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Turning 100 is quite an achievement for a business, especially for an 
independently owned one like Mission Hills Nursery. The longevity of this 
matchless nursery in the heart of Mission Hills is a testament to its founder, 

Kate Sessions, and to the current owners, the Palafox family.
 Watching motorists buzz past the nursery located on Fort Stockton Drive, it’s 
hard to imagine this business was here in the time of horses and buggies. But if Kate 
Sessions strode by today, clothed in her long skirt and practical boots, she probably 
would recognize the place. Set between craftsman and adobe homes, Mission Hills 
Nursery offers a charming, old-fashioned atmosphere, a knowledgeable staff and 
everything a gardener needs for a beautiful yard. 
 The nursery sits on a large corner lot with a home from a bygone era squarely 
in the middle.  At first glance the lot appears to be flat; but once inside the gate, it’s 
clear the site is larger than expected, with a sunken level of interesting nooks to be 
explored. 
 Near the entrance gate, old-fashioned Radio Flyer wagons sit ready to fill with 
plants. Ahead is the bedding area, loaded with boisterous annuals, perennials, 
vegetables, geraniums, and more. An exuberant collection of colorful glazed pots lines 
the perimeter fence. 
 Alert to the current fervor for growing edibles, the nursery brims with healthy 
tomatoes, herbs, and vegetables. Recently popular heirloom tomatoes are abundant, 
including such antique treasures such as ‘Green Grape’ and ‘Aunt Ruby’s German 
Green.’  
 The current owners, Fausto and Toni Palafox, have up-to-date inventory because 
they keep on top of current gardening trends. Fausto teaches greenhouse plant 
production at Cuyamaca College, so he continually studies the latest news in the 
landscape industry. Fausto is the nursery’s landscape expert, designing and installing 
gardens and hardscape for customers.
  Delightfully, the Palafoxes were high school sweethearts, and the nursery has 
blossomed into a family adventure. Their son, Tiger (Fausto III) brings technical 
expertise and a modern vision to the nursery. 
 Fausto has worked with plants since he met his bride, Toni. And, he always 
dreamed of owning a nursery. He was in the corporate sector of the nursery industry 
when the couple lost their youngest son to cancer. The tragic event caused them to 
reevaluate their lives and in 1989, they decided to take a risk and buy Mission Hills 
Nursery, becoming only its third owners.  Initially Kate Sessions sold the nursery in 
1922 to Giuseppe Antonicello, a longtime employee she had encouraged to move to 
San Diego from Italy. Antonicello’s son Frank sold it to the Palafoxes.

Seeds to ‘Sticks on Fire’
  
 A path dips from the bedding area to the sunken section of the lot. While 
meandering through the lower area, visitors are attracted to displays of wisteria, 
lily of the Nile, birds of paradise, daylilies, ornamental grasses, and an assembly of 
succulents.
   The cacti and succulents are housed under a shade cloth and showcased on 
turquoise tables. The bold shapes of ‘Zwartkop’ aeonium (Aeonium arboreum) and 
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Tiger Palafox, son of Mission Hills Nursery owners Fausto and Toni Palafox, 
has focused on expanding the nursery’s native plant offerings.
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‘Sticks on Fire’ (Euphorbia tirucalli) are well matched by the 
angular staghorn ferns sharing the shady location.
   Roses and fruit trees in bloom are massed on a gentle slope 
leading up to the street level. This selection changes seasonally. 
“We keep changing with the times, and aim to offer new and 
exciting plants. Plants are not something you need, like groceries 
- they are something you want. So, the experience must be fun and 
rewarding for our customers,” says Toni.
 You are sure to find something worth acquiring, like a 
bleeding heart vine (Clerodendrum thomsoniae). This tropical 
vine is a completely different from the bleeding heart perennial 
(Dicentra) which dislikes our mild climate. Bleeding heart vine is 
just as charming with its adorable white flowers tipped with red, 
and lush dark green leaves. This versatile vine that blooms almost 
year round and can be trimmed to any desirable size grows in full 
sun or partial shade.
 Overlooking the treasure trove of plants sits the house.  Solid 
and sensible, and a survivor of decades of change, it is the heart 
of the business – the place customers visit with neighbors, pick 
up the local paper, and grab dry goods, like fertilizers, tools, and 
gardening gloves. 
 A greenhouse, attached to the west side of the 
house and soon to be remodeled, holds cymbidiums, 
houseplants and seeds. Both Toni and Tiger admit 
to loving seeds; they stock the entire collection of 
Botanical Interest seeds and a giant assortment of 
Ferry-Morse seeds. 

Keeper of the list
 The Palafoxes have a strong connection to their customers 
and community. On a first name basis with most folks, they seem 
to know every plant in their customer’s yards and, sometimes, in 
their customer’s parents’ gardens. 
 Fausto helped start Mission Hills Garden Club. Marien 
Kissling, a founding member, recalls, “In the late 1990’s, every 
time someone from the neighborhood inquired about a local 
garden club, Fausto took their name and added it to a list that he 
kept pinned to the bulletin board behind the cash register.”  
 When there were enough names to start a club, Fausto and 
Donna Knierim organized the first meetings, which were held in 
the nursery.  Fausto served as the group’s second president and the 
family continues to be ardent supporters of the Garden Club. 
 Representing the next generation, Tiger also is active locally 
while focusing on a few pet projects at the nursery.  Lately, he has 
strived to build the nursery’s stock of California native plants into 
one of the largest collections in the county. At least 50 different 

natives are always available, purchased from Moosa Creek in 
Valley Center; and the assortment changes seasonally. 
 Recently, the nursery’s tables were full of hard-to California 
wild lilac (Ceanothus), like ‘Yankee Point’ Carmel creeper 
(Ceanothus griseus horizontalis), ‘Anchor Bay’ Pt. Reyes 
ceanothus (Ceanothus gloriosus), and Ramona lilac (Ceanothus 
tomentosus).  To facilitate easy shopping, the collection is gathered 
in one location and clearly labeled – from perennials, shrubs and 
vines, to groundcovers. 
 

Sessions’ Legacy
 Natives and other drought-tolerant plants are gaining 
popularity as gardeners cope with water restrictions and high 
prices.  Drought in San Diego is not new; scant rainfall has always 
been an issue for local gardeners. Back when the nursery opened, 
folks discussed removing lawns because they took too much 
water, and Kate Sessions suggested planting her exotic, and water-
wise finds from Mediterranean climates
 When Mission Hills Nursery opened in 1910, Sessions was 

familiar to San Diegans because of her 
affiliation with Balboa Park. In 1892, this 
lasting connection began when Sessions 
leased land to propagate plants in The City 
Park, which became Balboa Park. In return 
for the space to propagate, she planted 
100 trees a year in the park and 300 trees 
throughout the city. These trees still give San 
Diego its distinctive look. 
 When Sessions opened Mission Hills 
Nursery, she was not a novice; she had 
owned a successful nursery in Coronado 
until the land prices soared. Her imprint 
remains today in the nursery where one can 
find a prominently displayed photo album 
with quaint snapshots of Sessions gardening, 
and her neatly kept ledger with the prices 

and plants from that bygone time. 
 The nursery still sells some of Sessions’ favorite plants, 
which tended to be varieties of strength and stature. No tiny 
annuals for Sessions; instead she preferred plants that would last 
in a landscape, like blue cypress, Brazilian pepper tree, Italian 
cypress, Queen palm, and twisted juniper. Sessions also enjoyed 
what were considered rare and exotic plants, trees, and vines, such 
as bougainvillea and star jasmine.
  But more than Sessions’ strong personality kept the nursery  
in business decade after decade. The Palafoxes believe the  
essential ingredient is strong community support. “Whole families 
come, parents who came as children bring their kids, and so on. 
We are rooted in this community,” Toni says. 
 The Palafoxes return the community’s embrace. They donate 
plants, expertise, and time at nearby schools like Grant, Francis 
Parker, and St. Vincent’s. They are members of Mission Hills 
Town Council and get involved in many community events.
 The Palafoxes aim to make visiting their nursery an adventure. 
Every week they change displays throughout the grounds, so 
visitors always see something fresh. Today, Mission Hills Nursery 
offers a mix of things a plant hunter like Kate Sessions would 
admire - and she would smile to know the nursery has continued 
for 100 years. Discover for yourself why it has become a treasured 
landmark. 
–Aenne Carver is a Master Gardener, writer and lecturer. 
Visit her Web site, www.thethriftygardener.com.

Kate Sessions (right) founded 
Mission Hills Nursery. Then and 

now, visiting the nursery is an 
adventure.


