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History of the Eloise Butler Wildflower Garden 

Winter 1925/1926 

This winter Eloise Butler was on the East Coast to visit her relatives, as had been her custom since she 
retired from teaching in 1911. Her residence was at 20 Murray Hill Rd, Malden, Mass.

She wrote to Bill and Martha Crone in January about the 
Christmas gifts, especially the reel tape measure, and 
the recipes the Crones sent and noted that the weather 
in Malden had been mild. Another of the presents 
received from the Crones was "the account of our Little 
Sahara."(1) This is the first time this term shows up and 
it refers to the sand garden and Cactus Rockery that was 
created as early as 1924. The words "little Sahara" do not 
show up in Eloise's log notes until June 1930, but this 
correspondence affirms the much earlier start of this 
garden area.

In late March she returned to her rented quarters at the 
residence of John and Susan Babcock at 227 Xerxes Ave. 
from where she could walk to the Garden.

Spring 1926 

Eloise Butler’s first Garden Log note of the season was on April 1st when she wrote:
No snow on the ground, but ice still on the ponds. Season very late. Robins and bluebirds here. 

On the 13th Trillium nivale [Snow Trillium] was in bloom and the Hepaticas were budding. But late 
winter was not over - on May 13: 

Frost at night, young leaves of butternut frozen.

The countryside of Appleton Maine where 
Eloise spent her childhood. Photo from 1989 

courtesy Martha Hellander.



Once again the pheasant was nesting. May 19: 
“Noted pheasant’s nest on west hillside with 10 eggs; yellow-headed blackbird’s nest June 4 
with 4 small eggs, one small, probably cowbird’s egg.” 14 June: “Noted exquisite nest of 
American Goldfinch in showy lady slipper meadow four eggs in it.” (Garden Log)

No new species were introduced this spring but she did receive shipments of plants already existing in 
the Garden from Robbins’ Nursery in Ashford NC; from North Dakota, and Malden, MA. She sourced 
locally from Hardscrabble Point on Lake Minnetonka, and from Forest Lake.

On May 31st Fletcher Wilson wrote in the Minneapolis Tribune about the flower displays in the city 
parks, devoting the most space to the Wild Flower Garden. He wrote: "And last, but of course not least, 
the native plant reserve in Glenwood . . . under the scrupulous care of a little old woman, Miss Eloise 
Butler. Except for fences and signs, it looks like a particularly beautiful spot in the wilds that has 
remained un-disfigured by the encroachment of civilization. There are no set beds. The plants have 
been introduced under their native conditions and allowed top grow as they will. In the reserve one 
may find in a restricted area plants which one would otherwise have to roam the entire state to see.”

After reading that one must suspect that he had a lesson with Miss Butler as it reads almost directly 
from her own written words except for the description of her as “a little old woman.”

Summer 1926 

In the summer months Eloise obtained another four new species for the 
Garden. Details below.
During 1926 Eloise wrote a summary of Shrubs in the Wild Garden, in 
which she reviewed her inventory of shrubs. She started with “The 
brightly hued berries of the shrubs are but a 'fleeting show' in the 
garden, being scarcely allowed to ripen by the fruit-loving birds.” At 
the end of the essay she gave an inventory:

The ten shrubs most common in the Reserve are: willows, of 
which the most abundant are Salix discolor [Pussy Willow], S. 
petiolaris [Slender Willow], S. rostrata [S. bebbiana, Bebb Willow]; 
Common hazel (Corylus americana); Prickly ash (Xanthoxylum 
americanum); Beaked hazel (Corylus rostrata); Smooth sumach 
(Rhus glabra); Gray dogwood (Cornus paniculata); Red-osier 
dogwood (Cornus stolonifera); Dwarf birch (Betula pumila); Wild 
buckthorn (Rhamus alnifolia); Round-leaved thorn (Crataegus 
rotundifolia) [Crataegus chrysocarpa var. chrysocarpa].(2)

Autumn 1926 

In the autumn months Eloise obtained 3 new species for the Garden - all detailed below.
Eloise did not refer to warblers very often but on September 6th she wrote: “Mrs. Gaylord Davidson 
noted today in The Reserve the following warblers” and listed 13 plus 17 other birds.

Red turtlehead, (Chelone obliqua) 
New summer planting.



Sometime during the year she added notes to what she intended to be an early history of the wildlife 
reserve describing why the site was chosen. She described in this essay the layout of the Garden in the 
area she called the “plateau” where her office stood. Then she added notes about the evergreens in the 
Garden. (Text on the Friends website).

Her last log entry on October 22 said 
planted from Grand Forks N. Dakota 7 silverberry below east path near Buffalo Berry. Planted 
from Glenwood Park 1 Aster azureus and 1 A. sericeus on Plateau north of office. 

Frosts occurred on October 24-25th ending the growing season. During the autumn she also recorded 
planting a number of other species previously in the Garden, most from Robbins in Ashford NC; 
Waseca MN; Royal NE, Thomaston ME; Mrs. Leavitt’s garden at 2015 James Ave. So, Minneapolis; 
Glenwood Park; Deephaven MN; a large group of plants from Bryan MN; the Park Board Nursery; the 
Streetcar terminus on West Broadway and Mrs. Johnson’s yard in Minneapolis.

A third essay this year, also intended to be part of her 
history was titled Trees in the Wild Garden. She 
recounted 

A census was taken at once of the most 
obvious inmates of the Reserve, which has 
been increased from time to time by many 
delightful surprises. (2)

She references the damage from the tornado in 1925 
and then gave this inventory of trees:

The ten most abundant trees in the Native 
Plant Reserve, Minneapolis, are: Tamarack 
(Larix laricina), White birch (Betula alba var. 
papyrifera), Ironwood (Ostrya virginiana), 
Northern pin oak (Quercus ellipsoidalis), White 
oak (Quercus alba), Red oak (Quercus rubra), 
White ash (Fraximus americana), Red maple 
(Acer rubrum), Basswood, (Tilia americana), 
Large-toothed aspen (Populus grandidentata). 
(3)

When the Garden closed and the office locked up she 
departed for the East Coast to visit her sister Cora 
Pease as she has done every winter since 1911.

In another part of the history Eloise was writing 
about the Garden, dated 1926, she wrote of the 
earliest days of the Garden and why preservation 
was necessary: "In the early ‘80s Minneapolis was a 
place of enchantment – a veritable fairyland” [but with the advancement of the city] “the land has been 
ruthlessly stripped of the exquisite features that Nature, the greatest landscape gardener, has wrought 
through the ages, and “all the king’s horses and all the king’s men” can never make the place the same 
again.” (This part of the text continues on the pages following the plant information.)

The Wild Garden in 1912 showing the location of 
the Plateau and other features. Map ©Martha 

Hellander.



Following the death of Eloise in 1933, parts of her text were incorporated into an article titled Our 
Native Plant Reserve compiled by Mrs John Jepson. The purpose of the article was to sum up the work 
Eloise had done and the benefit of the Garden to society. The text was then published in The Minnesota 
Clubwoman in June 1933. (copy on website)

Weather in 1926 was not too unusual. Precipitation increased from 1925, but the year was still below 
normal by 3 inches. The year ended with some good snow and snow on the ground most of November 
and all of December.

New 1926 Plants 

Spring 1926 
No new species in spring 1926.

Summer 1926 
• Aster shortii, [Symphyotrichum shortii], Short’s Aster, native, from Waseca. MN. August 28 with a 

2nd group on September 4. Extant. (Photo below)
• Chelone obliqua, Red Turtlehead, from Vicinity of Waterville, near southern boundary of Rice 

County, 1 clump, August 14. This had been naturalized in Mr. Rohl’s garden, Gramercy Ave. 
There has long been a question whether this species has native status in Minnesota. The U of M 
Checklist of the Vascular Plants of Minnesota states it is known only from Southern Minnesota and 
last collected in 1922. This clump was later stolen and Policeman Rohl replaced the clump with 
others from his garden on May 23, 1931. Extant.

• Hydrophyllum appendiculatum, Great Waterleaf, native, from Denison Iowa, July 31.
• Mentzelia decapetala, Tenpetal Blazing Star, not native to MN, from Beulah, ND, August 26,

Autumn 1926 
• Aster nemoralis [Oclemena nemoralis] Bog aster, not native, from Thomaston, ME, September 3.
• Erigeron annuus, Eastern Daisy Fleabane [Annual Fleabane], native, from Deephaven, September 

30. This is the first time she planted it, but was indigenous in 1907. Extant. (Photo below)

Short's Aster, (Symphyotrichum 
shortii), New summer planting. 

Eastern Daisy Fleabane (Annual 
Fleabane), (Erigeron annuus), 

New autumn planting.

Rosinweed, (Silphium integrifolium). 
New autumn planting.



• Silphium integrifolium, Rosinweed, not native, from Royal Neb. October 9. Extant. (Photo below)
• Specularia perfoliata, [Triodanis perfoliatal. Clasping Venus Looking-glass, native, seeds from Royal 

Nebraska, October 18. Martha Crone also planted it in 1947.

Photo top of first page: One of  open pools in the wetland as seen years later on May 15, 1952. Photo 
from a Kodachrome taken by Martha Crone. These Kodachromes were given to Friends of the Wild 
Flower Garden by Martha Crone Estate.

Notes:
(1) Letter to Bill and Martha Crone, 11 Jan. 1926 
(2) Shrubs in the Wild Garden, essay in The Early History of the Wildlife Reserve, unpublished.
(3) Trees in the Wild Garden. essay in The Early History of the Wildlife Reserve, unpublished.

References:
Garden Log - Native Plant Reserve, Glenwood Park, Minneapolis, MN by Eloise Butler.
Martha Crone's Garden Log and her 1951 Census of plants in the Garden.
Various papers and correspondence of Eloise Butler in the collection of the Minnesota Historical 
Society.
Historical Climatology of Minneapolis-St. Paul Area by Charles Fisk.

©2018 Friends of the Wild Flower Garden, Inc. Photos ©G D Bebeau or as otherwise credited and are 
used with permission for educational purposes, for which the Friends thank them and the organization 
providing the photos. Text and research by Gary Bebeau. 

Additional Text from Eloise Butler’s Early History of 1926 
In the early ‘80s Minneapolis was a place of 
enchantment – a veritable fairyland. Along the river 
banks grew in profusion trillium, bloodroot, wild 
phlox, anemones, Dutchman’s breeches, and hepatica; 
the meadows were glorious with Indian paint brush, 
both red and yellow, with gentians, purple fringed 
orchids, and royal clumps of blue violets. In the 
tamarack swamps of the suburbs might be seen long 
vistas of our state flower, the showy lady’s-slipper, 
together with the wild calla, and pitcher plants 
without number. And who could describe the 
outlying prairies, rioting in colors far exceeding the 
brilliancy of tropical flora. A long procession 
beginning with the pasque flower, the “crocus in 
chinchilla fur,” the rosy three-flowered avens, and the 
equally profuse bird’s-foot violet, that gave way in 
turn to the more gorgeous blooms of midsummer and 
early autumn, as the purple blazing stars, giant 
sunflowers, goldenrods, and asters of many species 
and hues. Various lily-rimmed pools and lakes were 
teeming with algae, among them microscopic 
desmids, and diatoms of extraordinary beauty, many 
of which were new to the world.

What changes have been wrought by the rapid 
growth of the city and the onward march of 
“improvements”! The shy woodland plants are fast 
dying out on our river banks; the tamarack swamps 
have been drained, and with the drying up of the 
water have disappeared the wondrous orchids and 
the strange insectivorous plants. The pools with the 
desmids and diatoms have been filled in and houses 
built over them; and the prairies have been plotted 
into building lots. The land has been ruthlessly 
stripped of the exquisite features that Nature, the 
greatest landscape gardener, has wrought through the 
ages, and “all the king’s horses and all the king’s 
men” can never make the place the same again. The 
foreign plants used to replace our native species, and 
introduced with so much labor and expense, removed 
from their natural setting, look formal and stiff, and 
impress one much as impaled butterflies do in a 
museum case.

Again, it is cleared land that is invaded by 
unwelcome foreigners like burdock, sand-bur, and 
Russian thistle; for most of our vegetable tramps, like 
the human ones, are from the Old World. Inured to 
keener competition, they multiply rapidly and crowd 



out our native wildings. Cottagers on the suburban 
lake shores have fettered ideas of planting that are 
more appropriate for city grounds, and condemn 
their neighbors who strive to preserve the wildness, 
for a lack of neatness in not using a lawnmower and 
in not pulling down the vine tangles in which birds 
nest and sing – apparently dissatisfied until the 
wilderness is reduced to a dead level of monotonous, 
songless tameness. What does one go into the 
wilderness for to see? A reed shaken by the wind, if 
you please; but surely not geometric flower beds, nor 
mounds of the ubiquitous canna and castor bean.

Hence, to preserve intact and within easy reach some 
of our vanishing wild land, to maintain a supply of 
native plants for educational purposes, to study at 
firsthand the problems of ecology and forestry, to 
preserve the indigenous flora and to introduce, if 
feasible, the flora of all the other regions of botany in 
Minnesota for the benefit of students of botany and 
lovers of wild life – the teachers of botany in 
Minneapolis petitioned the city park commissioners 
to set aside a tract of land for a wild botanic garden. 
(copy of petition - pdf)The site selected by the 
teachers and generously granted by the 
commissioners lies in Glenwood Park, the largest and 
perhaps the most beautiful of all our parks, 
containing three pond of fair extent, a diversity of soil 
and slopes and wooded heights commanding 
extensive views. In autumn, the scene is of surpassing 
loveliness with the beautiful groups of trees on the 
hills, in the valleys, and about the ponds, the vivid 
reds of the maples and the oaks, and the gold of the 
poplars set off by the white boles of birch and the 
dark green foliage of tamaracks.


