
AN EVENING
WITH AUTHOR

ANDREA WULF
Wednesday, May 25, 6-8 p.m.

Blithewold Mansion, Gardens
and Arboretum

101 Ferry Road, Bristol

Tickets $50 (a portion is tax-
deductible to support Blithewold
garden programs). Champagne
and hors d’oeuvres reception to
honor the 100th birthday of
Blithewold’s giant sequoia and
informal tours around the
estate’s gardens after lecture.
Reservations required. 

(401) 253-2707, Ext. 21

www.blithewold.org/event/
show/252 
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How does your country grow?
arts

BY JENNIFER NICOLE SULLIVAN

For the founding fathers,
manure was often a priority,
if not an obsession. John
Adams, for instance, had no
qualms teasing apart a stink-
ing pile of straw and dung
with his bare hands outside of
London to examine its con-
tents. 

Why would our second
president do such a ghastly
thing? Adams, as well as his
revolutionary comrades
George Washington, Thomas
Jefferson and James Madi-
son, were farmers at the core,
and agriculture yields in the
U.S. depended on such crucial
techniques as manuring. In
the new book, “Founding Gar-
deners: The Revolutionary
Generation, Nature, and the
Shaping of the American
Nation,” author Andrea Wulf
takes a fascinating look at our
first four presidents through
the lens of gardening and
agriculture and illuminates
how their passion for the land
shaped our nation — manure
and all.

“We can only understand
the making of America if we
look at the founding fathers
as farmers and gardeners and
not just as politicians,” said
the London-based author via
telephone in Alexandria, Va.,
on a break from a nationwide
book tour. “Good agricultural
crops meant for them self-suf-
ficiency … only if the country
were self-sufficient, they
could really truly be inde-
pendent from Britain.”

Wulf, The New York Times
bestselling author of 2009’s
“The Brother Gardeners:
Botany, Empire and the Birth
of an Obsession,” will give an
illustrated lecture about her
latest book at Bristol’s Blithe-
wold Mansion, Gardens and
Arboretum on May 25.

Inspiration for “Founding
Gardeners” came while com-
pleting “The Brother Garden-
ers,” her book about the
British obsession with gar-

dening in the 18th century. As
she researched American
farmer John Bartram, who
sent American plants to Eng-
land, the founding fathers
and their commitment to
nature and botany “popped
up” repeatedly. A trip to Jef-
ferson’s magnificent Monti-
cello in Charlottesville, Va.,
solidified her quest to pursue
this angle of American histo-
ry that she’d never heard
before.

For four years, Wulf pored
over published and unpub-
lished letters in presidential
archives, particularly from
their retirement years, when
they concentrated on cultivat-
ing each of their respective
estate grounds and constantly
wrote about seeds, harvest
and soil. Wulf recounts
numerous stories that demon-
strate how the founding
fathers’ national identity was
deeply rooted in America’s
young and fertile landscape. 

In the summer of 1776,
even as British ships sur-
rounded Staten Island, Wash-
ington took time to write a
long letter to Mount Vernon’s
estate manager about plant-
ing ornamental groves of rho-
dodendron, mountain laurel
and crab apple — native
species that created an all-
American garden and demon-
strated “Washington’s fervent
patriotism.”

Wulf sheds light on James
Madison, Father of the Con-
stitution and the nation’s
fourth president, as “the for-
gotten father of American
environmentalism.” In 1818,
he gave a speech to the Agri-
cultural Society of Albemar-
le, urging Americans to pro-
tect the environment, stop
destroying the forest and stop
depleting the soil.

“He’s talking about the del-
icate balance of nature …
that man had to return to
nature what man took from
nature,” Wulf said. “These
were absolutely radical eco-

logical views he had. It’s just
something which has been
completely forgotten, and it
just shows how incredibly
progressive and innovative he
was.”

“Founding Gardeners”
explores the close friendship
between Adams and Jefferson
and their English garden
tour, where they were
described as a cannonball and
a candlestick respectively
because of their opposing
statures. Jefferson (who
served as Adams’ vice presi-
dent before serving as the
nation’s third president) and
Adams wrote numerous let-
ters to each other in retire-
ment about their respective
estate gardens in Quincy,
Mass., and at Monticello.
They remained friends until
the day they both died, sepa-
rately yet within hours of
each other, on July 4, 1826, the
50th anniversary of the Dec-
laration of Independence.
(Exactly five years later on
July 4, James Monroe, the
fifth U.S. president, died.)

Wulf, who’s currently writ-
ing a book about the transit of
Venus between the earth and
sun that happens every 125
years (next transit is June 5,
2012), wouldn’t call herself “a
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THE FIRST FOUR U.S. PRESIDENTS
BELIEVED THE FARMER KNOWS BEST
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All American. George
Washington took time out from
the Revolution to inquire about
the planting of ornamental
groves of rhododendron, 
mountain laurel, and crab apple
— all native species — back at
Mount Vernon. ILLUSTRATION 
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Spring Cleaning?     Moving or Downsizing?
Need to store Business Inventory?

We’ve got the perfect place for you.

RHODE ISLAND
SELF STORAGE
CLEAN. SECURE. CONVENIENT.

WWW.RHODEISLANDSELFSTORAGE.COM

$0 Hidden Fees, Security Deposit
Administrative Charge and Manager’s Specials

ISLAND SELF STORAGE
Portsmouth, RI • 401-683-0033

WARREN STORAGE CENTER
Warren, RI • 401-245-3194

good gardener at all.” The
design historian trained at
London’s Royal College of Art
says she uses “gardens and
plants really as a window into
politics” — a window through
which we can view our nation
today. 

“If you look at Michelle

Obama’s vegetable garden,
you can put that within the
legacy of the founding fathers.
That is something they would
have appreciated,” Wulf said.
“Turning more toward local
produce, things like that …
that is all a part of the roots
where America comes from.”


