
Thanks, Great Grandfolks! 
Audience input and Q&A follow-up 
 
We asked several questions during this webinar and took one poll. We learned and 
smiled as a result of the audience input. Also, there were audience questions and chat 
that caused us to pursued some topics further. So we summarized those things here for 
those who missed the live session. 
 
Link to download the webinar handout: https://gardenatoz.org/about-us/webinars-
appearances-calendar/webinar-audience-notes/#History 
 
Topics here 
Pollarding trees 
Anachronistic photos in our webinar 
Grandfolks’ likely reactions to our modern gardens 
Trees lost en masse: chestnut, elm, ash, etc. 
Value in old gardening books 
Buckthorn and other invasive plants 
What most influenced our grandfolks? 
Our “comfort plants” 
How far into the past and future our influences run 
New chemical concerns, PFAS 
Value of old family photos to the gardener 
 
 
Regarding the practice of pollarding trees – regularly cutting main branches back 
to stubs - the audience commented: 
This type of pruning is all over California, just awful. 
It’s done at the Getty Museum 
It’s just so WEIRD. But then I guess we do lots of weird things as humans! 
 
Steven and Janet add: There are reasons to pollard, such as to grow a species with over-
large potential in a small space. What we point out here is that some practices continue 
simply because “My grandfolks did it this way” even though a practical reason never 
existed or no longer exists. 
Many an immigrant from the Old World’s crowded cities had seen street trees treated 
this way. He or she did not know why it was done, nor realize that the space limitations 
that may have prompted the pollarding “back home” did not apply in the spacious New 
World. They pollarded because it was all they knew to do. 
Back to topics list 
 
 
Regarding anachronisms in photos of certain eras. The audience chatted:  

That wouldn’t be 1870's. There are car headlights. 
 
Steven and Janet reply: Sorry for any confusion. We show various styles of 

architecture – how close homes were to the street, for instance – as examples of 
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what prevailed along our timeline. However, some of the photos were taken when 
those homes were already 50 or 100 years old.  

We found the images in newspaper articles about historic neighborhoods being torn 
down, or from magazines covering historic home tours… For instance, we showed 
the J.L. Hudson home, built in Detroit in the late 1800’s when upscale new 
neighborhoods were appearing, to point out the still-garden-less front yard. The 
photo was taken when the home was 100.  

Of interest: An audience member chatted, “…J L Hudson home in Brush Park was one 
of the earlier photos shown. A friend of mine restored the house in the 70 and 
80's.” 

Back to topics list 
 

 
We asked: What reaction would your great-grand have to the garden you 
keep, today? 

Almost a third of the audience felt that their grandfolks would comment on the 
absence or paucity of food. 

27% thought their grandfolks would be pleased. 
27% thought their grandfolks would disapprove. 
5% of the replies dealt with the garden’s size would say of the gardener’s wealth. 
A few people felt the reaction would be incredulity. 

 
Most respondents felt their grandfolks would be looking for edibles: 
Where are the vegetables? 
Too many trees, where is your vegetable garden? 
There is nothing to eat! 
It's a lot of work for little production. 
Not very useful, but pretty. 
They would wonder where are all the berries? 
Where’s the vegetables and fruit trees? 
Where’s your vegetable? 
So small & no food! 
Wasted space that could grow food. 
They would be shocked to see we are not using our land to grow food. 
My garden is more decorative, Grandma would have wondered where the veggies are. 
My great grand mother was a sharecropper.  Where are  the  animals? 
My grandmother and parents would think my garden is frivolous with mostly flowers,  

Where are the vegetables? My mom did enjoy our backyard perennial garden with 
my dad’s peonies. 

I bet they would be impressed/amazed at the sheer number of different veggies we 
can get/grow now! 

 
The second-place response: Grandfolks would be pleased: 
Proud! 
They would be thrilled. 
They would have smiled. 
Would appreciate the beauty and diversity. 



Very interested 
On my Mother’s side, they would be absolutely delighted to see the varieties and 

designs. They loved flowers. 
On mom’s side, glad to see peonies and bleeding heart. 
They would be glad I saved the oak trees they gave names to. (A nifty tradition! 

Probably descendants will spare “The wedding tree” or “Uncle Jake’s tree!”) 
Proud and stunned what plant material is available. 
Very happy with the temperate climate.  From Norway. (Perhaps you are a Southern 

gardener? Midwest zones 3-6 while Norway is 3-8.)  
They would be amazed! 'I never thought of growing that', or 'looks so busy'!! 
They’d think, ‘Takes after her father whose parents had a vegetable garden.’ 
 
The close 3rd place finisher was disapproval: 
They would think I’m nuts. Way too much time & expense. 
Too wild, where is the order? 
Too much work, what a waste of time. 
Why are you wasting all this space? 
Frivolous! 
“What a waste of time!” I grew up on a farm where it was all about growing crops so 

my dad resented my mother wanting him to ‘waste time’ to plow her garden. 
Too much lawn. 
Where are the roses? 
Yes, grandma Rose would say, ‘Where are the roses!’ 
 
4th place, they would mistake today’s gardener for a wealthy person: 
So much space! 
I have an acre of land, I think they would think I'm very prosperous and wonder why 

there is so much lawn. 
Surprised at the large size of my garden. 
Big! 
They would think I was incredibly rich. 
Where is the gardener? 
 
Bringing up the rear: Incredulity 
They’d be surprised at anyone gardening, in my family. God knows where I got it 
Look at the size of those flowers?!? (And the very large fruits and veg, results of 

intensive breeding or genetic engineering.) 
Why do you want to attract butterflies?! 
They were be dumbfounded at my square-foot gardening. 
 
Steven and Janet bet the grandfolks’ reactions would reflect their own 

relationship to gardens. If they were gardeners they would be glad their 
descendants were gardeners, amazed over changes in plant/flower/produce size 
but taken aback at the wealth our gardens represent. If the grandfolks were not 
gardeners they would be aghast that anyone able to garden would invest time in 
flowers over food. 

Back to topics list 



Regarding massive tree losses when Old- and New World mixed. The 
audience chatted:  

Were the chestnuts dying from something brought in from overseas? 
 
Steven & Janet reply. Yes.  

Tree species major losses: 
Chestnut blight is caused by a European fungus troublesome but not deadly to 
European trees. Killed 3-4 billion chestnuts including massive old timers, 1900-
1950. Pathogen remains active today. 
 
Black locust (Robinia pseudoacacia) is a North American native tree spread 
more widely by European settlers, who inadvertently spread the native borer pest 
with it. Borers proved more deadly when the trees were planted in masses. 
Unsuitable growing conditions plus borers killed half the trees in Midwest 
plantings and badly weakened the remainder. 1920’s, 1930’s. 
 
Lombardy poplars, a narrow variety of the fast-growing European black poplar 
(Populus nigra) was planted extensively along streets of new cities from the 1790’s 
to the mid-1800’s. By the late 1800’s its planting was banned in some places after 
the weaknesses caught up – brittle wood with much breakage and a severe 
susceptibility to a fungus, Dothichiza canker. Sadly, cities opted to replace failed 
allees of poplar with allees of American elm. 
 
American elm, planted by the millions en masse along North American city 
streets from the mid 1800’s to mid-1900’s, fell victim to a European fungus first 
identified in the Netherlands (and inaccurately called Dutch elm disease). The 
disease caused elm die-offs all over Europe. American elm proved particularly 
susceptible, especially where unbroken lines of the trees grew with both roots and 
branches interlaced. An estimated 77 million trees, cultivated and native wild, died 
in the main wave from 1930-1970) The disease remains active today. 
 
Ash (all types of Fraxinus, most notably the green ash, heavily planted along 
streets). An Asian borer arrived in the U.S. probably in shipping container wood, 
probably in the 1980-1990’s. In 2003 was identified in Michigan, proliferating in 
mass planted ashes, quickly killing all above ground parts of mature trees. By 2018 
had spread to 35 States and 5 Canadian provinces. Remains unchecked. Scientists 
are watching for spread to ash family relatives such as lilac and fringe tree. 
 
Next up: Oaks being felled by sudden oak death and oak wilt. Maples by long-
horned beetle. Pines and spruce by tip borers and bark beetles. Beeches by beech-
bark disease. Hemlocks by wooly adelgid. Viburnums by leaf beetle. These are 
ripples caused by intercontinental commerce, unwise mass planting and poor tree 
care. Unlike ripple from a stone’s throw into a pond, these are not more gentle as 
time goes on. Gardeners must not lose sight of history now. Demand and promote 
diversity in planting. 

Back to topics list 
 



Regarding the value in some old books. The audience chatted:  
Ruth Stout’s "Gardening Without Backache" got me into gardening. (Oo! We will look 

for that one!) 
One of my most treasured books in my library is my husband's grandfather's book - 

THE COMPLETE BOOK OF GARDEN MAGIC by Roy E. Biles copyright  1935, 
1940, 1942 

Janet & Steven reply: We have that book, too. Love his detailed flower charts!  
 
Like other books we mentioned, some of its very practical, valuable information 
was left by the wayside when technology changed and fertilizers and chemical 
pesticides were developed. We lost sound alternate strategies. But the same books 
often include practices that no longer stand up under scientific examination. 
Question what you read and examine the advice passed down to you by mixing 
your reading to include sources old and new. 
  
For instance,  Biles acknowledges both practicality and science and then misleads 
(perhaps unintentionally) with, “Crop rotation is less practicable in small gardens 
than in farming. Nevertheless… …do not let one crop of a group follow another of 
the same group. 1. Beans, garden peas. 2. Corn, tomato, eggplants, pepper…” The 
need for crop rotation is still soundly supported by science, but what is corn doing 
in Bile’s nightshade family rotation? Is that a typo, corrected in the 1947 edition? 
  
And in his directions for selecting fruit trees, Biles starts well, with “When you buy 
a fruit tree, insist upon one whose straight stem has never been cut or broken.” But 
further on the same page, he endorses age-old custom, “After planting, cut back the 
top one half or more so as to create a balance between it and the root system.” We 
now know that pruning the leader reduces a tree’s root growth. In Bile’s first advice 
to pick an uncut leader he perhaps suspected what Forestry Service studies would 
prove 30 years later but he included a contradiction nonetheless, perhaps because 
post-planting pruning was so ingrained among his contemporaries. 

Back to topics list 
 
 
Regarding plants that probably shouldn’t have been planted. The audience 
chatted:  

Saw Buckthorn on that catalog page shown. It's a scourge around the Detroit area. 
 
Janet & Steven reply: Indeed it is. Listed on that catalog page was Rhamnus 

cathartica (common buckthorn aka hedge buckthorn aka European buckthorn). It 
has earned a place on 46 States’ noxious weed lists, along with its cousin, R. 
frangula aka glossy buckthorn. (It’s our bet you deal more with the latter in 
Michigan but may have both!) Sadly, many species that were known to be invasive 
were introduced here and many others proved to be. We gardeners let them loose. 
Worse, many are still sold. There has been some progress in the last 50 years in 
invasive plant control but there is not yet light at the end of the tunnel; these issues 
are being addressed within the nightmarish complex of interests and jurisdictions 
involved in continent-wide horticulture. We have our bets and energy on gardener 



education to spur wise choices by individuals and increasing influence of demand 
for native species. 

 
I wonder who is responsible for the dreaded creeping Charlie that has taken over my 

lawn? Not a good thing. 
 
Janet & Steven reply: Glechoma hederacea is called creeping Charley but is also 

known as gill-over-the-ground, ground ivy, and most to the point, ale-hoof. It is 
one of the “super weeds” that had the adaptability to survive in so many places as 
people spread across the planet that it has many names and sources. It certainly 
continued its run in coming to North America accidentally, as seed in fodder and 
on shoes, tools, packing crates, you name it. And it was brought intentionally by 
those who knew it as ale-hoof, a substitute for hops in brewing beer. 

Back to topics list 
 
 
We asked: What factors do you think most influenced your grand's 
gardening methods? 

Audience replied that most were driven by a need or desire for food. From there flows 
a divergence to a huge range of other influences: 

Food—orchards, grapes, veggies. 
Catalogs 
Depression veg gardens. 
Food grown at curbside. 
Vegetable garden 
Food 
Needed veg. 
Keifer pear in the yard, vegetable garden in front of the garage (which opened into the 

alley for car access). 
Food 
Vegetable garden to feed 9 children. 
Food for canning, long winters, and veggies in summer - far from big gardens, living 

in small northern town. Beekeeper - great uncle. Engineers. Other grands were city 
dwellers. 

My ggg grand father and family came to MI in 1828. One of the first pioneers when 
the MI territory opened. As far as I know they planted corn and potatoes. I am still 
doing research. They lived in a covered wagon until he finished a small cabin. 
 

They loved their lawn, and they were golfers, so it makes sense! 
Wanted tulips and other flowers. 
Shrubs, small lawn, food. She loved her lilacs, was extremely upset when her son over 

trimmed it.  
Grandfather was a banker but developed a strawberry farm... loved working in soil. 
My mother recalled being chased by headless chicken in northwest Detroit. (Janet’s 

mom spoke of a headless chicken, too. Watching it run. Southwest Detroit.) 
I had uncles in the WPA in the upper peninsula. Paternal grands not here yet from 

Poland. Grandpa’s family raised horses for Cossacks. (Immigrating from Old 



World cities to this wild new place, parks development and depression work 
programs did introduce our grands to things never imagined.) 

Nothing! They were immigrants in NYC. My dad caught the bug and became a biology 
major—self-taught gardener. 

My father HATED lawn care, but dutifully did it. He was stunned when a neighbor 
had his whole backyard paved over in concrete, one day, and decorated with 
statues and globes. 

Your focus is on cities. I grew up in a small town as did my father. My mother grew up 
in a city and scoffed at gardening (manual labor). (Yes! It is our point that most of 
our forebears were NOT gardeners when they arrived here, and whether they 
were or became gardeners, or never were, still has great influence on US.) 

Back to topics list 
 
 
We asked: You're probably familiar with the term "comfort food." Do you 
have a comfort plant, or comfort garden feature? 

The audience replied: 
9 – Peonies; from dad; from the family farm; grandma had a row of peonies… 
6 - Violets/pansies/wild violets  
5 - Lilacs 
3 – Hollyhocks; Around the outhouse and there for making dolls. 
3 - Lily of the valley 
2 – Bearded iris 
2 – Daffodils 
2 - A fountain 
2 – Wind chimes 
Bleeding heart 
Blue flowers 
Catmint and a little boxwood to run my fingers through it and smell the fragrance. 
Cleome 
Clover for making chains (Sigh! One of the fun things we missed as kids.) 
Daylilies 
Forget me not 
Gas plant, love the smell! 
Grasses, any grasses. 
Hosta; Used to pop flowers on hostas 
Hydrangeas 
Mountain laurel 
Oak 
Rose of Sharon to remember my father 
Sedum; I still have sedum from my grandmother, it must be 100 years old.  It flops, 

not sturdy like the new sedums 
Snow drops 
Sweet alyssum 
Tomatoes 
Tulips; sadly can’t grow them here in deer country; 

Back to topics list 



We polled for: How many generations' experience can you draw on, from 
forebears in your same region? How many generations have you 
influenced? 

The poll results show where we should zero in to learn what influenced us (for 
most, that’s the last 50 years) and paint a bright picture of how much sharing we 
are doing: 

 
 
Back to 
topics list 
 



Regarding the unfortunate legacy of pesticide residuals. The audience 
chatted: Are there studies on whether Milorganite contains PFAS chemicals? 

 
Janet & Steven reply: The large group of chemicals called PFAS (for polyfluoroalkyl 

substances) are part of the newest slate of problems, recent enough that here in 
Michigan we only established a local testing lab this year. Prior to July 2020, our 
county health department tells us, all samples from Michigan had to go to 
California. The health department agent told us of tests not too far downstream of 
us that showed no PFAS. That’s temporarily reassuring. 
 
It is a group of chemicals suspected of seriously disrupting human growth and 
perhaps causing cancers. The fact that it is a group of related chemicals, not just 
one, complicates testing. Most importantly, “safe” and harmful levels haven’t been 
established.  
 
We are pursuing a test as we get our water from a well and we are in a river system 
for which an advisory has been posted to not eat fish caught here because of PFAS 
concerns. An underground plume of these chemicals in the groundwater is being 
tracked as it heads for this same river near Ann Arbor. It is frightening but too 
important to ignore and we will write what we learn. If you want to join forces in 
learning and sharing information with others, contact the manufacturer of 
Milorganite, ask about PFAS testing, and let us know what you learn. 

 
Janet & Steven add: The pesticide that we described as having a 20 year residual in 

the soil, but the name of which slipped our minds during the webinar, is chlordane. 
Back to topics list 

 
 

Regarding newly discovered value in old family photos. The audience chatted: 
I am inspired to go back and examine the plants in the back of all my old family 

photos. 
 
Janet & Steven: Glad to hear that! We know you will find a lot there! 

 


