
PARADISE UNDER GLASS 
The Opryland Hotel complex is a greenhouse away from home, 

with enough plant varieties to rival Heinz. 

by Terry Melver, associate editor 

The lush surroundings of the Conservatory feature 15 different palm 
varieties. 

How's this for a service contract: 
daily care of approximately 
18,000 plants—some very rare 

and temperamental—covering four 
acres, in a controlled environment. To 
be tended amidst annual tourist traffic 
of about 500,000 people. 

Such a regimen does exist, but you 

won't find it on any street. It belongs to 
the landscaping crew of the Opryland 
Hotel in Nashville, Tenn. The crew is 
charged with the care and feeding of 
the plant life in the hotel's two 
massive indoor gardens, The Con-
servatory and The Cascades. 

The two lush garden environments 

were installed as part of the hotel's 
Phase II and Phase III expansion pro-
jects, by Earl Swensson & Associates, 
architects for the entire Opryland 
Hotel complex. The Conservatory 
phase was completed in 1983; the Cas-
cades project was finalized in 1988. 

The Conservatory was designed by 
a team of architectural experts in-
spired by conservatories in England, 
Scotland, Italy and Canada. 

44All of your senses are affected 
here," says Swensson. "There are 
places to sit quietly and think. There 
are paths to walk, and there are places 
to eat and drink. 

"The magic is that it's all indoors. 
For someone attending a business 
meeting or a pleasure traveller, the 
Conservatory is more than a figur-
ative breath of fresh air." 

Landscape manager and hor-
t i cul tur is t Hollis Malone spent 
months selecting The Conservatory's 
10,000 tropical ornamental plants 
which represent 37 families and more 
than 215 varieties. It took Malone, as-
sistant landscape manager Don 
Voorhees and a crew of 10 many 
months to finalize the landscape. 

The Conservatory is meant to re-
call the lush solitude of a Victorian 
garden. It includes six kinds of ficus 
trees, four kinds of banana trees, 15 
types of palms and a sampling of 
orange trees. 

"We went to Florida and bought 
most of the Conservatory plants a year 
in advance," says Malone. "In some 
cases we actually took cuttings and 
had a Florida nursery grow the plants 
especially for us." 

Temperature in the Conservatory 
is maintained at 71 degrees with hu-
midity of 50 percent. A retractable 
window shade controls the amount of 
light that streams in through the 110-
foot-high roof. 

Soil for the Conservatory is a mix 
of 60 percent pinebark fines, 20 per-
cent peat and 20 percent sand. "We 
tried to balance pH during mixing 
process by adding lime nutirents," 
says Voorhees, "now we find the soil 
is settling. We've started a regular pro-
cess of adding soil as needed to raise 
the plants. In some areas, soil depth 
reaches three feet." 



Cascading 
beauty 
The Cascades is a a 
two-acre water-ori-
ented interior space 
that features 8,200 
tropical and orna-
mental plants of 449 
different species, 
and a lake t h a t 
covers 12,500 square 
feet. 

The challenge to 
Malone when se-
lecting plants for the 
C a s c a d e s was to 
c o m p l e m e n t the 
Conservatory while 
h i g h l i g h t i n g the 
Cascade's own fea-
tures, and to install 
plants that were as 
well developed as 
those in the Con-
servatory. 

"We went a step 
further than we did 
w i t h t h e C o n -
servatory design by 
selecting a larger va-
riety of flowering 
bushes and trees as 
well as a number of 
rate plants ," says 
Malone. 

Plant varieties in the Cascades col-
lection range from a 40-foot high Al-
exandria palm tree to six-foot-tall 
ginger bushes and jasminum vines. 

The Cascades is truly a landscap-
ing wonder. Light streams in through 
a glass skylight, and water flows down 
and around man-made yet realistic 
rocks and mountains. Nighttime en-
tertainment features the laser light-
accompanied "Dancing W a t e r s . " 
Fountains erupt to the rhythms of re-
corded music or melodies plucked by 
the house harpist. 

A day's work 
While the amount of care required by 
the complex would indeed make any 
landscape managers take leave of his 
senses, Malone and company are sup-
ported by automatic watering systems 
which can also be used to pump nutri-
ents and fertilizers to roots. 

Peters fertilizers are used for the two 
gardens, along with an Aqua-Gro wet-
ting agent. When necessary, Subdue 
and Banrot fungicides are applied. 

"We've had great success with the 
Peters product," says Malone. "We 
use their 248-16 tropical foliage food 
with a 3-2-1 ratio. 

" D i s p e n s i n g f e r t i l i z e r s and 
fungicides through the grid system 
prevents spotting, and is much neater 
and safer," says Malone. But he ad-

Traffic in the Cascades is compounded by a restaurant and gazebo-style bar. 

mits watering is his most important 
concern. "Primarily because we have 
both sun and shade. The sunnier 
areas need water every two or three 
days, while a shaded area needs less." 

Most watering in the Cascades is 
done by a drip irrigation grid system. 
Emitters are placed every square foot 
in 18 watering stations, and dispense 
one gallon of well water per hour ac-
cording to specific schedules. Using 
well water results in a considerable 
savings for the hotel, considering an 
average weekly rate of 20,000 gallons. 

To avoid traffic jams caused by 

Hollis Malone, left, and Don 
Voorhees lead the Opryland crew. 

massive crowds that descend upon 
the complex, most spot watering is 
done in early morning. 

Daily care includes check-ups of 
plant material, leaf cleaning, and spot 
checks for overly dry soil. 

One problem that the larger plants 
have since outgrown is that of weaker 
root systems. "Being indoors," Mal-
one explains, "the plants don't have to 
contend with wind, which results in 
weaker root systems, and, at the out-
set, some falling plants." Malone will 
install supports to secure the weaker 
plants, unless the supports are aes-
thetically unattractive. 

Disease and pest c o n t r o l at 
Opryland centers on root diseases due 
to overwatering. "Some are brought in 
alredy carrying a disease such as 
pythium or rhyzoctonia," says Mal-
one, "but insect control is our biggest 
challenge." 

An insect problem is to be ex-
pected, with thousands of people 
coming in from the great outdoors car-
rying a bug or two on their clothing. 
"Spider mites are most common, and 
we see an occasional white fly or ap-
hid," Malone says. "If we see a prob-
lem, we spray the infected plant, 
rather than expose a wider area to 
chemical control. But if we have a 
troublesome plant, we'd rather throw 
it away rather than risk too much 
treatment." LM 


