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To the memory of my mother, Sheila Balding Jewell, you were my first landscape and the gardener who grew me; and, to my father, Samuel Rea Jewell, my first trail guide, your lifelong curiosity kindled my own love of learning.


We shall be known by the company we keep


By the ones who circle round to tend these fires


We shall be known by the ones who sow and reap


The seeds of change alive from deep within the Earth


It is time now


It is time now that we thrive


It is time we lead ourselves into the well


It is time now


And what a time to be alive


In this “Great Turning” we shall learn to lead in love


In this “Great Turning” we shall learn to lead in love.


Lyrics and song by MaMuse, “We Shall Be Known,”
from Prayers for Freedom (2018)










Introduction


Women have been sowers of seeds and tenders of seedlings for a very, very long time. For much of that time these women didn’t have the time or the means to document their history. There is no telling the whole story of women making their lives with plants or women broadening the field of plant knowledge and practice. I can’t even superficially acknowledge all the women in plants who’ve cultivated this territory before us, except to say the compost-rich soil they left behind is what germinated the seeds that grew the vibrant women I’m writing about today.


What does it even mean to be a woman in plants? For the purposes of this book, it’s not exactly being a plantswoman, though many of these women are that to be sure. Compiling this list has felt akin to mapping mycelia pathways between collaborating organisms in the soil of a forest. They are distinct individuals, and yet in connection and communication: learning from each other, riffing off each other, reacting and responding to one another. While writing, I was determined to focus on the diverse ways horticulture intersects with our everyday world and on women whose work has enriched and expanded these intersections in the last twenty-five years.


I’m interested in how the plant world is improved by not only greater representation of women generally but also by diversity among those women. I want to explore the ways this field is a more viable and creative career path for women than ever before and how the plant-work world is demonstrating greater social and environmental responsibility, in large part due to women’s contributions.


Our human engagement with plants connects us to the natural world, to our communities, and to ourselves on powerful intellectual, physical, and spiritual levels. My own fifty-three-plus years of digging in the dirt, tending plants, and finding life there has been complemented by a simultaneous observing, questioning, interviewing, and learning from other people on the same journey—resulting in a sort of meta- or quantum-gardening. These profiles of women doing current and innovative work in all fields I count as horticultural—botany, environmental science, landscape design/architecture, floriculture, agriculture, social justice, plant hunting and breeding, seed science, gardening, garden writing and garden photography, public garden administration, research, and public policy—often represent larger issues or shifts in our world. Their work illustrates how the many challenges of our world can be met through cultivating an interdependence with plants. It is a rebirth in many sectors. And like all birthings, this one is being sung, screamed, crooned, whispered, hummed, and rocked into existence by distinctly female voices.
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In many cultures women are socialized to collaborate, nurture, and think holistically—we tend to employ systems thinking, which is related to a multi-tasking mentality. These seventy-five women are smart enough to be wary of the constraints of binary thinking and reverse bias. They hope that more women of all kinds, in all fields of study, will forge greater balance in how we approach life’s challenges as a community.


One of the most compelling, sometimes uncomfortable, and always energizing missions in my own work has been what I’ve come to refer to as “Decolonize Your Garden.” For centuries now the most visible representations of horticulture have been images of middle-aged and middle-class or affluent white people. But horticulture is a human impulse, in all cultures, in all times, practiced, codified, ritualized, and valued across any and all social boundaries. I find it eye-opening to interrogate myself about my own biases, while striving to never inappropriately use or appropriate others’ cultural ways of being and knowing. These are tricky, winding pathways, but important to navigate with humility, openness, respect, and acknowledgment.
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A note on other biases: I am a white, middle-class, middle-aged, cisgendered woman who loves this planet, her plants, landscapes, gardens, and all her people, but especially her plant-loving people. While I’ve chosen for the sake of simplicity to use the standard pronouns she/he/they, I embrace and applaud a wide, inclusive view of gender and sentient life. Our physiological ranks include all beautiful manner of non-binary beings, and I aim to advance and celebrate a feminine principle while encouraging ever-greater balance and broader diversity in all fields.


The hardest part of writing this book was choosing the women to include. For every woman here, there are many more who could be. But constraints are both necessary and useful. I limited the geographic scope to the world I know best, with representatives from the United States, England, Ireland, Wales, Canada, Australia, India, and Japan. They range beautifully across race, ethnicity, socioeconomic and religious backgrounds, sexual orientation, and age. Of each, I asked them to note either women who preceded and inspired them or women coming up in the field whom they thought the world should know about. You’ll find these names listed at the end of each profile—they create a beautiful, often overlapping web of women in the plant world. Sometimes they’re very personal choices—mothers, aunts, grandmothers—sometimes they’re simply identified by name and occupation, and sometimes the profiled woman has written a bit about how and why they’re important. I hope you’re intrigued and follow these connections, helping make the network of women in plants more visible.


This book is an extension of my ten years in public radio and podcasting with my program Cultivating Place. Through interviews with plant people and organizations from around the world, Cultivating Place explores the relationships between our plants and gardens, the natural history of the places in our lives, and their importance to our cultural and environmental literacy, our broader communities, and our individual well-being. I’ve gardened my entire life, lived in many places around the world while doing so, and have been a professional garden communicator for the past twenty years. I believe gardens and gardeners are powerful, intersectional spaces and agents of betterment in our world. I see hope and value in a self-sustaining cycle of living with plants, loving plants, learning plants, growing plants, knowing plants, interpreting plants, and educating and engaging upcoming plantspeople and the public through communication and interpretation.


My hope is that this collection is informative and inspiring for all readers. There are so many ways we engage in and grow from the cultivation of our plant places. Enjoy the cultivation of your places while you enjoy the beautiful stories of how these seventy-five extraordinary women cultivate theirs—one handful of plant-rich earth at a time.


—Jennifer Jewell










Leslie Bennett


“Expanding the collective horti-cultural imagination”


Her Work Owner and founder, Pine House Edible Gardens; founder, Black Sanctuary Gardens, Oakland, California


Her Plant “The passionflower. It’s vibrant, beautiful, strong, medicinal, visually inspiring, delicious. I just love it and all the different forms it comes in. Plus it was one of the first plants I learned about when I lived in Jamaica. I love that it’s tough and grows rampantly, and that it’s so healing.”


Her Plant Journey Leslie designs, installs, and maintains edible landscapes, “landscapes that are both beautiful and productive, including plants that can be harvested for food, medicine, and beauty.” More and more, specifically through her work on Black Sanctuary Gardens, Leslie’s work and advocacy speak directly to the value of cultural heritage in gardening.


Born in 1978, Leslie came to her life’s work as the daughter of a white English mother and a black Jamaican father. Her mother read Beatrix Potter aloud, instilled a love of gardening and stewed rhubarb over ice cream, and taught her the native plant names of Leslie’s childhood home in Palo Alto, California. Her father would make lemongrass tea (known as fever grass in Jamaica) to comfort her through cough and fever. She graduated from Harvard College with a degree in environmental science with a specific focus in how environmentalism interfaces with social justice. She achieved her law degree from Columbia University and then her master’s in law from University College London, where she focused on issues of cultural property and landscape preservation. “I wanted to bring these lenses into the garden. I did and do find it really interesting to consider how people’s collective heritage and collective identity affect how their landscapes look—how they treat, use, and value their landscapes—public and private.”


In England, Leslie worked for the USDA’s foreign agricultural service and took on volunteer positions as a WWOOFer (Willing Workers On Organic Farms). While working on a permaculture course at a Herefordshire apple orchard, Leslie realized she wanted to make living on farms and working for food her life. But she had some family traditions to reckon with first.
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On the Jamaican side of Leslie’s family, working as a gardener or land-based person wasn’t a source of pride. It didn’t represent “progress as a people, as a family.” She recalls, “To leave law and become a farmer/gardener I had to question a lot of things. ‘What is happiness? What is success? What is important to me?’” After several years of a self-directed farm, garden, and growing education in the form of apprenticeships in Jamaica and Nevada County, California, her career moved quickly. She founded her first business, Star Apple Edible Gardens, cowrote her first book, The Beautiful Edible Garden (2013), and moved on to founding her second business, Pine House Edible Gardens.


Early Victorians used the term “pine house” for conservatories, which were often built to grow pineapples—a plant the colonial plant-hunting, turn-of-the-eighteenth-century English adored and coveted. “This was a moment where Jamaica and England met in the horticultural world, and while there are a lot of layers to that story, I chose the name anyway, because I continue to find that moment where cultures come together around plants to be really interesting. It is complex—there is cruelty, pain, and exploitation—and there is also rich exchange.”


One of the more exciting explorations in Leslie’s work—dating back to her early legal academic life—is wrapped up in her interest in “cultural property,” things like national parks, state trees or flowers, skylines, coastlines, and concepts that are “owned” by whole cultures. “What and who is a gardener and who are gardens for?” Leslie muses. “Gardening in the United States is highly racialized—assigned as a value, activity, and identity for white, middle-class culture—not so much people of color—and yet, we all garden! Unsaid cultural tags get assigned—whose cultural property is this and who decided this? As I’ve worked in this field, it’s become apparent to me how important it is to reframe edible gardening (and gardening generally).”
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    Leslie and her collaborators, Seven Asefaha and Elizabeth D. Foggie, on the first Black Sanctuary Garden at the Alena Museum in West Oakland.





Since 2014, Leslie’s work has consciously included creating garden spaces that center on people of color, building on their cultural backgrounds and lives to guide the shape of a garden space, and “using plants that provide food, flowers, and medicine relevant to their specific experiences. In other words, in my garden design work I am trying to literally make space for people of color in the landscape of American gardening.”


Leslie puts her name, face, and voice out there in the world as a model of what a black woman gardener, designer, and businesswoman looks like and can accomplish. She works to embody her mission in all aspects of her business, from hiring to training and supporting her employees: “I try to hire a diverse team, to provide the support needed for employees of color to thrive in a white-dominated industry, and to celebrate and shine light on the contributions of all members of my team.”
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    Leslie designed this garden for a family of Chinese American heritage. In it, she’s layered traditional Asian edible plants, including loquat, guava, edible bamboo, and persimmon, with drought-tolerant, climate-adapted native plants of California, such as manzanita and spring-blooming poppies.





Her “space-making” includes creating gardens of beauty and meaning for clients of diverse cultural backgrounds. And her designs benefit not only her clients but also their neighbors, impacting the look and feel, or “garden literacy,” of the shared outdoor living space.


In 2018, Leslie, with the help of two collaborators, Elizabeth D. Foggie and Seven Asefaha, was awarded funding for the first in a proposed series of “Black Sanctuary Gardens—gardens that provide physical/spiritual sanctuary and sustenance for black people, especially black women.” Leslie sees women “as keepers of culture, in our families, in our communities, and in the plant world too.” They bring “communication and intuition and so many of the skills and histories and practices that don’t usually get written in books but that we all rely on to know who we are and where we come from. Specifically, women are often the food and medicine makers in families, which is the source of many of our closest human relationships to plants.”


Leslie and her collaborators broke ground on the first Black Sanctuary Garden space at Oakland’s Alena Museum in 2019, concurrent with her own home garden, which she shares with husband Linval Owens and their two small children. “I think that having a relationship with plants has made me a happier and more supported person, and I’d wish that for other little black and brown girls too.”


Other Inspiring Women


[image: Images] All black women who were enslaved here in the United States and tended gardens, grew and made food, and held/made black and American culture what it is today


[image: Images] Rue Mapp, founder and executive director of Outdoor Afro Network—Where Black People & Nature Meet


[image: Images] Kristyn Leach, founder and farmer, Namu Farm, “growing predominantly crops of the Asian diaspora,” based in Northern California










Erin Benzakein


“Flowers are food for the soul”


Her Work Owner and founder, Floret Flower Farm, Skagit Valley, Washington


Her Plant “Sweet peas are what started me down this beautiful flower-filled journey. Their scent reminds me of my great-grandmother and brings back happy memories of my time spent with her.”


Her Plant Journey A flower-farming revolution has been sweeping across the world these past few years, and one of the leading US-based names associated with this revolution is Erin Benzakein. In 2008, Erin and her husband, Chris, began a very seedling-sized version of what is now the well-known Floret—self-described as “a family-run flower farm specializing in growing unique, uncommon, and heirloom flowers. Our thriving research and education farm is dedicated to giving flower lovers the tools and information they need to grow the gardens of their dreams.”


Based in a fertile and historic flower-growing region, Floret is at the heart of encouraging and educating budding and established flower farmers and farmer-florists on the whens, whys, and hows of getting started and making a go of a farm-based floral business.


Erin was introduced to the wonder and love of flowers and plants by her beloved great-grandmother. Having started her cut-flower farm and business serving florists, event planners, and retail businesses, she expanded Floret in 2013 to include a series of educational workshops held several times a year on the farm and aimed at introducing beginning flower farmers and florists to the work. “Through our workshops, flower lovers not only learned about flowers but also had the opportunity to find their flower tribe.” As the workshops grew in number and popularity, the press they received helped spread the word about local, seasonal flowers and the rise of creative female entrepreneurs combining their love of flowers with business.
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Out of more than 500 people who attended the in-person workshops in the four years they were held, about 95 percent of them were women looking to build community-based, creative, flexible, and soul-feeding work for themselves and their families. “I’ve watched hundreds of amazing women uncover their passions and learn how to grow businesses that not only light them up and make a difference in the world, but also generate a viable source of income. This new generation of flower growers and consumers is much more in tune with nature and committed to cultivating beauty without the use of harmful chemicals. They are much more aware of their choices and how they will impact their children, their communities, and the environment.” The Floret team gets hundreds of emails every month from flower lovers all over the world sharing how “flowers have changed their lives.” And, “nothing,” says Erin, “makes me happier than knowing our work has such a profound impact.”


Erin’s first book, Floret Farm’s Cut Flower Garden (2017), aimed at new flower growers, is centered on Erin’s actual farm—from planning and seed selection to sourcing, planting, harvesting, and arranging blooms.


Although Erin started with cut flowers for weddings, markets, and grocery stores, she was always trying new things. “In the fringe hours, I was always working on a new project. Most of them revolved around variety trials and writing. Two of my favorite things to do. I love farming, but even more, I love to do research and share what I’ve learned with others. As the business has evolved, our focus has shifted to education. I know how difficult it can be to grow a flower business, and I wanted to make the process easier for the next generation of flower farmers and farmer-florists than it was for me.”


While writing her book, it became clear to Erin how limited home gardeners really were when it came to sourcing specialty cut-flower seeds. In order to make her favorite flowers available to others, she realized she would have to start a seed company of her own. “We’re heading into our fourth year selling seeds, and I’m blown away by the level of interest and demand. It has far surpassed my wildest dreams. If you would have told me a decade ago that all of my obsessive trials and note-taking would have led to this, I never would have believed you. It’s truly a dream come true.”


In 2017, Erin and Chris bought an adjacent twenty-five-acre farm in order to expand Floret once more—this time moving more fully into specialty flower seed production, trials, and research. She wants to encourage aspiring flower farmers, florists, and other creatives to “follow their dreams and live their passion.” She hopes her work—her blog, website, books, and online flower-farming course—will help others “avoid the costly and discouraging mistakes” she made and “get pointed in the right direction” growing flowers of their own.
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    Arranging cut roses, peonies, and campanula as well as farm-foraged foliage for a photo shoot.





Erin’s second book, A Year in Flowers, is due out in the spring of 2020.


Other Inspiring Women


[image: Images] Ariella Chezar, American floral designer and flower farmer. “Discovering the work of Ariella completely changed my life. Learning from her was a huge turning point in my career. She showed me how to work with seasonal flowers and create gorgeous natural arrangements and designs. Her work has inspired an entire generation of floral designers seeking to connect more closely with nature and tie their work to the seasons.”


[image: Images] Sarah Raven, British garden designer and flower farmer. “One of the most amazing things about Sarah is her ability to take intimidating concepts and explain them in a very approachable, easy-to-understand way. She has inspired countless gardeners, farmers, and designers all over the world. Her books were the training wheels I used to learn to grow flowers, and I am forever grateful for her generosity and sharing.”










Eliza Blank


“Americans spend nearly 90 percent of our lives indoors, so bring plants indoors”


Her Work Founder and CEO, The Sill, New York City


Her Plant “I love a Philodendron cordatum—basic, maybe, but I love it for that very reason. It doesn’t take much to make it happy, and it grows quickly, constantly unfurling new heart-shaped leaves. A reminder to be resilient, resourceful, and open to growth.”


Her Plant Journey “I didn’t know what a nature-connected person I was until I moved to New York City. My friend and I would cross the city from our NYU dorm just to sit on the grass in Central Park.”


Frederick Law Olmsted and other Industrial Age urban park planners of his time knew how important safe and welcoming green spaces were to city dwellers’ quality of life. And, though young and newly urban, Eliza understood this need intuitively as well. She was born and raised in the relatively rural town of Northampton, Massachusetts, to an American father and a Filipino mother, who tended a healthy home garden and many, many tropical indoor plants.


It wasn’t until 2007, when she had graduated with her degree in communications, gotten her first job in the city, and rented her first “closet-sized” sixth-floor walk-up with a window facing a brick wall, that Eliza began to comprehend how challenging it can be for urbanites to incorporate living green plants into their lives.
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In order to buy some houseplants for her new apartment, Eliza made the trek to Midtown Manhattan’s Home Depot—the only source she could find to buy a living plant, a pot, and a largish bag of potting soil. After carrying the bag of soil up the six flights of stairs and wrestling with the pot and plant, dirt was effectively spread across her small living space.


She knew there had to be a better way, and she felt her skills and both business and personal ambitions converge. “I wanted a life in the company of plant companions, and someone needed to create a consumer brand to sell me the things I wanted, in a way that I (urban twentysomething) wanted to buy (online and shipped direct to my doorstep).”
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    Eliza, with some of her favorite bold foliage.





Fast-forward six years, during which Eliza worked as a brand strategist in New York City, married her husband, Steve, and spent four years in Boston working with beauty start-up Living Proof. In those years, she “essentially earned an honorary MBA,” and, at the age of twenty-six, Eliza and Steve returned to New York City, where she had the tools she needed to start her direct-to-consumer specialty houseplant company—The Sill.


Eliza firmly believes “we need plants in the spaces we occupy like we need clean air, sunlight, or a jacket on a cold day. Americans spend nearly ninety percent of our lives indoors—so I made it The Sill’s mission to encourage others to bring the outdoors in by making it more accessible, compelling.” Her vision for The Sill revolutionized the way city-dwellers, especially younger ones, find, buy, can be successful with, and enrich their lives with a diversity of long-lived indoor foliage plants. At The Sill, customers can buy healthy potted plants, in appropriately sized, aesthetically appealing ceramic containers, and have them delivered to their doorstep. By 2017, she had opened two retail shops in the city.


As of 2018, The Sill had scaled up from Eliza’s tiny apartment to a 12,000-square-foot facility in New Jersey. From plants to pots and soil, “ninety percent of the supply chain is domestically sourced, which improves our sustainability and is something I love about this sector of the industry.” In 2019, The Sill opened its first physical location outside of New York City—in Los Angeles.


From the beginning, Eliza chose team members she could learn from. Currently, half the team has a horticultural background. When the greenhouse and shipping facility moved to New Jersey (the business offices are in Chinatown), Eliza made a valuable connection with Rutgers University—New Jersey’s land-grant university. Since then, seven Rutgers grads, with backgrounds in everything from plant science to agriculture, environmental science, and horticulture have contributed to the team, which has “upped the game in terms of managing a commercial greenhouse in a unique setting as well as in building out the educational components.”
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    Eliza can’t step into The Sill’s New Jersey greenhouse without smiling—happy in the company of plants.





“Starting a business is really hard—a roller coaster every day. If it wasn’t for plants, I couldn’t do it. Just walking into our greenhouse is calming—you can’t step into it without smiling. It has an amazing impact on your mood and outlook. That has helped me to be as dedicated to the business as possible.”


Eliza believes every plant they send out has a positive impact in someone’s life, and she summarizes where she is in her work now with this: “I’m proud of the mistakes I’ve made and that I show up every day. Ultimately, when I think about what The Sill can be as it grows up—it’s even more than just about plants. In the world that we’re moving toward—becoming more and more disconnected from nature—to be a reason for people to put their phones down and water their plant, for them to be in the present moment and focus on something outside themselves, I hope we are contributing to that in some way.”


Other Inspiring Women


[image: Images] Tovah Martin, American gardener and garden writer. “Martin’s classic book, Once Upon a Windowsill: A History of Indoor Plants (2009), might have inspired the name for The Sill.”


[image: Images] Katherine Aul Cervoni, founder and principal of Staghorn NYC, a landscape design, construction, and maintenance firm


[image: Images] Shanti Nagel, principal and founding partner of Design Wild, a landscape design firm in New York City










Jinny Blom


“We’re building temples—if you’re going to move the earth around, you have to put something good on it”


Her Work Principal and founder, Jinny Blom Ltd., Clerkenwell, London


Her Plant “The grapevine—it is so generous and lives long on very little. It even improves its gift in hard and uncompromising soils!”


Her Plant Journey “On the face of it, I’m designing and building gardens. It draws together all the things I care most about: people, landscape, plants, social confluences, architecture, quality of life, and the long-term view of our culture and cultural deposit on the earth.”


Jinny Blom was born in Leamington Spa, Warwickshire, to an English/Scandinavian self-taught engineer father and a musical French mother who was a keen gardener. Invention, engineering, artistry, music, and to some degree gardening go back generations in her family, and Jinny was an inquisitive plant-and-soil person from the start. “As a small girl, I was obsessed with mud—I had a little bucket that I would pull around on a string so I could fill it with soil and water at the drop of a hat. I would spend a lot of time stirring it and analyzing its constituent parts.” Her father called her Mrs. Mud, due to this deep interest and affection.


Jinny took a circuitous route to her current profession, becoming a trans-personal psychologist and practicing for many years in the public sector. “The transpersonal approach understands that sometimes ‘you have to break down to break through.’”


By her mid-thirties, she was overwhelmed with challenges. “In the 1990s, I was running a charity that cared for men with severe mental illness such as psychosis, and AIDS was epidemic in our cities. Four of my closest friends, one of whom was living with us, were very, very sick, and it was a heavy load and had an effect on me. I was manifesting more and more gardening at work with the guys at the charity as way to help them and myself. I’d always loved gardening but never thought it was a job.”
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“Then, all four of my friends died within six months of one another, and all four of my pets died. Which was an awful lot of death. I took a break to Picos de Europa National Park in Spain and sat up a mountain for days, ’til a little voice in my head literally said, ‘Be a gardener, be a gardener. . .’ It’s as simple as that. You know, change starts with something quite pivotal but quite small. I was thirty-six.”


She started working with residential gardens and apprenticed with the designer Dan Pearson for four years. She continues to study plants and design at every chance. “Fear is a great motivator,” Jinny says wryly of her job, “and there’s no magic. Get up early and really work hard, show up on time, be nice, don’t overcharge, get a client and look after them. Be enthusiastic. You have to be knowledgeable—I’ve given myself a challenging education—I am open to other people’s thoughts, and I ask questions. I remain deeply grateful for all the people who have generously shared their knowledge and allowed me to learn from them. I try to repay this generosity every chance I get.”




    [image: Images]


    One of Jinny’s lushly layered and floriferous garden designs, featuring mature grapevines as pathway intersection/threshold sentinels. Her designs are characterized by brilliant spatial demarcation and a sense of age and establishment, even in newly planted gardens.





In 2000, Jinny opened her own design studio. Things moved rapidly and she gained a lot of large-scale projects quite fast. In 2002, His Royal Highness (HRH) the Prince of Wales chose Jinny to codesign a healing garden for the Royal Horticultural Society (RHS) Chelsea Flower Show. This opportunity gave her sudden visibility, and new projects flowed in. She designed subsequent Chelsea gardens for Laurent-Perrier Champagne in 2006 and 2007, which focused symbolically on “the journey of life” and took gold. In 2013, she worked for Prince Harry (now HRH the Duke of Sussex) and his charity, Sentebale, on a garden to raise awareness about the HIV health crisis in Lesotho.


The Thoughtful Gardener (2017) is Jinny’s first book, and it summarizes her diverse aesthetic—lush, romantic plantings and large-scale work around the globe—while it insightfully and humorously walks readers through her particular design process, which starts with “seeing” and ends with “liberating.” It is in the early “seeing” aspect that the ecological, geological, and cultural appropriateness and sensitivity of her work is made clear. Speaking of the book’s success (it’s a bestseller), she reflects that her work “touches a chord that lies somewhere in the balance between the natural world, our gardens, our health, and our lives generally.”


Ecological and cultural health weigh on her, and this sense of responsibility is regularly reflected in her work. She sits on the advisory board of the Therapeutic Landscapes Network, an organization founded by Naomi Sachs, ASLA, EDAC, in 1999, in order to expand global awareness of evidence-based therapeutic benefits of landscape design across a broad spectrum of populations, from cancer patients to those experiencing PTSD or memory loss issues, and well beyond.


Of her studio, which includes designers and landscape architects, the majority of whom are women, she says, “We are collectively idealistic and share enthusiasm for creating a healthy culture and good environments for people. Increasingly, our clients want to champion a pastoral ideal where nature and mankind are harmonized. In the contemporary world this is fraught with challenges: overpopulation, disease, neglect of land, and overuse of land. I plant a very great number of trees—trees are the future—and hedges and revert as much garden space to natural landscape as I can.”


“My team and I are working on a number of significant commissions both public and private, gently and firmly pushing the boundaries of creativity and intelligent design. This sensitivity to places and people allows us to respond thoughtfully to commissions. The work we produce tends to have a uniqueness that challenges a definable style. Commissioning a landscape is no different to commissioning a work of art or a piece of music—it is a sensitive, erudite process, not a commodity.”


Other Inspiring Women


[image: Images] Constance Spry (1886–1960), British floral designer and writer. “She cooked and ‘did the flowers.’ My childhood was very ‘Spry’; her knowledge was much deeper than her epoch allowed her to express.”


[image: Images] Elizabeth David (1913–1992), British cook and food writer. “For her ease and brilliance with food.”


[image: Images] Beth Chatto (1923–2018), British plantswoman, garden designer, and author. “Of course.”


[image: Images] Jane Grigson (1928–1990), British cookbook author and food writer. “Her fruit and veg books are richly anthropological and utterly fascinating.”


[image: Images] Mrs. M. Grieve (1858–1941), British plantswoman, herbalist, and writer. “Her magnificent herbal encyclopedia, A Modern Herbal (1931), covers everything from medicine and folklore to botany and cultural anecdotes.”










Carol Bornstein


“Discovering garden-worthy plants from the wild or in cultivated landscapes is a joy”


Her Work Horticulturist, garden designer, writer; director, the Nature Gardens and Live Animal Program, Natural History Museum of Los Angeles County, Los Angeles, California


Her Landscape “Old-growth chaparral with gnarled manzanitas, dimpled bigpod ceanothus, and buckwheats. But I also love the desert.”


Her Plant Journey In the past twenty-five years, the branch of the plant world focused on native plants has been particularly vigorous. In an increasingly urban world, as well as one of ever-more degraded, fragmented, or lost natural habitats, native plant experts and advocates are points of connection addressing—consciously or not—multiple urgencies on both human and environmental fronts.


Carol Bornstein is one of California’s most highly respected native plant experts, and the state, with its highly diverse flora, is a global center for native plant research and education. Carol has devoted much of her career to lauding California’s native plants and the benefits of designing gardens to work with the realities of their natural environments. Native plants provide beauty, a sense of place, and essential habitat support for wildlife. Native plants are also well adapted to the soils and climates of their own region, so their informed/thoughtful/appropriate use in the landscape reduces the amount of supplemental water, fertilizer, and pesticides needed for healthy growth.


As interest in landscaping with native plants has increased, obstacles have emerged—or emerged again. Carol explains, “There were several earlier efforts by horticulturists in California to heighten awareness and appreciation of and access to native plants in the cultivated landscape. So while the subject wasn’t new to me, certainly the time was right to run the message up the flagpole again. Obstacles to landscaping with natives include the limited availability of native plants in the nursery trade and getting reliable information on how best to grow natives successfully in a garden setting—which can be tricky.”


[image: Images]


One of Carol’s earliest industry jobs was at the Santa Barbara Botanic Garden as plant propagator. She worked at SBBG for twenty-eight years, moving into the position of director of horticulture, where she oversaw the living collections, retail nursery, and plant introduction programs. Her love of grasses inspired her “to transform the garden’s iconic meadow into a centerpiece for native bunchgrasses and wildflowers.” She also worked on the design and construction of the Home Demonstration Garden, Southern California’s first water-conserving, public-demonstration, residential landscape featuring native plants. Under her leadership, the botanic garden’s retail nursery became the premier source of California native plants on the central coast. Several of Carol’s introductions from this time have since become popular cultivars, such as Verbena lilacina ‘De La Mina’, Corethrogyne filaginifolia ‘Silver Carpet’, and Salvia ‘Pacific Blue’.


A notable drought hit California in the late 1980s and early 1990s, impacting how garden staff interpreted the garden and worked together—they began really focusing on communicating the positive impact of gardening with native plants. “I worked very closely with the director of education on developing interpretations for new living displays, crafting and coordinating several landscape design symposia, and writing articles and pamphlets about gardening with natives.”




[image: Images]


A colorful and evocative chalkboard sign welcomes visitors to the Nature Gardens. Similar interpretive signs throughout set a tone of creative, informative, and participatory engagement for visitors to the urban oasis.





The concept of aesthetically and environmentally valuable native plantings was new to this generation of the plant-loving public and really opened people’s eyes and minds to the possibilities of plants that met their aesthetic standards, provided for native wildlife, and used far fewer inputs of water, fertilizer, and maintenance when appropriately sited in gardens. In the two game-changing native plant gardening books she coauthored with Bart O’Brien and David Fross, California Native Plants for the Garden (2005) and Reimagining the California Lawn (2011), Carol helps expand the palette of native plants for gardeners and landscape designers to consider and provides detailed information on how to keep these plants happy and looking beautiful in a variety of settings.


In 2012, Carol shifted and expanded her perspective once more, taking the position of director of the nature gardens and live animal program at the Natural History Museum of Los Angeles County—a truly urban environment. The 3.5 acres of “urban nature,” created in large part out of former museum parking lots, were still under construction when Carol arrived. The master plan for the multimillion-dollar project had been developed over several years with museum staff and the designers at Mia Lehrer + Associates (now Studio-MLA), an award-winning urban landscape architecture firm known for thoughtful and culturally resonant landscape solutions and designs in the LA area—including some seminal regreening of the LA River.
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    Carol sharing her enthusiasm for and knowledge of California’s native plants with visitors at the Nature Gardens.





“With almost one million visitors a year, these still-new gardens introduce so many people to nature, many of whom have little to no experience with the natural world. The gardens are a much-needed example of the complex relationships and interdependencies between plants and animals, as well as a model for how to create a garden that respects and reflects sense of place and how to tend it responsibly.”


Carol has—she noted with humor—started taking a lot more pictures of birds and insects under the influence of her more animal-centric Natural History Museum colleagues. But she hasn’t been tempted away from plants yet. She continues to seek out exceptional California garden plants and to share her knowledge through writing, teaching, and public speaking. Her latest cultivar introduction—Encelia californica ‘Paleo Yellow’, an unusually pale bush sunflower—exemplifies the easy-to-grow, attractive, and habitat-supportive characteristics she espouses. “Such garden-worthy selections make the act of gardening rewarding for the gardener and, better still, for the planet as a whole.”


Other Inspiring Women


[image: Images] Beatrix Farrand (1872–1959), American landscape architect


[image: Images] Gertrude Jekyll (1843–1932), British plantswoman, garden designer, and writer


[image: Images] Mary Carroll, botanist, horticultural historian, and writer, Santa Barbara Botanic Garden, Santa Barbara, California


[image: Images] Isabelle Greene, landscape architect, Isabelle Greene & Associates, Santa Barbara, California


[image: Images] Naomi Fraga, director of conservation, Rancho Santa Ana Botanic Garden, Claremont, California


[image: Images] Pamela Berstler, executive director, Pacific Horticulture Society; cofounder of G3, Green Gardens Group, Los Angeles, California
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Marion Brenner


“It’s fascinating and political—gardens are cultural statements. My job is to make sense of the space and reveal it in two dimensions”


Her Work Photographer of landscape architecture, Berkeley, California


Her Plant “Any plant that someone I love or have worked with has given to me. Garden people are very generous. My garden is a plant collection keeping alive the memory of those other gardens and gardeners. I love to walk through my garden and say, oh, that plant came from so-and-so. I love that.”


Her Plant Journey Photographers help us to see space. Garden photographers help us to see gardens and plants. Through a directed, curated, framed view, they make completely still a fleeting moment in the living, breathing, dynamic life cycles of plants, gardens, and gardeners. Sometimes in seeing plants or gardens through the eyes of a gifted photographer, we see and understand something completely new about these other living beings. Garden photography can act as elegant and poignant storytelling of a very particular perspective, a valuable asset to the intersection of plants and people.


Photographer of landscape architecture Marion Brenner has been at her craft for more than twenty years, shooting gardens and landscape architecture around the world for magazines, publishers, garden designers, landscape architects, and architects. “Most of my photography involves the built landscape. Although I love plants, I am more interested in how people design exterior space, what they consider beautiful, how a landscape functions.”


“I like all gardens—I like plant-y gardens and chaos gardens. I learned to photograph in chaos gardens that have no logical organization, but a logic of their own. I think my least favorite gardens are the formal-style gardens that almost require you to stand in a certain place to photograph them—they control your vision. I like when experiencing a garden space is a process of discovery: How do you find the logic of a garden? How do you tell this story? Well-designed gardens—chaos gardens or not—have their own inherent logic.”




Born and raised in Mount Vernon, New York, Marion graduated from Wellesley College, where she studied art history, and went on to study at the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts. She took her first photography class at the Boston Museum School in the late 1960s. “My father owned a camera shop, so I took a photography class.”


After moving to California, Marion found work photographing architecture. In 1991, a large fire swept through Oakland and Berkeley, missing her house by a very close margin. She began taking photos of her neighborhood, wandering all over the burned areas and documenting the loss. Editor Zahid Sardar, then at the San Francisco Chronicle, ran Marion’s fire photos in the paper’s magazine, cover shot and all. “It was really the first thing I had published. And after that he asked me to photograph gardens for the magazine.”




    [image: Images]


    Marion frames her views with great thought and care. Here, a path leads the eye to the offset focal point of the vine-covered arbor. The trees in the distance set this private Bay Area garden in context to its environment.





She began photographing gardens and planted spaces in relation to the built environment, collaborating with writers like Diana Ketcham, author of Le Désert de Retz: A Late Eighteenth-Century French Folly Garden, the Artful Landscape of Monsieur de Monville (1994), and landscape architects like Andrea Cochran and Topher Delaney, with whom she created a series of botanical photographs documenting plants used in the treatment of cancer.


“I realized afterward that taking photos of the fire was a way of making order out of a chaotic experience. It helped me deal with the vagaries of life. I was interested in space all along; I’m interested in how people create space. It’s fascinating and political—gardens are cultural statements. My job is to make sense of the space and reveal it in two dimensions. I compose my photographs within the full rectangle [of the camera’s viewfinder] and from the outside edges in, working quite tightly.”


Her characteristic way with light was honed with the directional insights of editor Senga Mortimer, while working on projects for House & Garden in the mid- to late 1990s. “We were photographing a garden in Napa Valley. We worked long hours—starting very early and ending after sunset. We were sitting at lunch one day and Senga said, ‘Ok, the light is good now, we can go now.’ The seminal thing was: you don’t photograph unless the light is right. The key to my education in garden photography for the past twenty years has been learning how to see light and understand how it’s going to look in two dimensions; how in those two dimensions you can define space and make clarity out of whatever the design.”
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    A serene and beautifully framed image of a landscape design by Christine Ten Eyck, in which the plantings—old and new—and the built human space are seamlessly interwoven.





Described as “peerless” in garden photography by the New York Times, Marion’s many books include New Garden Design: Inspiring Private Paradises (2008); In and Out of Paris: Gardens of Secret Delights (2014); Outstanding American Gardens: A Celebration: 25 Years of the Garden Conservancy (2015); The Bold Dry Garden (2016); and Private Gardens of the Bay Area (2017). Of her work, she says, “The plant world encourages humility. It is a transient, unpredictable world, with plants growing and blossoms lasting for a brief moment. You have to be able to embrace a lack of control.”


Other Inspiring Women


[image: Images] Senga Mortimer, editor at large, Elle Decor and House Beautiful, New York, New York


[image: Images] Annie Hayes, nurserywomen and owner, Annie’s Annuals & Perennials, Richmond, California


[image: Images] Flora Grubb, nurserywoman and co-owner, Flora Grubb Gardens, San Francisco, California


[image: Images] Caitlin Atkinson, garden photographer










Cynthia (Cindy) Ann Brown


“The beliefs we hold, scientific innovation, foodways, and cultural and community traditions are reflected back at us in the why and how of our gardens”


Her Work Manager, Horticulture Collections and Education, Smithsonian Gardens, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, DC


Her Plant “Dandelion, once described by a friend as the perfect perennial. It pops up in the spring with cheery exuberance, blooms a long time, nurtures fauna with pollen, has reliable returns year after year, boasts edible leaves and roots, disturbs monocultures, and adapts to many climates. It can be a pest to those who don’t appreciate its attributes, but brings smiles to those who appreciate common beauty.”


Her Plant Journey Public gardens are often a primary interface between horticulture and the general public. What people encounter in a public garden affects cultural understanding of and relationships to plants and the importance—or lack thereof—of horticulture to the world at large.


This might be especially true of Smithsonian Gardens, which comprises the gardens encircling each of the nineteen Smithsonian museums, as well as interiorscapes and horticulture-related collections and exhibits. People don’t necessarily go to Smithsonian Gardens with the idea of visiting a garden. Rather, many—especially first-time visitors—find themselves in these gardens on their way to a museum. In 2017, the museums of the Smithsonian documented 11.4 million visits, so these public gardens have a unique horticultural reach into a large population of people.


Smithsonian Gardens became an official branch of the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, DC, in 1972 when S. Dillon Ripley, the eighth Secretary of the Smithsonian (1964–1984), determined the “outside of the museums of the Smithsonian should be as engaging as the insides of them.” Cynthia (known as Cindy) Brown has been the manager of the Horticulture Collections and Education of the Smithsonian Gardens since 2010.


[image: Images]


Of her job, Cindy says, “Horticulture is a field with great depth. I don’t think its complexity is always understood or appreciated by the general public. My job is to show people how gardens and green spaces affect our lives and our communities. Gardens are an expression of our social, cultural, artistic, and environmental values—the beliefs we hold, scientific innovation, foodways, and cultural and community traditions are reflected back at us in the why and how of our gardens. Gardens sustain us and keep our communities healthy. They are so much more than a pretty space, although being a beautiful, restful space is vital.”


Cindy was born in Williamsport, Pennsylvania, but moved around during her childhood. Moving around was “awesome” in Cindy’s estimation, allowing her to experience all kinds of people, food, and culture. Her father would often take her and her four sisters to public gardens and nature centers.


Her career actually started with an education in sociology and gerontology (years later she would joke that she is very good with “old plants that have a chemical dependency”), and her nomadic existence continued into the role of Navy wife. When her family eventually settled in the Washington, DC, area, she went back to work, following up on a help-wanted sign at a local nursery. “I had always gardened, but till then it had been a hobby. At some point, I ‘saw’ the beauty of plants—their colors, textures, and fragrances.” From there she became a Master Gardener, started a landscape design business with a partner, and in time, went for her degree in horticulture.


“The experience that most nurtured my chlorophytic side was my first public garden job at Green Spring Gardens, a public garden in Fairfax County, Virginia. The site, the employees, the visitors engrossed me to my core. I worked with plants, I talked about plants, I delivered programs on plants, we went on botanizing trips. The experience was exhilarating, and I thrived. The motivation and drive incubated in me there continues.”


In 2010, Cindy joined the team and mission of the Smithsonian Gardens, an accredited museum through the American Association of Museums—but one without ceilings or walls. “The Smithsonian Gardens are a museum in their own right, capturing history, art, and science—modern conversations, modern challenges.”


Cindy’s work includes educating the educators and overseeing garden outreach and communication programs. Annually, she organizes staff education and professional development events for ongoing educational credit, in the form of lecture series from professionals around the world that are offered to all staff (employee, student, and volunteer) at all the public gardens of DC.


In her experience, public horticulture in the last twenty-five years has had to “reconsider its value and best practices and integrate into communal conversations about needs and concerns, not just focus on plants on display. Horticulture by way of gardening is a way to get people engaged in the bigger pictures and the world around them—in other words, to care.” Public gardens, she believes, “can demonstrate the nuances of big concepts,” from environmental concerns like climate change or pollinator declines, to faith, race, and other large cultural issues.
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    At work, engaging and informing visitors to the Smithsonian Gardens.





One of her favorite jobs is overseeing the Smithsonian Gardens’ digital archive, Community of Gardens. It’s a complement to the Smithsonian’s Archives of American Gardens, which is a collection of garden images that “tell an American gardening story from the late 1800s to now,” and documents history through garden design, plants, garden labor, and gardening trends. But, as Cindy notes, the Archives of American Gardens tend to highlight gardens of the wealthy and elite—Community of Gardens is a collection of stories that document and collect vernacular garden stories of everyday gardeners. “These are garden stories like those of my own grandmothers’ during the Depression. This collection lets us listen to what America thinks is important about their gardens, which to me is so wonderful. I know what a garden means to me—I know how important gardening is, and I can see it in the faces of people who visit our gardens. And I can hear it through the voices of all kinds of gardeners in this forum.”


Other Inspiring Women


[image: Images] Martha Stewart, lifestyle leader. “Her presentation of and love for making beautiful gardens, for growing and cooking beautiful food, are still inspirational to me.”


[image: Images] Rosalind Creasy, edible garden designer and author


[image: Images] Kathleen Socolofsky, assistant vice chancellor, director of UC Davis Arboretum and Public Garden, Davis, California


[image: Images] Kathleen Wolf, research social scientist, University of Washington, College of the Environment, Seattle, Washington


[image: Images] Randee Humphrey, director of education, Lewis Ginter Botanical Garden, Richmond, Virginia
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