The Tough Guy Sport of... Showing Camellias

As strange as that title may sound, it's true. | found that out at my first camellia show in
Charleston about 4 years ago. Camellia shows aren't a contact sport like football, but there’s
every bit as much intensity and passion that you find at a Clemson-Carolina game going on at a
camellia show; just quietly. And the majority of the top winners are men or husband/wife teams.

The blossoms have to meet all sorts of strict American Camellia Society rules — were they
grown out in the open or protected, treated or non-treated? — and categories are carefully
delineated. There are five major camellia competitions in South Carolina and many more than
that in Georgia and North Carolina, and | noticed that many of the winning names show up at
different shows. This means that during the 'season' (October — February) these fierce
competitors are traveling around, hitting the different shows and duking it out with one of
nature’s most fragile objects — a perfectly blooming camellia blossom. As one competitor told
me, the blossom can hit its peak a day or two early or a day later than the show date and you
are out of the competition. Many have massive gardens both outside and in greenhouses, and
they have to know the blooming status of every single blossom they have daily. Apparently
there are a number of tricks to arrive at that perfect show-winning bloom; they were hinted at by
several of the competitors, but | could get none to reveal their secrets. There also was a bit of
'trash talk' by one of the guys about his fellow (winning) competitor, a suggestion that the winner
had secretly and illegally used what I'm guessing is the camellia version of 'steroids.’




The Tough Guy Sport of... Showing Camellias

All three major camellia gardens in Beaufort County were started and maintained by men.
Apparently, once the camellia growing bug bites, the men learn to hybridize and start creating
their own camellias and often name them after their wives (or themselves). Beaufort County is
the buckle of the 'Camellia Belt' — a narrow strip that stretches from Florida to the bottom of
Virginia. The first camellias in America were allegedly planted at Middleton Plantation in
Charleston in the 1700's. But this claim is refuted by next door rival camellia garden competitors
Magnolia Plantation and Gardens who claim that the first camellias in America were actually
grown in a doctor's yard downtown in Charleston’s historic district, and then at Middleton
Plantation second, and at the same time as Magnolia. Whoever was first, both plantations
have wonderful ancient camellia collections and all sorts of special camellia walks and lectures
during the next few months that are worth googling. One of the South's best camellia experts is
Director of Gardens at Magnolia — Tom Johnson, also known as "The Camellia Man." You will
see varieties there that just don't exist other places, because when new varieties are created,
the majority don't go into commercial production. Tom Johnson

Savannah has been a hot bed of camellia growing and competitions since the earliest days, and
two of its most legendary growers were 'tough guys." Marvin Jernigan was a prison warden
and camellia judge and creator of many beautiful varieties that we see in people's yards today.
He was known for his extreme generosity and would give others dozens of cuttings off
wonderful new plants he had created — so many off one plant that the original plant died and he
had to get a cutting back off one of the plants a friend was growing from his original cutting.
Marvin was in the habit of giving others pails filled with camellia seeds, enough to start an entire
huge collection. He said he got into the habit of giving to others when as a young man, a
camellia grower had generously given him eight plants to start his collection and it brought him
such great joy in his life that he wanted to repeat the process with others.

Marvin Jernigan

2/3



The Tough Guy Sport of... Showing Camellias

3/3


http://www.camelliaweb.org

