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Is it a Yucca?
In this year of the pandemic, there has been one very entertaining distraction in 
the Arboretum. A plant in the Xeriscape garden put up a spectacular bloom for the 
first time since it was planted 17 years ago. I received the plant as a small, 4” potted 
seedling from Pat Wells, a research scientist with the U.S. Forest Service at their lab 
here in Moscow. I planted it in the Xeriscape garden in 2003. At the time, he had an 
older plant from the same seed collection in his front yard here in Moscow. He told 
me it was from a Yucca that he had collected the seeds from near Mule Creek, New 
Mexico; but since it hadn’t flowered yet he didn’t know exactly what species it was. A 
few years passed, and his plant flowered spectacularly one summer. The flower spike 
was more than 20’ tall, with the foliage part well over 6’. If he was able to identify 
it at that time I never found out, and since he has passed away, I will never know. 
His plant was much larger than the one in the Arboretum, probably because it was 
growing in his irrigated front lawn. The year after flowering his plant died, which is 
not particularly unusual in that family of plants. Essentially the plant gambles all of its 
resources on producing one big bang of flowers to produce seed to propagate itself, 
then dies. The term to describe that is ‘monocarpic’ and there are several forms of 
succulents, especially agaves, that exhibit that pattern.
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Now, this June, I see a flower spike beginning to form on 
the plant in the Xeriscape garden and it proceeds to pretty 
much explode upwards. It grew more than 2’ per week for 
the next few weeks, before topping out at more than 15’ 
and flowering. At that point, I thought it would be a fairly 
straightforward process to identify the species, then rapidly 
discovered how wrong I was. I assumed that finding a trunk 
forming, tall flowering spike, monocarpic yucca native to 
Central New Mexico would be a simple google search away. 

No such luck, as nothing quite fit all those criteria. Then I 
consulted with various people, both here on campus and 
further afield (including the Denver Botanic Garden and the 
Desert Museum in Phoenix, AZ.). They all had suggestions, 
but no firm commitments and still nothing quite checked 
all the right boxes.

Then to further muddy the waters, I got an email telling me 
about another plant flowering here in Moscow that looked 
like the one in the Arboretum, only even bigger! Of course, 
I ran right over and had a look at it and confirmed that it 
had to be the same plant. It took several trips (I expect the 
neighbors were becoming suspicious) but eventually found 
someone at home to ask about the plant. Unfortunately 
they had only lived in the house for about 10 years, so they 
didn’t know anything about the origins of the plant—but, 
he did have big news, the plant had flowered the same way 
three times in the 10 years he had lived there!
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I wanted to confirm there was a connection between this 
plant and the one in the Arboretum so I did a title search 
on the house. There had been two previous owners of the 
house, neither of the names meant anything to me, but I 
asked some people who had worked with Pat Wells ( the 
original plant supplier) and amazingly they knew both 
previous owners and they both had known and worked 
with Pat Wells. Unfortunately, the original owner, who 
planted the plant has also died, so I probably will never 
know for sure, but it seems very likely that Pat shared a 
plant with him from the original planting that he had in his 
front yard.

The fact that the newly discovered plant had flowered 
three times pretty much threw out the monocarpic trait 
as an identifier and the species that most everyone had 
agreed upon didn’t work anymore! So now the consensus 
seems to be that the plant is a form of  Yucca elata with an 
unusually large flower spike.

I had hoped that the plant in the Xeriscape garden would 
set seeds and we would be able to propagate them again; 
but many Yuccas have very specific pollinator relationships 
and although there were lots of bees and hummingbirds 
around the flowers, apparently none got pollinated and no 
seeds formed. Now the big question is whether or not the 
parent plant will die. So far, it shows no signs of decline, so 
I am hopeful it will continue to grow and hopefully put on 
another show in the future.

Paul Warnick
11-12-20
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Message from the President
It has been a challenging year for the Arboretum Board and 
the world. We started the year wondering if Arboretum 
maintenance would be outsourced to a private contractor 
and we might lose Paul to early retirement. Just as those 
worries came off our plate, Covid-19 reared its ugly head 
and we had to dial back or cancel our events. Because Paul 
had ordered plants for it, a small plant “sale” was held in 
May on the lawn by the red barn, at the south entrance 
(see separate article). Both the Annual Meeting and the 
Summer Concert had to be cancelled. So this newsletter is 
a little shorter than usual. We hold our meetings on Zoom 
and look forward to a time when we can meet in person 
again. 

But we were able to get the red barn re-sided and stained 
(see separate article) and it looks great! It was exciting to 
watch the yucca grow tall and then flower. Since people 
did not feel comfortable being indoors with friends, many 
came to walk in and enjoy the Arboretum, as did a family 
of moose. It is nice to walk amongst the plants and trees 
that know nothing of Covid-19 and provide their beauty to 
brighten our spirits. 

Heartfelt thanks go to Paul for deciding not to retire 
early and then working without his normal staff for much 
of the summer. The Arboretum always looks lovely and 
we so appreciate the work he does to make that happen. 
We are also grateful to all of you who support the U of I 
Arboretum and our events. It is looking like maybe we will 
get to have some by summer 2021.

DATE AND TIME TO BE 
DETERMINED 
Arboretum Associates Annual Meeting
Time: TBD
Join us for appetizers and a no-host bar 
followed by a brief business meeting and a 
presentation by Paul Warnick, Arboretum 
Horticulturist
1912 Center Great Room, 412 E. 3rd Street, Moscow

DATE AND TIME TO BE DETERMINED 
Arboretum Associates Annual Plant Sale!
Time: TBD.
Palouse Ice Rink, Latah County Fairgrounds

JULY 12, 2021 
20th Annual “Summer Breezes and Sweet 
Sounds” Concert 
7:00 p.m. Bring your blankets and lawn chairs
Free Concert in the Arboretum

Calendar of Upcoming Events

We are excited about a new scholarship endowment that 
gives priority to the students who work in the Arboretum. 
Learn more about it in the article by Kris Roby.

On behalf of the Board, thank you again for your 
continued support through your donations, membership 
in Arboretum Associates and your volunteer work on 
behalf of the U of I Arboretum and Botanical Gardens.

Katherine Clancy, President 
Arboretum Associates Board
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Paul Warnick Arboretum 
Scholarship Endowment
It is a pleasure to announce a newly established 
endowment to honor and support the work of Paul 
Warnick, Arboretum Horticulturist. Phyllis Vettrus (Dean 
L. and Phyllis J. Vettrus Living Trust) and friends recently 
gave generous gifts to establish a scholarship that gives first 
preference to students who work alongside Paul in the 
Arboretum. Phyllis and her late husband, Dean, worked 
closely with Paul on a three-year project from 2015 to 
2018 culminating in a beautiful granite rock wall and 
terraces called “This Gathering Place” also known as the 
“Vettrus Gathering Place.” It is located at the north end 
of the Arboretum across the road from the upper kiosk 
and has quickly become a favorite place to gather and a 
popular site for photo shoots. The project honors Dean’s 
lead volunteer work in the early development of the 
Arboretum and his 26 years as director of the UI Student 
Union and ASUI. 

While working with Paul on the major project, Phyllis said 
she and Dean came to know Paul quite well and admired 
his dedication, work ethic, and exceptional efforts. In a 
recent phone conversation, Phyllis said, “Paul is such a 
delightful person. He has many creative ideas, is a good 
listener, and collaborates well with others.” She went on 
to say that she would like him to have more help with the 
maintenance and continued growth of the Arboretum 
and wanted to provide incentive and financial support to 
students who work for Paul.

Paul began working in the U of I Arboreta in 2000 and 
took over supervision of the Arboreta upon Dr. Richard 
Naskali’s retirement in 2003. He has worked tirelessly to 
develop and enhance the Arboretum and make it one of 
the most popular places on the Palouse. It is often referred 
to as the “crown jewel” of the University of Idaho.

All gifts received will be applied to the Paul Warnick 
Arboretum Scholarship Endowment and will help meet 
Phyllis’ goal of permanently funding the scholarship with 
a minimum of $25,000. Once the $25,000 is met, future 
gifts to augment the endowment will always be welcome.

If you would like to participate in this fundraising effort, 
see below for giving options:

1) Send a check, made payable to:
 University of Idaho Foundation
 875 Perimeter Drive, MS 3143
 Moscow, ID 83844-3143

Please include a note or write on the check that the gift should be 
applied to designation

EE846: Paul Warnick Arboretum Scholarship 
Endowment.

2) Make a credit card gift online at www.uidaho.
edu/givenow and type Paul Warnick in the 
Designation field.

3) To make a credit card gift over the phone contact the 
University of Idaho Foundation at 208-885-4000.

4) To make a gift of stock (marketable securities) 
contact the University of Idaho Foundation at 208-
885-4000.

5) To make a direct gift from an IRA or to plan an estate 
gift contact Sharon Morgan by phone at 866-671-
7041 or by email at morgans@uidaho.edu.

6)  To make a gift via University of Idaho payroll 
deduction, contact the University of Idaho 
Foundation at 208-885-4000.

7) For any other gift inquiries, contact the University of 
Idaho Foundation at 208-885-4000.

Kris Roby, Past President
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Arboretum Associates Donor Roll
Thank you to the many generous donors who supported the University of Idaho Arboretum and Botanical Garden from  
July 1, 2019 to June 30, 2020. At total of $49,022.16 was received from membership gifts, gifts for endowments that 
support the Arboretum, and gifts to support specific Arboretum projects. Your support makes a difference.
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Re-siding the Arboretum Barn
The Arboretum barn has become a local landmark, 
known either as the ‘red barn’ or the ‘Arboretum barn’. 
It presides over the south entry to the Arboretum, making 
an easily identifiable destination. The barn was built 
in 1908, the oldest barn on the U of I campus. It is an 
amazing structure, consisting of a main level and a loft, 
both of which step down three levels to follow the slope. 
It does not have a solid foundation, but sits on rocks and 
mortared bricks, and yet after more than 110 years it is 
still remarkably square and level. The barn has undergone 
several changes over the years, and that history was 
well documented in an article written by Dr. Naskali, 
the Arboretum’s first Director, in 2009. That article is 
available at Arbor Notes - April 2009.

In 1998 the Idaho State Department of Public Works 
funded a critical project to replace the original roof and do 

some structural work on the support beams. Roof failure 
is usually the cause of barns falling apart. Moisture leaks in 
and the structure begins to rot and fall apart. The roofing 
project prevented that and extended the life expectancy 
of the barn. Then in 2006 the Arboretum Associates 
donors funded a project to re-paint the barn. Again, the 
life expectancy was extended; but, even with the painting 
the original wood siding was beginning to fall apart. In 
2002 the wooden siding on the north side of the barn was 
replaced with steel siding because snow was sliding off the 
new steel roof, accumulating on the north wall and the 
moisture was rotting the siding and support framework. 
Steel siding seemed like the appropriate choice in that 
situation to avoid further rot issues, but pretty much 
everyone involved in the decision to re-side the rest of 
the barn did not want to use steel, feeling it would take 
away from the charm and character of the building. So, 
earlier this summer a contract was signed with Quality 
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Contractors from Deary, Idaho to re-side the barn with 1x12” 
rough sawn lumber and 1x4” battens. As you cannot go to Home 
Depot and pick up that kind of lumber, the contractor had the 
trees harvested and milled at a saw mill in Kamiah, Idaho this 
summer, then the lumber was allowed to cure on site until 
late October to reduce the chance of the boards twisting and 
splitting. Installation was done in three weeks in late October/
early November. Watching the crew do the project using two 
large ‘man-lifts’, one large fork lift and countless power and air 
driven tools gave me a huge appreciation for the scope of the 
original project which was accomplished with nothing but man 
power, hand tools and ladders.

The re-siding project was entirely funded with private donations 
to Arboretum Associates. I am confident that the project should 
make it possible for the barn to last another 100 years and 
appreciate the support of the donors that made that possible.

Paul Warnick
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Report from the Horticulturist
Even without the COVID pandemic it has been an unusual 
year, with budget cuts, the prospect of outsourcing 
Arboretum maintenance to a private contractor and 
potential early retirement incentives all coming before 
the pandemic came along and pretty much changed 
everything. I had decided not to retire and the University 
had decided not to outsource before the shutdown, and 
the shutdown kind of forced us to spend less money than 
the budget cuts would have entailed, so all of that more or 
less worked out for the best.

Because of the shutdown I was not able to hire any 
seasonal help until the middle of June. In a normal year I 
like to hire a non-student worker who can start working 
in late March and two students who can work part time 
starting then and then transition to full time when classes 
finish in mid-May. This year, I hired three students in mid-
June, two of whom were not able to work after classes 
started in August, and the remaining student ended up 
having to do a mandatory quarantine with the rest of his 
fraternity for 3 weeks in September. So, I have spent a 
lot of this year as a solo act, trying to fake it and keep the 
Arboretum as presentable as possible.

The other by-product of the pandemic is a little harder to 
quantify; but I am sure that the number of people using 
the Arboretum has grown immensely. Right after the 
shutdown in March the south parking lot was often full, 
even on nasty weather week days. The good news is that 
even with the increased usage, I have not seen a significant 
increase in litter or other inappropriate use. Right 
after the shutdown began, I saw a lot more dogs in the 
Arboretum, and heard some discouraging responses when 
I asked their owners to take the pets out; but, I think once 

people realized there was still someone watching, the dogs 
dropped back down to more normal levels (at least while I 
was out working).

When the shut down began in March there was some 
question about whether or not Arboretum work was 
deemed ‘essential’ or not, so for the first week or so I did 
some office work from home. Then it was decided that as 
state employees, all University employees were considered 
essential and if they could not do their jobs from home 
were expected to report to work. Although I questioned 
a little bit how ‘essential’ mowing the Arboretum grass 
was, I felt pretty safe out there working by myself. I try 
to distance myself from visitors and decided as long as I 
could do that I was fine with not wearing a mask. Then the 
wildfire smoke came in record amounts in September and 
even wearing a mask I could only take working outside half 
days. That experience gave me a huge appreciation for all 
of the people who have to wear masks all day at work.

Even with the challenges of the pandemic we have 
managed to continue to plant more than 600 new 
‘permanent’ plants, over 1,000 annuals and complete one 
of the bigger improvement projects we have ever done this 
year. That project was to re-side the Arboretum barn (see 
separate article).

The biggest planting project expanded the Arboretum 
collections out into the cultivated field north of the barn. 
That approximately 20 acre field has been designated as 
part of the Arboretum since the beginning of the site. 
It had been farmed by a local farmer for many years, 
then last year the College of Agriculture took it over to 
expand their space for research plots. The outside edges 
of the field are too steep to be useful for research, as the 
slope will affect the results too much. At some point, 
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the College will plant drought tolerant grasses and mow 
those areas. Last year, a professor at North Dakota State 
University solicited other University Arboreta to work 
with them on a research project. They were looking to 
plant 100 trees of two different species of poplars from 
five different locations in different geographical areas 
to test their growth in different climates. Dr. George 
Newcombe, a professor in the College of Natural 
Resources has done extensive work with poplars and he 
and one of his graduate students, Abigail Ferson, agreed 
to take on the research portion of the project. The trees 
will be grown for 3 years in a plot on the sloped part of 
the field north of the barn, with data collected on their 
growth and the timing of things like bud break and leaf 
drop. There is more information on the project at this 
website: mini poplar garden article

I hope this project will accomplish two things, first expand 
the use of the Arboretum for published research, which is 
important when the Arboretum is accredited with Arbnet, 
the national Arboretum network; and also to begin 
expansion into the undeveloped part of the site.

A smaller, but perhaps just as significant project has been 
a planting of native ferns and wildflowers under the 
shade of the Western White Pines on the west slope of 
the Arboretum. The planting is a memorial to Ray Hoff, 
who was a researcher for the U.S. Forest Service at their 
lab here in Moscow. The focus of much of his research 
was on Western White Pines and his family hoped there 
could be some connection with those trees. There are 
already quite a few Western White Pines in the collection, 
so we couldn’t really justify more of them; but one of 
the challenges that has not been addressed is to try to 
develop an understory of native plants under the shade of 
the established trees in the Arboretum. So, we decided to 
try to grow native, shade loving plants under the existing 
white pines. Last year we built a new pathway across the 
slope and installed two ‘sitting logs’ (from white pines 
removed from the Arboretum), and installed irrigation to 
the site. Then this spring we planted two varieties of ferns 
and six wildflower species. If they prove successful (and it 
looks good so far) we will expand the planting.

With the help of volunteers from Arboretum Associates 
(Kris Roby, Nancy Sprague and Nancy Sasser) we were 
able to get nearly as many annual flowers planted as we 
usually do this year, including the large bed by the barn, a 
smaller bed by the top entrance and the ‘sunflower forest’ 
adjacent to the parking lot at the south end. I also want 

to express immense gratitude to Bonnie Burkett, who 
has volunteered in the Arboretum for the past two years, 
doing all kinds of unglamorous weeding and clean up 
chores.

The other major newsworthy event in the Arboretum this 
year was the damage caused by the early snow storm on 
October 24th. Although it wasn’t much snow (less than 
3”), it was wet and heavy. That combined with most of 
the leaves still hanging on the deciduous trees resulted 
in the worst storm damage I have seen in my 20 years in 
the Arboretum. The score card so far is seven trees totally 
removed and 112 trees or shrubs that required chain saw 
surgery. That does not include at least 15 more that are too 
high for me to reach with a ladder and a pole pruner, and 
no doubt there will be several more that show up later. 
As with most of Mother Nature’s work, I am surprised 
by how random it appears. Often one tree of a particular 
species had significant damage while another of the same 
species right next to it looks untouched. Sometimes you 
can see a bad branch angle or other weakness, but often it 
seemed like the undamaged one had even worse looking 
liabilities. Unfortunately, some parts of campus, the Ad 
Lawn in particular had even worse damage.

As always, all of these projects, including re-siding the 
barn, are only possible because of support of generous 
individual donors. That support is what created the 
Arboretum, and it continues to be the only means of 
adding to the collections or improving the site. Your 
support is greatly appreciated and is what motivates me 
and my crew to continue to work to maintain and improve 
the Arboretum.

Paul Warnick
11-12-20
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Renew your annual contribution to the Arboretum Associates for Fiscal Year 2021 and contribute to your 
favorite project fund. Contributors receive our periodic arborNotes. Please mail your tax deductible contributions to: 
Arboretum Associates, University of Idaho, 875 Perimeter Drive MS 3143, Moscow, ID 83844-3143. 

OR Renew your annual contribution using the secure University of Idaho online gift form.  
Go to uidaho.edu/giving/make-a-gift and search for “Arboretum Associates” when selecting a fund.  Thank You!

Name _____________________________________________

Address ____________________________________________

City _____________________ State __________ Zip _______

Fund Contribution
Arboretum Associates $ ____________________
Centennial Endowment Fund $ ____________________
Other ___________________ $ ____________________
Total Contribution  $ ____________________

Please charge my:     q MasterCard      q VISA

Card# _____________________________________________________________________________

Expiration Date ______________________________________________________________________

Signature ___________________________________________________________________________
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