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Leader of the
cell pack
LI’s state parks are bursting with flowers
that got their start with the help of Bill Barash

T

he greenhouses don’t look like much
from the outside. They sit off the beaten track, far from the mansion and
the rolling lawns and the synoptic
garden and the great copper beech
tree that are the showplaces of Planting Fields
Arboretum. But inside is where it begins. Inside
is where the flowers are born.

IRENE
VIRAG
as small as a speck of dust. Inside their protective coatings,
they contain ripened ovules that
bear the secret of life. Impatiens,
of course, and petunias and pansies and Rudbeckia and dusty
miller and marigolds and ageratum and begonias and more.
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ON THE COVER (and above): Horticulturist Bill Barash holds
cell packs of pansies — most destined for other parks — in a
greenhouse at Planting Fields Arboretum in Oyster Bay.
and a paternal approach to his
charges. Classical music comes
from an old radio he bought at
a garage sale and Bill and the
petunias exchange grins. “Look
at them,” he says. “They’re singing. You can see their auras.”
There seems little reason to
doubt him. Bill Barash is a man
of many talents. “Did he jump
up in the air and click his heels
for you?” asks his boss, Planting Fields director Vincent Sim-

eone while listing Bill’s attributes. Besides such displays
of enthusiasm, Bill also plays
jazz and classical piano. His
laminated business card says it
all. “Musician, Lecturer, Artist,
Horticulturist, Photographer,
Computer Instructor.”
But, most important, he’s a
dedicated gardener. “Bill takes
pride in what he does,” Simeone says. “He’s energetic and
puts everything he has into
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The flowers are destined to
delight hundreds of thousands
of visitors to Long Island’s
state parks. The flowers bloom
in places where we walk and
play. The flowers soften the
day in the shade of trees and on
the edge of the sea. They
bloom in borders and bowers
from Valley Stream and Hempstead Lake to Orient Point and
Montauk Downs.
They come to the greenhouses in Oyster Bay as seeds —
ovals and dots and flakes, some

Bill Barash knows them well.
He’s the curator of the Italian
pool garden at Planting Fields
and for the past seven years,
he’s also been the horticulturist
in charge of the operation to
supply flowers to the state
parks. It’s a historic program
that took place at Heckscher
State Park in Great River for almost a half-century before coming to Planting Fields and Bill’s
stewardship.
On a wet, chilly day in late
April, he strides through a
greenhouse in jeans and waterproof muck boots and surveys
the long tables where pansies
and petunias and fragrant
Johnny-jump-ups are in flower
and the green foliage of other
annual seedlings emerges in
cell packs. The plants line up
on the tables and on the floor
like cheerleaders waiting to perform. Bill is the leader of the
packs — a small, broad-shouldered man with a wide smile

Marigolds in the Planting Fields greenhouse await pickup by park officials before making their public debuts in beds and borders throughout Long Island.
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Henry Buenten,
left, and Bill
Bohach plant
perennials that
got their start
in Planting
Fields
greenhouses
around the sign
at Caleb Smith
State Park in
Smithtown.
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See FLOWERS on G14

Pat LaRussa, above, wheels in a cart of impatiens freshly transplanted by Planting Fields
volunteers. LaRussa, now a full-time horticulturist, got her start as a volunteer. Below, Barash,
wearing cap, assists volunteers Paula Jackson (foreground, left), Nina Kalish and Mildred
Alper and John and Arlene Ferrante, on the right, with the transplanting. Inset left, Flambe
petunias.
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Catering to tastes
Actually, the flower power at
Jones Beach is too big for just
one supplier. Bill has enlisted
the help of Brian Schweizer at
Nissequogue River State Park.
On the grounds of the old
Kings Park state psychiatric
center, a century-old refurbished greenhouse once used
by patients now brims with
more than 22,000 plants earmarked for nearby Sunken
Meadow as well as Nissequogue and Jones Beach. And
the famous shorefront park
that is a Long Island signature
has its own
greenhouse,
which produces
more
than
5,000 chrysanthemums
for
fall.
It’s not easy
being a horticulturist who has
to deal with supply and demand.
“This is a job of
diplomacy,” Bill
says. “There’s
only so much
time, space and
labor for the
growing operation. Everyone
wants something different. The
beachfront parks like dusty miller, places with shady areas need
impatiens. Most parks plant
around the flagpoles and offices
— at the very least.”
Although annuals rule right
now as they do across most of
suburbia, perennials also grow
at the plant nursery and may
herald the future for the state
parks. At the moment, 4,000
perennials such as daylilies,
hostas, Echinacea, Echinops,
Rudbeckia and astibles are part
of the parks operation — some
of them nurtured in outside
cold frames.
And that’s not all the growing going on at Planting Fields
— there’s a main greenhouse
that produces another 150 flats
of annuals just for the arboretum, as well as 3,000 plants for
special seasonal displays.
The ratio of perennials to annuals may be heading for a dramatic change. It’s a matter of
economics more than horticulture. In a way, the gardens of
our state parks are not that far
removed from the gardens of
our own yards. They’re just bigger. Perennials return each
year on their own. This translates into savings — on maintenance, people-power, lights,
heat, and irrigation. Says Simeone, an admitted tree-hugger:
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Flowers for parks big, small
He rummages in a well-worn
desk, unfolds a long sheet of
graph paper and shows a list of
plant orders for virtually all of
Long Island’s 32 state parks. If
you’re counting parks, make
sure you include Caumsett and
Nissequogue and Wildwood.
You probably remembered the
biggies like Jones Beach and
Sunken Meadow, but you may
have forgotten Bayard Cutting
and Hither Hills or Caleb
Smith and Connetquot.
As you might expect, if
you’ve ever been wowed by the
verdant borders along the walkways from the parking fields to
the Central Mall, Jones Beach
gets the most flowers. The largest orders on the list for the
people’s beach include 30 flats
each of three different marigold varieties — Antique Yellow, Antique Orange and Safari
Mix — as well as impatiens in
pink, white, lavender and red.
Jones Beach superintendent

Sue Guliani has been a fan of
the flowers since childhood.
“When you go from the harsh
concrete of the parking lots
and the dark underpass and
emerge onto the walkway, it’s
an awakening of the senses. It’s
like going from black and white
to Technicolor. When I was a
kid and I’d smell the petunias
mixed with the fresh ocean air,
I knew I was at Jones Beach.”
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what he does — and what he
does is help make the parks
beautiful.”
Bill has been a plantsman for
most of his life. “I’ve had a
green thumb since I was 5
years old. I swear I hear flowers crying when they’re thirsty.
I had a garden when I was a kid
in Levittown. My mother gardened. She gave me a packet of
sunflower seeds and told me,
‘They get as big as you.’ I
thought she meant the flowers
themselves, not the plants. I
was so disappointed.”
Now he worries about disappointing other people. “If you
see a marigold in Montauk
Point State Park or Valley
Stream or even the Walt Whitman House in Melville, it came
from here. Every park has its
own needs and its own preferences. I send a survey out
every fall that includes a wish
list. For instance, Montauk always wants red salvia. They
like it with blue and white flowers around the flagpole. Salvia
Flare is the variety I grow, 768
plants.
“Basically, my
list says, ‘Here’s
what I’m growing
— how much do
you want?’ We’re
covering all seasons — summer
annuals, then ornamental
cabbage, kale and
chrysanthemums
in the fall and
poinsettias for the
holidays. We’re
handling
about
97,000
plants.
Mums and poinsettias we do from cuttings and
everything else is started from
seed. At this time of year, it’s
an A to Z operation — A is ageratum, B is for begonia, all the
way to Z is for zinnia. Begonia
seeds are the size of dust and
they germinate slowly. You
can’t handle the seedlings for
months. But marigolds are up
in three days — zinnias, too.”
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A man
for all
seasons
FLOWERS from G6
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“Just seeds for annuals cost
$3,000. We hope to move toward more perennials over the
next few years and potentially
trees and shrubs as well to
make the operation more efficient and more cost-effective.”
The parks will be as beautiful as ever with the addition of
more perennial flowers, such
as pink yarrow and yellow coreopsis and blue salvia and red
centranthus. And annuals will
still be blooming and offering
instant gratification.
Tight schedule
The annuals — and perennials too — get coddled from the
beginning. Winter is just getting started when the seed packets arrive and go into a refrigerator for safe-keeping and their
own good. Among other things,
the refrigerator is mouse-proof.
Before they’re stored, Bill
marks the planting dates on the
packets and sets up a schedule.
“Everything is numbers,” he
says. “Numbers and planning.
Keeping track of who wants
what. What gets planted
when.” Or as an excerpt from
his seed-starting calendar
notes:
Feb. 4: Rudbeckia — Prairie
Sun, Indian Summer, TotoLemon, Maya
Feb. 9: Trachelium — Devotion
Mix
Feb. 11: Dusty Miller — Silverdust
NOW ON NEWSDAY.COM
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For a list of
hundreds of
gardening events,
including flower shows, workshops and
tours, go to www.newsday.com/li

Feb. 16: Petunia — Ultra Pink,
Purple Wave, Wave Shell Pink
Then it’s lights, temperature,
action as the seeds are planted
in a sterile growing medium and
placed on heated benches for
warmth. “It’s incredible what a
little bottom heat will do.”
He keeps watering as he
talks, waving a wand over the
plants. “Watering is an art.
Most people under-water or
over-water. You know when a
plant needs to be watered — a
dry plant is lighter when you
pick it up, or you can feel the
soil with your finger. And it’s
soil not dirt — dirt is misplaced
molecules, as my chemistry
teacher used to say.”
When seedlings are mature
enough to handle change,
they’re transplanted into cell
packs. Two weeks later, Bill
starts fertilizing them once a
week. Chemical pesticides are a
last resort. Instead, he releases
beetles that eat pest larvae.
On a spring morning, about a

Barash, who first recognized
his green thumb at age 5,
waters seedlings. At top left,
Safari Mix marigolds, a
popular annual at Jones
Beach, and other seedlings,
below, both will get a sendoff
from Planting Fields.
half-dozen volunteers are settling in white impatiens. Bill
has just two full-time employees and needs a little extra
help. “In the real world, machines do these jobs. Here, I’ve
developed a corps of volunteers who come and work. And
at the end of the day, they
thank me. What more could
you ask for?”
Helping hands
The volunteers are like good
parents, firm but gentle as they
handle the seedlings. Arlene
and John Ferrante of Bellmore
keep transplanting as they talk
— Bill has told them that the

day’s quota is 20 flats. “We fuss
over them,” says Arlene, pert in
a red-and-white striped blouse.
“It’s happy work.”
The beginnings of a grin play
on her face. “But I buy my
plants.”
Horticulturist Pat LaRussa of
Sea Cliff, one of the full-timers,
is filling flats with Sunshine
Mix growing medium with
peat. She used to be a volunteer.

“I was a bank officer at Chase. I
thought, ‘What do I want to do
with my life?’ I went to the New
York Botanical Garden for two
years for a horticulture certificate — also the Suffolk Master
Gardeners Program.”
Finally, the flowers are ready
for their seasonal debuts in
beds and borders and around
flagpoles and in front of park offices. As is the way with flow-
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Jones Beach expects to plant 26,460 annuals this year.

O NE PA RK’S W IS H LIST
When the subject is annuals at Long Island’s state
parks, probably the most
famous and floriferous
scenes involve Jones Beach.
To say it’s a matter of mass
appeal is an understatement. Here’s a breakdown
of the estimated 26,460
annuals beach officials
expect to plant this season.

Impatiens Accent Pink: 960
Impatiens Accent Red: 1,440
Impatiens Accent White: 1,440
Marigold Antigua Orange: 1,440
Marigold Antigua Primrose: 1,440
Marigold Safari Mix: 1,440
Pansy Majestic Giants Mix: 720
Petunia Ultra Red: 720
Petunia Ultra Blue: 720
Petunia Ultra Pink: 720
Salvia Victoria Blue: 1,200

Ageratum Hawaii Blue: 480
Alyssum New Carpet of Snow:
1,200
Ascelpias Gold: 180
Celosia New Look: 960
Cleome Sparkler Mix: 120
Dahlia Figaro Mix: 1,200
Dusty Miller: 1,440
Impatiens Accent Lavender Blue:
1,440

And this year, the mix
includes a floral flag in the
Center Panel at the base of
the boardwalk. It’s worth a
salute.
Begonia Prelude Scarlet: 1,440
Begonia Prelude White: 1,920
Begonia Vodka: 1,920
Petunia Midnight Dreams: 960
Petunia White Dreams: 960
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Planting Fields volunteer Jack Keenan, left, and Barash, right, help Bill Bohach of Caleb Smith
State Park load perennials destined for flower beds at the preserve in Smithtown.
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plants in all, to add to the two
150-foot-long borders known as
the Lilac Walk that leads to the
carriage house.
Bill Bohach takes yarrow and
Agastache for Caleb Smith in
Smithtown and plants them the
same day.
And last week, when we officially passed the May 15 frostfree date, Jeanie and Brian and
the others started making their
second and third pilgrimages
to Planting Fields. And they’re
still coming — picking up
warmth-loving annuals like petunias, impatiens and zinnias.
“The joint is really jumping
now,” Bill says. “The flowers
are flying out of here. Once
they leave, they’re not my responsibility anymore.”
But he still cares. He makes
the rounds of the parks throughout the season — sometimes surreptitiously — to check the flowers he raised from tiny seeds.
After all, they’re his plants. We
just get to enjoy them.
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ers, they go in waves. Pansies
leave first — they can stand up
to the still-chilly days and
nights of early spring. By the
first week of May, perennials
are on their way as park officials and representatives arrive
to take them to their new digs.
Victor Azzaretto — who created a garden of native viburnums and clethras and goldenrods not far from the fourthhole bunkers of the Black
Course — picks up coreopsis
and purple coneflowers for
Bethpage State Park.
Jeanie Eckland loads up a
parks truck with 86 plants —
astilbes and silver centranthus
and daylilies — and brings them
to Caumsett in Lloyd Neck,
where they’re tucked into planting beds at the main entrance
and in the hummingbird garden
behind the winter cottage.
Brian Feil drives over from Bayard Cutting in Great River for
Rudbeckia and yarrow and blue
veronica and Salvia argentea, 70

