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Bil l  Manley: ln Appreciat ion of
a Palm Pioneer
Ton McCr,nNloN
3013 Langt'ord. Driue, Augusta, GA USA 30909

Mr. Manley's home just off a busy state high-
way outside of Atlanta has become not just a
place for someone to live. It has emerged as a
dwelling with a sense of history, all of it provided
by Mr. Manley. After all, the man is 93 years old,
and he has l ived there since 1963.

Bill Manley has been growing palms for
longer than most of us have been alive. This ex-
traordinary man, who bought his first palm dur-
ing the Great Depression, sti l l  loves the princes
of plants just as much now as the first time he
saw a Scrbal palmetto in a sunny North Carolina
town.

A walk through Mr. Manley's yard is an invita-
tion to storytelling. Each palm has a history. By
the patio are a grouping of Sabal minor var.
louisiana that Mr. Manley bought as seedlings
during a trip to visit IPS Founding President
Dent Smith in Daytona Beach, FL. By the pond is
a large Persea borbonia that Mr. Manley grew
from seed collected on a trip to the Georgia
coast. A rock wall on the slope behind the house
was built by Mr. Manley a few years ago using
rocks from a chimney on his great-great-grandfa-
ther's farm in Meriwether County, GA-a farm,
by the way, that Mr. Manley still owns. A patio off
his back door was constructed especially for the
several large Sabal palmetto that shade and cool
the back on hot summer days and lend a touch of
the t ropics on f rosty winter  mornings.

Here is a man who has seen most of the 20th
Century, a man who graduated from high school
six years before the Crash of 1929,who has out-
lived two wives and several cherished dogs, who
has raised children and grandchildren and
great-grandchildren. He was successful in one
business-building and repairing pipe organs-
and after retiring, started another successful
business, this time repairing player pianos.
Many would say he has lived a full life.

Yet Mr. Manley still loves today. He keeps up

with current events. He has many friends, and
the telephone rings constantly. Some ofthe calls
are from friends and some are questions from
people in Missouri or Massachusetts or Virginia,
all of whom have heard of Mr. Manley and have
called to seek the advice ofthis pioneer who was
growing palms when no one else was. Mr. Manley
has influenced many palm lovers in Atlanta and
around the world.

Between calls Mr. Manley worries about an
offer on his property. "The woman said she wants
to live here, but I know she just wants to build a
subdivision," he said. Like many areas of metro
Atlanta, Stockbridge is growing rapidly and old
farmsteads and tracts of timber are succumbing to
the bulldozer and the asphalt paver. If he cannot
stop his home from seeing the same fate, he feels
he can at least stave it off for the rest of his life.

If he feels protective, he certainly has a right.
You won't find junipers and red-tip photinias at
this house. Indeed, his palms are in many ways a
part of his family. They surround his house in
Stockbridge, lending the brick ranch character
and definition. His 2o-acre property is filled
with most of the species of palms that can be
grown in the Georgia Piedmont, including Sabal
palmetto, Sabal minor, Trachycarpus fortunei,
Rhopidaphyllum hystrix (Figs. I, 2), and
Chamaerops humilis. Their sizes range from 25-
foot cabbage palms to the seedling Trachycarpus
that have begun naturalizing beneath the mature
palms. Twelve-foot needle palms with four-foot
trunks loom like behemoths on the front lawn.
Sabal rninor with emerging stems fan down a
grassy slope in back toward a crystal-clear pond
filled with bass and bream and surrounded by
bald cypress and Magnolia uirginiana.

But Mr. Manley will readily admit that he was
not always an expert-and that his vast knowl-
edge of palms did not come easily. After all, in
the 1920s there was no internet, no Principes, no
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l. Bill Manley and dog on the patio with Sabal minor in the foregrornd and S. palmetto and Rhapidophyllum hystrix in the back
groun0.
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Palm Society, and the first time this native of At-
lanta saw a palm tree was just after his high
school graduation. He remembers the experi-
ence as if it were yesterday and not some 76
years ago. Mr. Manley accepted a friend's invita-
tion to visit him in Wilmington, NC and did what
today might seem impossible: he hopped on his
bicycle and rode for three days and more than
400 miles-all on dirt lsads-1s the coastal
North Carolina city. It was his first time seeing
the Atlantic Ocean.

"The streets of Wilmington were lined with
palmettos. I guess they still are," Mr. Manley
said. "I rode the streetcar out to Wrightsville
Beach and stayed there for two weeks with a
friend. There were Big Bands playing on the
boardwalk every night, and I had the time of my
life." The experience of sun, sea, and palms en-
chanted the young man.

Several years later Mr. Manley married a girl
whose parents lived in a Florida boom town
called Miami. He and his wife freouentlv took
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the train from Atlanta,to Miami, and Mr. Manley
recalls looking out wistfully at the dwindling
tropical vegetation on the way back to Atlanta.
But on one trip during a stop in the small town of
FortValley, southwest of Macon, GA, Mr. Manley
spied a Sabal palmetto, the first he had seen in
middle Georgia and only B0 miles south of At-
Ianta.

"I asked the conductor about it, tr call him the
first palm nut in Georgiao because he knew all
about it," Mr. Manley said, chuckling. "He said
a fellow had brought it back from Savannah
Beach. I couldn't trelieve it. I knew there were
cabbage palms in Albany, but I never thought
they'd grow up here."

The palm had about six feet of trunk at the
time. Mr. Manley produced photos of it taken in
1998, showing a 40-foot Sa6ol surrounded by in-
nunerable progeny ranging from seedlings to
fully mature palms with 2l,feet of trunk.

This sighting, piqued Mr. Manley's interest in
growing palms in Atlanta. Could it be possible?
Several more years would pass before he tried
growing his own, mainly because he had
nowhere to plant them. 'oI didn't have a house, a
lot-I didn't have anything."

But not long after moving into his first home in
Atlanta, a friend told him that he had seen some
palms at a local nursery. "That perked my ears
up," Mr. Manley said. "When I went down to the
nursery, the fellow said he had two palms he
called needle palms. He wanted $2.50 apiece for
them, so I only got one." Four moves and 62
years later, that Rhapidophyllum hystrix resides
happily in front of M-r. Manley's home, testimony
to 12 bits well spent.

Not long after, in 1937, Mr. Manley started his
own business building and repairing pipe or-
gans. As might be expected, a pipe organ repair
man must make house calls, and Mr, Manley
probably has traveled every road in Georgia,
from hemlock-clad mountains to grea.t stretches
of pine forest clothed with Serenoa, repens.

It was in Madison, GA, the middle Georgia
town so beautiful that William T. Sherman re-
fused to burn it during the War Between the
States, that Bill Manley saw the palm tree he
knew he could grow in A.tlanta. At a house on the
Old Post Road, which at one time was the main
artery between New Orleans and Charleston, Mr.
Manley saw a large Trachycarpusfortunei.

'oOf course I didn't know what it was at the
time." Mr. Manley said. The woman of the house
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2. Trachycarpus fortunei and Rhapid,ophyllum hystrix on BilI
Manley's property.

said she had gotten hers from Fruitlands Nursery
in Augusta (now the site of the Augusta National
Golf Club) to replace one given her by a Dr. Hunt
in Eatonton. "When I got home I wrote a letter for
the catalog from Fruitlands. I didn't know the ad-
dress, so I just put'Fruitlands Nursery, Augusta,
Georgia.' Back in those days you didn't have to
know the whole address-if you just put the
name and the city it got there.o'

In due time the catalog from Fruitlands ar-
rived, with "Fortune's Chusan Palm" listed for
$I.75. Mr. Manley promptly ordered one.

"That palm grew mightily," Mr. Manley said.
Unfortunately, when he moved he put the palm
under a drain spout, where the excess moisture
kil led it. "I was sti l l  learning about palms then."
In 1956 Bil l Manley joined the fledgling Palm
Society, and he still belongs. In later years he
often wrote ofhis experiences in The Palm Quar-
terly, the ground-breaking journal of the Temper-
arrre Zone Chapter of IPS edited by Tamar
Myers.

"He was an inspiration," Tamar said. Tamar
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edited (and often wrote much of) The Palrn Quar-
terly from l9B4 to 1992, when she .moved to
balmy South Carolina. "I sort of look at him as
the grandfather of the hardy palm people. ;He

was there when all this started."
One of the many people Bill Manley influ-

enced through The Palm Quarterly was Gerry
McKinness, who grew up in Miami and now lives
in nearby McDonough, GA, where he owns a
thriving mail-order palm nursery specializing in
cold-hardy palms. "I had read his articles in PQ,
and he influenced me-I thought I'd have to
leave all my palms behind," Gerry said. o'When I
saw his Sabal palmettos, which were just huge, it
inspired me to try. He's always been generous
with his knowledge-and more than generous
with his needle palm seed!"

Unlike many people his age, Mr. Manley
shows no signs of slowing down. He complained
that once he sits in a chair he has difficulty get-
ting back out, but his strength is such that drag-
ging a heavy wooden chair across carpet for a
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visitor posed no difficulty for him. He spoke of
plans for the next day, the next season, the next
year. ,He planned to take cuttings off his creep-
ing fig to root and give away since the vine had
done so well for him, covering a third of the north
side of his house.

:For years he tossed palm seeds in a damp area
behind his house, and last spring he transplant-
ed several of them to build an emerging palm
garden behind his pond. With his driveway fille&
with Trachycarpus and. Sabal seedlings ready to
be planted out, he seemed ready to begin the
next 93 years of his life. Mr. Manley's zeal for life
shone in his blue eyes and in his attention to the
small things in life: his plants, his friends, his
dog. He does not sell his palm seedlings, prefer-
ring instead to share them with friends and visi-
tors, anyone who shows an interest in the Princes
of Plants.

*Come back when yolt can)" Mr. Manley said.
"I love to talk. And I especially love to talk about
palms."
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SEED SERVICE. Rare Palrn Seed for the hobbyist or commercial grower. No order too small. Please ask for
my FREE catalog o{ Palm Seed. SEED SERVICE, INGE HOFFMANN, 695 Joaquin Ave., San Leandro, CA
9 457 7 U S A. Tet/F AX (510)-352' 429 t

NEW RARE PALM SEEDS from Martin Gibbons & Tobias Spanner. Attalea dubia & Bactris sefoso, both cold
hardy; the rare dwarf Butia microspadix; high altitude Ceroxylon from the Andes;' Nannorrhops'lran' (surely one
of the most cold hardy palms in the world), lots m=ore new and recent introductions, many never offered before. Bulk
only. Please fax for descriptive price list ++ 44181 255 6192 or ++49 89 1577902. Phones/addresses see Roster:
seeds@palmcentre. co.uk.




