The History of the National Garden Club
A compilation by Dotty Hurd, President, Idaho Garden Clubs, Inc.

 

The idea of an organized garden club came about in 1891 in Athens, Georgia.  The primary purpose of this group was to study plants, with each person studying a particular variety.  This was during a time of reconstruction after the war where great damage had occurred to monuments and buildings and parks and public gardens.  Over the years, garden club members worked diligently to restore these areas.

 

By 1913 more and more garden clubs were formed, and found advantages in numbers and joined into federations to address common concerns such as groundwater runoff and public park issues.  During 1929 the organization established committees to oversee billboards and roadsides, conservation and legislation.

 

The Quarantine Act of 1912, was directed against insect pests and resulted in the ban of Dutch bulbs.  The group felt the government should concentrate on “scientific research on extermination and control”.  A letter to President Hoover asked for a nonpartisan committee to investigate the problem.  He replied "action will occur soon”.

 

Even back in 1933, a “Save the Redwoods” committee had been formed.  In 1949 National Garden Club members purchased 40 acres of redwoods and donated it to the California Park System.  An additional 40 acres was given in 1951.

 

It didn’t take long for garden club members to take on menacing highway billboards.  Quick action was taken to save the Long Island sand dunes and wooded headlands from billboard advertisements.  The highway into and out of Washington, 

D. C. had the worst billboards in the country.  The zeal to rid billboards was unabated.  Garden club members formed a project and became a protest to ban advertisement in the landscape.

 

During 1935 National Garden Clubs endorsed “Certificates of Merit” to gas stations, roadside parks, restaurants and motels for environmental and horticultural improvements.  A roadside Development Committee was adopted.  We now know this to be the “Good Neighbor Award”.  Members introduced legislation to protect trees, shrubs, wildflowers, and establish roadside parks.  In addition, they objected to having political signs on the highway.  Campaigns against billboards included to essentials.  First, develop a backing for making the highways beautiful by addressing Men’s Civic Clubs and Chambers of Commerce.  Second, obtain publicity showing support restriction of billboards which garden club members wanted limited to commercial districts.  With an emphasis on horticulture, conservation and roadside protection, the movement forged ahead.

 

The Blue Star Memorial program was adopted in 1945 beginning with New Jersey’s Blue Star Drive, a five-mile stretch planted with 1,000 dogwoods and no billboards.  Highways were identified across the nation and every state participated by seeking approval of State Legislatures and the cooperation of the highway departments.  State garden clubs bought the Blue Star Markers, landscaping materials and installed the markers and horticulture at chosen locations.

 

Veterans of WWII were provided horticulture therapy while recovering at the VA hospitals.  Garden Club members gave courses in planted identification, established gardens, built and operated greenhouses at the VA hospitals.

 

In 1949, Garden Club members compiled a list of trees, shrubs and herbaceous plants in each state.  This was published as horticultural travel guide.  “The Guidebook – What Grows Where Your Are” was printed under the title “A Traveler’s Guide to Roadside Wildflowers, Trees and Shrubs”.

 

A perky figure was introduced in 1952 to be used on posters, seals and signs to help with the ware on litter.  “Litterbugs” became an everyday word as National Garden Clubs adopted the slogan “Don’t be a Litterbug”.  Keep America Beautiful, Inc. got on the bandwagon and included the slogan and figure in its programs.  The popular “Litterbug” program encouraged safer and more beautiful highways.  Garden Club members purchased more than 300,000 litterbags to encourage the disposal of waste.

 

The highway watchdogs now were concerned that the Federal Highway Act of 1956 didn’t include provisions “for preservation of the natural beauty through which the freeways are constructed”.  Restaurants and service stations were ruled off the highway but not billboards.  Garden Club members got into the fight to control billboards by supporting changes in legislation.

 

“Operation Wildflower” appeared on the horizon with Oklahoma providing one of the major inspirations.  The Oklahoma Highway Commission was enlisted to plant seeds provided by garden clubs which resulted in 12,000 miles of Oklahoma roadside planted in one year.

 

The mission statement of National Garden Clubs Inc. is:- 
“Provides education, resources and national networking opportunities for its members to promote the love of gardening, floral design and civic and environmental responsibility.”

 

As First Lady in the 60’s, Ladybird Johnson sponsored environmental causes and National Beautification projects.  She was instrumental in the fencing of salvage yards.  Ladybird established wildflower centers, supported the prairie grass restoration efforts, and implemented the beautiful highway mediums of wildflowers across the state of Texas.  After leaving the White House, Ladybird Johnson remained active in environmental and horticultural activities.  However, Garden Club members were just as active and started long before Ladybird.
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