
By Charlie Zettek, Rochester, NY
Bigger, taller and unusual form 

daylilies have captured the attention 
of the daylily world, and for good 
reason.  Big daylilies hit you between 
the eyes (sometimes literally at eye 
level) and shout “look at me!”   For 
example, the 2014 Stout Medal 
Winner, “Webster’s Pink Wonder” 
(Webster-Cobb, 2003), is registered 
with a flower size of 13 inches!

Despite this trend, however, a 
few intrepid Region Four hybridizers 
have been taking a much different 
approach as they pursue their quest 
for the perfect daylily.  I have been 
hybridizing for little daylilies for 
fifteen years, and thought it would 
be interesting to find out how other 
Region Four hybridizers with similar 
goals have approached their craft.  
After talking with a cross section 
of Region 4 leaders, I found that 
four names consistently came up 
as hybridizers with a reputation 
for creating small and miniature 
daylilies and who are still active in 
Region 4:  Curt Turner, Bob Sobek, 
and Mike Huben, all of whom live 
in Massachusetts and have been 
active with NEDS, and Kathy Rood 
from Penn Yan, New York, an active 
member of FieLDS.  Mike Patterson, 
a longstanding member of ODS, is 
also well known for his interest in 
little daylilies, although he has yet to 
register any of his own crosses.  This 
article is based on my interviews 
with and research about these 
five hybridizers as well as my own 
experience.

Perhaps the place to start is to ask 
– why are these hybridizers interested 
in little daylilies?  But there is an 
even more fundamental question 
that quickly came up as I started 
my interviews, which is – what do 

we mean by “little”?  I intentionally 
refer to “little” daylilies in order to 
encourage discussion about the whole 
plant, not just flower size.  However, 
when most daylily folks refer to 
“small” or “mini” daylilies, they are 
thinking about the size of the flower.  
This mirrors the focus of the AHS on 
flower size as represented by our two 
awards for smaller daylilies.  The Donn 
Fischer Memorial Award is given to 
a hybridizer of the most outstanding 
miniature cultivar, where “To qualify 
as miniature, the flower must be less 
than 3” in diameter.”* The Annie 
T. Giles Award is given “for a small 
flowered daylily officially defined as 
one whose greatest width is 3” or 
more, but less than 4 ½”.*  

The differences in taste and 
approach among our Region 4 
hybridizers reflect the range of options 
afforded by the way the AHS awards 
are defined.  Curt Turner’s “Gabriel’s 
Weathervane” (Turner-C., 2006), 
registered as a 4” flower on a 42” scape 
[below, clump and bottom, bloom 
closeup. photos:Darlyn Wilkinson] is a 
completely different plant form than 

“Cobbs Hill Charmer” (Zettek, 2012) 
which is registered as a 3” flower on 
a 16” scape [above, photo: C. Zettek].  
But, both meet the qualifications for 
the Annie T. Giles Award.  

It turns out, then, that there are 
two camps in terms of what these 
hybridizers are trying to achieve.  Curt, 
Mike and Bob are mostly looking for 
tall daylilies with little flowers.  One 
reason, Curt says, is “because the 
tall little ones hold up really well and 
don’t bend or break”.  Another reason 
also reflects Curt’s practical side – “in 
my seedling beds where everything 
is close together, it is the tall ones 
that pop out and catch my eye.”  On 
the other hand, Kathy Rood and I are 
more focused on small plants with 
short scapes and little flowers.  I have 
to admit that Curt is right about the 
seedling bed problem, however.  I 
basically have to get on my hands 
and knees and intentionally look in 
between the tall daylilies of a cross to 
find little plants that might stand out 
on their own if not buried by their big 
siblings.

As is well known, tastes and 
interests can change over time.  Mike 
Huben told me that the very first idea 
that he wanted to achieve was a white 
re-bloomer – basically a white Stella.  
But his next big inspiration was “Echo 
the Sun” (Sobek, 1990), which was 
registered as a 3.25” flower on a 41” 
scape, after which Mike started 
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focusing on tall daylilies with small 
flowers.  Mike Patterson has his feet 
in both camps.  To Mike, “small” 
refers to the size of the bloom.  But, 
he makes a useful distinction when 
thinking about the whole plant by 
incorporating the size of the scape 
into his definition.  Thus, he thinks of 
Small Flowers on Short Scapes (SoS) 
as compared to Small Flowers on Tall 
Scapes (SoT).  Mike’s example of a 
Small on Short is “Three Seasons” 
(Sobek, 1990) registered as a 2.62” 
flower on a 21” scape [below, photo: 
A. Keohan] as compared to a Small on 

Tall such as “Gabriel’s Weathervane”.
So, the first major distinction 

among our hybridizers is scape height.  
But there are clearly a number of 
other distinctions that reflect the 
unique interests of each person.  In 
response to my question “What 
specific characteristics are you looking 
for in your hybridizing program?” 
Mike Huben’s answer was crystal 
clear – “Northern continuous bloom 
above all else”.  Of course he doesn’t 
stop there – “After that, clear colors 
without yellow.  After that, I have 
a huge list of good plant qualities 
that I want but that we seldom see 
all at one time: great foliage, erect 
scapes with branching and bud count, 
rapid increase, good flower form, 
sun fastness, good clump structure, 
disease and pest resistance, etc.  After 
rebloom, I’m also looking for tall-and-
small, dark scapes, sunfast red and 
purples, extra early, trumpet form 
and bud building.  These are separate 
goals, but they do overlap a bit.”  

Curt Turner answered this question 

with a different perspective – he is 
seeking to achieve “Great bloom 
presentation with well-spaced 
branching and reasonable bud count.”  
What Curt wants to do is create “a 
balanced plant with complementary 
blooms, branching, bud count and 
foliage” where “the blooms present 
features that enhance the state of 
the daylily for Region Four breeders 
and collectors.”    Kathy Rood has yet 
a third perspective – “Good form, 
clean colors, substance, branching, 20 
inches or less in height, and extended 
bloom.  Rebloom is desirable and so is 
fragrance though both do not always 
appear.  Beauty and good plant habit 
are the top considerations.”   Kathy 
was the only hybridizer to explicitly 
identify shorter scapes and fragrance 
as objectives in her program.  

My own interest is easily 
summarized as “little earlies”, but I 
have a specific picture of the type of 
plant I am trying to achieve, which is 
this – an early daylily that looks like 
a chrysanthemum.  In other words, 
small and compact with a profusion 
of color that would look as good in a 
pot as it would in the front of a small 
garden.  A daylily like this will require 
relatively short scapes, relatively high 
bud count, clear distinct colors, and 
another characteristic not mentioned 
yet – high scape density.  My 
observations of small diploids (which 
is primarily what our hybridizers are 
creating) is that shorter scapes have 
lower bud counts.  To offset the lower 
bud count, a high number of scapes 
in a small plant can obtain the effect 
of a mass of blooms open at the same 
time.   

Progress in achieving short, densely 
flowered daylilies can be seen in 
“Brilliant Bouquet” (Huben, 2013) 
[top, right. photo: M. Huben] and 
Cobbs Hill Joy (Zettek, 2012) [second 
photo from top, right. photo: C. 
Zettek].  Both of these daylilies are 
registered at 28” tall, with flowers in 
the 3.5” to 3.75” range and are early 
to early-mid season.  An excellent 
example of the opposite approach 

is “One If By Land” [Turner-C, 2008) 
[below. photos: Darlyn Wilkinson].  
Here, Curt has created a 49” tall early 

with a 4.5” flower that also achieves 
a high degree of garden presence, but 
with a much different look than the 
shorter, denser varieties.

So, what is on the horizon for our 
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Region 4 small flower hybridizers?  
More color for sure.  We’re getting 
really nice reds now – see “Indelible 
Blood” (Huben, 2013), a 44” velvety 

red self [above. photo: A. Keohan] and 
“Crazy Kids” (Sobek, 2012) which is 
only 19” tall [above, right. photo: A. 
Keohan].  Kathy has also incorporated 
color into her little plants – “Sweet 
Seneca Petite” (Rood-K, 2008) is only 
10” tall with a 2” pink flower with a 
raspberry eye [far right, top. photo: 
Kathy Rood].  We may also see small 
doubles, for example Kathy’s “Sweet 

Seneca Party Dress” (Rood-K, 2008) 
[bottom, right. photo: Kathy Rood].  
Some of these hybridizers are also 
starting to explore small tetraploids.

To conclude, I hope this brief 
introduction to the journeys these 
Region 4 hybridizers are taking has 
piqued your own interest in the world 
of little daylilies.   
* From the 2011 AHS Garden Judges 
Handbook, pg. 12

Welcome New Members to AHS and Region 4
Connecticut
GEORGE McTYRE

RUTHANN McTYRE

Massachusetts   
LINDSAY BARUS

MAUREEN DEVANEY

MARY LEE HARRINGTON

LYNN HAWES

MARY LOU OSWELL

DENISE RUSZALA

ROBERT RUSZALA

SYLVIA SMIGIEL

JOHN ALLEN TANNER

ELIZABETH TOTH

New Hampshire   
CHRISSY MORELL

TERESA OSGOOD

New York
MARY BARNES

HOLLY DELRE

LARRY FUSCHSER

PATRICIA GOLDER

CAROLYN HUGGINS

RICHARD LOUGHLIN

OLIVIA MERZ

CHERYL B MILLER

JANE RYAN

JILL TOBY

Nova Scotia
REBECCA CAMERON

ANDREW CAMERON

MYRA KNIGHT

JOHN ROZEE

NORMA SWEET

SALLY WALSH

Québec
NATHALIE LAJEUNESSE

PIERRETTE LAVALLEE

JEAN-SEBASTIEN POULIN

Rhode Island
DAVID HULL
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