Friday – Plant Collections department in the morning and the afternoon off. 
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History of the City and the Botanical Garden 
From the image below you will see how the city of San Francisco is on a peninsula between the 

Pacific Ocean and the San Francisco Bay. In fact it is only seven miles square. 
 

 
 

Image 1. San Francisco map.  http://www.cablecarrsystems.com/Map.htm 
 

The geology is shown in the image below; the yellow sand is predominant on the west side of the 

city where the Golden Gate Park and Botanical Garden are located. 
 

 
 

Image 2.  Geological makeup of San Francisco peninsula. http://www.uwgb.edu/dutchs/earthsc202notes/quakes.htm 
 

In 1870 the area of the Golden Gate Park, in which the Botanical Gardens are situated, was one 

enormous sand dune. The city was booming from the gold rush and it was felt necessary to have a 

public park to rival those of other cities. An engineer called William Hammond-Hall was given the 

task of creating the park. It took five years to stabilize the dunes, levelling and landscaping as he 

went. 

Golden 

Gate Park 

http://www.cablecarrsystems.com/Map.htm
http://www.uwgb.edu/dutchs/earthsc202notes/quakes.htm


Page 7  

 

 
 

Image 3.  Ploughing the dunes in the 1870s.  Taken from ‘The Trees of Golden Gate Park and San Francisco’ 
 

To help with the stabilisation process he chose three quite fast growing trees to reduce sand 

movement and lessen the impact of the wind. The species were Cupressus macrocarpa (Monterey 

Cypress), Pinus radiata (Monterey Pine) and Eucalyptus globulus (Blue Gum tree). Many of these 

trees remain today and are the main feature of the Golden Gate Park as a whole, as well as playing 

an important part in the look of the Botanical Garden. 
 

 
 

Image 4.  Wildlife pond at SFBG with Eucalyptus globulus and Pinus radiata in the background 
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Being a booming town full of horses San Francisco had a problem with all the horse manure created. 

Hammond-Hall had the ingenious idea of utilising the muck and shipping it to the park and garden to 

be used for the beginnings of soil. The present site of the Botanical garden was chosen in 1889 but it 

was not until 1926 that it started to become a reality. A wealthy widow called Helen Strybing left 

$200,000 to the City for the creation of an arboretum and botanical garden. As a nursery had 

already been created in Golden Gate Park, when the Botanical Garden was being established there 

was a ready supply of suitable plants that would thrive in the unusual climate. The garden finally 

opened in 1940 and was known as the Strybing Arboretum. 

 
 
 

 
 

Image 5.  View from the Pacific Ocean looking east across Golden Gate Park. 
http://sfgate.com/neighborhoods/sf/goldengatepark/ 

 
 
 

Great 

Meadow 

 
 
 

Temperate 

Asia 

garden 

 
 
 

Nursery 

 
 
 
 
 

 

Image 6.  Outline of San Francisco Botanical Garden within Golden Gate Park, image from Google Earth 

http://sfgate.com/neighborhoods/sf/goldengatepark/


Page 9  

Climate of San Francisco 
Fog is a well known part of San Francisco’s weather and is heavy throughout the summer months 

when warm air from the land draws the cool sea air through the narrow Golden Gate like a vacuum 

and creates the fog throughout the bay. For the flora of the city it is vital as there is virtually no 

rainfall from May to October (see chart below). The average year round temperature is 14°C with 

highs of about 30°C and lows of about 4°C. With these conditions many plants can grow outdoors. 

 
 
 

 
 

Figure 1.  Average monthly rainfall chart, taken from SFBG Guide Book. 
 

The garden relies on this mild temperate climate for the success of its 8,000 different types of plants, 

some of which are no longer living in their native habitat. The Plant Collections department list and 

maintain the collection of these plants which total over 50,000 in number spread through the 55   

acre site. It allows them to grow species from Mediterranean climate countries such as South Africa, 

southern Australia, Chile and California as well as the Mediterranean itself. Along side these are 

plants from temperate areas such as New Zealand, Australia and parts of Asia. But perhaps the 

region the garden is most proud of is the Meso-American section with its damp dark rainforests 

where the northern Californian fog hangs in a misty silence. These plants, native to the mountains   

of Mexico, are now threatened by logging. Some are feared to no longer exist in their original 

habitat. 
 

One of the reasons I wanted to work in the gardens in San Francisco was because it looked as though 

they grew a large number of drought tolerant plants. This I had assumed was due to the very low 

summer rainfall and areas around the world from which the plants had come. How wrong was I and 

how surprised on my arrival the first day to find large sprinklers everywhere. Some areas are 

minimally watered, such as the California natives which receive additional watering two or three 

times during the summer months. All the other areas are watered several times a week; though this 

in itself seems to be a lottery and bone of contention with all the gardeners. When the Golden Gate 
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Park was engineered a number of wells were dug and two thirds of the Garden’s water supply comes 

from them. The other third is from the City’s water supply; this is clean and is used in the buildings 

and drinking fountains. The issue with the water is that the 55 acre Botanical Garden has to   

compete with the 1,000 acre Golden Gate Park for water pressure and some days there is none. If 

there is a rare heat wave, which there was during my time when temperatures reached a wilt 

inducing 35°C, the Botanical Garden often loses out to the parkland areas. This was my first taste of 

the politics which run through the Garden as deeply as the sand upon which it is built. 

 
 

The Botanical Garden Society 
The San Francisco Botanical Garden (SFBG) is jointly run by the San Francisco Department of 

Recreation and Parks and the San Francisco Botanical Garden Society. The Society is a charity which 

was set up in 1955 with the aim of providing education programmes for children and adults. It 

employs 25 staff and has approximately 500 volunteers; when it started in 1955 it had one employee 

and about 20 volunteers. The Society has recently had some tough times financially and has had to 

introduce an admission fee for non-city residents. This was implemented two weeks before I arrived 

and has not gone done well with the visiting public. During the consultation period there were many 

protests and demonstrations both at the Garden and at City Hall. Some continue today, see image 

below: 
 

 
 

Image 7.  Admission charge protester outside SFBG 
 

In addition to the $7 fee, all Society employees have had to start taking a voluntary unpaid day off a 

month and had a number of their health benefits cuts. Consequently the society are recording the 

post codes of all visitors to see where they come from and conducting surveys with visitors. One of 

my weekly tasks was to spend half a day conducting these surveys and I found the diversity of 

comments interesting, some are listed below: 
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 Turn off the sprinklers during opening hours – clearly this is not possible due to the 

constraints of water previously mentioned. 

 Construction work on the new fountain is noisy and distracting – it is but things have to be 

built. 

 Signage is poor – this is true but costs money to a garden already with financial limitations, 

but it is being worked on (see the Plant Collections section). 

 Poorly maintained and weedy garden – this was hard to hear as someone who spent two 

days a week weeding! 
 

There were some equally positive comments but as usual people tended to dwell on the negative. 
 

In its remit to provide education, the Society offers a daily tour of the garden free of charge. This is 

led by one of the Society’s Docents, a term I was unfamiliar with before this trip. It means a guide 

but is specifically used in reference to museum or gallery guides. The docents have to make a 

minimum 12 month commitment and have 10 weeks training provided by a volunteer and other staff 

members. This input involves practical training in the garden, observing other tours and botany 

classes. The training used to be two years but the Society felt this was too big a commitment before 

actually starting the job. The tours they provide last between an hour and an hour and half; the 

docent comes to the garden before their tour and looks at what is of interest to be able to point this 

out to the visitors. During my first week I took a tour and was amazed to come across the 

Metrosideros excelsa, the New Zealand Christmas Tree with its abundance of air roots; it was one of 

many delights. Each time I needed to go to a different part of the Garden, I always chose a new  

route and was consistently rewarded with new and amazing views and plants. 
 

Money for the society comes from fundraising exercises. These vary in type but they form a large 

part of what the Society’s employees do. The most regular funds come from membership of the 

Society; there are different levels of membership varying from $60 to $1000 per annum. 

 
 

The Nursery 

Funds come from the monthly plant sales held at the Garden’s nursery, with which I was involved 

during my stay. The nursery does not grow very much for the garden, mostly producing plants to 

sell. There are two paid members of staff at the nursery and 50 volunteers. I spent one day a week 

working at the nursery helping take cuttings, pot plants on and prepare for the current plant sale. 

Some of the volunteers have been at the nursery for 30 years and they have a very particular way of 

doing things. This was something else I learnt during this trip; if someone asks you if you know how 

to do something, you smile politely, say you do know a way but maybe they could show you their 

way. It saves having to un-do everything you have done later in the day. 
 

The volunteers mix their own growing media depending on what is being grown, see image 8. 
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Image 8.  Maddy, one of the volunteers mixing perlite and soil for California native plants, SFBG. 
 

This mix for California natives was 2:1 soil (with added lava) to perlite and as I was most often 

working with the ‘Cali’ natives I became very adept at doing this. The soil used is bought in from a 

company called Lyngsǿ and is made up from 55% composted fir bark, 15% sharp sand, 15% red lava 

and 15% peat. As you can see from the picture above it is very dry and light. Other mixes used were 

for the alpines which had a 1:1:1:1 mix of pumice, perlite, soil and red lava and for manzanitas like 

the native Arctostaphylos which was 1:1: ½ of soil, perlite and lava. 
 

 
 

Image 9.  Arctostaphylos sp. SFBG. 
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During my time at the nursery I potted on a number of plants unfamiliar to me, including: 
 

 Baccharis pilularis ‘Presidio Form’ also known as the Coyote Bush. 

 Isopogon anemonifolius ‘Curra Moors’ an Australian shrub. From this shrub we took 10- 

15cm cuttings of the old wood as previous cuttings from new wood had not worked. The 

cuttings were dipped in ‘Dip and Grow’, a liquid hormone diluted with half the same 

amount of water and half the same amount of rubbing alcohol, then potted in almost pure 

perlite with a handful of peat. This surprised me as I could not imagine they would take in 

such a mix but I was assured it did. (See image 10). 

 Carpenteria californica also know as the Tree Anemone, see image 11. 
 

  

Image 10.  Perlite and peat mix used for cuttings, SFBG. Image 11.  Carpenteria californica cuttings, SFBG. 
 

The cuttings were then put onto a warm mist bench in the main glasshouse, from there they went to 

a cooler polytunnel and eventually outside. Each volunteer tends to look after plants from a certain 

geographical area and they are then responsible for the development of the cuttings to become 

plants which are saleable. 
 

When potting on the cuttings and using the 2:1 mix, a half teaspoon of slow release fertilizer was 

added to each gallon pot, which was then watered with a fast acting fertilizer, absorbed through the 

leaves. Being late September and coming towards the end of the growing season, much thought  

was given to which size of pot to move things onto so the young plants were not swamped by a 

gallon pot over winter when a 5 inch pot would do. 
 

Another of my regular nursery tasks was weeding the pots. The nursery is a large area of the garden, 

which has developed over the years as time and money has allowed. There are a number of 

polytunnels and outdoor areas where plants are grown; but due to the damp warm weather, weeds 

are a perennial problem. As I was working most frequently with the California Natives this was the 

area I weeded and, armed with my kitchen fork and bucket of 2:1 mix to top up the pots, off I went. 
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Image 12.  Views of the nursery at SFBG 
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Native Iris sp. were the most common pot to be weeded and it is amazing what can be removed with 

a kitchen fork. The weeds were mostly worts and grasses. 
 

 
 

Image 13. Iris sp. to be weeded, SFBG. 

 
 
 

  
 

Images 14 and 15.  Iris sp. before and after the kitchen fork, topped up with 2:1 mix, SFBG. 
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Each plant sale specialises in one or two types of plant. The sale that was on during my time at the 

Garden was California Natives and Succulents. Other plants were available but the majority of the 

sale was of those two types.  This involved a large amount of time spent selecting plants, then 

preparing them for sale, hence the Iris weeding. The plant sales occur one Saturday a month. Once 

the plants have been chosen and prepared, the tables are laid out and the pots are displayed with 

their prices. Most one gallon plant pots were priced at between $7 and $12. On average the plant 

sales make about $6,000 each month, this can be down or up depending on the time of year. In May 

they have the Annual Spring Sale where all types of plants are available. The sale in May 2010 raised 

nearly $63,000! 
 

  
 

Images 16 and 17.  Ready for the Plant Sale, SFBG 
 

 
 

Image 18.  Ready for the Plant Sale, SFBG 
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Garden Feast 

This event is another enormous fundraiser for the Society. It happens once a year and happened to 

be taking place during my internship. This year’s event was to celebrate 70 years of SFBG and all the 

funds raised were specifically for the children’s education programme, as its continuation was in 

doubt following the funding cuts. The key idea behind the event is to invite the great and good of 

San Francisco for lunch. Ticket sales started at $175 per person and went up. The 400 attendees 

were invited to bid at a silent auction before their lunch and had the pleasure of a speech from 

locally renowned gardener Pam Pierce after lunch. I was involved in the silent auction, trying to 

persuade the attendees to make bids for bottles of wine (the most expensive was $1000); it was a 

fun day. There were 200 auction items, 50 of which were plants donated by the nursery. The knock 

on effect of Garden Feast was felt by every area of the Garden. During my maintenance tasks that 

week we spent a large amount of time tidying up the area of garden visible from the big marquee in 

which the lunch was held, including tidying up the Musa basjoo (Chinese fibre banana, see image 41).  

At the nursery I was also involved in making those 50 auction plants look good. The total raised  

from this year’s event was approximately $100,000, which was apparently a little down on 

expectations but is a third of the Society’s annual fundraising income. The silent auction raised 

$22,000 of that and yes that bottle of wine did sell. 
 
 
 

The Department of Recreation and Parks 
This city government department is the other arm of SFBG. It supplies $1.7 million in funding per 

annum for the garden but apparently this just about covers the wages of its employees. A study 

carried out a couple of years ago worked out that the Garden should have between 16 - 17 

gardeners; it has 11. These 11 are employed by the city department (City) and they are responsible 

for the maintenance of the Garden. There is also one member of staff at the nursery who grows 

plants for the garden itself, not for the sales, several managers and administrators. This   

combination of the City and the Society causes some of the most interesting and frustrating issues in 

the Garden. The two organisations have slightly different priorities and raison d’etre. The City owns 

the Garden and has the responsibility of looking after it, but they are not always as concerned about 

the plants being a collection in a Botanical Garden as the Society. To be fair though, most of the 

gardeners are so stretched they do not have time to worry about accession forms and recording all 

the data which the Society’s Plant Collections department would like. Each gardener has 

approximately 5 acres and with the already mentioned prevalence of weed growth keeping on top of 

everything can be a battle. Only six of the 11 have volunteers; the others choose not to. The 

employment system for the gardeners is also curious, because they all work on their own; none of 

them have apprentices who they bring on and teach about their area. Problems can arise when a 

vacancy occurs; the job goes to the City’s longest serving gardener, not the one who is necessarily 

interested in Botanical Gardens. The City has a highly unionised workforce and this is deemed to be 

the fairest way to give what is seen as being one of the most skilled jobs in the City, to the most 

experienced staff. For the Society this can mean of the 11 gardeners, some of them are not 

interested in Botanical plants or do not have the experience to deal with these sorts of plants. 
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My maintenance work at the Garden was always with the same gardener, Dolores, in her area. This 

was good because it gave me some continuity of work and I got to know that five acres quite well. 

She covered Temperate Asia including the Dwarf Conifer ponds. Some of my regular tasks including 

planting, weeding and mulching beds and clearing the paths. My first day involved planting two 

varieties of Impatiens; one was Impatiens mishmiensis and the other was Impatiens sp. from India. 

Dolores had a very specific way of planting and it took me a number of weeks to get it right. She was 

keen for the plant to be hardly buried below the surface but have soil built up around it in a volcano 

shape. This was to enable the water to get to the roots but not drown the plant. See image below: 
 

 
 

Image 19.  Strobilanthes atropurpurea, though it is hard to see the volcano shaped soil from above, SFBG. 
 
 

 
Given that the Garden is built on a sand dune you do not have to dig very far to find it, but on top of 

that is six to eight inches of reasonable top soil which has been cultivated and added to over the 

years. Even so I was continually surprised by the wealth and diversity of plants grown in the Garden 

that thrived in this poor soil. 
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Image 20.  Pseudotsuga sinensis var. sinensis with volcano shaped soil.  This tree is part of the Garden’s tree succession 
plan, SFBG. 

 

San Francisco has a high population of homeless people and many of them sleep in the Botanical 

Garden; this can cause some damage to areas. As the area I was working in bordered one of the 

main roads this was a particular problem. Dolores had already planted rambling roses along the 

fence which made a significant impact, now it was time to plant up something Asian and more 

permanent. I was given nine Clematis heracleifolia to place along the fence. They are relatively 

small only growing to about three feet but have fragrant blue flowers. See image below: 
 

 
 

Image 21.  New Clematis heracleifolia along boundary fence, SFBG. 
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When carrying out the weeding and mulching tasks we used cardboard first, this was new to me. 

The weeded area was covered with cardboard and then concealed with wood chippings. It lasts a 

few months, before the weather and squirrels normally bring about its demise. 
 

  
 

Images 22 and 23.  Cardboard and woodchip mulching, SFBG. 
 
 

 
All of the plants I was planting for Dolores had come from the section of the nursery run by Jeanne, 

who is also a City employee. They might have been grown from collected seed or cuttings from 

plants already in the garden to be grown as replacements, or swapped and traded with other 

Botanical Gardens; though very few have the same kind of collection due to the climate. One 

exception is the Botanical Garden at University of California Berkeley (UCB) which is across the bay 

from San Francisco. Its climate is slightly hotter than San Francisco’s but the species in the garden 

are similar. The biggest difference between the two is that UCB has an almost totally wild collected 

(taken from the native environment) collection of plants. SFBG’s plants have come from a wide 

variety of sources including donations from the public. These days the Plant Collections department 

are reluctant to take donations and are trying to move towards more wild collected seed. It seems 

that the choice of plants used in the Garden is a combination of people’s decisions. Due to the 

Society-City split, the gardeners can plant anything they like where they like, but negotiations with 

the Society’s Curator and Plant Collections department are encouraged. On the whole this works 

well with gardeners discussing their ideas with the Society staff, but there are a few who do their 

own thing. 
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Plant Collections Department 
This is within the remit of the Society and has recently grown to include a GIS (Geographical 

Information System) project team. Funding was received to start mapping out the Garden using 

satellites. This will be used interactively by visitors before they arrive, as a map when they visit and 

for the gardeners and researchers to keep track of the plants in the Garden.   I spent one day a week 

working on this project, which has been running since April 2010. The funding will allow for mapping 

of 20% of the Garden in the first year. If successful it is hoped the project will be extended, but with 

the financial constraints the Garden now faces this is not a certainty. So far 8% has been completed; 

it is slow painstaking work. The equipment used on the project (see image 24) is a Trimble ProXRT 

receiver and antenna, which uses global positioning system (GPS) to locate its position in the   

Garden. This is linked to a laser rangefinder with a built in compass and inclinometer. The laser 

rangefinder shoots a laser to a pole with a prism on the top; this is held by a second person next to 

the plant to be mapped. This gives the bearing, slope and distance between the GPS device and the 

prism. Data collected is imported into mapping software called ArcGIS, to create maps of the 

planting bed and its contents. This information is double checked by a team in the Garden who then 

locate every plant on the map and verify its position, size and accession number. The maps are 

updated with any changes and those are then checked again. 
 

 
Image 24.  GIS equipment used for mapping the Garden, SFBG. 
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Image 25.  GIS map of the trees in the Great Meadow at SFBG. 
 
 

 
My other work with the Plant Collections department was helping with signage and accession data. 

All plants in the Garden are given a number called their accession number. It is unique to them and 

at glance shows the year it came to the Garden and which numbered plant it was for that year. For 

example the image below shows a tag for a plant in the Garden. The detail across the top shows the 

accession number, with the year of 1984 and 0276 as its individual number. 

 

 
 

Image 26.  Accession tag detail.  http://www.sfbotanicalgarden.org/Gardens/cm.html 
 

The tag also gives the botanical and common name, family name, origin and bed number. Every 

plant in the Garden should have one of these green tags attached for identification purposes but 

many do not as they have been lost, damaged or never had one. The system for the Garden states 

that no plant should be put in the ground before it has its green tag, but often the gardeners will 

want to plant items and the Plant Collections department have not made the sign yet. This may be 

because they are behind or possibly the gardener has not filled in the form requesting the tag and 

updating the database. The gardener I worked with found the paperwork took a lot of her time but 

appreciated how vital is was to the maintenance of the Collection’s database. 

http://www.sfbotanicalgarden.org/Gardens/cm.html
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Images 27 and 28.  Accession tags in the printer. Accession tags wired ready to be attached to a plant 
 

Other signs I made were the bed signs (see image 29) which are visible for visitors. All of the signs 

are created in a workshop with a large laser printer and then stuck onto the stake. Much of my time 

here was spent sticking signs together and then locating the plant they have to go with in the 

Garden, which was not easy, especially if the green tag was missing. 
 

 
 

Image 29.  Engraved plant sign, SFBG 
 

In response to criticisms from the public about poor signage around the Garden, the Plant 

Collections department are making new directional signage and replacing numbered bed markers. 
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Removing the old signs and putting in new ones was another one of my regular tasks. Removing the 

old markers was generally easy as they normally wiggled out, but getting the new ones in entailed 

digging a hole one foot down and one foot across. The size of the hole was due to the fact the 

markers had bars through them to make them more stable in the ground, but it made them about a 

foot wide. 
 

  
 

Images 30 and 31.  New bed marker being inserted. You would never know it had just been put in. 
 

Other work with Plant Collections was sorting through old plant signs which had been bent or 

damaged and trying to straighten them to make them usable again. All these old signs are kept in 

what is known as the graveyard (see image 32) and on some afternoons I set to with a hammer 

removing old name plates and straightening them to the best of my abilities. 
 

 
 

Image 32.  The Graveyard 
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Planning for the future 
The Garden has had a series of plans during its lifetime, the most influential of which was the  

‘Master Plan’ of 1959, where the Great Meadow (see image 33) and fountain were formed. This was 

followed by the Moon Viewing Garden (see image 34) and the much extended California Native 

Garden (see image 35). The 1990s saw the addition of the South African Garden (see image 36) and 

the rare plants from Central America which created the Cloud Forest area. 
 

  
 

Image 33.  A Corymbia ficifolia on the Great Meadow, SFBG. Image 34.  The Moon Viewing Garden, SFBG. 
 

 
 

Image 35.  Garden of California Native plants, SFBG. 
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Image 36.  South African Garden, SFBG. 
 

For the future most attention is being turned towards the original trees which are planted 

throughout the Garden. As previously mentioned many are coming to the end of their life 

expectancy and need to be replaced.   When talking to the Garden’s Curator, Don Mahoney, he said 

of the 300 Eucalyptus globulus, Pinus radiata and Cupressus macrocarpa that were here 25 years 

ago, only about 100 of them remain and in 10 to 20 years they will all have gone too. He and the 

other members of the curatorial staff have drawn up a Tree Succession Plan which they have started 

to implement. It will continue to add new and different species, but only ones which originate from 

the geographical area in which they are to be planted. This will have a drastic effect on the look and 

feel of the entire garden over the next few decades as it is currently so dominated by the three 

original mature species. He added this is the only aspect of planting in the Garden in which the 

gardeners do not have free reign. 

 
 

My experiences of San Francisco Botanical Garden 
Before I went to SFBG I had certain expectations of what it might be like and what I might do. Some 

of these ideas were realised, some were not and others were exceeded. Naively I had thought as I 

was travelling 5,000 miles I would be given exciting jobs to do, but I soon came to the realisation 

that maintenance is a big and crucial part of any large Garden. 
 

I also came to really like the fact that the garden was not immaculate. The Curator told me he 

thought if the Garden could afford to employ its needed quota of 16 gardeners, it would lose some 

of its charm and I would agree. It took a while for me to adjust when doing the maintenance work 

for Dolores, as she always said I took too long; but my previous work experience had been at a 

National Trust property where detail and precision was everything. I also had to adjust to her 

particular way of performing tasks like planting. As I said earlier on in this report one of my big 

learning curves was to ask the person how they would like you to do the task. This differed in every 

area of the Garden including some of the work I did in the anomaly area called the Garden of 

Perennials. Anomaly because it had a large geographical diversity of plants including many flowers 

and was heavily looked after compared to all other areas of the Garden. This was due to it having 
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been built for the Zellerbach family who had donated a lot of money for the privilege. It was run by 

two volunteers who had a specific vision for the area and inspected each and every plant I put in the 

ground. I am quite a laid back type of person but I found this level of scrutiny alarming. To their 

credit the Perennial Garden did look beautiful as the images below show. 
 

 
 

 
 

Images 37 and 38.  The Perennial or Zellerbach Garden 



  Page 
28 

   

The problem I had with the Zellerbach Garden as it was known, was that it was no bigger than the 

two beds you see in the pictures above, yet it had at least half a day a week spent maintaining it, 

whilst other areas barely got any. I suppose that is what money can do; I just know that the money 

could have been spent buying reasonable tools for the gardeners and volunteers. As I said, the 

politics run deep. 
 

On a positive note I learnt more plant names while working on the Zellerbach Garden and could add 

them to the increasing list from my nursery and Plant Collections work. In addition, I discovered 

gopher baskets. These are wire pot shaped baskets put into the ground before the plant to prevent 

gnawing gopher eating the roots. 
 

 
 

Images 39.  Gopher Basket 
 

One of the most fantastic looking flowers I found was the Chiranthodendron pentadactylon also 

known as the Monkey Paw Tree. The flowers were dropping all over the path as I walked around the 

Garden. 
 

 
 

Image 40.  Flower of the Chiranthodendron pentadactylon or Monkey Paw Tree 
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One of my favourite new plant names was Musa basjoo or the Chinese fibre banana. This was in the 

Temperate Asia area and I walked past it everyday. One day I had to tidy it up and as I pulled away 

the old fibrous leaves the shiny red stems revealed themselves. How many people can say they 

pruned an outdoor banana? 
 

 
 

Image 41. Musa basjoo (Chinese fibre banana) 
 

During my trip the area I feel I gained most confidence and improvement in was my nursery skills. 

Prior to this trip I had had very little experience of taking cuttings, potting on and looking after young 

plants but during the six weeks at SFBG I gained plenty of experience. Initially I was assisted and 

supervised, but after a couple of weeks I seemed to have gained the trust of the senior volunteers 

and by the end was told how much they would miss me. 
 

Another of my learning experiences was about the collection of plants. I by no means got to grips 

with even a small number of the plants in the Garden but at the end of the trip I had a much better 
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understanding of the type of collection at SFBG, where it had come from and where it was going. Of 

course this was influenced by the Society-City balance of power in the Garden. Even when the 

Society put all the mechanisms in place for choosing, recording and maintaining a database it did not 

mean that all the gardeners adhered to it. I found it hard to reconcile how sanguine the Plant 

Collections department were about this situation, but according to them it had significantly improved 

and they anticipated that it would continue to do so. Some of the improvement was due to             

the success of the GIS mapping; when the gardeners could use this information to keep track of 

plants they seemed to take the department more seriously rather than seeing them as the provider 

of time consuming paperwork. 

 
 
 
 

In conclusion 
During my six weeks of internship at SFBG I had a great selection of new and exciting experiences as 

well as some quite predictable and tedious ones; though this is normal in life. I have taken away  

with me many memories of such enthusiasm and love of the Garden from all of those who worked in 

it. The knowledge and passion from everyone I met was infectious. In Botanical Garden terms SFBG 

may not be the biggest or most prestigious but I feel it has a soul which admission charges, 

demonstrations, fog or chronic understaffing cannot take away. To have made the collection of 

plants thrive on ground which had such a sandy start is testament to the skill of the early curators 

and as they move further into the 21st century, this collection is being added to and refined so it will 

last at least another 70 years. 

 
 
 

 
 

Image 42.  A hummingbird on the nut of Banksia serrata 
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Image 43.  San Francisco Botanical Garden in the fog. 
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