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She made a high-

energy but graceful

entrance, nothing

too theatrical, sat

in a director’s chair

at a butcherblock

co≠ee table in this

reporter ’s o∞ce,

picked up a pot

containing the or-

chid Phalaenopsis
Jungle Cat ‘Bloody

Mary’, and asked,

“Do you mind if I

take this out of its

pot? It may be over-

potted.”

How could any-

one mind? El len

Zachos ’82 is the

author of Orchid
Growing for Wimps,
subtitled Techniques
for the “Wish I Could
Do That” Gardener
(Sterling Publish-

ing, 2002). She is

the founder and

mainstay of a Man-

hattan company, Acme Plant Stu≠, the

stu≠ being the several horticultural

things she does: write about plants and

photograph them; teach at the New York

Botanical Garden, the Brooklyn Botanic

Garden, and the Horticultural Society of

New York; design, install, and maintain

public and private gardens around New

York City; run several greenhouses for

private clients; and lecture on a range of

topics for the Central Park Conservancy

and for nurseries and horticultural orga-

nizations around the world. The doctor,

so to speak, was making a house call, and

the wimp seized the moment. “Please

do,” he answered.

Jungle Cat ‘Bloody Mary’, promised by

the commercial grower in California to

have flowers of a “delicious tomato-red

overlay on yellow background with in-

tense red lip” and alleged to be of mature

size, had been in its pot for some months,

had five leaves, but had yet to produce a

bloom spike or a bud. It had arrived from

the grower in a four-inch, clear, plastic

pot, its fleshy white roots visibly making

their way through New Zealand sphag-

num moss. The grower advised to keep

the moss moist at all times.

No, no, said Zachos. “That leads to rot

and ruin.” “Remember that the Phalaenop-
sis grows in trees and does best when its

roots have contact with the air and don’t

stay soggy,” she writes in her book, going

on to caution: “The number-one cause of

death among Phalaenopsis is too much or

too little water.”

(Per plex ingly,

each of these ex-

tremes can cause

the plant to look

sickly in exactly

the same way.)

Zachos favors

clay pots over

plastic because

they allow more

air to reach the

roots, and she

r e c o m m e n d s

potting in bark,

a well-aerated,

quick-draining

medium. Let the

bark become dry

between water-

ings. But not too

dry, of course. 

The wimp had

taken this advice

and moved his

orchid from its

plastic pot into

clay soon after

he got it, teasing

away the spaghnum from the roots and

resettling them in bark. He had chosen to

move the plant up to a six-inch pot, will-

ing it to be bigger than it was, to hasten

the day when in reality it would be what

in his mind’s eye it was already, a volup-

tuous ‘Bloody Mary’ erupting with

sprays of delicious red-lipped blossoms.

When Zachos turned the little orchid

out of its container, examination revealed

that its roots didn’t come close to filling

the pot, thus increasing the chance of sog

in the unpenetrated bark.

“You should put it in a four-inch pot,”

the doctor said. The wimp produced one,

for he at least has a well-equipped o∞ce,

and in a dexterous twinkling Zachos had

tucked ‘Bloody Mary’ in.

A L U M N I

Miserable She’s Not
How a spathyphyllum touched a life

Zachos tends the greenhouse of Nathan Kahn, M.B.A. ’80, and family in the Bronx. She thoroughly
renovated the structure and stocks it much as she likes, rotating orchids and other delights through
the Kahn house when they are at their peak. Kahn is president and CEO of Empire Resources, a 
distributor of value-added semi-finished aluminum products. Zachos is “an outstanding individual,”
he says, “and a fine horticulturist, judging from the back product of her work.” Says Zachos, “I step
into that greenhouse and the stress melts away.”
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Zachos has never played Bloody

Mary, or Nellie Forbush, or any other role

in South Pacific, although she used several

songs from the show as audition pieces in

the days when she made her living as an

actor. Her most notable credit is Les Mis-
érables, in which she appeared on Broad-

way and in the national tour as the swing.

“Do you know what a swing is?” she asks.

“A swing understudies multiple roles. As

swing in Les Miz , I understudied 13

women. You have to have 13 tracks, with 13

di≠erent people’s lines in your head. You

never know when you’ll be on. It’s a big

show, and so frequently you have more

than one person out. You get to the the-

ater and there are five people out with

food poisoning and you have to combine

three tracks. Sometimes you’re needed in

the middle of a performance because Les
Miz is a treacherous show and somebody

turns an ankle. It can be a rush, but the

downside is you never get to make a role

truly your own, and you can’t tell your

mother when she can come see

you perform. And if

you can swing, you are so valuable to them

as a swing that they will not move you into

any other position. I left Les Miz because I

didn’t want to swing anymore.”

Zachos has played Dr. Charlotte in the

national tour of Falsettos and Trina in a re-

gional-theater production. Other re-

gional roles have included Eliza Doolittle

in My Fair Lady, Sara Stone in No Way to
Treat a Lady, Maria in The Sound of Music,
Josephine/Monica in Romance/Romance,
Martha in The Secret Garden, Ado Annie in

Oklahoma, and Mary Magdalene in Jesus
Christ Superstar. This life on the boards

began during her senior year in high

school in Manchester, New Hampshire,

the city where she and her younger sis-

ters—Elizabeth ’84, now a Cambridge ar-

chitect, and Sarah, a Yalie and a family

physician in Exeter, New Hampshire—

did their growing up. Ellen wanted to be

in the America’s Junior Miss pageant, but

hesitated because she didn’t have a

talent—juggling, ventriloquism, the ac-

cordion, that sort of thing. What can I

do? she asked herself…and answered, I’ll

sing.

She didn’t win—she prefers to think

because her politics, as  revealed in the

question period, were too liberal (she ex-

pressed strong views on the Equal Rights

Amendment and the Panama Canal). She

came in fourth, which established in her

mind that she could sing. She tried out for

the school play, Guys and Dolls, got cast as

Adelaide, and was o≠ to the races. (She

loves to dance, but would never bill her-

self as a dancer. In Broadway parlance

she’s “a singer who moves well.” “I tap

well enough to do the lead in Dames at Sea
but not well enough to do 42nd Street.”)

At Harvard Zachos performed in a mu-

sical every semester and was on the board

of directors of the Gilbert and Sullivan

Players. She studied the history and liter-

ature of nineteenth-century England

and France. (“When I was on stage in

Les Miz,” she says, “I knew more about

that time period than anybody else on

stage—and nobody cared.”) She loved

her expository writing courses,

wrote some poetry, and got into Seamus

Heaney’s poetry seminar her senior year.

But “performing was the focus of my life.”

After a postgraduate year in Germany on

a Rotary Fellowship, she focused on

Broadway.

She got her first plant as an open-

ing-night gift, instead of a bouquet, when

she appeared as Tzeitel in Fiddler on the
Roof at the Burt Reynolds Dinner Theatre

in Jupiter, Florida. “It was a spathyphyl-

lum, the most common peace lily,” she

says, “but to someone who had never

grown anything, it was wonderful. I was

intrigued, and I had to know more. My

desire for knowledge just took over. My

apartment filled with houseplants and

books.” She shares the apartment with

husband Michael MacDonald, a recording

and mastering engineer. They met in 1985

in a recording studio when Zachos made

a demo tape. “I thought he was very cute,”

she says, “so I asked him out.”

When she was between theatrical en-

gagements, instead of surviving in the tra-

ditional role of waitress, Zachos worked

in a plant shop. She moved on to study at

the New York Botanical Garden, where

she eventually earned certificates in com-

mercial horticulture (both garden design

and plant production) and ethnobotany.

She wearied of the actor’s life. “I felt

that my life was not really my own, and I

wanted it to be. I decided to get out. I

make quick and somewhat passionate de-

cisions, and my husband, being the voice

of reason, said, ‘Why don’t you just wait

J O H N  H A R VA R D ’ S  J O U R N A L

As Mary Turner in Of  Thee I Sing at the
Cleveland Playhouse 

As a boy in Les Misérables on Broadway
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Harvard Medalists
Three alumni received the Harvard

Medal and were publicly honored for

their extraordinary service by President

Lawrence H. Summers at the Harvard

Alumni Association’s annual meeting on

June 5.

For Robert J. Glaser, S.B. ’40, M.D. ’43,

a former professor at Harvard Medical

School, former dean of the Stanford and

University of Colorado medical schools,

and since then a foundation executive ac-

tive in medical philanthropy—Loyal son of
Harvard and visionary scientist, your learned
leadership has greatly strengthened the health
and life of this University, ensuring a firm foun-
dation for future generations.

For L. Fred Jewett, A.B. ’57, M.B.A. ’60,

dean of admissions and financial aid from

1972 to 1984 and dean of Harvard College

from 1985 to 1995—From Byerly Hall to Har-
vard Yard, from admissions to athletics, from
Massachusetts to Maine and back again, you
continue to shape the journey of Harvard stu-

dents from all walks of life as a wise counselor,
advisor, and friend.

For Franklin D. Raines, A.B. ’71, J.D.

’76, chairman and CEO of Fannie Mae, the

world’s largest nonbank financial ser-

vices company—Past president of the Board of
Overseers,  elected director of the Har vard
Alumni Association, and chief marshal of the
class of 1971, you serve with energetic commit-
ment and conviction in pursuit of the public in-
terest, keeping Harvard’s promise alive in our
community and in our world.

for a year ’—I wanted to divorce my

agents that very day—‘and see if you feel

the same way.’ I did, and I did.” Zachos

stopped acting in 1998.

She did and she didn’t. “I do a lot of

lecturing, and it’s clear to me that the

skills I developed as a performer make

me a much better lecturer.” She is re-

cently back from Sweden, where she ad-

dressed a Hoya conference. Hoyas are

evergreen, shrublike, mostly epiphytic,

usually climbing, plants of the milkweed

family, from Southeast Asia through Aus-

tralia, and they comprise her favorite

genus. She has a hoya tattooed on her

right calf that is meant to be the orange-

flowered Hoya tsangii. One of her goals is

“to get everyone hooked on hoyas.” A

possibly more attainable goal is “to have

a gardening television show, which

would combine the two things I like

most, performance skills and horticul-

ture.” Many of the gardening shows that

she sees feature people who are

comfortable in front of the cam-

era, but lack strong horticul-

tural knowledge, or people

who know their plants but

look like deer caught in the

headlights.

Meantime, along with her other

work, she is writing the text and taking

the photographs for a book about 200

tropical plants for Timber Press, a big job.

It has the working title “Tempting Tropi-

cals: Houseplants for the Connoisseur.”

Zachos promises that well over half her

subjects will be perfectly easy to grow

without a greenhouse. She is growing

them herself in her cramped Manhattan

quarters and in her airy, spacious, light-

filled house on two woodland acres in

rural Pennsylvania, where she and Michael

live on Fridays, Saturdays, and Sundays.

In case she was missing the roar of

the greasepaint, she had a brief reprise in

May when Les Misérables finally closed

after its run of 16 years. Management,

says Zachos, “invited all the Broadway

alums to come back to see the show, par-

ticipate in a post-show performance, and

attend a party at Rockefeller Center. I bet

I was the only horticulturist on stage!”

�christopher reed

As Audrey in Little Shop of Horrors at
the Alhambra Dinner Theatre, 
Jacksonville, Florida 
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