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1. Overview Information 
 
a. Introduction 
 
The Pennsylvania Horticultural Society’s annual PHS Philadelphia Flower Show is the 
nation’s longest-running and largest horticultural event. This year’s extraordinary show 
was held March 11 through 19 at the Pennsylvania Convention Center. 

 
The 2017 theme, “Holland: Flowering the World,” celebrated the beauty and ingenuity of 
Dutch culture, from vivid flower fields to innovative eco-design. No other country is as 
well known for its floral industry as the Netherlands, which fills the world with color. The 
Philadelphia Flower Show transported guests to the rainbow landscapes of tulips, 
hyacinths and daffodils and the cut-flower and bulb markets that have shaped Dutch 
history. Floral and garden designers filled ten acres of exhibition halls at the 
Pennsylvania Convention Center with unique landscapes, from windmills – one of the 
earliest uses of natural energy – to 21st-century ecodomes and the Dutch Wave 
movement, which takes a natural and sustainable approach to landscape design. 
 
Proceeds from the Flower Show benefit the programs of PHS, which brings together 
people from diverse backgrounds to engage in horticultural projects that advance social 
equity, environmental sustainability, and urban livability. 
 
 
a. Background of event 
 
Promotion of the PHS Philadelphia Flower Show begins a year before the event at the 
previous Flower Show, with the announcement of the next theme. The public relations 
campaign intensifies in late summer or fall, and is highlighted by a creative news event 
that celebrates the theme. In preparation for the 2017 Flower Show, the Pennsylvania 
Horticultural Society transformed an annual event, PHS City in Bloom, into a Flower 
Show preview that also beautified the civic landscape, and thereby extended the impact 
of the show long after the closing day. 
 
City in Bloom is normally held each year in the spring, when PHS engages corporate 
sponsors, area schools, and residents in a day of plantings around high-profile public 
spaces. The public gardens are refreshed with new annuals, perennials, shrubs and 



 

 

trees by the volunteers, led by PHS staff. For the 2016 event, the plantings were 
postponed until the fall – bulb-planting season – in order to spotlight the 2017 Flower 
Show theme, “Holland: Flowering the World,” and the tulips, daffodils and other flowers 
that would play a major role in the 2017 show. 
 
b. Description of news stunt 
 
For the city beautification day highlighting the Flower Show theme, PHS chose October 
20 – a time when the soil would still be warm and pliable enough to welcome a mass 
planting of flower bulbs. A new Flower Show sponsor, Breck’s, the largest U.S. importer 
of Dutch bulbs, donated 20,000 tulip and other bulbs to PHS for the occasion. 
 
To assist PHS staff in the work, the organization enlisted assistance from its traditional 
partners in the City in Bloom event. More than 100 volunteers participated in the 
plantings, including corporate employees of the audit, tax and advisory firm Grant 
Thornton, staff of the renowned Barnes Foundation art museum, members of the Logan 
Square Neighborhood Association, and students from Temple University and the St. 
Francis Xavier School, a neighborhood middle school. To plant the thousands of bulbs, 
PHS also enlisted the aid of its Roots to Re-entry team, formerly incarcerated 
individuals who had been trained by PHS in landscaping and other green industry skills. 
 
The morning began at 10 a.m. with a program covered by the media at the Swann 
Memorial Fountain on Logan Square, one of the beloved civic landscapes maintained 
by PHS. Sam Lemheney, PHS Chief of Shows & Events, rallied the volunteers and 
explained that the day’s events would celebrate the 2017 Flower Show theme and the 
beauty of the Dutch floral landscape. The other speaker at the morning program was 
Bernadette Mooney, an eighth-grade student at St. Francis Xavier who described her 
pleasure in gardening and contributing to the beautification of the city.  
 
The volunteers were then divided into groups and assigned locations along the 
Benjamin Franklin Parkway and other Center City Philadelphia sites. The 20,000 bulbs 
were planted on Logan Square, in the gardens of the Rodin Museum, along the JFK 
Boulevard at 20th Street, and around PHS headquarters at 20th and Arch Streets. 
 
Members of the media followed the volunteers to the locations around the city, and 
spread the news that Philadelphia would resemble the flower fields of Holland in the 
spring. 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
c. How the stunt fit into the overall media campaign 
 
Coverage of the mass bulb planting tied the event directly to the 2017 Flower Show and 
helped launch the campaign to sell advance tickets to the show. The ticket sales push 
built momentum into the November-December gift-buying season. 
 
The October event also raised awareness in the print, digital and broadcast media of 
the Flower Show theme and led to subsequent stories about the Dutch elements and 
new attractions in 2017. 
 
The tulips were the iconic image that carried through the public relations and marketing 
campaign leading up to the March opening of the Flower Show, where the tulip was king 
and everyone fell in love with Dutch culture. 
 
Then, in late April and May, the Flower Show extended its beauty and impact as the 
20,000 flowers bloomed on the Parkway, around the fountains and museums, and 
around home base of PHS.   
 
 
d. Sponsor involvement 
 
PHS partners had a direct role in the creative news event in October. Longtime sponsor 
Grant Thornton provided dozens of employees for the bulb planting on the Parkway. 
The Barnes Foundation, which has teamed with PHS on various events and Flower 
Show promotions, also sent its gardening enthusiasts to the planting. Temple 
University, a neighborhood middle school, and area residents also pitched in to get the 
work done. 
 
The generosity of Breck’s, the international bulb importer, was outstanding. The 
company donated the 20,000 bulbs for the October event, and then donated a total of 
60,000 bulbs for the creation of the entrance garden at the Flower Show in March. (Half 
the bulbs were planted for the initial opening, and the rest were used to replace the 
flowers through the course of the nine-day show.) 
 
 
e. Impact on media coverage 
 
The October bulb planting received extensive coverage before and on the day of the 
event. Stories appeared in the Philadelphia Inquirer and its digital companion, 
Philly.com; on the leading television stations, 6ABC and NBC10; on the top news radio 



 

 

station, KYW/CBS; in the University of Delaware Review; and on the Facebook page of 
nationally syndicated garden host Mike McGrath, whose show, You Bet Your Garden, 
advocates for organic gardening. 
 
Following the October event, the media coverage continued to build and cast a strong 
and consistent light on the plans and preparations for the 2017 Flower Show. Advance 
coverage of the show focused on the guest designers from the Netherlands and their 
innovative eco-designs; the local greenhouses that were growing the tulips and other 
plants for the show; and the new variety of tulip cultivated in the Netherlands in honor of 
the Flower Show and the City of Philadelphia. 
 
The October news stunt helped plant extensive coverage of the Flower Show – more 
than 2,200 stories in print and digital media outlets and 250 television and radio reports 
– from the fall through the spring about the nation’s premier horticultural event. 
 
Supporting Question 
 
The bulb planting event in October 2016 was a significant change from the previous 
year’s promotional theme event. In August 2015, PHS marked the centennial year of the 
National Park Service – the theme of the 2016 Flower Show – with the creation of a 
pop-up mini-park and a festive cake-cutting on Independence Mall. The historic setting 
and the participation of the National Park Service rangers was a wonderful event that 
previewed the “Explore America” theme and received robust media coverage.  
 
But the 2016 event engaged 100 enthusiastic volunteers from throughout the 
Philadelphia business, institutional, educational and residential communities, and it had 
a lasting impact on the city landscape. Those flowers will bloom for years to come. 
 
The challenge of the 2016 event was the actual planting of 20,000 bulbs. While 
professional contractors can easily handle a one-day mass planting, a large corps of 
volunteers was needed to handle the task.  
 
PHS was fortunate to have many allies through the annual City in Bloom event in the 
private and public sectors who were willing to adapt to the seasonal change and the 
focus on flower bulbs. The participation of the strong Roots to Re-entry crew was an 
important factor in completing the job. It was a long day for the PHS staff and the crew, 
but a rewarding experience for everyone involved.  
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Captions 

 
Promotional map for the October 20, 2016 event, showing locations of tulip plantings in 
Center City Philadelphia 
 
Sam Lemheney, PHS Chief of Shows & Events, welcomes the volunteers on October 
20, 2016, at the kick-off site at Logan Square on the Benjamin Franklin Parkway. 
 
Members of the Roots to Re-entry team – formerly incarcerated individuals who have 
been trained in landscaping and other green industry skills – plant tulips in the garden 
adjacent to PHS headquarters. 
 
Residents of the Logan Square neighborhood plant bulbs around the landscape of the 
Swann Memorial Fountain on Logan Square. 
 
Students from St. Francis Xavier School add tulips and other flower bulbs to the beds 
around the Swann Memorial Fountain. 
 
Tulips planted in October 2016 in the Azalea Garden behind the Philadelphia Museum 
of Art created a stunning landscape in May 2017. 
 
Tulips planted by students and residents in October 2016 around the Swann Memorial 
Fountain bloomed in May 2017 around Logan Square and throughout the city. 
 
 
 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 
 

 



 

 

 
 
 

 


