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Longwood Gardens Staff Exchange 

 

Longwood Gardens is situated about 35 miles west of the city of Philadelphia in Pennsylvania and is 

one of the most well-known gardens within the USA. It has about 350 acres of public accessible 

property for people to enjoy. But the actual property is spread over 1100 acres. One of the main 

values that current staff aims towards is, “Growing ordinary plants in extraordinary ways” P.S. du 

Pont founder of Longwood Gardens. I was lucky enough to get a chance to work alongside the 

professionals and students at this amazing place. I went in with an open mind and looking to 

embrace any and all opportunities that came my way. My goals were initially to improve plant 

knowledge and practical skills to advance my abilities. I was also looking forward to gaining 

experience in a different garden than the one I currently work at, The Alnwick Garden. 

I have only been in a horticulture career for 3 years and this has been entirely spent at The Alnwick 

Garden. During my previous career I studied a correspondence course to gain my RHS level 2 which 

allowed me to get a job at Alnwick. Since then I have been very interested in learning whatever I can 

about every aspect of horticulture. I also participate in a lot of education based schemes at The 

Alnwick Garden.  

The overview of the project was that I would spend 3 months at Longwood Gardens and in exchange 

one of the students would work for 3 months at the Alnwick Garden. Unfortunately due to 

difficulties securing a visa Longwood’s representative was only able to spend 1 month at Alnwick. 

The hope was that during the time I spent at Longwood Gardens I would learn new techniques to be 

able to pass on to my team at Alnwick and share with Longwood’s staff any information that I have 

learned during my working career. 

I arrived on the evening of Thursday the 

27th of August 2015 and was greeted by 

Brian Trader (DIS Coordinator & Interim-

Director of Longwood Graduate Program). 

I received the key to my home for the next 

3 months and then after disturbing my 

new housemate’s sleep, went to bed. The 

next morning I got my first taste of what 

life was like at Longwood. I awoke to find a 

member of the education team at my door 

with a student who had just flown in from 

South Korea Hyeon Cheol (Cho for short) 

and was asked if I would mind spending 

the day with him while we both explored 

Longwood Gardens for the first time. 

Every day at Longwood I met somebody 

International Student Group, accompanied by Doug 

Needham PhD (Education Dept Head). 
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new who was vital to the continuing operation of the gardens. Due to the size of the gardens it took 

me multiple visits over the next couple of weeks before I thought I’d managed to take everything in. 

My first full week at work was dominated by induction and training meetings by various members of 

Longwood’s staff this was quite intense but very informative. I was part of a new group of students 

and interns from all over the world who were also being introduced to Longwood. One theme that 

went through all of the information that we received was that Longwood’s aim was to continue the 

legacy of its founder Pierre S du Pont. It wasn’t just about maintaining the amazing gardens but 

about providing an outstanding guest experience. During this week it was highlighted the impact 

that volunteers have on this place. Longwood has about 200 full time staff, 200 part time staff both 

of which change through seasonal staff intake but the largest group who participate in the day to 

day running is the 750 strong volunteers. 

Once we had completed our induction week we received our work rotations and list of contacts for 

those areas. All staff and students are also put onto the Longwood email system and receive daily 

updates on anything that is happening at the gardens that day or over the coming weeks. This was a 

great way to stay informed and ensure information was being passed along successfully with such a 

large staff base as it wouldn’t be possible to have meetings every week. It also made it very easy to 

contact anybody who was on the system improving Inter departmental communications and keeping 

everything running smoothly. This system was also the way I kept up to date with my rota. It was all 

done by accepting appointment invitations ensuring that I could check where and who I was working 

with whenever I needed to. It also allowed others to see this as well and schedule me in for other 

appointments around ones I already had booked into my calendar. 

As I was participating in a staff exchange program I was given an over view of almost every 

horticulture department in my relatively short time there, I also got chances to work in education 

department and have meetings with marketing representatives and others. This allowed me to work 

with such a wide variety of people each with unique skills and stories of how they got into 

horticulture. My time ranged from having a day on a department to having a couple of weeks on 

others.  

Most of my time was spent on one of the outdoor sections and this was a little more comfortable 

because of my role at my parent garden, The Alnwick Garden. However I did get the chance to work 

inside the conservatories and production/research areas for some of my time. Longwood’s year is 

divided into 5 main visitor seasons and right from the beginning of my placement Christmas was the 

main focus, we also hosted the Mum (chrysanthemum) Festival.  

My first few work rotations saw me working with the outdoor teams in the Ideas Garden, Flower 

Garden Drive and Brick Walk Areas. At first it seemed like carnage, we were ripping out perennials 

from the flower borders and throwing them straight into the compost. A Stretch of about 300 

metres was dismantled and then rebuilt within a couple of days, all to the new theme of 

Chrysanthemums. Different colours and forms began to appear all over the garden.  
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 After getting over the shock of 

destroying so many plants I found 

out how big Longwood’s 

composting operation was. All over 

the site there are compost bays and 

a team of people who empty them 

and process the plant waste at their 

very own composting facility. Once 

the details of the operation were 

revealed to me it actually turns out 

that very little is wasted and almost 

everything composted or thrown 

away is recycled in some form. This 

stretches into the restaurant and 

other areas where biodegradable 

cups and plates are used as well as 

recyclable cutlery to name a couple. 

Once the installation was 

completed outside it was time to 

begin indoors. 

I was lucky enough to help with the 

main installation of the Mum 

festival in the conservatory. The 

timescale for the changes indoors is 

much shorter than those for the 

outdoor areas because of the 

impact it will have on the guest 

experience. We had a week to 

remove the old display and install the new one. The display was concentrated in the East and Main 

conservatories with the theme carried on into the production houses and transition passages 

between display areas. The centre piece of the festival was the 1000 bloom mum. 

Chrysanthemum x morifolium ‘Susono No 

Tsuki’ was the selected plant for the 1000 

bloom. To avoid any problems with the 

display two 1000 blooms are grown for 

every festival which leads to a very intense 

work schedule for the nursery team 

employed to take care of them. Each 

flowering stem has all but a couple flower 

buds removed to ensure large blooms but 

again with some reserve buds slightly under 

the main foliage. For every flower that you 

see on the finished plant you can expect at 

Before and after the installation of the Mum Festival. 

Chrysanthemum x morifolium ‘Susono No Tsuki’ 
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least 10 times that number to have been removed before it reaches the conservatory. 

 

It takes a team of about 20 with support vehicles 

to transfer the nearly finished plant to the 

display area. Then when it is in position the final 

preparations are made to the plant before it is 

displayed to the public, this year it actually had 

over 1500 blooming flowers on it at one time. As 

well as the 1000 Bloom Mum there was a variety 

of different forms that were on display, all of 

them coming from traditional Japanese origins. 

All information that the guests receive about the 

festival is carefully selected and displayed in a 

way that all abilities can easily understand. There 

are also volunteer docents on hand to answer 

any more in depth questions the guest may have about any aspect of Longwood. Docents are kept 

up to date with information about displays by regular training sessions and their own desire to 

deliver the best experience they possibly can. The preparations for the festival start 18 months prior 

to display and are only in place for about 4 weeks. This shows you how big the festival is and how 

many visitors they expect to receive in such a short period of time. Then Christmas takes over. 

Christmas at Longwood Gardens to 

put it plainly is breath taking. I was 

part of the lucky few who got to see it 

from both sides. The large amount of 

resources that go into producing such 

an amazing display is staggering but to 

then see the finished display makes 

you think “How did they do that?”. 

The array of colour in the Christmas 

display is provided by Euphorbia 

pulcherrima in various colours. There 

are also a lot of trees and shrubs used 

in this display to provide darker 

greens as a back drop for the colours 

to stand out in each section. Cyclamen 

persicum line the walkways with 

Hippeastrum ‘Red Lion’ popping up in between to give a change in colour and height, all of which are 

behind a low hedge of ferns used in place of Buxus.  Outside in the main gardens your vision is 

captured by thousands of lights that have been installed over the past months, most of which are 

done by the small team of arborists. The Christmas lights allow people to view the garden at 

different times of the day and take the focus off the empty flower beds over the winter period.  

 

Disbudding the 1000 Bloom Mum 

Christmas lights on display near the visitor entrance. 
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Of course no Christmas display would be complete without a Christmas tree. Longwood allows you 

so many options you can choose your favourite. 

 

Preparations for the next seasons attractions are never 

far away, during the relative down time between the 

Mum installation and Christmas installation there were 

over 750,000 bulbs planted all over the site to ensure a 

spring display to rival any. The bulk of the bulbs were 

various types of Narcissus and Tulipa. However there 

were also some other bulbs like Scilla siberica and 

Camassia varieties. The manpower for this task was 

astonishing, it involved multiple teams from different 

sections of the gardens combining with the entire 

student/intern groups and external contractors. This 

stage of Longwood’s plan to improve the garden for 

future visitors took nearly 5 weeks to implement.  Days 

filled with lifting plugs of soil, putting a bulb in and then 

filling the holes. Although this was very monotonous by 

the end of it I had felt more satisfied than any of the 

other jobs that I had been a part of. I know that the 

work we put in on those hot days will last for years and 

be enjoyed by those who venture to the less visited areas of the garden instead of it just being a 

display that lasts for a matter of 4 weeks then changes to a different theme next year.  

 

Examples of the Christmas display within the conservatory. 

Christmas Tree in the Ballroom. 
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Longwood hopes to 

build for the future not 

just in the physical sense 

of changes in the garden 

but also in the 

development of all 

those who work or visit. 

There are a range of 

options for staff to 

increase their 

knowledge in certain 

areas and I was lucky 

enough to have the 

option to participate in 

some of these 

programs. They run a 

continuing education 

department that offers classes in a wide range of topics, these classes are also open to the public. I 

was able to take part in 3 of these classes in my time there. Green roof plants, Sustainable 

landscapes and design theory and Pest Identification. The courses on offer range from one day 

courses to those that are spread over a few weeks or months.  Longwood also has a grant scheme to 

allow staff to apply for funds to advance their career by visiting conferences or taking part in 

training. As well as the classes on offer to staff and paying customers Longwood’s education 

department run field trips for the students and interns. They range from a small trip to a local farm 

or nursery to a full day trip to New York or Washington. Again these allow personal development in 

areas that may not always be on offer in other environments.  

One field trip a month is 

substituted for an afternoon 

of manual labour. This is 

around the living area that 

is provided for students and 

staff. The street is called 

Red Lion Row “The Row”.  

All international and 

domestic students are 

housed here, along with the 

professional gardener 

students and selected staff 

that were on a housing list 

and requested to rent one 

of the properties on the 

land owned by Longwood 

Tilling the beds ready for spring bulb planting. 

Spring bulbs placed on top of bed ready to be planted. 
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Gardens. 

Longwood Gardens is in an area of the USA that has the most public gardens within 30 miles because 

of this my weekends were often dominated by visiting some of these places. Chanticleer was one of 

the first places I went to but I also managed to visit the Mt Cuba Center, Morris Arboretum and 

Bartram’s Garden. Outside of the 30 miles I was able to get to New York and Washington. In New 

York I visited The High line, Brooklyn botanics and New York botanics. In Washington I visited The 

U.S. Botanic Garden and Dumbarton Oaks. I was able to visit these places by renting a car and by 

Greyhound bus. 

 During my time at Longwood I was constantly immersed in the mentality of personal and 

professional improvement. This pushes you to better yourself for your own benefit but also for the 

benefit of those around you. 

My 3 months at Longwood Garden have allowed me to work in situations that I would never get the 

chance to in the UK. It has also heightened my desire to progress professionally within horticulture 

and advance my studies to improve my knowledge in many different aspects of the horticulture 

world. I have made numerous professional contacts to help me in the future but I have also made 

many friends that I can count on for help and advice if I need it. I hope to take everything that I 

learned during my time at Longwood and apply it to my everyday life. The skills I’ve learned in 

communication and teamwork should allow me to overcome any challenges I face and keep 

increasing the list of people I can call friends.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Separating plant samples for use in tissue 

culture. 

  

Working in the lily pool with Nymphaea 

‘Catherine Marie’. 
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Cost list 

Flight £742.63 

Transfers £78.56 

Food during travel £56.82 

Longwood Courses 3x  

Green roof plants £69.34 

Sustainable landscapes and design theory £139.39 

Pest identification £67.22 

Car rental £67.94 

Fuel £82.17 

Bus tickets £54.31 

International drivers licence £5 

Garden admission tickets £58.50 

Stationary £78.97 

Uniform £68.69 

Total £1569.54 


