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FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE
BROOKLYN BOTANIC GARDEN UNVEILS A MAJOR NEW GARDEN IN AUGUST

A Reconceived and Expanded Herb Garden Broadens Global References

Brooklyn, NY — May xx, 2010 — In mid-August, as part of a suite of centennial projects, Brooklyn Botanic Garden (BBG) opens a new Herb Garden, the largest and most significant addition to its 52-acre site since 1955. 

The new Herb Garden is designed as a contemporary potager, a decorative but utilitarian garden that freely combines a vegetable plot, fruit trees, berry bushes, and medicinal and culinary herbs. At more than 17,000 sq. ft., the oblong-shaped design is two and a half times larger than the conventional herb garden it replaces. 

“We wanted the new Herb Garden to be as diverse as Brooklyn’s population,” says Scot Medbury, president of BBG. “So while our original garden focused chiefly on a traditionally Western palette of herbs, here we have broadened the scope to include many tropical and lesser-known plants used throughout the world.” 

“This new garden can be enjoyed from an aesthetic standpoint or as a small-scale model of a sustainable farm,” says Herb Garden curator Caleb Leech, who for the past three years has overseen its creation in collaboration with staff from throughout the Garden. 

The Herb Garden, designed by noted landscape architect Richard W. Hartlage of Tacoma, Washington, is situated at an angle on the southern perimeter of BBG’s grounds between the Rock Garden and Discovery Garden. The garden’s hardscape mixes the formality of traditional herb gardens with elements of free-flowing contemporary ornamental gardens and features flagstone pathways, steel and wood overhead trellises, an overlook pavilion, a fountain, and a learning plaza. 

In the heart of the garden is a modern parterre consisting of tightly clipped green and variegated boxwoods planted in overlapping circles. Envisioned as a variation on the original Herb Garden’s traditional knot garden, it is also interplanted with flowers, herbs, and vegetables chosen for their beauty. Golden oregano and creeping thyme blanket the ground to create a tapestry of colors and patterns that can be appreciated from the overlook pavilion. 

Food Plants

Four of the world’s most important historical agricultural regions are highlighted in the new garden by edible plants that can successfully be grown in this climate. Tomatoes, potatoes, peppers, and corn are among the foods from the Americas to be found in companion plantings that are both tempting to the palette and pleasing to the eye. Sweet potatoes and pumpkins clamber along the ground, while sunflowers and scarlet runner beans provide a lush backdrop. In the Mediterranean section, the quintessential culinary herbs rosemary, thyme, sage, and oregano grow, along with cabbages, carrots, beets, and artichokes.

In the part of the garden devoted to the Fertile Crescent and sub-Saharan Africa, grains and cereals like wheat, barley, rye, and millet grow alongside onions, garlic, lettuce, and various legumes, as well as sorghum and okra. Rice and soybeans are cultivated alongside major tropical food plants like taro, cassava, and sugarcane in the area representing much of Asia and the Pacific. The south end of the Herb Garden showcases unusual fruits like the Asian persimmon (a rarity in New York), as well as fruiting quinces, pomegranates, and tea plants. A border of seven different pawpaw cultivars and a collection of figs will form a privacy screen at the top of the wall. 

In the perennial herb and vegetable beds this summer, visitors will find seasonal food plants such as rhubarb, cardoon, sorrel, and lovage—and asparagus in the spring. Large trellises provide support for growing white, red, and purple grapes. These I-beam-and-wood structures have a strong architectural impact in the garden that will soften as the vines mature. 

Planted on gentle terraces shaped to complete the arc of the garden’s northern border is an orchard of sweet and sour cherries, plums, peaches, nectarines, apples, and domestic and Asian pears. To heighten the terraced effect and provide a sense of intimacy for visitors passing through the garden, taller fruit trees like apples and pears are planted above smaller, more spreading trees like cherries and plums. 

A 140-foot-long fence of granite posts spanned by stainless-steel cable supports some 15 varieties of apples and pears, espaliered in a diagonal crosshatch style. (Espalier is a millennia-old horticultural technique of training trees by grafting and pruning them into two-dimensional form). Modern favorites like ‘Granny Smith’ and ‘Empire’ are woven together with ‘Magness’ pear and heirlooms like ‘Cox’s Orange Pippin’ and ‘Fameuse’ apples. After the trees flower in spring, an underplanting of lavender will provide a spectacular and fragrant summer display. 

Medicinal and Useful Herbs

Plants important to ancient medical traditions—including Chinese, Ayurvedic, and Native American—and species that are part of the modern pharmacopoeia are both grown in the new garden. Visitors will find St. John’s wort (Hypericum species), used to treat depression, and skullcap (Scutellaria species), used in alternative medicine as an anti-inflammatory drug. In addition to medicinal plants, the new Herb Garden will continue to cultivate such stalwarts from the old garden as “smoking” plants, “drinking” plants, and dye sources like indigo, fibers like flax, insecticides like pyrethrum, and other curiosities.

Learning Plaza

An elegant bluestone fountain, composting bins, and cold frames are some of the highlights of the new Herb Garden’s Learning Plaza, which also features benches, a table, and a granite sink for public demonstrations. In this outdoor classroom, everything from sustainable horticultural practices to the cultural significance and nutritional value of the Herb Garden’s plants can be taught, including how they can be prepared and cooked as food. 

The signage for the new Herb Garden was created by BBG staff from the Education, Science, Library, Horticulture, and Publications departments, spearheaded by the Garden’s Interpretation team, Sonal Bhatt and Romi Ige. BBG estimates that more than 100,000 New York schoolchildren will visit the Herb Garden each year.

About Brooklyn Botanic Garden in Its Centennial Year

Brooklyn Botanic Garden turns 100 this year. This 52-acre urban oasis: of strollable size, in an easily accessed location
, affords New Yorkers and visitors from around the globe a restorative sanctuary. BBG is a vital part of New York City and a resource for environmental learning and leisure, offering free and low-cost admission and programs, support to community gardeners, and in-classroom lessons for enhancing science instruction in local schools. Originally constructed on a reclaimed waste ground, Brooklyn Botanic Garden represents a living legacy of environmental stewardship and provides a model of sustainability for all New York City residents.
Amid Brooklyn Botanic Garden’s distinctive landscapes, originally laid out by the Olmsted Brothers, is the Children’s Garden (1914), the oldest children’s garden in continuous operation in a public garden and a prototype for such enchanted spaces throughout the world; the Japanese Hill-and-Pond Garden (1915), the first Japanese garden to be built in a public garden in America; and the Alice Recknagel Ireys Fragrance Garden (1955), the first public garden in the country designed for the sight-impaired. BBG has also been a pioneer in horticultural and scientific research initiatives that have earned the organization a reputation as a global leader in these fields. 

General Information

Brooklyn Botanic Garden, located at 900 Washington Avenue, adjacent to the Brooklyn Museum, is open from November to mid-March during the following hours: 8 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. Tuesday through Friday and 10 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. Saturday and Sunday (closed Mondays). From mid-March to November, the Garden is open 8 a.m. to 6 p.m. Tuesday through Friday and 10 a.m. to 6 p.m. Saturday and Sunday (closed Mondays). Admission is $8 for adults and $4 for senior citizens (65 and older) and students with ID. Children under 12, all school groups, and Garden members are admitted free at all times. Seniors are admitted free all day on Fridays, and the Garden is free to the public all day on Tuesdays and until noon on Saturdays (except Saturdays of major public programs such as Chile Pepper Fiesta). 

For more information, visit bbg.org. 
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