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Old School. That's what Longwood Gardens' annual Chrysanthemum 
Festival is. 
Seriously Old School, as in ancient Asian – mostly Japanese – traditions of 
raising mums and using them to create spectacular forms shaped like 
spirals or meant to evoke the look of a pagoda. 
And seriously Old School, as in Pierre du Pont, the industrialist who turned 
Longwood into a gardening mecca, focused on mums on the beginning. 
"That sort of set the stage for an annual display," says Jim Sutton, 
Longwood's display designer. 
This year's version of the annual show, the gateway show to A Longwood 
Gardens' Christmas, features 80,000 colorful blooms, including the 12-foot-
wide and 10-foot-tall Thousand Bloom Chrysanthemum, the largest in the 
world except for some 2,000 bloom plants in Japan. 
"We can't get them that big," Sutton says. 
But Longwood gets them awfully darn big: When the staff wheeled the 
Thousand Bloom plant into the conservatory, there was only 2 inches of 
clearance on each side of the plant in the north door, which is near the 
green wall of the bathroom corridor. 
That plant, which is just starting to bloom well, features 1,515 blooms this 
year on the surface – which is the only ones that officially count – with 
many more beneath it. 
The plant lasts only one show, Sutton said. It takes 18 months to grow 
each one to the proper blooming size, and it's composted after the show 
ends. 
Part of the point of the mum show is to preserve the ancient horticultural 
techniques that are disappearing, even in Asia. 
"These skills could be lost if we don't pick them up," Sutton says. "It's a 
blend of horticulture and artistry to perfect all these ancient plant forms and 
these growing techniques. While mums in and of themselves might not be 
our most exciting blooms, it's what you can do with them." 
Longwood has 200 mum cultivars in its stock, and mums themselves take 
12 different forms, including spiders, spoons, regular incurve, irregular 
incurve, exotics, pom-poms, single daisy, double daisy and more. 
And while it might not have the biggest Thousand Bloom plant, Longwood's 
staff tried to grow mums as tall as they could, and some in the show feature 
an 8-foot stalk with a bloom at the top. 



One of the show's most interesting forms, the pagoda shape, is borrowed 
from China. First, the staff grows an artemisia plant, and then mums are 
grafted onto it so the layers resemble a pagoda's roof lines. 
Spiral forms return this year, but with a twist. This year's have a plinth base. 
The flowers can be manipulated so well that they can be used to form 
clouds, spirals, topiaries and more, Sutton says. 
"These are the most intricate displays we will do," Sutton says. "It takes 
more time and more man hours to put this together than any other display 
we do." 
While the show is easy to clear off the floor to start construction of the 
Christmas display – and Longwood has only three days to do that before it 
opens on Thanksgiving – all the forms have to be taken apart, with plants 
composted and the metal forms recycled. They end up being a lot of work 
in the back, Sutton says. 
His favorite walk through this year's mum show is the center aisle. 
"The big football mums that are normally tall, we grew short this year, and 
the spirals are in the middle," he says. "It looks like the mums are dancing 
to me, twisting and dancing." 
Contact Betsy Price at beprice@delawareonline.com or (302) 324-2884. 
IF YOU GO 
WHAT: Longwood Gardens Chrysanthemum Festival 
WHERE: Longwood Gardens, 1001 Longwood Road, Kennett Square 
WHEN: Daily, 9 a.m.-6 p.m. through Nov. 23 
TICKETS: Must be bought according to day, arrival time. Adults/$20; ages 
62 and older/$17; children ages 5-18 or with valid student ID/$10. 
FOR MORE INFO: (610) 388-1000; tickets.longwoodgardens.org 
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