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The scene is set. World War I is over, Herbert Hoover is president, prohibition is in effect, Charles 
Lindbergh has become the first man to fly solo nonstop across the Atlantic Ocean, the Model A car is new 
on the market, the Baird Televisor had just become the first working television system, penicillin is 
discovered...

...and somewhere in Rockford Illinois a high school boy received an assignment from his Spanish teacher--
get a pen pal in Spain.

That's how Griffith Buck's story as a nationally known rose hybridizer began. You see, young "Griff" dutifully  
paid his quarter to the YMCA to get a pen pal, but none of the contacts sent a reply. Eventually he found 
another name in a library book of a Spanish rose nurseryman, Pedro Dot, and he tried again.

Dot received the letter but passed the correspondence duties on to his niece. He would have Maria Antonia 
include notes and tips on rose growing. He told Buck how to hybridize roses and urged him to give it a try. 
The seed was planted for a friendship that would span three generations with the Dot family. Buck 
eventually named a rose for his mentor Pedro Dot - "El Catala" honors the Catalonian.

Buck finished high school in 1932 after which he returned to his birthplace and attended post work at the 
Cincinnati school where he obtained a teacher training certificate. He was not allowed to teach until 1937 
when he turned 21, but then taught in Appanoose county for 5 years.

In 1942 he entered the military and served in the U.S. Army, 13th Airborne. While there he first taught 
illiterate recruits, later trained as a paratrooper, and eventually saw action in the European theatre during 
the Second World War.

After his discharge from the military in December of 1945, he entered Iowa State College in January of 
1946. There he enrolled in the horticulture program. Buck received his BS degree in June of 1948, MS in 
December of 1949, and Ph.D. in March of 1953 having studied horticulture and microbiology. Buck became 
an assistant professor after getting his Ph.D., but did not become a full professor until 1974.

During his time at ISC he met and married his wife, Ruby Costello. They had two daughters, Susan and 
Mary, who would also go on to be teachers.

Now for a little history lesson: Neils Hanson, who went both to Iowa State and South Dakota State, literally 
went all over the world early in the century looking for hardy plant stock. One thing he brought back with 
him from a trip to Siberia was Rosa laxa Semipalatinsk. This stock was eventually used in Manitoba, 
Canada by Frank Skinner and Will Godfrey for producing new roses. In 1949, Dr. Skinner persuaded Buck 
to use this stock in his own work because not only was it very winter hardy, but it was also a repeat 
bloomer.

Griff took the stock, and the challenge, to work with Rosa laxa though it had barely been used in breeding 
up until that time. After 3 or 4 years, Buck realized his first hybrids were taking several years to set on 
blooms and the difference from the original Rosa laxa was fairly insignificant. In his work, Buck noted that 



since many characteristics don't even develop until maturity, it could take 3 to 5 years for each test plant to 
mature and in some cases even bloom for the first time. Often the resulting plants were not worth the wait 
but still required years of study before being discarded.

At this point he called upon another world famous rose breeder, this time from Germany, Wilhelm Kordes.

He wrote to Kordes explaining what he was trying to do, how his results were less than promising, and 
asked what was he doing wrong. Kordes replied that the only problem was he had the wrong seed parent. 
He sent Buck a sweetbrier hybrid, 'Josef Rothmund'.

The first year it bloomed, Buck only got five seeds out of the 'Josef Rothmund' 'Rosa laxa' cross. All five 
germinated. Four were white like the 'Rosa laxa', but the fifth was the color of 'Josef Rothmund' with only 5 
petals. It was this parent that Buck began to cross with garden roses.

During this time he was doing research and hybridizing roses and geraniums on a shoestring budget. There 
was simply no money for spraying for disease so his program took a logical turn to developing disease 
resistant varieties. In reality the idea of disease resistant or hardy roses was a radical concept. Up until this 
time, serious rose growers had to exhibit great skill in order to make their roses survive and thrive. 
Constant attention had to be paid to their care and upkeep. Buck was about to change all that.

From a speech Buck made in 1985, he explained, "While I didn't start to develop roses that were disease 
resistant, I had inherently selected for disease resistance by the manner in which I made the selections in 
the field. My normal procedure was to grow the seedlings in the greenhouse one year until they got big 
enough, and plant them out the second spring. The only attention they would get would be water and 
cultivation. I didn't spray for disease. If they couldn't hold on to their foliage, they wouldn't properly mature, 
and therefore they wouldn't overwinter well. In a sense I was selecting for those that could hold on to their 
foliage in spite of becoming infected with foliage diseases."

One of Buck's early successes was Applejack. "It happened like this. I was out in the garden one humid 
summer morning. It was perfect weather for the release of foliage fragrance from sweetbrier roses. I 
noticed that the foliage of one particular seedling was very apple scented.  It just so happened that this 
seedling was also in full bloom at the time and the combination of the clove scent of the flowers and the 
apple scent of the foliage proved too much for me. It was so overwhelming that it drove me out of the 
garden. The seedling rose that drove me out of the garden that morning I named 'Applejack'."

While Buck was now having success in his crosses, there were still some obstacles to overcome. One trait 
of these new varieties was an extremely large size. Many plants were averaging 10 to 12 feet tall and 12 to 
15 feet across. This was clearly too big for the average rose enthusiast so he began to turn his focus to 
smaller plants.

The first rose Buck named having a smaller plant size than Applejack was Wanderin' Wind. "In spite of its 
smaller stature, two plants at my home have grown to be 15 feet tall. The reason I don't cut them back is 
because of the robin who nests in them every year."

Buck was extremely generous with his roses, frequently giving them away and rarely getting patents on 
them. Ironically, Buck's work developed into an allergy to roses and he had to take allergy shots for 30 
years.



Griffith Buck was a researcher and professor of horticulture at ISU from 1948 to 1985 where he hybridized 
not only nearly 90 rose varieties, but also 15 varieties of geraniums and a heliotrope. During this time his 
reputation grew as a widely recognized rose hybridizer and respected member of the rose growing 
community.

Some of the honors and awards he received for his work are: Merit and Honor Awards from the Iowa State 
Horticultural Society, Iowa Nurserymen's Merit Award, Red Rose Rent Day Appreciation Award, All-
American Rose Selections, Inc. award for judging services, Award of Appreciation - Society of Iowa Florists, 
Honorary Life Membership Award - Society of Iowa Florists, Texas Rose Research Foundation Award.

Member of the American Rose Society for 55 years, Iowa Nurserymen's Association, Friends of the 
Arboretum, Alpha Zeta - Agriculture Honorary, and an Honorary member of Phi Alpha Sigma - a florist 
society. There is also a Griffith Buck Shrub Trophy presented each spring at the American Rose Society's 
convention.

Buck retired at the age of 70, and soon after his breeding stock was destroyed. Many of his varieties 
survived because of the Bucks personal collection and many of the friends given these plants offered 
cuttings back. They were then collected at the Minnesota Arboretum where they were carefully tested and 
cataloged.

Griffith Buck passed away March 28, 1991 at the age of 75, but he left a legacy of beauty through his roses 
few of us can hope to match. 
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