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	No-frills catalog supplied plants to Washington

By John Holtz
For The Inquirer
We dust off the fable about George Washington's hatchet job on a cherry tree every year about this time. The truth is, the Father of our Country was more likely to buy a tree than reduce one to a stump.

Like millions of modern-day gardeners, the nation's first president shopped from a catalog for plants for his home at Mount Vernon, Va. In March 1792, Washington placed an order from the "Catalogue of American Trees, Shrubs and Herbacious Plants" published by John Bartram's Garden in Philadelphia, Washington's personal papers at the Library of Congress show.

But America's first printed nursery catalog was a far cry from today's glossy direct-mail marvels, with their eye-popping photos of neon blossoms and exotic foliage. William and John Bartram Jr., who inherited the nursery business from their father in 1777, could have used the help of a marketing agency to add a bit of sizzle to it.

The Bartram's catalog took minimalism to an extreme. It was no more than a flyer of 218 plant species listed alphabetically by botanic name, along with a handful of footnotes describing the preferred soil conditions of each specimen. It didn't even show prices for the plants.

"You sent a letter of what you wanted from the list, and you got a return letter of the cost, terms and shipping details," says Bill LeFevre, executive director of the John Bartram Association, which runs Bartram's Garden in Southwest Philadelphia.

Washington ordered more than 200 trees and shrubs, including a cherry tree (Prunus cerasus), essentially sight unseen. Though, to be historically accurate, he had previously visited Bartram's Garden to check out the nursery, LeFevre says. Twice during the summer of 1787, Washington took a break from the Constitutional Convention to drop by for a look-see.

In June, amid daily diary entries about his work days at the convention and occasional nights out with the boys at City Tavern, Washington wrote on Sunday, June 10, that he rode off to see "the botanical garden of Mr. Bartram," which he found "stored with many curious plants, shrubs and trees, many of which are exotics." Washington's diary shows a second Sunday outing to Bartram's on Sept. 2, 1787.

Of course, there was no instant gratification in those pioneering days of mail-order retailing; the option to pay extra to have your shrubs shipped express was a century and a half away. LeFevre estimates that Washington's order took a week or more to cover the 150 miles from Philadelphia to northern Virginia.

Packing live plants for the long journey from nursery to customer was a whole other matter, based on instructions found in correspondence between the senior Bartram and his customers. Get annoyed by the plastic foam popcorn that spills out of the box with your plants? Well, how about finding your new arrivals kept fresh and moist in ox bladders?

Scan Washington's original shopping list, saved in the Library of Congress, and you'll find familiar names, flora that are as much at home today at a Mount Laurel McMansion as they were two centuries ago on the Mount Vernon plantation.

Washington selected shrubs such as Hypericum kalmianum (St. John's Wort), Calycanthus floridus (Sweet Shrub), Philadelphus coronaries (Mock Orange), and Itea virginica (Sweetspire), along with the evergreen arborvitae, hemlock, juniper and white pine, and the deciduous silver maple and sugar maple trees.

Washington also acquired the rare tree Franklinia alatamaha discovered by Bartram and his son William and named for family friend Ben. He selected native species - what else would there have been in post-colonial North America?

It's not known for sure whether Bartram gave the president a money-back guarantee with his order, though a second shipment was sent down the following autumn to replace plants that flopped, according to Washington's instructions to his chief gardener at Mount Vernon on Nov. 7, 1792.

LeFevre says that in the early days of the nursery business, Bartram's Garden typically did not offer guarantees covering plants. "In those days, you couldn't even be guaranteed the order would get there," he says.

Regardless, Washington wasn't much of a repeat customer, says Dean Norton, the director of horticulture at Mount Vernon.

"Once Washington received a plant, he never expected to have to buy it again. He propagated offspring from the mother plant by cuttings or seed to expand his gardens," Norton says.

Washington wasn't a big-spending plantaholic, he adds. "Of the thousands of plants at Mount Vernon, very few were purchased. Washington had his own local nursery, the woods. It was not until the 1790s that he started ordering from nurseries."

Which leads to the obvious question: How many shillings did George shell out for all those shrubs and trees?

The answer is as murky as a bucket of compost tea.

"We have no idea how much Washington paid for the plants he received from Bartram's Garden in 1792," says Joel T. Fry, curator of the Bartram's Garden historic site.

Individual plants sold for 25 to 50 cents apiece at the time, says Fry, who figures the total value of Washington's order at as much as $75, or about $1,000 in today's money.

But Norton can't find a record in Washington's accounting ledgers of any payment to Bartram's Garden - an interesting lapse in record-keeping by a man who amassed tens of thousands of pages of diaries, financial accountings, weather observations, agriculture notations, and names of dinner guests.

"It's possible the plants were a gift from the Bartrams, based on interpretations of Washington's diaries and the lack of other records," Norton says.

Only Washington knows the truth.
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