
12 | LAWN & GARDEN RETAILER | MAY 2019

Catering to Today’s 

Vegetable Gardener

Break the myths of heirlooms 
and hybrids, and find the right 
mix for your store. 

V egetable gardening continues to surge 
in popularity. More and more consumers 
want the experience of growing their  
own produce. 

Some seek the satisfaction of producing the 
vegetables they use in their favorite recipes, while 
others are in it for the knowledge of where the fruit or 
vegetable came from and how it was grown. 

Size Matters
Modern vegetable gardens range in size from 

a plot to a pot. Each type of garden has different 
requirements, as does each type of gardener. 
Understanding your customer base will help you 
choose the right mix of varieties and container  
sizes to offer.

A retail store in an urban area or near neighborhoods 
with a lot of mature trees, small lots, condos or 
townhomes will most likely cater to consumers 
growing in small-space gardens or containers. Offering 
a selection of vegetables in 4-inch pots allows these 
customers to plant a wider assortment in their 
relatively limited confines.

Consider offering a variety of 12- to 14-inch home 
garden-ready containers as well. Many hybrid 
vegetables are well suited to container production. 
Look for compact, early and prolific varieties that are 
easy to manage in containers or small-space gardens 
while providing high yields to the gardener. 

If, on the other hand, your store is near community 
garden plots or neighborhoods with larger lots, your 
clientele could include a higher number of traditional 
vegetable gardeners with larger spaces to fill. While 
4-inch pots allow more variety in these gardens, too, 
the traditional vegetable gardener is also attracted to 
the value offered by vegetable plants in packs. 

Offering both encourages gardeners to explore future 
favorites along with the security of their tried-and-true 
selections — a win-win.

The Great Heirloom Debate
We can’t discuss vegetable gardening without talking 

about heirloom varieties. What type of gardener wants 
heirlooms and what type wants hybrids? 

The answer is probably both will want both, so it’s up 
to the retailer to determine the right mix. What follows 
is some information to guide you to the right answer 
for your store.

Heirlooms are sought-after for their history, as in, “This 
is the same variety my great-grandmother grew in her 

By Jeanne Svob and Wendy Oswald

Pepper — OP Variety F1 Hybrid Counterpart
California Wonder Colossal

California Wonder Yellow Admiral

Cayenne Long Slim Dragon Cayenne

Habanero Red Habanero Primero Red

Hot Banana Hot Sunset

Hungarian Hot Geronimo

Jalapeno Compadre

Pimento Pimento Elite

Poblano Ancho Sanchez

Serrano Sandoval

Sweet Banana Lola, Sweet Sunset or Pageant

Try these hybrids to replace open-pollinated (OP) pepper varieties in your next vegetable program.

Green Goods
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Victory Garden during WWII.” Heirlooms are revered for 
their special flavors and sometimes unique colors and/or 
shapes.

If a gardener seeks heirlooms for nostalgic reasons or 
is motivated by a desire to preserve the variety for future 
generations, we won’t convince them otherwise. Always 
have a few heirloom options in 
 your program. 

If it’s really flavor they’re after, however, modern 
hybrids could be a better option for some gardens.

Mythbusting Heirlooms and Hybrids 
Vegetable breeding has advanced significantly in recent 

years. Old perceptions, however, can be tough to shake. 
Let’s debunk three common myths regarding heirloom 
and hybrid varieties.

Myth #1: Heirlooms are great for every garden
While flavor and history weigh heavily in a 

homeowner’s decision to purchase heirlooms, 
these varieties often come with some challenging 
characteristics. 

Heirlooms can be much later to fruit. They can require 
much more space in the garden. They can also be much 
less productive than a modern hybrid.

Thus, heirlooms aren’t ideal for containers or small-
space gardens. What a consumer thinks they’re gaining in 
flavor, they may be losing in crop yields. Managing these 
traits can also be tricky for less experienced gardeners.

Tomato — OP Variety F1 Hybrid Counterpart
Beefsteak Big Beef or Summerpick

Brandywine Heirloom Marriage Big Brandy

Cherokee Purple Heirloom Marriage Cherokee Carbon

Golden Jubilee Carolina Gold

Moby Grape Sweet Zen

Roma Daytona or Heirloom Marriage Marzinera

Rutgers Burpee Big Boy

Try these hybrids to replace open-pollinated (OP) tomato varieties in your next vegetable program.

Green Goods
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Specific Variety 
CHARACTERISTICS

Alternanthera ‘Choco Chili’ - Dark foliage 
is shade tolerant but gets darker in full 
sun. Its semi-trailing habit makes it an 
ideal combination component.

Artemisia ‘Sea Salt’ (NEW) - Silver 
foliage and an upright/mounding habit. 
Very cold tolerant.

Didelta ‘Silver Strand’ (NEW) - Silver, 
velutinus foliage begs to be touched. True 
mounding habit.

Helichrysum ‘Silverstar’ - Finely textured, 
silver foliage, along with ample vigor make 
this plant a must have for large, vigorous 
combination planters.

Lysimachia ‘Karat’ - Dramatic gold foliage 
that trails sharply over container edges. 
Very cold tolerant.

Lysimachia ‘Sunburst’ (NEW) - Robust 
trailing plant with deep green leaves and 
contrasting, burgundy midrib.

Plectranthus ‘Guacamole’ (NEW) - Gold 
leaves with irregular splotches of green 
along the midrib. Mounding habit. 

Satueja ‘Indian Mint’ - Sprawling, trailing 
foliage with the sharp, crisp scent of 
mint. The perfect amount of cool for hot 
summer combos. 

CULTURE REPORT CULTURE REPORT

T he FanciFiller program is a concept from Westhoff that 
intends to draw attention to the hardest working, but often 
underappreciated, plants in our industry: The Fillers.  

In a mixed combination, one of the most basic formulas is Thriller, 
Spiller and Filler. Thrillers, as the name implies, are the standout plants 
in the comb — the striking, novel or beautiful item that draws the eye. 

The Spiller is the component that creates a dramatic cascade of 
flowers down the sides of the container, for epic hanging baskets or 
noble patio planters. Many of the most popular plants in our industry 
are Spillers (petunias, calibrachoa, bacopa, scaevola, etc.) and 
Thrillers are the star of the show; so when it comes time to finish the 
combination, the humble, yet critically important Filler steps in to 
finish the combo. 

The Filler is the plant that ties it all together, bringing texture and 
habit that unite the other two components into a true, balanced 
combination. However, this role, as important as it may be, is 
sometimes relegated to plants that simply fill in the gaps. With 
an increased focus on screening new plants, breeding in classic 
genera, and selecting robust, high-performance plants, Westhoff is 
reinventing the concept of Filler plants.

The journey began several years ago when Westhoff began to 
introduce a few high-interest foliage items, specifically helichrysum 
‘Silverstar’. The success of this plant illustrated there is a need 
for high-quality foliage interest plants for combinations. This led 
to several more introductions: lysimachia ‘Karat’, satureja ‘Indian 
Mint’ and alternanthera ‘Choco Chili’. With the introduction of four 
new foliage interest items for 2019/2020 — lysimachia ‘Sunburst’, 
artemisia ‘Sea Salt’, didelta ‘Silver Strand’ and plectranthus 
‘Guacamole’ — the FanciFiller program was born.  

This new collection aims to reinvent the 
concept of the often underappreciated  
filler plants.

BY BART HAYES

 FanciFiller
   Program

CULTURE
Although the FanciFiller program is made up 

of many plants, there is surprisingly uniform 
plant culture among the varieties. Since they 
were selected for use in combinations with 
other plants, their production fits in with most 
growing schedules and environments. 

Some unifying characteristics are they are 
grown primarily for their foliage, they are all 
sun and heat tolerant, and they all prefer to 
dry, not to wilt, in between watering, making 
them easy to grow and for consumers to care 
for. Culturally, I split them between non-silver 
foliage and silver foliage.

PROPAGATION
The non-silver foliage items do not need much 

assistance during propagation, typically rooting 
freely under standard propagating conditions 
in the first five to seven days. Once rooting 
is initiated, mist can gradually be reduced, 
eventually eliminated after 10 to 14 days.

The silver foliage items are a bit slower to root 
and more sensitive in propagation; specifically, 
they prefer to not retain water on the leaf 
surface for extended periods. Maintaining a high 
humidity environment is critical, initially, but 
reducing this as quickly as possible will help to 
maximize success. These also prefer a rooting 
hormone, typically KIBA at 100 ppm, to aid in 
rooting speed and uniformity.  

A pinch in propagation is recommended for all 
the FanciFillers, once roots have hit the sides of 
the cell, and any PGRs used should be extensively 
trialed before treating your entire crop.

FINISHING
FanciFillers are very easy to finish in either 

a 4-inch pot or in a mixed combo. Maintain 
moderate levels of fertility, 0.6 to 0.9 EC, with 
a constant 100- to 15-ppm nitrogen feeding 
regime, and a pH of 5.8 to 6.5. PGR use for 
height control is not recommended without 
trialing, but height control can be gained 
with watering practices. Also, an additional 
pinch/shear will result in fuller plants, without 
sacrificing vigor. 

While some of the FanciFillers are quite cold 
tolerant and suitable for fall combinations, 
warmer conditions will lead to more rapid 
growth, so it is recommended to maintain day 
temperatures between 65 and 68° F and night 
temperatures of 62 to 65° F. Typically seven to 
nine weeks is all that is needed to finish smaller 
pots from a standard 102 liner, or faster under 
summer conditions.  

Bart Hayes is sales manager with Westhoff/
PAC Elsner. He can be reached at bart.hayes@
westflowers.de.
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Myth #2: Hybrids are flavorless. 
Early hybrid tomatoes and peppers gained a bad reputation for being flavorless. 

Accused of selecting for durability in shipping and shelf life, commercial vegetable 
breeders weren’t embraced by the home garden community. 

Today, hybrid vegetable breeders are breeding for many markets including fresh 
market, home garden and controlled-environment agriculture. In all of those 
segments, flavor is a key selection criteria! 

You can trust the hybrids that make it to your greenhouse are quite flavorful. In 
fact, they offer all the flavor of open-pollinated (OP) or heirloom classics, along with 
improved disease resistance, better yields and in many cases, earlier harvests.

Myth #3: Hybrids are GMOs. 
Hybrids are the result of the traditional breeding process, crossing of two distinct 

parent lines to yield a first-generation (F1) offspring with qualities from both parents. 
Professional breeders work with genetics in their breeding lines that bring desirable 
characteristics to their offspring. These characteristics include but are not limited to:
• Disease resistance
• High yields
• Heat or cold tolerance, depending upon regional need

• Fruit size
• Fruit shape
• Texture
• Color
• Plant habit for easy harvest or space saving and container performance
• Foliage cover to reduce sunscald
• Last, but definitely not least, flavor!

While variety selection for the home vegetable garden is a personal choice, 
you have the power to steer your customers toward options that’ll help them be 
successful. Curate your assortment — variety options and container sizes — to meet 
the needs of the typical consumer in your area. 

Share your knowledge — through conversation and/or signage — to ensure 
your customers understand the benefits and challenges of the varieties they’re 
considering. An educated consumer is a more successful gardener and, ultimately, a 
loyal customer for years to come. 

Jeanne Svob is seed business manager and Wendy Oswald is seed procurement 
specialist, both with Griffin Greenhouse Supplies.
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