Hybrid Tulip Tree (Liriodendron tulipifera × chinense) – Narrated by Sean Halloran
My name is Sean Halloran. I’m the Plant Propagator at the Arnold Arboretum.
My role at the Arnold Arboretum is Plant Propagator. And so, very simply, that means that we
make more plants. That’s a very simplified version of it. But, essentially, we are growing plants
from seeds, cuttings, grafts, layers, things that occur naturally in the collections. But all these
different types of plant propagules we are cultivating in the greenhouses and the nursery space
that exists here.
When we first receive seeds from international and domestic locations, we are receiving them
and we’re starting a paperwork chain that will be with us forever. So it’s very important that we
document everything, where these seeds came from, who sent them to us, what the provenance
is—or, where, exactly, they were collected or where they came from, down to the side of a creek
in a certain county, in a certain town, and a certain state or province, and so on. So, that’s the
first step, all that documentation.
And then we want to immediately get these seeds into some kind of treatment so that we can
germinate them and they can become trees out in the landscape. Germination is different for
every species. And so, we keep a very vast collection of propagation information, about each
species and each accession that we bring in. So it really does vary dramatically across genera.
But even within genera—even within these larger groups of plants—it does vary quite a bit
across species.
So, viburnums for example, a very common landscape shrub... These plants usually require some
kind of warm stratification, and then a cold stratification, whereas something in the rose family
might be a little bit more straightforward. And you’re just going to put it straight into cold
stratification or some kind of cold treatment. So yeah, there’s a wide range of variability there.
There’re a lot of surprising things about what we do. I think what we do is not maybe so easily
understood. Probably the documentation is the most surprising to a lot of people. That we have
these cards that are… We have this information that’s 150 years old. And that this kind of
information guides decisions that we make today. So I think for me, like if I was an outsider, that
would be one of the things that I would be most amazed at. We’re not only looking in the
scientific literature, but we’re also looking internally. To make decisions about how to germinate
seeds, or how to take cuttings, or how to graft these trees. So I think the documentation is what
can be the most surprising for people.
What I enjoy most about my work here, is the wide variety of plants, their stories, and the people
behind those stories. There’s really nowhere else in the world where we have this crazy
biodiversity in the woody, temperate world that’s represented all in one place. But every plant
out here has a story. And there’s some person behind it, that collected that plant; or helped grow
that plant; or helped plant that plant; or helped take care of that plant, throughout its life cycle.
So, it’s the plants and the people behind them that I think are really, really neat.

