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Camellias have been an integral
part of Descanso Gardens
since founder E. Manchester

Boddy first planted the showy flow-
ers in 1935. Boddy’s nursery provided
camellia plants to the public and his
plantation supplied blooms to the cut-
flower industry which helped make
camellias the blossoms of choice for
corsages worn by fashionable ladies
of the era.  

Even after Boddy sold the prop-
erty to the County of Los Angeles in
1953, camellias were still a high pri-
ority for the La Cañada botanical

garden.
In fact, in the 1950s and 60s, Des-

canso celebrated its extensive
camellia collection with elaborate
pageantry, society shows, a “Queen
of Camellialand” contest and crowd-
ed walks through the famed winter-
blooming flower forests.

“When Descanso was first owned
by the County of Los Angeles in the
early 1950s, the focus was really on
the floral festivals working with the
local garden communities on festi-
vals that highlighted camellias and
roses,” says Robin Sease, Manager of

DESCANSO GARDENS
Celebrating the Camellia

B Y B R E N D A R E E S

CAROL PAULOWSKY, 1956
CAMELLIA QUEEN, PRESENTING
CROWN TO SHARON BRYANT,
1957 QUEEN

JUDGES EXAMIN-
ING THE FLOWERS
OF ONE SPECIFIC
TYPE OF CAMEL-
LIA. THEY JUDGE
ON SIZE, FORM,
COLOR, PETAL
PERFECTION AND
PRESENTATION.

CAMELLIA JUDGES AT THE AWARDS TABLE WHERE THE TOP WINNERS ARE DISPLAYED.
WINNERS RECEIVE SILVER AND CRYSTAL – AND EVEN TO THIS DAY, WINNERS WILL
TAKE HOME A NICE PIECE OF CRYSTAL FOR THEIR FLOWER EFFORTS.

PHOTOS COURTESY OF DESCANSO GARDENS
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Visitor Education and Service for
Descanso. Later, the Descanso Gar-
den Guild would continue to sup-
port these festivals and expand the
programming.

“It was such a big deal in those
days. Our Main Lawn was filled
with displays and people looking at
the blooms in the forest,” she says.
“What strikes me as I look through
these old photos of the festivals is
how well attended they were and
how dressed up people came to
them. Men in suits. Women in their
Sunday best with gloves, hats and
handbags. This was truly an out-
ing.”

Hoping to recreate some of that
early buzz and a slice of the Gar-
dens’ past, Descanso is holding a
celebration of its signature flower,
“The Golden Age of the Camellias”
from February 20 to the 27.

The week-long festival features
camellia forest tours, workshops
and walks along with an evening
party on Feb. 20, hosted by humorist
and author Charles Phoenix.
Phoenix will incorporate images of
Descanso’s camellia-crazy past into
his wonderfully hilarious presenta-
tion, “Charles Phoenix’s Retro Slide
Show of Southern California.”

If any former Camellia Queens
happen to be in the audience that
night, Phoenix will also interview
them to find out just what it was like
to be Descanso royalty. 

One past Camellia Queen from
1961, Carol Dickerson, plans to at-
tend Phoenix’s Feb. 20 show and
says she is always happy to talk
about her past reign. “I was only 18
years old when I had the title,” says
Dickerson, who now resides in Ban-
ning. “It was so awesome, you have
no idea. I felt so pampered and it
was wonderful.”

With record attendance that year,
the auburn haired beauty – wearing
a flowing gown topped with an
elaborate camellia-styled headdress
– joined Descanso officials in planti-
ng a camellia named after her in the
Gardens. For years, the medium
white ‘Carol Dickerson’ japonica
camellia lived at the Gardens.

Sadly, time has taken that camel-
lia, but Dickerson still remembers
the dress she and her mother bought
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John Vandercook & Tina Marie

for the occasion, the flowers in the
hair and all the media attention and
photographers.

Since that time, Dickerson hadn’t
visited the Gardens until earlier this
year, and she was flooded with
memories as she toured her former
reign. “The lushness of landscape is
what I recall,” she says. “The large
forests, the beautiful shade trees and
how gorgeous it felt just be in the
Gardens. It was magic.”

Other events planned for the
Golden Age of the Camellia Festival
include: Faery tours of the Camellia
Forests for children on Feb. 20, a tea
tasting workshop on Feb. 21, and a

Thee Stafff at

The Garden Salon
wishess youu aa beautifull && happyy holidayy season!

Board Certified Haircolor Specialists
Award Winning Salon

Sandra Garden Owner, Haircolor specialist
Ann Marie Whalen Stylist, Haircolor specialist
Emily Hang Thermal straightening, 

precision cutting, color
Chona Claro Stylist, Long hair specialist
Jenny Bui Manicure specialties, spa pedicures

Personal attention in a warm, inviting atmosphere…
We carry the best of professional hair care products,

And a unique line of European bath & body items, accessories
And gifts!

1020 Mission Street, Suite B • South Pasadena, 91030
(626) 799-4700

SHARON BRYANT, 1957 QUEEN

The Quarterly Magazine makes a great gift.

Call 626.799.1161 to give a subscription.

Visit www.thequarterly.com

QUAR   ERLY
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QuarterlyWtr09 final layout.qxp:Quarterlywtr05 final layout  11/6/09  4:29 PM  Page 22



WINTER 2009 • THE QUARTERLY MAGAZINE 23

RESIDENTIAL
SPACE PLANNING

COMMERCIAL

FREE INITIAL
CONSULTATION

1134 El Centro Street, South Pasadena, CA 91030  Tel. (626) 564-0011 Fax (626) 564-1591

Dahl Architects, Inc.

Alhambra 
Coin Center

COMPLETE 
SELECTION OF U.S.

AND FOREIGN COINS 

JEWELRY
SMALL ANTIQUES

DIAMONDS
ESTATE JEWELRY

STAMP COLLECTIONS
FINE ART

FREE 
OFFERS

WE BUY AND SELL:
• ALL U.S. FOREIGN COINS & CURRENCY 

• ANYTHING MADE OF GOLD, SILVER, 
PLATINUM AND JEWELRY 

• ANTIQUE POCKET WATCHES

• WE EVALUATE ENTIRE ESTATES
Appointments available in the privacy of your home or bank
PCGS CERTIFIED COINS • GOLD & SILVER BULLION
254 E. Main (at Chapel)   626-282-1151 Alhambra

HUNTINGTON DR.

ALHAMBRA RD.

MAIN

10 FREEWAY

N

VALLEY

G
A

R
F

IE
LD

C
H

A
P

E
L

walking tour of the Camellia Forest
on Feb. 27. In addition, the Southern
California Camellia Council will
host their annual show on Feb. 27
and 28.

Former Camellia Queens are en-
couraged to contact Brenda Rees at
(818) 949-7984 or PR@descansogar-
dens.org.

Descanso Gardens is located at 1418
Descanso Dr., La Cañada. General ad-
mission: $8 adults, $6 for students/se-
niors and $3 children 5-12. Children 4
and younger are free. Descanso is
opened from 9 a.m. – 4:30 p.m. every
day except Christmas. Membership sup-
ports Descanso. For more information,
call (818) 949-4200 or visit www.des-
cansogardens.org.

SCOUT TROOPS ACTED AS "RUNNERS" AND
WOULD HAVE THE HONOR OF TAKING THE
WINNING BLOOM AND PLACE IT AT THE
AWARDS TABLE.
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