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Thank you Great Grand-folks: Gardeners' legacy in North America  
Take a look at gardening in the U.S. Midwest for insights into  

why we grow what we do, the way we do, and  
how our ancestors' gardens are still affecting our lives. 

 
To begin: Gardening IS history 
 Gardening is prehistoric, the plow is civilization 
 What's "New" is to separate horticulture from agriculture 
 
 

Regional gardening history 
A quick picture of 300 years of North American Midwest settlers’ gardening: 

1700 - 1800 
 - Detroit, other cities were settlements. Settlers concerned with survival. 
 - Agricultural lethargy. Little change in ways, crops, tools. 
 - No chemical fertilizers 
 - Wooden plow reinforced with iron, or hoe the field 
 - 1793: Gardens appearing in Detroit proper, other cities 
 - 1794: Go 150 miles from Philadelphia, no trace of Europeans 
 - In orchards, pruning known but not practiced 
 - Pest control not much in practice; pests had not caught up, or 
 - …folklore guided needed control (pear blight = excess electrical flux so  
  hang iron horseshoes in trees) 
Early 1800’s 
 - Agricultural societies form. Huge strides made thru science, sharing 
 - Legumes as soil-improving cover crop was big news 
 - Horticulture in wealthy hands only 
 - No crops more than 2 miles from water until R.R. & canals. 
  - Strip farms, long narrow, each with river frontage 
 - Erie & Welland canals – suddenly Detroit River 2x London tonnage 
 - Horticulture societies, introduced fruit tree varieties, Lombardy poplar 
Mid – 1800’s 
 - Average person spent day in plowing, husbandry, piecework; Old World 
  escapee; little time or knowledge of ornamental horticulture.  
 - Skills beyond survival (make peach brandy) learned as farm hired hand 
 - Cities grew, more protection in place, people acquired more leisure time 
 - Outskirts, all trees felled rather than chance falling on house later 
 - In smog & soot of city, pollution tolerant Norway maple, tree of heaven, 
  plane tree, Austrian pine introduced 
 - New settlers and ambitious moved on grand scale,  learning anew  
  with each move how to grow food 
 - Most fruit used for fermented or distilled drinks 
 - No foundation plantings. Few evergreens used. 
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Mid- to late 1800’s 
 - Horticulture great L.H. Bailey learns from Potawatomi in mom’s garden 
  - Native plants sent to Europe 80 years earlier return to N.A. with  
  immigrants but without local growing info 
 - USDA established. 1890 is given charge of U.S. Weather Service 
1900 
 - Voyages of discovery to Asia net many new plants to botanical gardens 
 - Chestnut blight 
 - Horticulture and gardening societies form. Federal extension of info 
1910 
 - Lawn begins to appear in N.A., work of dedicated promoters; 
  no space-saving as in crowded Old World; beautification incentives 
1915 
 - Bedding plants, then perennials and color schemes in gardens 
 - Women not free to learn or discuss “plant sexuality”, pollination etc. 
 - USDA Extension Service funded 
1920 
 - Oils as pesticides 
1930 
 - Prairie School of architecture. U.S. and Canadian “looks’ diverge 
 - Gardens, parks as societal stress relief valves (Olmstead parks) 
  - Great Lakes shipping needs drive more accurate weather forecasting 
1940’s 
 - Chemical fertilizers, organophosphate pesticides 
 - Victory gardens, new gardening converts 
 - Intensive crop cultivation 
1950’s 
 - Gardens as status 
 - Insulation in home walls (but tradition of foundation plants retained) 
1960’s 
 - Ecology. Backlash as pesticide use fails, problems surface 
 - Island garden beds begin to appear (formerly borders) 
1970’s 
 - Homes become nests, people become nesters 
 - Weather reports reliable 
 - Integrated Pest Management saves agriculture 
 - Native plant societies 
1980’s 
 - Oils rediscovered as pesticides 
 - Biological control companies boom 
 - Plant derivatives as pesticides 
 - Ten year off-on horticulture cycle breaks, climbs continually 
1990’s 
 - Gardens spread to front yards 
 - Ponds, water features, lighting boom 
 - Genetic engineering controversies 
 - Established, two-generation gardens for first time 
 - Aging gardeners demand ways to remain in charge 
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2000’s 
 - Front porches chic again. Staying home. Staging events at home. 
 - Speedier answers as Internet loads with .edu content 
 - Organics, wildlife, permaculture, vegetables 
 - Patented plants 
 - Legislation regarding invasive species 
 

 
What we can be glad our grandfolks did: Trees 
A. Valuable, visible legacy 

Groups of plants well managed (sugar maples) 
Windrows, hedges 
Diverse stands in woodlots 
Forestry schools trying to recapture old wisdom on production basis 
 • Looking decades into the future 
 • Selecting, thinning 
 • Considering soil conservation 
Please disregard strip lumbering: Not the work of gardeners! 
 
Individual specimens 
 Planted (American sycamore, Platanus occidentalis) 
 Left existing trees in place (white oak, Quercus alba) 

 
B. What they planted: 

Familiar, reliable non-natives 
 purple beech, Fagus sylvatica 
 Scots pine, Pinus sylvestris 
 Norway spruce, Picea abies 
 horsechestnut, Aesculus hippocastanum  
 Norway maple, Acer platanoides forsythia, Forsythia x intermedia 
 saltspray rose, Rosa rugosa 
 burning bush, Euonymus alatus 
 quince, Chaenomeles species 
 spirea, Spiraea vanhouttei, others 
 cotoneaster and "snowball bush" Viburnum 
 redtwig dogwood, Cornus alba 
 
Eventually they learned to use the natives 
 tulip tree, Liriodendron tulipifera 
 redosier- and flowering dogwood Cornus sericea/C. stolonifera, C. florida 
 white pine, Pinus strobus and common juniper, Juniperus communis 
 willow, Salix nigra, others 
 redbud, Cercis canadensis and serviceberry, Amelanchier canadensis 
 staghorn sumac, Rhus typhina 
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 Many ornamental and economically important species improved 
 in local and European nurseries 
 lilac, Syringa vulgaris hybrids 
 spirea, Spiraea alba, S. tomentosa 
 American cranberry viburnum, V. trilobum 
 mock orange, Philadelphus hybrids 
 azalea, Rhododendron catawbiense, other species 
 winterberry/Michigan holly, Ilex verticillata 
 holly evergreen hybrids, I. x merserveae 
 white pine varieties, Pinus strobus 

 
C. Glad we share some important tendencies with the old-timers 

We have influence, not as growers or sellers but buyers with group clout 
 (Ex.: bottlebrush buckeye, Aesculus parvifolia) 
 
We think before selecting: 
 How many others have this same species and variety? 
 What diseases and insects will accompany it? 
 Diversity is key: Use natives as well as introduced species 
  deciduous azaleas, Rhododendron 'Lights' series 
  American elm, Ulmus americana 
 Avoiding mass-use, over-use 
 
We demand disease-resistant plants. Kousa dogwood, Cornus x kousa 
 
We plant long-lasting plants in the right place 
 Plant grows healthy 
 With room to reach maturity and full potential 50 -100+ years 
   tulip tree, Liriodendron tulipifera & yellowwood, Cladrastis lutea 

 
Also glad they cared for flowers and herbs 
A. The settler's motivation: Imagine 

A variety of drives 
Conflicting stories of what to expect here 
 Ex: Surveyors said SE MI/north central OH swampy, sandy, worthless 
 Settlement stampedes, glowing reports led to the likes of "Michigan fever" 
 Family member might go first, come back for others 
  cinquefoil, Potentilla species 
  blazing star, Liatris spicata 

 
B. Preparing for the move. An ancient practice, ironclad priorities: 

 Tools 
 Fruits and food plants: Saplings, divisions, seeds (Ligularia) 
 Medicinal and cooking herbs 
  dame's rocket, tree peony, lavender, primrose, blue cohosh, ginger 
 "Making do” with natives, using mail order 
 Ornamental plants 
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C. Herbaceous plants they brought 
soapwort and sea pink, Saponaria ocymoides & Armeria maritima 
cushion spurge, Euphorbia polychroma 
scarlet campion, Lychnis campion 
Ajuga, A. repens 
tulip, daffodil & crocus (ex. Greigii tulip, Dutch hybrid crocus) 
Astilbe and Anemone japonica hybrids 
butterfly bush, Buddleia davidii 
Stokes aster, Stokesia laevis 
bee balm, horsemint, Monarda didyma, M. fistulosa 
mums (in bedding schemes) 
marigold & pot marigold, Calendula officinalis 
Salvia, S. splendens and many others 
geranium, Pelargonium x hortorum 
nasturtium, Tropaeolum majus 
pinks, Dianthus plumarius 
snow-in-summer, Cerastium tomentosum 
candytuft, Iberis sempervirens 
Johnny jump-ups and pansies, Viola tricolor, V. x wittrockiana 
hollyhock, Alcea rosea 
bleeding heart, Dicentra spectabilis 
Dahlia, Centaurea, Delphinium, Iris, Lamium, Petunia, Verbena 

 
D. Plants they found here and cultivated 

butterfly weed, Asclepias tuberosa 
woodland sunflower, Helianthus divaricatus 
daisy, Chrysanthemum Superbum/ Leucanthemum 
baneberry & dolls' eyes, Actaea rubra & A. pachypoda 
bunchberry, Cornus canadensis 
Hepatica, liverwort 
trout lily, Erythronium americanum 
Aster species 
cranesbill, Geranium maculatum 
columbine, Aquilegia canadensis and hybrids 
Coreopsis & blackeye Susan, Rudbeckia 
 

 
E. Glad we continue to value native species, conserve, re-create, recapture 

Penstemon, Trillium, grasses, Solomon's seal (Polygonatum), ironweeds 
(Vernonia species), Liatris species, great blue- and cardinal Lobelia, downy or 
false foxglove (Aureolaria pedicularia) 
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Most worked with nature and we've taken after them 
A. We can question 'man vs. nature' as theme for an historic era 
B. By definition, gardeners work with nature 

 They notice natural cycles: Insect/plant/disease relationships 
Coincide, Donald Orton 
Medicinal and Other Uses of North American Plants, C. Erichsen-Brown 
Native Trees, Shrubs and Vines for Urban and Rural America, G. Hightshoe 

Glad they did: 
Brought favorite plants and seeds with them as they moved. A look at antique 

flowers, herbs, trees, food plants that were introduced to this area; perhaps a 
surprise that various species are not "native" 

Planted trees. Majestic specimens and notable species that would not exist except 
for gardeners who planted for the future; interest in longevity of trees and 
ultimate size of various species 

Relied on plants for many  uses. Review of many uses of plants and species prized 
in years past; general interest and perhaps some nostalgia 

Made good tools and took care of them so they would be preserved for us! Old 
tools still in use or remade per old model, methods; nostalgia, renewed 
valuation of tools already in hand. 

Paid attention to natural cycles. Old saws that reminded gardeners when, how, 
what to plant; amusement, recognition. 

 
Glad we don't: 
Lose any more of our natives. Profiles of some valuable plants that are being 

protected and encouraged by today's gardeners and plant-lovers; good feeling 
from being part of an effort to preserve natural heritage. 

Limit ourselves as we plant trees. The importance of diversity. Reminder of losses 
from epidemics, link between overuse of a species and its loss. Quick review of 
good "new" species and varieties. Pat on the back for tree-planting programs. 
Good advice for selecting new trees. 

Forget how much we need plants. A look at revival of interest in cooking, healing, 
preventive medicine, production of clothing, etc.; feeling of being part of a 
movement. 

Stop trying to improve. Contemporary tools of worth; interest in trying new tools, 
chance to tell friends about tools deemed valuable. 

Discount what they noticed. Evidence of truth, usefulness of old ways; 
justification for adhering to common sense and old wisdom. 


