
STORIES of New Jersey

Orchids were f i r s t  im ported i n t o  t h i s  cou n try  from England in  1838 by John 
Wright B o o tt  o f  B oston . Twenty y e a r s  l a t e r  C o r n e l iu s  Van V oorst  o f  J e r s e y  City 
had g a th ered  to g e th e r  the f i n e s t  c o l l e c t i o n  in  Am erica. C o l l e c t o r s  a t  Newark 
and Hoboken in  1873 had n o t a b le  g r e e n h o u s e s ,  and a t  South Amboy the ce leb ra ted  
o r c h id  range o f  George Such a t t r a c t e d  many who we*re lo o k in g  f o r  new specimens.

In 1886 W illiam  H. De F o r r e s t  o f  Summit became one o f  th e  f i r s t  producers 
o f  orch id s  fo r  the  c u t - f lo w e r  m arkets o f  t h i s  c o u n tr y .  About the same period 
the f irm  o f  P i tc h e r  and Manda a t  Short H i l l s  was o u t s ta n d in g  in  the  f i e l d  of 
c o l l e c t i n g ,  c r o s s - b r e e d in g  and m ark eting  o r c h id s  to  p r iv a t e  c o l l e c t o r s .  John 
E. Lager, a n a t iv e  o f  Sweden, was com m issioned by Manda to  conduct an orchid-  
h u n tin g  e x p e d i t io n  to  the Andes M ountains. For th r e e  y e a r s  he t r a v e l e d  the 
w i ld e r n e s s  on f o o t ,  in  canoe and on b u r r o ,  f a c i n g  th e  dangers o f  f e v e r ,  giant  
sn a k e s ,  w i ld  b e a s t s  and h o s t i l e  In d ia n  t r i b e s .  But he r e tu r n e d  w ith  a b r i l l i 
a n t  c o l l e c t i o n .

n e c o g n iz in g  the  growing demand fo r  c u t  o r c h id s ,  L ager , in  1896 , went into  
b u s in e s s  w ith  Henry H u r re l l  i n  Summit. That same year he was o f f  to  South Amer
ic a  to  hunt o r c h id  p la n t s  f o r  h i s  own company. His tw o-year  se a r c h  through the 
dangerous , p r im i t iv e  j u n g le s  and m ountains was rewarded by the  d i s c o v e r y  o f  one 
gold-pow dered , red o r c h id ,  unknown t o  b o t o n i s t s . F iv e  hundred m ile s  away, he 
found o th e r s  l i k e  i t .  With m e t ic u lo u s  c a r e  the  p la n t s  were packed and carried  
back over hundreds o f  m ile s  to  be sh ip p e d  to  America, b u t ,  l o s t  in  th e  confus
ion  o f  a se a p o r t  w arehouse, th ey  d i e d .  No o r c h id s  l i k e  them have ever  been 
found a g a in .

L a g e r 's  g r e a t e s t  lu c k  came on a t r i p  to  Colombia in  1908 , when he succeeded  
In sh ip p in g  home to  Summit th e  f i r s t  a l l - w h i t e  C a t t le y a  o f  th e  Gigas spec ies  
ever found in  i t s  n a tu r a l  s t a t e .

In 1919 the o r c h id  Indus tr y  s u f f e r e d  a s e v e r e  s e t - b a c k  when the government 
e s t a b l i s h e d  an im p o r ta t io n  quota o f  400 p la n t s  a year  f o r  each  co n cern . The 
law a l s o  r e q u ir e s  fu m ig a t io n ,  which u s u a l ly  d e s tr o y s  o n e - t h i r d  o f  th e  plants  
and sometimes a l l  o f  them. At once i t  became n e c e s s a r y  f o r  growers to  s t a r t  on 
a la r g e  s c a l e  the  lo n g  and t e d io u s  p r o c e s s  o f  c u l t i v a t i n g  o r c h id  p la n t s  from 
s e e d s ,  which d ev e lo p  o n ly  w ith  d i f f i c u l t y  and i r r e g u l a r i t y .  In 1922 , however, 
a C orn e ll  U n iv e r s i t y  p la n t  p h y s i o l o g i s t ,  Dr. Lewis Knudson, d i s c o v e r e d  a so lu 
t i o n ,  c a l l e d  a g a r -a g a r ,  in  which o r c h id  se ed  would germ in ate  r a p id ly  and regu
l a r l y .

Quick to  take advantage o f  th e  new agar s o l u t i o n  was Thomas Young o f  Bound 
Brook; by 1927 he was the  l a r g e s t  grower o f  o r c h id s  In Am erica. Two years  later  
Young s o ld  h i s  g reen h ou ses  t o  l a r g e  f i n a n c i a l  i n t e r e s t s  fo r  $ 1 ,5 0 0 ,0 0 0 .  At the 
end o f  s i x  d e p r e s s io n  y e a r s ,  i n  1935 , Thomas Young N u r s e r ie s ,  I n c . ,  producing 
as much a s  60 p e r c en t  o f  a l l  o r c h id s  s o l d  in  the U n ited  S t a t e s ,  c o u ld  not be 
purchased fo r  many tim es th a t  sum, f o r ,  i n  s p i t e  o f  p r e v a i l i n g  b u s in e s s  condi
t i o n s ,  the concern  had n e t t e d  a p r o f i t  o f  $ 3 6 0 ,0 0 0 .  At l a s t  o r c h id s  had become 
"big b u s in e s s ."

In New J e r se y  g r e e n h o u s e s ,  p r o p a g a t io n  o f  o r c h id s  i s  c a r r i e d  on in  two 
ways. In the f i r s t — the d i v i s i o n  p r o c e s s ,  commonly known a s  "propagation  by 
back b u l b s ," — a c u t  i s  made w ith  a sharp  k n i f e  in  the  t h i c k ,  lo w e s t  p a r t  o f  the 
stem o f  a mature p l a n t .  A lready grown f r o m t h e s t e m ,  or rh izom e, are  s h o r t ,  up
r ig h t  growths c a l l e d  "back b u lb s ,"  which have l o s t  t h e i r  a b i l i t y  to  f lo w er  and


