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In honor of the 200th anniversary 
of Frederick Law Olmsted's birth, 
individuals and organizations across 

the country are reflecting on his life 
and times. Although his training was 
practical rather than formal, Olmsted 
is often referred to as the Father of 
American Landscape Architecture. Born 
in Hartford, CT on April 26, 1822, 
Olmsted is widely recognized for his part 
in creating New York City's Central Park. 
His role in the experiment that presaged 
the establishment of our National Park 
System involves a less known chapter in 
his multi-faceted career.

Implementation of the concept that 
remarkable tracts of land should be 
p r e s e r v e d  f r o m  i n d i s c r i m i n a t e 

development began with a letter written 
by Captain Israel Ward Raymond, who 
visited the Yosemite Valley in 1862. 
Expressing the sentiments of like-minded 
friends, he urged US Senator John Conness 
of California to introduce legislation 
preserving the land to "let the wonders 
of the Yosemite be inalienable forever." 
["A State Park System Is Born" California 
Department of Parks and Recreation]

On March 28, 1864, Conness introduced 
Senate Bill 203, known colloquially as 
"the Yosemite Big Tree Grant." Describing 
the area encompassed in the Yosemite 
Valley and Mariposa Big Tree Grove as 
containing "perhaps, some of the greatest 
wonders of the world," he stated, "The 
object and purpose is to make a grant to 
the State, on the stipulation contained 
in the bill that the property shall be 
inalienable forever, and preserved and 
improved as a place of public resort." ["An 
Anti-Slavery US Senator is Selected," 
Greg Lucas, California State Library, 
CAL@170] All the federal government 
had to do was cede the land to the State of 
California. Finding funding for managing 

the grant was California's responsibility.

Nevertheless, the Yosemite Land Grant 
Bill Abraham Lincoln signed on June 30, 
1864, is considered the first step in the 
creation of our National Park System. In 
American Canopy, Eric Rutkow writes: 
"This was the precursor to every national 
park in the country: the first time that the 
federal government stepped in to preserve 
natural resources (even if done obliquely 
through state transfer); the first time the 
government recognized a noncommercial 
value in land; and the first time that 
concern for the commons trampled over 
private development."

Popular legend suggests legislators passed 
around photographs taken by Carleton 
Watkins as they considered the bill. 
Raymond had included some of the 
images in his letter to Conness. 

Watkins was familiar with the landscape 
when he trekked to the Yosemite Valley in 
1861 carting one camera that used 18 x 22-
inch glass plates and another that yielded 
stereoscopic negatives. California mining 
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Frederick Law Olmsted, often referred to as the Father 
of American Landscape Architecture, had a hand in 
introducing the idea of a national park system. 
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President’s Letter
Dear Fellow Gardeners, 

Here we are in October already! Our new season is off and running thanks to a 
successful presentation from David Culp last month. Having been away, I am grateful 
for Brett jumping in to introduce David and coordinate the broadcast with Suzi 
Fonda to the New England Botanic Garden at Tower Hill members.

I can’t wait for our October meeting with Andrew Pighills, where he will present 
the way stone in our gardens can be used to define, detail and highlight areas on our 
properties. Don’t forget our annual Bulb Sale benefitting scholarships will be held 
that evening: we will have some great selections to choose from. 

Hopefully you have looked at the newly improved website. It is easier to navigate and 
sign up for events and travel. While you are there, take a look at our leadership page; 
we are in need of a secretary and a vice president. Our Board of Directors’ meetings 
are the only time a secretary needs to “Zoom” in, take minutes and prepare them 
for the board a week before the next meeting. It's is a fun and informative way to 
learn in more detail what makes CT Hort successful. Please consider this one-year 
commitment, which only means eight meetings! 

Who shall we have as a vice president to take over? I have enjoyed serving this 
organization. With the added year I committed to, I understand why a two-year 
term works well; new ideas from a fresh perspective are what makes for a strong 
organization. My email is  cadmarino@hotmail.com,  please feel free to contact me 
with any questions about making a commitment.

Warmly,
Cheryl Marino

Bartlett Arboretum & Gardens 
Connecticut Gardener

The Garden Barn Nursery
Go Organic LLC

VILLAGE GREENE
GARDENS LLC

Thank you to our generous business members and contributors!
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Coming Up in person and live via Zoom:
November 17, 2022: Shrubs, the New Perennial  

with Lorraine Ballato, horticulturist, garden writer, and speaker

Stone in the Garden
with Andrew Pighills
Thursday, October 20, 2022 • 7:30 pm
In person at Emanuel Synagogue (160 Mohegan Drive, West Hartford),  
and live via Zoom (you’ll be sent the link on the Sunday before the talk).

Andrew Pighills

We’re delighted to carry on our tradition of selling bulbs at the October 20 speaker meeting at 
Emanuel Synagogue! This year, the sale of bulbs will go towards our scholarship efforts.  Thank you 
to Colorblends and White Flower Farm for their generous support of the Bulb Sale.

Save the Date for the Bulb Sale! October 20

Stone in the Garden
This presentation explores the myriad ways in which 
structure is created in the landscape using natural stone. 
Mr. Pighills elaborates on where to place stone in the 
garden, including stone walls to define garden areas, or 
paths, walkways and patios, as well as which materials are 
most suitable to creating contrast or harmony.

Andrew Pighills
Born in Yorkshire, England, Andrew Pighills is an 
accomplished gardener, horticulturist and builder of dry 
stone walls. He received his formal horticulture training 
with The Royal Horticultural Society and has spent  
30 years creating gardens and building dry stone walls in 
his native England in and around the Yorkshire Dales and 
the Lake District. 

In 2001, Mr. Pighills moved to the United States where 
he and his wife, Michelle Becker, an accomplished artist, 
designer and gardener, have combined their complementary 
skills to form English Gardens and Landscaping, in 
Killingworth, CT. They distinguish themselves in designing 
and installing residential landscapes that draw inspiration 
from the enchanting settings and exuberant lushness of 
the traditional English “cottage” gardens that they know 
and love so well. 
His stone work has been featured in a programming series 
on traditional English construction methods on BBC 
television. More recently, he was featured in The New York 
Times, Martha Stewart Radio, The New Haven Register, 
Yankee Magazine and numerous other publications. 
Andrew is a member of the prestigious Dry Stone Walling 
Association.
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The saying goes that the busier you are, the more time 
you will find to help others. That’s certainly true when 
it comes to the winner of the 2022 Service Award. Brett 

Isaacson, past president (2018-2020) 
and vice president (2016-2018) and 
co-owner of Friendship Tours with 
sister Amy, always finds the time to 
immerse himself in the work behind the 
scenes of the Connecticut Horticultural 
Society. Brett’s decades of service for CT 
Hort is steeped in legacy. His parents, 
Herb and Lois “HI-Lo” Isaacson, were 
involved in the organization for decades, 
on the board of directors as well as 
on committees, sharing their love of 
horticulture through their hard work. 

Brett grew up on Albany Avenue with 
siblings Ben and Amy in West Hartford, 
“just blocks away from Elizabeth Park. 
I learned about gardening through 
osmosis,” he joked. “We did all of our vacations with CT Hort 
people. I’ve seen five generations of CT Hort members come and 
go. My father rewrote the mission statement. My mom served on 
the board. They got everyone they knew to serve on the board,” 
including Ken Stubenrauch, Tom Christopher, and Nancy 
Brennick, among others.

Brett has taken the place of his mother as president of Friendship 
Tours/The Ship Shop, which Lois started in 1977. The company 
offers guided tours of all sizes and types, to destinations all over the 
world. They also offer curated and discounted gardening-themed 
trips for members of CT Hort. 

He came home in 2001 to run the family business with his sister, 
Amy, after living in Colorado, Texas, and Virginia, working for 
what he called “a Tony Robbins type of guy” as a production 
designer. He took the role of travel chairman for CT Hort in 2010. 
“I’ve been going to board meetings since 2010,” he said.

Brett became vice president of CT Hort in 2016. He has been 
tireless about his role in the organization.

“Brett’s dedication to this organization is unparalleled,” said 
CT Hort president Cheryl Marino. “He gives 100 percent to 
everything he does in life, work, and service, and he’s had big shoes 

to fill when it comes to carrying on the 
legacy his parents created at CT Hort. 
He’s done that admirably.  When I came 
into the position of president Brett was 
and has been a great support offering me 
assistance and support “

“I really love the people that I’ve traveled 
with all over the word with people like 
Roman and Theresa (Mroczkowski) and 
Pat Lavery…” 

He also loves the traveling. “Chanticleer 
(Garden, in Wayne, PA) will leave you 
in a better place than when you first 
arrived,” he noted.

“I love helping to get the speakers. That’s 
one of the wonderful parts; that we’re able 

to get speakers from all over the world. And disseminating the idea 
of CT Hort. What we’ve done for scholarship recipients is amazing.”

“I loved delivering flowers during the pandemic to our members 
celebrating anniversaries. It was so wonderful to see people.”

Brett also understands the people and the organization he has spent 
so much time on. “I know the heart of the people who participate. 
Those individuals who put in so much so that others can enjoy 
themselves. When you get likeminded people together, that’s what 
benefits the community.” 

Despite his new award-winning status, Brett is still humble about 
his role with CT Hort. “I’m simply the steward minding it until 
someone else takes my place,” he said.

• • • • •
The Connecticut Horticultural Society exists largely due to the help 
of many volunteers. They are a source of inspiration, knowledge 
and encouragement which is valued and enjoyed by all of us. Every 
year, we recognize an individual who has enhanced the CT Hort 
experience by nominating them as the Service Award recipient. 

Congratulations to  
2022 Service Award Winner  
Brett Isaacson 

Brett Isaacson’s love of Elizabeth Park when he was young, as can 
be witnessed by this 1971 photograph from the Hartford Courant. 
Brett grew up on Albany Avenue with his parents Herb and Lois 
“HI-Lo” Isaacson and siblings Ben and Amy in West Hartford, “just 
blocks away from Elizabeth Park.”

Brett and his wife, Heidi Isaacson, at a recent trip to Elizabeth Park. 
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companies had been commissioning him 
to provide photographic documentation 
for cases involving land disputes. The 
Smithsonian Museum of American Art 
notes: "When the mining operation 
caused pollution and destructive flooding, 
Watkins's photographs became the first 
used as court evidence in an environmental 
suit." Prints from the 30 glass plate 
negatives and 100 stereoscopic images 
of the Yosemite Valley Watkins sent 
across the country rapidly captivated the 
imagination of Easterners.

O l m s t e d  d i d n' t  n e e d 
photographs to pique his 
interest. In need of restoring 
both his physical and financial 
health after serving as General 
Secretar y of  the United 
States Sanitary Commission, 
he had accepted a position 
managing the Mariposa Estate, 
a  California g oldmining 
enterprise. He arrived in 
Bear Valley California in the 
fall of 1863, where his wife 
and children joined him the 
following spring. Less than a 
month after Lincoln signed 
the Yosemite Land Grant 
legislation, Olmsted camped 
with his family on Galen 
Clark's Yosemite Valley ranch 
and viewed the Mariposa 
Grove. Although not the first 
person of European ancestry to discover 
the stand of 500 giant sequoias, Clark is 
recognized as the first one to count and 
measure the ancient trees.

Olmstead's wife, Mary (as quoted by 
Witold Rybczynski, A Clearing in the 
Distance) reported: "I know of no simile 
to convey to you an idea of the effect 
these trees produce on one...They are 
like cathedral columns or gigantic organ 
pipes."

Following guidelines of the grant, which 
permitted leasing tracts for up to ten 
years to provide revenue for maintaining 

the new state park, California Governor 
Frederick F. Law appointed a 9-member 
unpaid commission to manage the land. 
Asked to serve, Olmsted was elected 
president.

In his 1865 report, Olmsted asserts "that 
in permitting the sacrifice of anything 
that would be of the slightest value 
to future visitors to the convenience, 
bad taste, playfulness, carelessness, 
or wanton destructiveness of present 
visitors, we probably yield the interest of 

uncounted millions to the selfishness of 
a few individuals." His advice concerning 
strict reg ulations to preser ve the 
integrity of scenery and vegetation went 
unheeded. Indeed, disagreeing with 
Olmsted's suggested appropriations for 
infrastructure development, some of his 
fellow commissioners suppressed the 
report. (It was rediscovered in 1952 by 
Olmsted biographer Laura Wood Roper.) 

Urged to resume work on Central Park, 
Olmsted left California soon after 
his fellow commissioners shelved his 
recommendations. As he predicted, 

abuse of the land, that had begun as soon 
as the area was accessed by non-native 
people, continued even in the supposedly 
protected Yosemite Valley and Mariposa 
Grove. 

In 1833, Zenas Leonard, trekking with 
Joseph Walker’s exploration party, 
recorded the earliest known written 
description of the giant sequoias. “In the 
last two days traveling we have found 
some trees of the Red-wood species 
incredibly large—some of which measure 

16 to 18 fathoms [96-108 
feet] round the trunk at the 
height of a man’s head from the 
ground.” Published in 1839 in 
Narrative of the Adventures of 
Zenas Leonard, the described 
dimensions failed to capture 
botanists’  attention.  No 
contemporary press coverage 
highlighted John M. Wooster’s 
1850 bid for remembrance by 
carving his initials into one of 
the gargantuan trees. 

Nevertheless, after thousands 
of years of peaceful coexistence 
with Native Americans, the 
remarkable giant sequoias 
s o o n  f o u n d  s t a n d i n g 
their ground problematic. 
Endangerment began with 
the Mariposa Indian War, 
1850-1851, that secured safe 
settlement in the Yosemite 

Valley and surrounding territory for gold 
rush miners and squatters still occupying 
parcels after Lincoln signed the Yosemite 
Land Grant Bill.

Augustus T. Dowd was ridiculed by 
his campmates in 1852 when he came 
back from hunting game raving about 
enormous evergreens. His tale seemed 
too tall then and has been suitably 
exaggerated since. But Dowd convinced 
his companions to follow him back to the 
grove. The ancient specimen he showed 

“Frederick Law Olmsted and the Yosemite Big Tree Grant”     from page 1

continued on page 6

A woman skis through Yosemite Park in the 1890s, with her cat. On October 1, 1890, 
Yosemite officially became a National Park, thanks in part, to the efforts of Frederick 
Law Olmsted. National Park Service photo
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them, dubbed the “Discovery Tree,” was 
felled a year later.

People who had waged war against the 
elements crossing the Sierras, often losing 
loved ones along the way, took pride in 
prevailing against a force of nature. They 
saw the towering trees as revenue for 
commercial enterprises supporting the 
progress of civilization as well as a tourist-
luring opportunity. Five men spent 25 
days chopping down the Discovery Tree 
that proved to be 1300 years old when the 
rings were counted. The expansive stump 
was smoothed for a dance floor. Huge 
chunks of bark were shipped east to prove 
to doubters that the trees were as immense 
as described.

In the Mariposa Grove, the Scribner 
Brothers cut a huge tunnel through the 
Wawona Tree in 1881 so stagecoaches 
carrying tourists could drive through. 
The tree lasted long enough to experience 
automobile traffic but succumbed to winter 
weather in 1969. Approximately 2,100 
years old at the time, the oncebeautiful 

tree was 234 feet tall and measured 26 feet 
in diameter at the base. 

S c i enti f i c  na m i n g  g en er at e d  a n 
international controversy. In 1847, 
German botanist Stephan Endlicher 
designated related Coast Redwoods 
Sequoia sempervirens. Most historians 
believe the name honors Sequoyah, the 
Native American who created a system 
of writing for the Cherokee language 
that transcribed spoken sounds into 
86 characters. In 1853, William Lobb 
brought specimens of giant sequoias 
to England. John Lindley labeled 
the discovery Wellingtonia gigantea. 
American botanists preferred Sequoia 
gigantea. In 1939, determining the 
Sierra natives belong in a separate genus, 
John T. Bucholtz proposed the current 
botanical nomenclature: Sequoiadendron 
giganteum. [The Gymnosperm Database]

Getting the Yosemite Valley returned 
to federal ownership took a lengthy 
campaign by alarmed environmentalists 
who deplored the way California was 

mismanaging the grant. In an article for 
The Century, September 1890, John Muir 
lamented that "ax and plow, hogs and 
horses, have long been and are still busy in 
Yosemite's gardens and groves. All that is 
accessible and destructible is being rapidly 
destroyed." Joining with Muir in the 
campaign to restore Yosemite to federal 
stewardship, Century editor Robert 
Johnson wrote that "the natural pleasure 
grounds" had been "ignorantly hewed, 
hacked, sordidly plowed and fenced, and 
otherwise treated on principles of forestry 
that would disgrace a picnic ground." 
On October 1, 1890, Yosemite officially 
became a National Park.

This July, wiser principles of forestry, 
including several years of controlled burns, 
saved the Mariposa Big Tree Grove once 
again during the Washburn Fire. With 
bark three feet thick, giant sequoias 
have a natural defense against wildfires. 
Wrapped in protective fireproof material, 
Galen Clark's cabin also survived the 
conflagration.

Visit cthort.org for the MOST CURRENT listings and links.

Horticultural Happenings & Announcements
Note: Happenings are listed on a space-available basis. 
To submit an event, send details to news@cthort.org.  
Please format the announcement to resemble the entries 
below. Deadline for November issue is October 15.

Sat., Oct. 1, 10am–1pm—Second annual Fall Plant Sale 
sponsored by the Garden Club of Woodbridge, Church 
Green, Meetinghouse Lane, Woodbridge. Members will 
offer a large selection of perennials, and possibly some shrubs 
or trees from their gardens.  Perennials for sale will include 
iris, peonies, hosta, coreopsis, coneflower, columbine, day 
lilies and more. Go to www.gardenclubofwoodbridge.org for 
more information. 

Sat., Oct. 8, 10-11:30am—Cutting Gardens Revisited 
at Hollister House Garden, 300 Nettleton Hollow 
Road, Washington. Join flower farmer Elisabeth Cary  
and learn about her successes and failures during her five-
year journey to develop her home cutting garden into  
a micro-flower farm for fun and profit. Call 860-868-2200 
or go to hollisterhousegarden.org.

Tues., Oct. 18, 1-4pm—Welcoming Autumn with Eco-
friendly Designs presented by the Pomperaug Valley 
Garden Club, The Old Town Hall, 5 Mountain Road, 
Woodbury. Maureen Christmas will speak. A $25 club 
donation is requested. Call 203-405-1506 or go to http://
www.pomperaugvalleygc.org.

Wed., Oct. 26 at 7:—Darcy Daniels: Mix and Match-
Tips for Creating Perfectly Coordinated Plant Combos, 
presented by the Hardy Plant Society CT Chapter. Zoom 
only. Darcy’s method for creating perfectly coiffed and 
coordinated garden vignettes will bring out the stylist in you. 
Darcy will show you her easy-to-understand, fresh approach 
to breaking down the sometimes-mysterious act of combining 
plants and will give you the tools you need to create the perfect 
ensemble. Free for members; $10 non-member fee. Go to 
https://www.facebook.com/hardyplantsocietyconnecticut/ 
for more information. 



Page 7 October 2022 CT Hort Newsletter

To reserve your spot or for more information, please call Friendship Tours  
at (860) 243-1630 or toll-free (800) 243-1630 or visit www.friendshiptours.net.

CT Hort Travel 

GOAL
$8,000

$0

$8,000

$6,000

$4,000

$2,000

2022-2023 Scholarship Fund 

The 2022-2023 season 
begins again, and with it, 
a fresh goal of $8,000 to 
provide scholarships to 

students. We hope you'll 
consider helping us reach 

that goal! Go to cthort.org 
to learn how to give.  

Thank you!

$13

Philadelphia Flower Show 
March 8-10, 2023

SAVE THE DATE! 

Liam Bambery, Hartford

Kathy Beaty, Rocky Hill        

Michael Benevento, Storrs Mansfield

Molly Birenbaum, North Smithfield, RI                     

Miranda Crabb, Windsor Locks

Lori Davis, Middletown 

Andrea Donald, Old Lyme    

Dale Fournier, Roxbury

Ann Hayman, Glastonbury

Madeleine Hexter, West Hartford

Nancy Labianca, Woodbridge

Linda Lane, Wallingford

Sheila Langer, Ridgefield 

Anne Massucco, West Hartford

Maggie Peretto, Manchester

Linda Pol, Meriden 

Gloria Shusdock, Farmington 

Leslie Smith, Hartford 

Rheannon Smyth, Collinsville

Todd Testerman, West Hartford

Peter Winne, Hartford

Welcome New Members

DETAILS TO COME! 
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      CT Hort Calendar at a Glance 
Wed. Oct. 5 –  Board of Directors  

 Remote Meeting, 7 pm 
Friday, Oct. 14 –  Deadline for Winter  

 (Nov/Dec) Newsletter
Thurs. Oct. 20 –  Speaker presentation  

 IN PERSON and VIRTUAL 
  featuring “Stone in the  
 Garden” with Andrew  
 Pighills, 7:30 pm

Go to CTHort.org for information on these 
and all other meetings and programs.
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