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Madalene Hill's “little plants” are living le

Us a safe bet anyone who knew

Madalene Hill has a garden
associated with that memory. It
could be the McAshan Gardens of
Festival Hill, where she spent the
last 16 years of her life. Perhaps
it’s that remote patch of East Texas
Pineywoods she transformed into
the original Hilltop Herb Farm.
or the herb garden she started
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Sociewv. It could be one of several
gardens dedicated to her, such as
the one at the Arbor Gate nurs-
erv in Tomball. But whether it’s
the knot garden of the National
Arboretum in Washington, D.C.,
or a rural herb garden closer to
Washington-on-the-Brazos, there
is no doubt her influence lingers
among the scents and textures of
every southern herb garden that
grows today.

It’s been almost two years since
her passing. As a small tribute,
I decided to contact several of

gacies of her life's work.

her longtime friends and ask
what herb they most associate
with her. What you need to know
about these friends is that they
are all quite well known for their
own contributions to the study
or cultivation of herbs as accom-
plished authors, horticulturists,
gardeners and scientists. Their
responses convey an appreciation
of Madalene’s incredible eye and
palate, her passionate search for
herbs well suited to the challenges
of southern gardens and her per-
ception of slight but meaning-
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ful differences in appearance and
taste that went largely unnoticed
by others. Their obvious respect
for her knowledge of herbs is no
small testament to her abilities.
Rexford Talbert has been a
member of the Herb Society of
America since 1968, is co-found-
er and former chairman of the
South Texas Unit, and has served
on the HSA Board of Directors.
Rex is also the recipient of the
Nancy Putnam Howard award for
horticultural excellence and his
articles have appeared in The Herb
Companion, The Gilded Herb, The
Herbarist, and Kitchen Gardens,
among others. Long before I had
the pleasure of meeting him, I
kept hearing about the man who
brought Madalene the unusual
oregano that for years was known
only as “Rex’s oregano.” Here Rex
shares the story of that herb, now
properly identified as Originum x
majoricum ‘Hilltop Herb Farm,’
and says it’s the plant he most as-
sociates with Madalene Hill.

‘African Blue’ basil.

On my many trips around
the country during the 30 years
I worked for NASA, I always
kept my eyes open for differ-
ent or unusual herbs. I brought
back to Houston and to Ma-
dalene a number of plants that
in several cases she introduced
into the trade through Hilliop
Herb Farm.

In this instance, she fell in
love with the fragriice and cu-
linary utility of a plant I found
in a nursery in Redwood City,
California. It was one of several
dozen plants marked simply as
“oregano” in three-inch pots
on a makeshift table of plywood
underpinned by sawhorses. My
eyes told me one plant was dif-
ferent. This opinion was to be
subsequently reinforced by my
nose, and much to the dismay
of the owner, I only wanted the
one in the middle of this table
and he had considerable diffi-
culty in reaching this prize. He
kept telling me that the ones

that were more easily retrieved
were much better looking. One
sniff of the plant convinced me
that it was considerably differ-
ent than any of its companions
and not at all your everyday
culinary oregano.

Madalene named it “Rex’s
Oregano” and incorporated it
into her herb sale list. More
importantly. she made it a plant
she used over and over in her
business and personal Kkitch-
en. The fragrance was clearly
that of sweet marjoram, but the
plant was darker green and de-
cidedly hardy even in the East
Texas winters that sweet marjo-
ram never survived.

After several years, she sent
cuttings to a mutual and life-
long friend of ours, Dr. Arthur
0. Tucker, a taxonomist and
internationally known herbal
expert, who identified the plant
as a hybrid of sweet marjoram
(Origanum majorana) and oreg-
ano (Origanum vulgare, subsp.




‘Arp’ rosemary.

@m==rn pepper basil.
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virens). The taxonomic name of

any cross of these two taxa was

named Origanum X majoricum.

This particular cross, howev-

er, had produced an unusually

unique genetic blend of paren-
tal characteristics, the domina-
tion of one parent’s fragrance
and the other parent’s hardi-
ness — a very individual and
useful serendipity. There were
indeed many Origanum x ma-

Joricum offspring in the trade,

but this one stood out.

Armed with this identifica-
tion, Madalene chose to honor
her by-then tornado-destroyed
herb farm and the memory of
its co-founder, Jim Hill, her late
husband, by giving the herb the
cultivar name by which it is still
known. This herb continues to
this day to be listed as Origa-
num x majoricum ‘Hilltop Herb
Farm.’

Rex’s story beautifully illus-
trates a process that occurred
again and again throughout Ma-
dalene’s love affair with herbs. She
could detect a subtle difference
in flavor, appearance or hardi-
ness that might make an herb dis-
tinctive. Then, rather than keep
the plant to herself, she would
go about making it more readily
a\allable to everyone. Often, she
worked closely with Art Tucker to
identify the science behind her
observations before urging her
extensive contacts in the nursery
trade to get the plants propagated
and into the marketplace. She
wanted every herb gardener to
have access to these treasures.

Holly Shimizu, Director of the
U.S. Botanic Garden in Washing-
ton, D.C., first met Madalene in
the spring of 1980, just after Holly
became curator of the National
Herb Garden at the U.S. National
Arboretum. She had no hesitation
in naming Mentha x gracilis (also
called Scotch spearmint, ginger
mint, red mint and red-stemmed
applemint) as the herb she most
associates with Madalene Hill. Hol-
ly recalls, “In one of the many
great programs that I attended,
Madalene said that red-stemmed
applemint was definitely the best
mint for culinary purposes since it
combines the flavor of spearmint

and peppermint. Now it is the
only mint I grow. and I use it for
teas. salads and in any food that
calls for a greatflav ored mint. It
is a cross between Mentha arvensis
and Mentha spicaia. grows about
24 inches tall. and grows well in
a container as long as you give it
plenty of water. I love it and always
think of Madalene when harvest-
ing it.”

Arthur Tucker joins Holly in
mentioning Mentha x gracilis.
Tucker is a research professor at
Delaware State University, where
he specializes in the chennstr\ and

identification of herbs. He has a
B.S. from Kutztown Staig, College,
an M.S. and doctoral degrees from

Rutgers University. His works in-
clude scholarly and popular pub-
lications, and he co-authored The
Big Book of Herbs with Thomas
DeBaggio. A member of the New
Jersey Unit of HSA, he has re-
ceived the Nancy Putnam Howard
Award for Excellence in Horticul-
ture, the Helen de Conway Little
Medal of Honor and the Gertrude
B. Foster Award for Excellence in
Herbal Literature. It was Tucker’s
reasoning for his choice of Mentha
x gracilis that I thought so clearly
honored Madalene’s innate curios-
ity and perception:

In Mentha, there is the
“Reitsema rule” (Reitsema.
1958. J. Amer. Pharm. Assoc.,
Sci. Ed. 47:267-269.): 3-oxy-
genated monoterpenes (e.g.,
menthol) and 2-oxygenated
monoterpenes (e.g., carvone)
are biosynthesized on mutu-
ally exclusive pathways, con-
trolled by mutually exclusive
genes, and cannot be in the
same plant, z.e., “doublemints”
are impossible! However, there
are some forms of Mentha that
violate this rule because they
have a high chromosome num-
ber and a balance of multiple
recessive genes against a few
dominant genes, resulting in
a breakdown of simple Men-
delian genetic inheritance. In
my Ph.D. research, I discov-
ered one of these came from
Hilltop as “red-stemmed apple-
mint” and keyed out to Mentha
x gracilis with 2n=96. I asked
Madalene for the source when I
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