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The Introduction of LLawns
to America

W

The domestic front lawn is a typically American landscape feature.
Lawns can be found in all parts of the country, from New England
to Florida and California. Houses in Phoenix have front lawns, as do
houses in Chicago and Atlanta. But this has not always been the case.
Lawn grasses are not native to this continent. Although some European
turf grasses had great success in the temperate climates of the foothills of
the Piedmont in Virginia and in the Hudson River Valley of New York,
grasses had to be found that would grow in hot humid regions, hot arid
regions, cold humid regions, and cold arid regions and that would sur-
vive being kept cut short. No one type of grass will do all this. American
front lawns are a result of two separate, although equally important, in-
fluences: the ability to grow appropriate grass and to keep it irrigated
and mown, and the aesthetic desire for a lawn in front of the house.
The existence of lawn grass has been taken for granted by many
scholars who have written of the origins of mid-nineteenth-century
American suburbs with their detached houses surrounded by grass and
trees. Before the invention of the hand-pushed lawn mower, the rubber
hose and sprinkler, pesticides, herbicides, and commercial fertilizer,
and the introduction of appropriate lawn grasses, lawns as we know




THE FRONT-LAWN AESTHETIC

them today were impossible. Lawns were new to most Americans in the
nineteenth century. Homeowners were taught to incorporate the new
lawn aesthetic into the landscape and had to learn how to take care of
their lawns. It was a slow process, but by the mid-twentieth century,
front lawns had become thoroughly integrated into the American land-
scape.

Before the late 1860's, when the first American lawn mowers were
patented, grass was cut with a scythe or grazed by sheep or cows. Scythes
were difficult to use, and a great deal of skill was needed to achieve a
smooth surface. Scything was an expensive operation even when labor
was cheap. Cows or sheep were untidy or inconvenient for home
grounds and generally impractical as. mowers for any areas but large
parks.!

In areas with hot, dry summers, there was no way to irrigate a lawn
to keep it green. Servants, slaves, and children were employed to dig
weeds from select lawns, but most home grounds were full of weeds.
The grass was cut four or five times during the growing season, and in
many areas, such as around public buildings, not that often.? West of the
Mississippi River and south of Baltimore, closely cultivated curf was
rare. In 1888, a book on grasses and forage plants included information
for farmers who were interested in achieving “permanent lawn pastures
or pastures lying in the vicinity of dwellings or public highways, where
the owner has some regard to fineness and beauty of herbage.” The au-
thor noted that it was extremely difficult to grow a “sward” because of
heat and drought.?

North America in the sixteenth century was not a pristine wilder-
ness. The landscape had been shaped by generations of Native Amern-
cans who managed the land to suit their hunting and farming needs. The
impact of the Europeans on the North American landscape, however,
was far more dramatic. The invading culture has emphasized managing
the environment. Today, Americans move earth, fill swamps, change
the course of rivers and streams, manage sand dunes, use chemicals to
eradicate plants they do not like, and introduce species of plants they
do like from other parts of the world. This is not just an American trait;
there is nowhere left on earth that man has not altered in some way.

When the first European colonists reached America, there were no
perennial lawn or pasture grasses. The grasses of the East Coast were
predominantly annuals such as broomstraw, common along the Atlantic
coast north of Virginia; wild rye, dominant in the middle colonies and in
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parts of New England; and marsh grass.* Native American village sites,
which had been regularly cultivated, had extensive grassy areas around
them, although the Indians kept no grazing stock. These grasses were
annuals and had a much lower nutritive quality than those of northwest
Europe.’ Many colonists commented on the inferiority of New England
and Virginia grasses in comparison with pastures in England, and one
New England settler wrote in disgust that “it is so devoid of nutritive
vertue, that our beasts grow lousy with feeding on it, and are much out
of heart and liking.”¢

Studies of the early ecology of New England show that the indi-
genous grasses largely disappeared after the arrival and spread of
European cattle, sheep, and goats.” When introduced to the colonies,
European livestock decimated the existing grasses, and many of the
animals starved to death during the first winters or died from eating poi-
sonous herbage.® The grasses and field plants destroyed by the settlers’
grazing animals were gradually replaced with various types of European
grasses and clover, both deliberately and inadvertently. Seventeenth-
century supply lists for settlers included grass and clover seed. In 1635
Maryland settlers were urged to bring a “good store of Claver grasse
seede, to make good meadow.”™ By the 1640, a regular market in grass
seed existed in New England’s Narragansett country. 10

East Coast ports were the dump sites for ships”ballast and received
repeated introductions of grass and weeds such as dandelions and plan-
tains through discarded bedding, fodder, and manure. John Josselyn in
1672 listed twenty-two European species of weeds that had become
commmon around Massachusetts Bay.!! Native Americans in both New
England and Virginia called the plantain “Englishman’s foot” because it
seemed to crop up wherever the English walked. 12

Foreign grasses and weeds spread rapidly, some even ahead of Eu-
ropean settlement, and within several generations were believed to be
indigenous to America. Guinea grass and Bermuda grass from Africa
spread through the southern colonies. Bermuda grass (Cyrodon dactylon)
was first noted in naval stations and ports. By the early nineteenth cen-
tury, Bermuda grass was an important pasture grass in the southern
United States and was used for levee stabilization from Georgia to Mis-
sissippi.!? ‘

Poa pratensis, now known as Kentucky bluegrass, is native to Europe
or the Middle East. It was fairly well established in England by the eigh-
teenth century, where it was called June grass or smooth meadow
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grass. 14 It was noted in Canada by Swedish botanist Pehr Kalm in 1749.
French missionaries may have carried it into the area that is now Illinois
in the early seventeenth century. Itis possible that the grass spread along
the waterways into what is now Kentucky. Alternatively, it may have
spread through the Appalachian Mountains in advance of settlement
along the Atlantic coast. In the United States, it eventually spread be-
yond the Mississippi in areas where there was sufficient rainfall. By the
late eighteenth century, Poa pratensis had at least twenty-seven names.
Thomas Jefferson called it blue grass in Nozes on Virginia, published in
1782.1% Today, it is one of the top three pasture crops and the most fa-
vored American lawn grass.16

In California before the eighteenth century, bunchgrasses domi-
nated the landscape and were grazed by deer and antelope. Spanish sol-
diers and missionaries on the California frontier brought with them the
forage plants and weeds of the Mediterranean. More plants were intro-
duced into California and the Southwest during the Mexican years of
the nineteenth century and yet more when Anglo-Americans brought
plants from the eastern seaboard.'”

Unlike the first colonists, eighteenth-century farmers could make
do with the wild grasses that had been introduced a century before. Few
farmers along the Atlantic seaboard deliberately grew pasture grasses,
cutting their hay chiefly from natural meadows and marshes. They did
not cultivate grass around their houses. The volunteer meadow and
marsh grasses, however, were not entirely satisfactory. Visitors noted
that pastures in Pennsylvania and New Jersey were so overgrazed that
annual grasses could not ripen and reseed themselves.'® As farmers
abandoned worn-out tilled land, perhaps half of the average farm in the
northern colonies became overrun with sour grass, briers, and bushes or
suffered from erosion. A few progressive farmers deliberately seeded
tilled fields with tame grasses to provide farm stock with a necessary and
better supply of forage. They generally obtained the seed from hay
dust, the unwinnowed material gathered from around haystacks. This
hay dust naturally contained weed seeds.

Merchants in East Coast seaports sold imported seed from England,
Holland, and Germany, but none supplied grass seed. The Shakers
began commercial production of top-quality grass seed in the United
States in 1780, and several seed houses and nurseries were established in
Philadelphia.!® There were few other commercial sources of seeds and
plants.
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In the tidewater area of the southern colonies, the emphasis in plan-
tation agriculture on tobacco and later cotton and the availability of open
range for cattle did not encourage the planting of pasture grasses. En-
glish and European grasses did not grow well in the South because of
poor soil and extreme summer heat. Kentucky bluegrass would not
grow in the tidewater South because there was no true winter period for
the grasses to lie dormant.20 African grasses, such as Bermuda grass,
that did flourish were considered weeds. Southern farmers did not cut
hay for their cattle but provided straw from wheat, rice, and other small
grains as roughage in their diet. In the Carolinas and in Georgia, the
livestock shifted for themselves at all seasons and little attention was
paid to artificial pastures and meadows.2! Even though there were large
numbers of free-range cattle in the South, the lack of forage grasses
made it difficult to fatten animals there.?? Adequate pasturage was an

“acute problem as the supply of grass in woods and unenclosed meadows

was insufficient for the increasing number of livestock.

By the early nineteenth century, European-style agriculture and
European farm animals had been a part of the American scene for two
hundred years. European and African grasses were common every-
where along the eastern seaboard. Mediterranean grasses were begin-
ning to dominate the Pacific coast. American farmers began to recognize
the advantages of cultivated grasses as a source of hay, and they relied
less on natural meadows in the older and more settled parts of the coun-
try.?? Grass became an agricultural crop as farmers deliberately culti-
vated it for their animals. The availability of grass seed for agricultural
purposes meant that it was also available for park and residential lawns.
As Americans moved west beyond the Mississippi Valley onto the Great
Plains, they found the first significant native grasses that would stand up
to cropping and trampling by herds of domesticated animals. Buffalo
grass provided important, grazable forage to support domesticated live-
stock. But by the end of the century, after decades of overgrazing by
cattle and sheep, much of the Great Plains had also become covered by
introduced grasses better adapted to intensive grazing. 2

Lawns began to appear in England and in France in the eighteenth
century. In France, the landscape architect André Lenotre designed the
gardens at the palace of Versailles and included a small lawn called the
tapis vert, or green carpet.?® In eighteenth-century English, “lawn” meant
a portion of a garden or pleasure ground covered with grass and kept
closely mown.2¢ The English enclosure movement made possible a
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more open landscape with larger fields and fewer fences ar.ld hedges.
(Grazing animals such as cattle and sheep kept pastures and village com-
mon grounds in this new landscape closely cropped and alsq prv.:)v1ded
fertilizer. Turf grasses grew easily in the English climate, with its fr'e-
quent rains and moderate range of temperature.*’ Natural, or romantic,
gardens were created on the estates of wealthy Englishmen by the land-
scape gardener Lancelot “Capability” Brown ina new, elite sifyle ch.arac-
terized by a mixture of meadows, water, and trees, with grazing animals
and graceful curves.?8 This garden style was part of a reform movement
against stilted, formalized conventions in art, literature, and gardening.
Brown transformed thousands of acres of the English countryside into
magnificent parks, a striking metamorphosis of the landscape matched
only by twentieth-century suburban development in the United States.*?
The first documented American use of the term “lawn” appeared in
1733, referring to a portion of smooth, grassy ground, usually closely
mowed, in front of or around a dwelling.*® According to Charles Mor-
row Wilson, “lawn” did not become an everyday American word until
after the Givil War.3! It does appear, however, to have been in use in the
United States before 1860: both George Washington and Benjamin La-
trobe used it to describe the area in front of Mount Vernon, although it
was actually a field that lay below the bowling green.*? James Fe.nimore
Cooper, in the novel The Water Witch (183 1), calls the grassy area in front
of a villa a “lawn.”*? Wilson suggests that many Americans in the north-
ern colonies surrounded their homes with “homestead meadows” or
“front meadows,” “grass yards,” “home greens,” and “yardways” and
that by the time of the Revolution, grass yards surrounding private
homes were seen by visitors as particularly American.?* It is not clear
where Wilson got his information. I have found lirtle evidence that many
Americans cultivated grass around their homes before the middle of the
nineteenth century. .
European immigrants to America in the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries brought with them traditional garden styles. They
placed their gardens within enclosures in strict, formal, geometric pat-
terns ideal for maximum production in a small space, a garden scheme
that prevailed into the nineteenth century. Although it was used origi-
nally for growing herbs and vegetables, it later was adapted to growing
flowers or a mixture of flowers with herbs and vegetables. In the North-
east, small flower gardens were popular in front of houses, usually ex-
tending just the width of the house and two thirds of that width toward
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the front. A path ran down the center and flowers were planted on either
side.?* A yard behind the house would be enclosed by a wall or hedge.
This pattern of houses sited close to the street still can be seen in com-
munities all along the eastern seaboard from New England to South
Carolina and along the old national road, Highway 40.

Archacological work on eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century
domestic sites has shown that the formal gardens of the few wealthy
Americans had long central-axis walks terminating with a garden fea-
ture or vista. Americans of the middling sort continued to have small,
fenced front gardens or built their houses close to the road with no front
yard. Many ordinary people had bare packed-dirt yards or left the native
grasses to come and go with no attempts at cultivation. In the southern
states, front yards were traditionally of swept dirt, clay, or sand, partic-
ularly near the coast. 3¢ Lawn grasses were too difficult to grow, and high
grass harbored insects, snakes and rodents and could be a fire hazard. In
some areas, it was common practice to throw domestic trash out the
front and back doors, although food debris that would rot and smell
might have been carried away from the house. Such homes had a differ-
ent landscape from what our modern aesthetic leads us to expect. Ar-
chaeologists have found trash dumps useful in determining where the
front and rear doors would have been in certain sites. Most Americans
continued to orient their houses and gardens in traditional ways that did
not include front lawns throughout the nineteenth century.

The first attempts at lawns in America were made by wealthy
landowners in the late eighteenth century, people who learned of the
new English landscape fashion through books, English indentured gar-
deners, and travel. The new manner stressed irregularity, with wild
and rugged backgrounds, carefully manufactured views, jagged masses
of rock, and sham ruins.3” In America, pastures and fields, with copses
of trees growing in them or along the streams and rivers, gave much the
same effect as the new English landscape aesthetic, making it relatively
easy for wealthy Americans to emulate English estates and integrate
European garden styles into the New World environment.3® One of
the earliest Americans to copy the new style was a Mrs. Pinckney
who, upon returning to South Carolina from a European tour in 1758,
renovated her formal garden in the new English manner.3?

Between the Revolution and the 1820’s, America remained under
the influence of English taste and conventions.*® American familiarity
with English landscape design came largely from literary sources and
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landscape paintings imported from England.*! Few Americans were
able to travel to Europe to experience the new landscapes themselves.
Thomas Jefferson, U.S. minister to France from 1785 to 17809, traveled
extensively and was favorably impressed by the large expanses of green
turf on English country estates.*? He also explored France, parts of
Italy, Germany, Belgium, and Holland and became the best-informed
American observer and perhaps the most knowledgeable architect and
garden designer in the United States.** He purchased English books on
gardens and believed that landscape design should be considered one of
the fine arts.*+ Despite the work of Mrs. Pinckney and other eighteenth-
century gardeners, Jefferson has been credited with being the first to try
to create an English-style lawn on his country estate, Monticello, in the
Virginia Piedmont in 1806.4

George Washington hired English landscape gardeners to care for
Mount Vernon, which closely followed English models. The estate had
a bowling green in front of the house and a deer park on the river side.
Animals were kept from the bowling green and the immediate area
about the house by a ha-ha, a ditch used as a sunken fence.*¢ (An En-
glishman named Bridgman is said to have invented the ha-ha, but it was
used in seventeenth-century French landscape design at Versailles and
elsewhere.)*” According to a Polish guest at Mount Vernon in June
1708: “The General has never left America; but when one sees his house
and his home and his garden it seems as if he had copied the best samples
of the grand old homesteads of England.™# Countless views of the
grounds of Mount Vernon and the site of Washington’s tomb were re-
produced and distributed throughout the United States in the late eigh-
teenth and early nineteenth centuries, and Mount Vernon became high-
ly influential in America as an example of English landscape style.*”

William Hamilton also preceded Jefferson in his attempts to make
his Philadelphia estate, the Woodlands, the equivalent of a European
country seat. Hamilton spent several years in England after the Revolu-
tion and was influenced by the latest landscape fashions.*® Jefferson
himself remarked in 1803 that the Woodlands was “the only rival which I
have known in America to what may be seen in England.”*! Hamilton’s
house was surrounded by pleasure grounds, with winding paths bor-
dered by shrubs and green lawns kept in what was then a high state of
perfection by frequent mowing and trimming.*? To the north, the late
eighteenth-century estate of Chancellor Livingstone on the Hudson
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River was landscaped in the English manner, complete with a lawn,
magnificent vistas, and informal woods.*?

Other examples of estates landscaped on the English model include
Solitude, the country seat of John Penn of Philadelphia, established in
1784. It was situated on a rise of ground with views of the surrounding
countryside and a ha-ha encircling the landscape.’* Abigail Adams
wrote from Philadelphia in 1790 of a flock of sheep complete with shep-
herd and dog, which was pastured daily on the lawn in front of the
house.** In Massachusetts, Gore Place, the home of Christopher Gore,
was rebuilt after a fire in 1799, and the grounds were laid out in the En-
glish style with a mile-long walk encircling them. There was a ha-ha,
suggesting that animals grazed on the adjacent fields.”¢ General John
Hartwell Cocke completed his plantation home Bremo, in Fluvanna
County, Virginia, following Jefferson’s design in 1819. The resulting
Palladian mansion still possesses a ha-ha around a small lawn in front of
the house. The rear of the house overlooks pasture lands that stretch
away to the James River. These early attempts at lawns in America were
the products of families of great wealth and education, who had interna-
tional connections.*” Front lawns did not catch the popular imagination
and were not copied by middle-class Americans until the development
of suburban housing after the Civil War.

Many people, visualizing New England town greens or commons
faced by white meetinghouses and churches, assume that village greens
rather than aristocratic English estates were the original models for
home lawns. On the contrary, colonial and early nineteenth-century
town commons were not the lovely green, grassy spaces found in the

center of many New England towns today. As towns were organized,
they were divided into lots, with one set aside for the meetinghouse.
The early settlers usually did nothing to improve the common other
than cut trees for firewood, remove stones for building purposes, and
clear a section for the erection of the meetinghouse. They had no time to
beautify an unproductive lot. Paths and cart tracks crossed the common
according to the convenience of people approaching the meetinghouse,
cutting the tract into odd-shaped sections. Most commons were barren,
unsightly plots until well after 1835. Brush, stumps, stones, rubbish,
and stagnant pools were typical features.*® A visitor to Litchfield, Con-
necticut, described the common as follows: “There are fragments of old
fences, boards, woodpiles, heaps of chips, old sleds bottom upward,
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carts, casks, weeds, and loose stones lying along in wild confusion,” all
overrun by droves of sheep and hogs. In 1851, the Amherst, Massa-
chusetts, newspaper condemned the local common as “a mere higglety-
pigglety swamp, with patches of grass, gravel pits, muddy ponds, old
frog holes, and swales.”?

Town commons were also used as public meeting places, as hanging
grounds, and, by town herdsmen, as collecting places for livestock.
Continual trampling meant that they were frequently muddy or bare,
sandy wastes, depending on the geology and the time of year.% Some
towns made a conscious effort to provide a smooth field for militia drills
on the common, but in the great majority of cases, musters were held on
farm fields rented for the purpose or in roadways.5!

The peaceful New England greens were a nineteenth-century cre-
ation. John Stilgoe attributes changing attitudes toward town green
upkeep to nostalgia for a simpler rural past and a new craving for spa-
tial beauty that came from romanticism and transcendentalism. 2 Town
greens became reminders of the Revolution—where militias had tramed_,
troops were raised, and battles fought—and places for patriotic memori-
als, particularly after the Civil War.

In the 1830%, a few wealthy people began to remodel and tidy up
New England villages as they bought up summer homes or began to
commute to work in the cities. The movement to improve the appear-
ance of meetinghouse lots was spurred by an economic boom that pro-
vided enough capital for the undertaking, until the Panic of 1837 puta
damper on many projects. It was not until the late 1840’s that such town
improvements really began.®* Many New England town meetings re-
fused to waste money on beautification projects throughout the nine-

teenth century.5* Instead, private efforts were organized by village im-
provement societies, often made up of families whose houses abutted the
common and who were concerned about their view. One of the earliest
efforts was undertaken by two leading citizens in Canton, Massachu-
setts, who planted trees on the meetinghouse lot in 1794. Their efforts
pleased the parishioners, and the town assumed responsibility for the
project eight years later. In contrast, the Grafton, Massachusetts, town
meeting finally voted to allow the common to be graded and fenced at
private expense in 1840, after years of rejecting the proposal.s’

Mid-nineteenth-century town beautification projects and the
greening of the common took place in conjunction with the new aesthet-
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ic ideal of the front lawn. The impetus for the new landscape came from
the wealthy, educated elite who were aware of the work of a new, profes-
sional group of landscape architects in America and the new public
parks in Boston and New York. Wealthy citizens who initiated commu-
nity beautification projects were also the people who could afford new
fashions in home grounds.

The nineteenth-century belief that beautiful surroundings were an
important part of civilized society led some Americans to complain
about the landscape in rural areas. Ralph Waldo Emerson, in his essay
“I'he Young American,” noted that the European aristocracy spent half
the year on their country estates and set a good example for their neigh-
bors, but in America, the wealthy moved to the cities permanently, leav-
ing the countryside looking poverty-stricken.%é In 1850, Nathaniel Par-
ker Willis took a summer trip through Pennsylvania, New York, and
Massachusetts. In commenting on the unkempt houses and yards he saw
there, he quoted a Fourth of July oration exhorting fellow citizens to
beautify the world by planting grass, if only “to keep the plat before
your door clean and green.”s” Many foreign visitors to the United States
also commented on the scruffy appearance of the land. William Cob-
bett, who spent a year in America in 1818, was critical of the Long Is-
land countryside. Like Emerson, he attributed the unkempt domestic
yards to the lack of example from wealthy citizens who should know bet-
ter: “We here see the laborer content with a shell of boards, while all
around him is as barren as the sea beach. . . . This want of attention in
such cases is heredirary from the first settlers. They found land so plen-
ty, that they treated small spots with contempt. Besides, the example of
neatness was wanting. There were no gentlemen’s gardens, keptas clean
as drawing-rooms, with grass as even as a carpet.”$® Charles Dickens
described the towns and cities that he saw in New England as follows:
“The well-trimmed lawns and green meadows of home are not there;
and the grass compared with our ornamental plots and pastures, is rank,
and rough, and wild: but delicate slopes of land, gently-swelling hills,
wooded valleys, and slender streams abound. ”s?

Most of the elements of a romantic landscape could be found in
America, except for grass. Those travelers all noted the lack of lawns in
the northeastern United States, an indication that the wealthy Ameri-
cans who attempted English-style grounds were few and far between.
"The domestic front lawn was not part of the ordinary citizen’s experi-
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ence. It was not easy to grow or to care for. Without lawn mowers, rub-
ber hoses, running water, and seed for the right species, any grass grow-
ing near a house was rough pasture rather than a lawn.

In the 1830’s and 18407, cities in the United States began to display
many of the physical and social problems of older European urban
areas. As in Europe, the industrial revolution contributed to the growth
of ugly, dirty, congested cities. Many historians bave written about the
cultural reaction in America against industrialization and urbaniza-
tion.”® As urban areas became less pleasant and less healthy places
to live, particularly for children, individuals became more concerned
about family health. In addition, prejudice against the immigrant in-
vasion of American cities in the late nineteenth century influenced
changing perceptions of the city. Nineteenth-century cities were associ-
ated with congestion and crime while rural life was perceived as having a
moral, even religious influence on the individual.”! Concerns about
spiritual and physical health in the industrializing cities in the nine-
teenth century led some Americans to develop new housing patterns.
Single-family houses set in their own gardens were scen as moral bas-
tions of the nation in opposition to the corruption of the cities. Nature
was considered an important source of inspiration through which one
could find God. Those who were too far removed from nature risked
Josing their humanity.”2 According to one writer, “It is the solitude and
freedom of the family home in the country which constantly preserves
the purity of the nation, and invigorates its intellectual powers.””? That
new anti-urban bias was an important component of the changing resi-
dential landscape during the nineteenth century. Americans reversed
the pattern of European and earlier American cities, where the poor
lived on the outskirts and the wealthy lived in the urban center. Those
who could afford to began moving to small country estates and villages
from which the men could commute to work, leaving the poor in the
inner city.

The new residential suburbs were outside of and protected from,
yet accessible to city centers. As wealth increased and populations grew
in the industrial cities, the theory emerged that every man by his own
labor could own a suburban cottage on his own piece of land.”# The new
suburban communities were designed to tame and control nature in
what was supposed to be a pastoral, idyllic setting appropriate for ten-
der women and children. An architectural pattern book was published
in 1856 for “comprehending mechanics and tradesmen of moderate cir-
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cumstances, the small farmer, and the laboring man generally.” The au-
thors held out the promise of a house “standing by itself . . . with a
grass-plot on which your children can play, with flowers and shrubs,
and shade-trees and fruit-trees of your own planting, and berries and
vegetables of your own raising.””* Takoma Park, the first railroad sub-
urb of Washington, D.C., founded in 1883, was advertised as a healthy
place to live and raise children. Prospective residents were assured, in a
pamphlet published by the town’s founder, that “it is a relief, after the
day’s toil in the city to return to the cool, quiet, health-giving surround-
ings of such a spot as Takoma Park.”76
The pastoral ideal and the environmental interpretation of human
behavior, plus health and social concerns, fueled the exodus of the upper
and middle class from urban areas and the beginning of suburban devel-
opment in America. The middle class deliberately reshaped the land-
scape I.:)y surrounding single-family homes with yards in their new com-
munities to strengthen the power of the family.”” Upper middle-class
Americans emulated aristocratic society with their own small, semirural
estates. In Europe, the garden was a place where people could be pri-
vate, retired from the world. Following that tradition, upper middle-
class Englishmen of the nineteenth century surrounded their suburban
villas with high walls.”® In contrast, nineteenth-century America held
the pastoral faith that all nature was a kind of garden, which meant that
walls were not appropriate in the new suburban communities.” An-
drew Jackson Downing, America’s first professional landscape archi-
tect, complained in 1841 that “the close proximity of fences to the house
gives the whole place a confined and mean character. . . . A wide spread
!awn, on the contrary, where no boundaries are conspicuous, conveys an
unpression of ample extent and space for enjoyment. "0
. "T'he observation of the first National Arbor Day in the 1870’s (orig-
inating in Nebraska in 1872) and the planting of Centennial trees and
groves in 1876 also helped create the characteristic American landscape
of unfenced lawns and rows of uniform trees that can still be seen today
on thousands of residential streets and along country roads. The de-
signers of the new parks, gardens, cemeteries, and residential develop-
ments eliminated fences and walls in favor of “natural” boundaries.8!
This new idea of open space ran counter to the well-established co-
lonial American and medievel European tradition of the use of artificial
or man-made boundaries to establish order.®? In different regions of
America, ha-has, stone walls, postand rail fences, and zigzag rail fences
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separating and containing livestock and crops were symbols of good
farming practices and good citizenship.?* Even in urban areas pigs
roamed the streets, serving as garbage collectors, and had to be fenced
away from the house. As nineteenth-century cities grew, streets were
paved and municipal garbage collection was instituted. Farms and farm
animals were pushed farther away, and it became possible to do away
with fences and walls. Americans gradually adopted the English elite
landscape convention of broad lawns and scattered trees because it fit
well with the pastoral ideal of America as a garden.

In the South, clean “swept yards” with paths of sand or packed clay
surrounded by a simple pattern of planting beds remained the dominant
regional convention. Many well-to-do southerners rejected northern
taste in landscape design before the Civil War and were too impover-
ished to create or maintain English-style estates after the war. The land-
scape of the South remained predominantly rural but changed from that
of great plantations to smaller farms with poor tenants or sharecroppers.
It took many years for southern cities destroyed during the Civil War to
begin to recover. As the southern economy gradually improved in the
late nineteenth century, some gardeners who could afford it were influ-
enced by popular horticultural enthusiasms, but traditional practices
persisted in rural areas.

In the early nineteenth century, East Coast agriculture began to de-
cline, and many farmers moved west. #* The worn-out farmland near cit-
ies was sold to suburban real estate developers. Steamboat service and
railroad travel in the 1840’s opened the urban fringes to a much wider
cross-section of families than those who could afford to commute by
horseback or carriage. The railroads made accessible square miles of
countryside that could be cut into one- to three-acre lots.®* Travelers
could see the new country estates from the road, from steamships on the
rivers, and from rail cars. An 1867 architectural pattern book instructed
readers that “in selecting a country home, we should assert as a fixed
condition that a river or railroad must be convenient, and within view, if
possible. We build not for ourselves alone; the stranger passing by,
whether he be countryman or foreigner, or whether he travels by coach,
boat or [railroad] car, is delighted by the sure tokens of the influence of
social progress exhibited in the landscape dotted with houses.”®¢ That
same year, Donald G. Mitchell, a Connecticut agricultural reformer,
wrote about the necessity of beautifying the railroad right-of-way. He
asserted that suburban residents had an obligation to beautify any por-

22

INTRODUCTION OF LAWNS TO AMERICA

tion of their property abutting a railroad line and to allow the passengers
to glimpse their handsomely arranged lawns and flower beds.8” The
new country seats with magnificent grounds attracted a great deal of
public attention, not all of it positive. In 1850, Nathaniel Parker Willis
criticized Westchester County, New York, a region of small country
seats landscaped in the latest style, declaring its miles and miles of fine
houses with lawns and park gates very dull.8#

Transportation was the key to the development of these suburban
residential patterns. By the second half of the century, as the population
on the East Coast and in parts of the Midwest continued to shift from
predominantly rural to urban and suburban, railroads and steamships,
streetcars and trolleys, enabled more people to live farther than walking
distance from their jobs. The original, wealthy suburban communities,
with houses set in one- to three-acre country seats served by railroads
and steamships, were joined by streetcar suburbs offering smaller lots
and smaller houses to middle-class families. The smail lots had no space
for barns and horses, made unnecessary by public transportation.

In 1806, Bernard McMahon, an Irish immigrant, realized that lawns
in the English manner were difficult to achieve in the United States.
American hoimeowners had to rely on reference books published in oth-
er countries and adapted to other climates. And so he wrote The Ameri-
can Gardener’s Calendar, the first major book on horticulture and land-
scaping in the United States, with chapters outlining the chores for each
month.#¥ McMahon championed a “grand and spacious” grass lawn in.
front of “the mansion, or main habitation” embellished with masses of
shrubs, clumps of trees, flower beds, serpentine gravel walks, and water
features to be crossed by Chinese bridges.®® This was landscape in the
grand English tradition. A generation later, Alexander Jackson Davis
published Rural Residences with pictures of decorative lawns surrounding
his villa designs.®! However, not until Andrew Jackson Downing began
to design landscapes in New York’s Hudson River Valley in the 1840's
did the ideal lawn of the English country estate became a working model
for the wealthy Americans who were beginning to move to the urban
edges, or, to use John Stilgoe’s term, borderlands.

Downing’s father and his brother Charles were nurserymen in
Newburgh, New York.%? Downing himself was the first native nursery-
man and horticulture writer to have a significant influence on American
life.** He wrote A Treatise on the Theory and Practice of Landscape Garden-
ing, Adapted to North America (1841, based on a book with almost the
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same title by the English landscape gardener Humphrey Repton) and
The Architecture of Country Houses (1850), both of which were popular
during his lifetime and after his accidental death in 1852.%4

Downing’s ideal house was the “beautiful, rural, unostentatious,
moderate home of the country gentleman” set in a miniature version of
an eighteenth-century English estate.?® Downing promised his readers,
“In the case of large landed estates, the capabilities of Landscape Gar-
dening may be displayed to their full extent, as from five to five hundred
acres may be devoted to a park or pleasure-grounds. But the principles
of the art may be applied, and its beauties realized to a certain degree, in
the space of half an acre of ground—wherever grass will grow, and trees
thrive luxuriantly. " Downing created wide, grassy vistas for wealthy
clients who could afford to have them mown by a crew of men with
scythes or by horse-drawn mowers. He also urged homeowners of more
modest means to beautify their property. In the second edition of his
Treatise, published in 1844, Downing noted, “We can already, especially
in the finer places on the Hudson, and about Boston, boast of many
finely kept lawns, and we hope every day, as the better class of country
residences increases, to see this indispensable feature in tasteful grounds
becoming better understood and more universal.” He provided the bet-
ter class of people with information on the “management of a dressed
grass surface . . . still a somewhat ill-understood subject with us.”’
The lawn continued to be somewhat ill understood well into the twen-
tieth century.

Downing’s books were used as models by many horticultural writ-
ers. In 1853 L. Durand, writing in the Horticulturist (a magazine Down-
ing had edited), suggested that lawns of only an acre or so could be
mowed once or twice a month by a competent man with a “lawnscythe.”
He acknowledged, though, that cutting larger lawns with a scythe would
be slow, laborious, and expensive, in which case he recommended “that
the grass might be fed down by sheep,” as in England.®® The lawns envi-
sioned by Downing and Durand were on large, semirural estates be-
longing to people with the means to hire competent gardeners.

The first formal experiment in suburban design was Llewelyn Park
in Orange, New Jersey, laid out by Eugene A. Baumann in 1853 accord-
ing to the general principles advocated by Downing.®® Llewelyn Park
was to be an exclusive residential community easily accessible from
New York City. The name was deliberately evocative of English coun-
try estates set in a park. Many other similar suburban developments fol-
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lowed. (In 1992, the Merit Geographical Name Server listed 841 American
communities with “Park” in their name, such as Cleveland Park, Garrett
Park, Takoma Park, and College Park in suburban Washington, D.C.)

The public park movement that began in the United States in the
mid-nineteenth century was another important influence in suburban
residential landscape design in addition to the estates of the wealthy.
Frederick Law Olmsted’s public parks in Boston and New York were
intended to bring city dwellers some of the benefits of life in the country.
They too were modeled after English country estates and included
grassy meadows, clumps or avenues of trees, and lakes.

Olmsted was the first to lay out a genuine American suburban
landscape in his 1868 plan for the community of Riverside, Illinois, 10
Here, Olmsted recommended that the developer require each house to
be set back a minimum of thirty feet from the sidewalk. Elaborate tree
plantings along the streets and front lawns contributed to the effect of
parkland. Riverside represented “a culmination of romantic idealism,
begun in eighteenth-century England and translated into North Ameri-
can idiom with nineteenth-century technological achievements super-
imposed.”!'°" After the Chicago fire of 1871, Midwestern visions of the
ideal city included suburban residential areas “where every house could
have a goodly expanse of ground about it filled with trees and shrub-

- bery” and, eventually, grass.!®? American landscape architects emu-

lated English aristocratic estates in designing public parks and new sub-
urban residential communities. The ideal of a manor house in a park was
translated in American democratic terms to more modest homes on one-
acre lots surrounded by lawns and trees.

As the front-lawn aesthetic began to spread among middle-class
white Americans, plans for an ideal farming community (published in
Scribner’s Monthly in 1871) included village lots with front lawns that
could be used for “ornamental purposes” and that would enhance the
appearance of the village. The lots were to be big enough for a kitchen
garden, barn, and barnyard with access from the rear.19? Lawns left to
grow long, or small pastures, could be used to support the livestock. 194
In the 1870’s, magazine articles encouraged suburbanites to raise chick-
ens to help pay for suburban living, offset commuting costs, and give
children a chance to experience some farm-life responsibility. 195 But as
suburban lots became smaller, the Edenic myth of a self-sufficient
suburban country seat complete with fruit trees, berries, vegetables,
milk, and eggs became less and less prevalent. As families gradually
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gave up raising their own pigs and cows and were able to purchase
their food from the new nationwide marketing and distribution sys-
tem, they dispensed with fences, and some began to adopt the new
landscape aesthetic.

Despite the efforts of Downing and other mid-century hor-
ticultural writers, Jawns remained a novelty to homeowners many years
later. Late nineteenth-century gardening books insisted on what was
still a new fashion. The architect Samuel Sloan was particularly dis-
turbed by the lack of care given the grounds around his creations and
offered some hints on landscape gardening and lawns “with the hope of
encouraging attention to the embellishment of the surroundings of
country homes, a matter to the importance of which the popular feeling
has not as yet been fully awakened.”!%¢ The Bridgeport, Connecticut,
architectural firm of Palliser and Palliser published a pattern book of
model homes that covered the question of home grounds. They were
considered an important part of the overall look of the house, and the
authors warned that “a true appreciation of a country or suburban home
will not tolerate slovenly, ill-kept grounds, and no house exhibits its true
value unless there is a harmony in its surroundings.”!%”

Mid-nineteenth-century architectural pattern books all showed de-
tached houses, many surrounded by lawns. The style was, in part, a
necessary convention for presenting individual building designs and
may not have been representative of actual house siting. Portraying a

house surrounded by lawn may have been easier and less expensive than-

including elaborate plantings, and a plain lawn might also show the de-
sign of the house to best advantage, with no shrubs to hide the founda-
tion. Village and Farm Cottages, published in 1856, is unusual for its Javish
illustrations, including one of a cottage with corn growing in the front
yard. The authors note, “In explanation of the landscape and foliage
shown around these houses, a few words seem proper. It certainly is not
intended to offer these accessories of the pictures as models of scenery to
be sought, or strictly imitated. This would be generally impossible.
They show, at least, what may be accomplished by a judicious disposi-
tion of trees, shrubbery, and grounds. They will be useful, suggestively,
we hope.”1%8 The artistic convention of a front lawn may have become
an accepted norm as middle-class families studied the pattern books and
erected their houses to look like the pictures. Many late nineteenth-
century architectural pattern books and advertisements showed men
and women playing or watching the newly popular cutdoor games
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of lawn tennis, croquet, and badminton. Croquet was imported from
England in the late 1860, and lawn tennis became popular among the
upper class in the late 1870%.1%° The illustrated lawns, viewed from
spacious porches or turreted balconies, were uncommonly large, inten-
tionally exaggerating the autonomy of each estate and the independence
of each family. 10 Although the illustrations were intended to sell or ad-
vertise the building designs rather than to represent reality, they may
have inadvertently become reality as they were copied by builders and
homeowners.

The ideal house often was pictured in the middle of a manicured
lawn or in a romantic, English-style garden.!!! Developers of aban-
doned farms at the edges of urban areas used grassy lawns as a relatively
easy and convenient way to suggest the romantic English garden with-
out the groves and waterways and distant vistas of the real thing, and the
practice has continued among suburban developers throughout the
twentieth century.!!? But there was no clear pattern of house siting
during the nineteenth century. Most Americans, such as urban factory
workers, southern tenant farmers and sharecroppers, farmers, and
miners, had no front yard at all.!!? Although some upper-class prop-
erties were planned and planted according to the works of Olmsted,
McMahon, Davis, and Downing, not everyone followed their advice.
Some wealthy homeowners adhered to existing landscapes in the tradi-
tional style; others combined the old and new styles. Most Americans
were too poor to change. !!#

In the late nineteenth century an increasing amount of gardening
advice was published for the growing number of suburban middle-class
homeowners with the leisure time to pursue fashionable recreations
such as gardening and to spend more time out-of-doors.!!'* New subur-
banites needed information on gardening and home improvements. Edi-
tors of periodicals and general- and special-interest magazines devoted
space to the new suburban estates. ' Newspapers tried to increase their
circulation by covering topics such as the cultivation of flowers and the
care of the lawn,!'” Many newspaper and magazine writers divided the
grounds around the house into public and private space and presented a
large front lawn as a status symbol for well-to-do families. The front
lawn was an extension of the formal public spaces of a house with a green
velvety carpet, cast-iron furniture, statues and urns, elaborate plant-
ings, and walkways. 118

Lawn-keeping did not come naturally and had to be taught by the
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arbiters of taste. In 1875, author Peter Henderson was scornful of those
who had not yet embarked upon lawn-keeping: “We occasionally see
some parsimonious individual, even now, who remembers that i his
grandfather’s days, grass was allowed to grow for the food of the ‘crit-
ters’, and he leaves it for food for his ‘critters’ still. . . . We have two or
three notable examples of this kind in my immediate neighborhood, but
it is gratifying to know that such neighbors are not numerous, for the
example of the majority will soon shame them into decency.™!® Hen-
derson may have been guilty of exaggeration or wishful thinking in mak-
ing his point: in many parts of the country, residential front lawns did
not become common until the twentieth century. Nevertheless, the no-
tion of shaming neighbors into decency persisted.

By the 1880, articles on lawn care began to provide information on
the seeds, soil, shrubs, and trees needed to create a correct lawn.'2° Pro-
spective homeowners were instructed on how to lay out their land to sat-
isfy their own needs and at the same time to preserve the ideal of the
suburban park. Readers were advised that “a smooth, closely shaven
surface of grass is by far the most essential element of beauty on the
grounds of a suburban home.” They were warned,

Dwellings, all the rooms of which may be filled with elegant furniture,
but with rough uncarpeted floors, are no more incongruous, or in ruder
taste, than the shrub and tree and flower-sprinkled yards of mast bome-
grounds, where shrubs and flowers mingle in confusion with tall grass, or
ill-defined borders of cultivated ground. . . . The long grass allowed to
grow in town and suburban grounds, after the spring gardening fever is
over, neutralizes to a certain degree all attempts of the lady or gentleman
of the house to beautify them, though they spend ever so much in obtain-
ing the best shrubs, trees, or flowers the neighbors or the nurseries can
furnish [emphasis added].!2!

It is clear from such warnings that most homeowners had not adopted
the new front-lawn aesthetic. Part of the problem was that lawn grass
was not easy to grow or to keep manicured. Before the widespread avail-
ability of appropriate grass seed, lawn mowers, public water supplies,
pesticides, herbicides, and chemical fertilizers, long grass, weeds, and
bare spots were more common than smooth, closely shaven lawns.

The gardening books for the suburban homeowner provided in-
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structions on how to start a lawn, but little information was available on
how to care for an established lawn. Homeowners with unsatisfactory
lawns were advised to start all over again. The lawn may have failed be-
cause the grass species was poorly suited to the climate or the geographic
area, but it also could have suffered from the owner’s ignorance of lawn
care. One writer of a book on landscape gardening advised the use of salt
and plaster as lawn fertilizers. 22 Readers who followed that advice may
have regretted it. Woodward's Book on Horticulture, published in 1897,
provided advice to suburbanites with withered and dried up lawns and
“banks and sloping grades with holes and open places in them, full of
weeds,” remarking that “much labor and money is expended in this par-
ticular line of ornamenting grounds, with little or no satisfactory re-
sult.”123 Complaints about poor lawns were common well into the twen-
tieth century and illustrate how different nineteenth-century lawns
were from our familiar domestic lawns today.

Edwin Budding, an English textile engineer, developed the first
reel lawn mower in 1830 as an adaptation of the rotary shear used to cut
the nap on carpets.!?* The machine was not produced in quantity, par-
tially because there was no demand for it. In the 1830s few people in
England or the United States needed such equipment. The develop-
ment of agricultural reaping and cutting machines between 1851 and
1855 coincided with the growing domestic lawn aesthetic and led to the
invention of the cylindrical lawn mower that eventually replaced the
scythe. 27 The United States Patent Office issued the first three patents
for lawn mowers in 1868 to inventors in New York and Connecticut.
Others quickly followed, with six patents issued for lawn mowers in
1869 and an additional nine in 1870. Of the thirty-eight patents issued
for lawn mowers between 1868 and 1873, one was to an English inven-
tor, two to inventors in Ohio, and two to Chicago inventors. The rest
went to inventors in the New England and Mid-Atlantic states, indicat-
ing that the lawn was, for the most part, a northeastern concern. 26 Ohio
and Illinois were settled by New Englanders who took their apprecia-
tion of the lawn with them to a climate that was hospitable to the avail-
able lawn grasses, predominantly Kentucky bluegrass. Lawns were
slow to come to the rest of the country. In 1881, 47,661 lawn mowers
were manufactured in the United States, and the Patent Office had
granted 138 patents for lawn mowers, meaning that fewer than one half
of one percent of the households recorded in the 1880 census would have
owned a mower. 127 As the demand for lawn equipment increased, mowers
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became a standard item in hardware stores and in 1890’s mail-order
catalogs. 128

The hand-operated rotary lawn mower made small lawns possible.
Gardening for Pleasure, published in 1875, advises the reader, “Since the
introduction of the lawn-mowers, the keeping of the lawn has been so
simplified that no suburban residence is complete without one, and
there is now no more excuse for tall grass ‘going to hay’ in the door yard
than there would be for cobwebs taking possession of the rooms inside
the dwelling.”12? Another horticultural writer noted that the new “hand
machines are now so simplified and cheapened that they are coming mto
general use on small pleasure grounds, and proprietors may have the
pleasure of doing their own mowing without the wearisome bending
of the back, incident to the use of the scythe.”'* Budding’s 1830
patent specification states, “Country gentlemen may find in using my
machine themselves an amusing, useful and healthy exercise.”'*! De-
spite the promise of healthy exercise and enjoyment, few gentlemen
were interested in doing their own mowing. They hired gardeners to
do the job.

The new lawn mowers were in fact heavy, unwieldy, and back-
breaking. Cutting a lawn smoothly was easier with one of the new mow-
ers than with a scythe, but it was still hard work. The Growth of Industrial
Art, published in 1892, includes nine drawings illustrating the evolution
of the lawn mower from the scythe to the Revolving Cutter, a rotary
push mower, of 1884. A brief history indicates that lawns were for the
wealthy, noting that “a smoothly-shaven lawn is as necessary an adjunct
to the houses of the rich and tasteful as the moat and precipitous paths
used to be to the castles of the feudal barons.”!*? Despite the efforts of
horticultural writers and arbiters of good taste, late nineteenth-century
lawns were limited to the homes of the wealthy and, in a corridor from
New England to Illinois, to the few middle-class suburban homeowners
who could afford the equipment, time, or hired labor necessary to keep
them mowed.

Many of the new suburbs surrounding eastern cities combined the
rural ideal with urban amenities. As city-supplied water became more
common, rubber hoses and rotary sprinklers made it possible to irrigate
lawn grasses during dry weather. The first lawn-sprinkler patent was
issued to J. Lessler of Buffalo, New York, in 1871.!*} The combination
of the rubber hose, the lawn sprinkler, and piped water made watering
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so easy that by the turn of the century, some city councils had even be-
gun to worry about the use of city water on lawns during droughts. 134

Industrial and scientific expositions were important trade vehicles

staged to show the public the latest and most unusual developments,
particularly in the areas of horticulture and the art of gardening.'35 In
1876 at the International Exhibition in Philadelphia, the U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture provided a display on the formation and after-
treatment of lawns, described as a “selection of grasses forming a thick-
set lawn in six weeks from time of sowing; also after management.” No
lawn mowers were listed among the technological exhibits at the exhibi-
tion. One manufacturer exhibited a lawn sprinkler, 36 Lawns were just
becoming a subject of general interest and were still unusual.

The culmination of the lawn culture of the nineteenth century was
the establishment of twentieth-century country clubs and golf courses,
the suburban equivalent of the urban park. Golf course fairways derived
ultimately from the work of Capability Brown and other landscape ar-
chitects. Golf courses provided examples of large-scale landscape design
to the middle class that had previously been available only to the rich or
to city residents with access to Olmsted’s urban parks. '3 '

America’s first golf course, Saint Andrews in Ardsley, New York,
was laid out in a cow pasture in 1888. Five years later, a primitive course
was established in Brookline, Massachusetts. By 190z, more than a
thousand golf clubs had been organized in the United States. 138 Golfers
became particularly interested in the quality of turf grass, and the U.S.
Golf Association contributed a great deal of money to lawn research and
grass hybridization in the twentieth century. The influence of golf on
the aesthetics of the front lawn will be explored in the next chapter.

The revolution in American domestic landscape that began in the
nineteenth century was not due simply to the aesthetic criteria of the
upper class that trickled down to the rest of society. The interaction be-
tween landscape architects, suburban real estate developers, urban re-
formers, moral improvement societies, the transportation revolution,
public parks and golf courses, and advances in printing that provided
architectural books and periodicals, builders’ trade journals, pattern
books of house designs, domestic guides, home magazines, and news-
papers to a literate public led gradually to a new residential landscape
that included a lawn of certain aesthetic dimensions. Middle-class
homeowners, mfluenced by Jacksonian democracy, romanticism and
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transcendentalism, magazine articles and architectural design books,
made the single-family detached house with a front yard the most char-
acteristic single feature of European settlement in North America.!*®
Still, most Americans of the time were neither middle class nor home-
owners. They continued to regard grass as a ground cover, useful for
keeping down dust and protecting children and horses from the mud
and, in many cases, providing pasturage for the family horse or cow.
Americans considered grass utilitarian rather than beautiful.'** An
1897 horticultural book expressed the hope that some day “our suburbs
will not always have so many uncared for, weed-grown lots littered with
empty tin cans, badly kept ‘yards’, and impassable roads.”'*! Another
writer noted, “There is a good deal to be said for doing away with
fences, and in keeping cows out of the streets altogether. Many towns
throughout the country are treated wholly or in part in this way, and the
result thus obtained is both charming and satisfactory. But in most
towns there has, as yet, been no sufficient concert of action among
neighbors to secure this desirable result.”!*2

Front lawns at the end of the nineteenth century were cultivated by
the wealthy and the small, new middle class that emulated them. The
home meadows that provided hay for the family horse or cow, scorned
by many horticultural writers, slowly gave way to a new aesthetic stan-
dard that called for close-cropped grass at all times. These new lawns
were examples of conspicuous consumption. They showed the passerby
that the homeowner was well-to-do and aesthetically advanced. Thor-
stein Veblen noted that grazing animals were no longer acceptable on
lawns in the late nineteenth century because they were too suggestive of
thrift and usefulness. In fact, Veblen suggested that deer or even ante-
lope be substituted for cattle where the predilection for some grazing
animal was too strong to be suppressed, since they were not vulgarly
lucrative in fact or in suggestion.** Where live deer were impossible to
maintain, many homeowners substituted life-size cast-iron stags.

[t was not easy to grow a lawn in the nineteenth century, despite the
invention of the push lawn mower and irrigation equipment. Lawns re-
quired a great deal of labor. A homeowner either had to have the time to
work on the lawn himself or had to have the money to hire others to do
the work for him. In the era before the forty-hour work week, few work-
ingmen had the leisure time to devote to their yards. Teenage boys
might be available to do the work in some families. Most middle- or
upper-class women would not have exhibited themselves in public push-
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ing a heavy lawn mower across the front yard; their corsets and long
skirts would have made that impossible. Front lawns required time, la-
bor, and money. Despite the many books and articles written about
home lawns, it was not until the mid-twentieth century - that experi-
ments with imported grasses and grass hybridization, improvements in
lawn-mower design, irrigation devices, and the introduction of effective
fertilizers, herbicides, and pesticides made it possible for most people to
grow lawns in most parts of the Unired States.
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The widespread use of chemical lawn-care products and fears

of pollution have made some Americans rethink the front-lawn aesthetic.

Chemlawn warning sign, Takoma Park, Maryland, 1988, V. Jenkins,
photographer.

The War Between Man and Nature

Americans have been exhorted to engage in war for the past fifty years.
As Gore Vidal points out, a state forever at war is easily controlled by a
few.! American presidents have waged war against communism, pover-
ty, crime, and drugs. The lawn-care industry was not slow to follow
suit, taking advantage of the national war mentality to sell the matériel to
fight invaders such as crabgrass, weeds, insects, earth worms, and, ulti-
mately, Mother Nature. American homeowners, told to arm their lawns
against attack, invested millions of dollars in defensive and offensive
equipment. Synthetic came to be valued over natural because it was pre-
dictable and easily controlled. In 1976, Robert W. Schery, director of
the Lawn Institute in Marysville, Ohio, stated, “A lawn, of course, isan
artificial community of plants, created by people to make their home
grounds more beautiful and more habitable.”? Lawns became less and
less natural until some were replaced altogether by synthetic turf or
green-painted asphalt. Whose lawn is it—Mother Nature’s or ours?
Despite the rhetoric of the past fifty years, the idea of a war against
nature is not new. Scholars have found consistent use of land-as-woman
symbolism in the writings of white American men throughout Ameri-
can history. The idea of Mother Nature, of a virgin continent flowing
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with milk and honey, has been powerful in American culture. Many
men have expressed themselves as sexual aggressors in a feminine land-
scape. John Crowe Ransom complained that the male idea of progress
was an increasing, and eventually perfect, command over the forces of
nature. Ransom wrote, “Ambitious men fight, first of all, against na-
ture; they propose to put nature under their heel; this is the dream of
scientists burrowing in their cells, and then of the industrial men who
beg of their secret knowledge and go out to trouble the earth.” Annette
Kolodny concludes that the brutal images of man against nature reflect
the “very pattern of our current ecological crises.”® Wilderness has also
appeared as the villain, with the pioneer as hero relishing its destruction.
‘The image of man and wilderness locked in mortal combat has been ex-
tremely powerful in our culture, and the conquest of the wilderness has
bolstered our national ego.*

On the American front lawn men use power machinery and chemi-
cals, the tools of war, to engage in a battle for supremacy with Mother
Nature. Men have made front lawns into engineered spaces with rigid
boundaries and hard edges. Good front Jawns do not tolerate alien plants
or animal life. This battle, openly declared in the late forties, was the
ultimate declaration of masculine ownership of the lawn.

As advances in grass hybridization, pesticides, and herbicides be-
came available to Americans, the definition of a good lawn continued to
change. People who a generation earlier would have been happy with a
grassy lawn with no bare spots now worried about what kind of grass
they were growing and what else might be living in the lawn. The lawn
industry produced defensive and offensive chemical products for civil-
ian use to repel animal and plant invaders. Horticultural writers and ad-
vertisers identified crabgrass and a variety of insects and other creatures
as lawn enemies. Americans attempted to exercise complete control over
their environment, to beat Mother Nature and produce artificial “natu-
ral” beaury.

After World War 1T all things seemed possible. Homeowners dreamed
of “push-butten heat via low cost atomic energy and a beautiful green
lawn without any energy at all.”> A USDA leaflet stated matter-of-
factly that “in choosing a grass for his lawn, the owner usually has the
choice of selecting a grass that will thrive under existing conditions or of
selecting the grass that he wants and then modifying the conditions to
meet the requirements of that grass.”é The new lawn grasses available m
the carly fifties may have been expensive to buy and to maintain, but
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- according to one writer, “a good many homeowners feel this way: Moth-

er Nature has beaten them to a stand still for so many years that revenge
is worth almost any price as long as it comes in the form of a real good,
drought-tolerant, weed-resistant lawn.”” In 1950, a prefabricated, factory-
made lawn that promised to become smooth, thick grass appeared on the
market. The seed came “planted” in sheets of cellulose to be cut with
scissors to the right size and shape. “This wonder method of seeding”
was seen not only as “another American success saga; it is good news to
thousands of homeowners who now have a weapon with which to outwit
their old enemy, Mother Nature.”® Man appeared to have gained total
control of nature and could rearrange the environment in any way that
seemed pleasing to him. Science was the key to a man-made utopia that
could not be far off. ‘

This notion of controlling nature is central to American thinking.
The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers has spent years and millions of dol-
lars building dams, levees, and sea walls to control rivers and the oceans.
People have built communities on geological faults, in flood plains, and
on fragile beaches and expect to be protected from the effects of earth-
quakes, floods, and storms. Instead of living with the natural world,
people have set themselves up to control it. That actitude was not simply
the aftermath of a successful war and the prosperity of the fifties; it has
continued to the present.® In 1969, a magazine writer stated, “Today’s
approach to lawnkeeping is that man is master, and while natural ele-
ments can make it difficult at times, having a perfectly manicured, even-
ly green lawn is a highly satisfying experience.”!? In the seventies lawn
services promised to help those who were “just fed up with fighting a
losing battle against a host of lawn pests.”!! Americans were told that
weeds and cockroaches were “among the hardiest forms of pests with
which civilized man must cope,” and nylon-line weed trimmers were
proposed as “a valuable ally in this never-ending struggle against un-
wanted plants.”!? The trimmers could “be operated from an upright po-
sition, so you don't have to stoop to conquer.” All you had to do was
to “simply squeeze the trigger or start the engine of this remarkable
weapon.”13

Middle-class American readers of popular magazines have been
taught not only that they must have a good lawn for a complete home but
also to expect that something will go wrong with it. The pests identified
in the thirties—Japanese beetles, ants, worms, or weeds—rmight appear
at any time. One magazine article warned new homeowners that “many
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a lawn that looks promising at the start sooner or later goes wrong.” The
reader should not “assume, just because the bare brown area of a fort-
night ago is now a verdant green carpet, that you already have a lawn.
You've just a beginning.”!*

Homeowners learned how to alter the environment to maintain
their lawns, through the application of water, fertilizer and lime, re-
placement of the topsoil, or removal of shade.!® To make a success of
their lawns, they were told to pay close attention to horticultural writers
and advertisers and to use all the latest lawn-care products coming onto
the market, preferably in advance of any problem. According to a bro-
chure on lawn care published by the Service Department of Northrup,
King, and Company, “Successful lawn maintenance is artificial stimu-
lation by means of fertilizers and water to enable grasses to continue
growing vigorously through their natural rest periods, in spite of the
highly abnormal conditions created by daily use and frequent clip-
pings.”'¢ Such lessons caused chronic overuse and abuse of pesticides,
herbicides, and fertilizer that eventually had widespread repercussions
on the environment,

In August 1945, Fred Grau became the director of the USGA
Green Section and began evaluating the grass plots at the USDA experi-
mental garden in Beltsville, Maryland, neglected during the war. Fewer
than ten people were still working on turf research at four or five experi-
ment stations in the United States.!” According to Grau,

We probably never will have the size and scope of gardens that have been
developed before the war at the Arlington Turf Gardens before the Penta-
gon was built on top of them. That was quite a considerable loss to turf in
the United States. Tremendous amount of work was being carried on
there of untold value to golf courses and other turf interests all over the
country. Since we cannot hope to duplicate that again at Beltsville we
would like to see this program decentralized and more of it carried out in
the areas where the problems exist. 18

The USDA Division of Forage Crops and Diseases initiated a uniform
nursery testing system to compare grass strains and varieties under
widely diverse conditions that would eventually include sixty-six nurs-
eries in forty-one states.!?

By the late forties, nearly half the state agricultural experiment sta-
tions in the United States were once again involved in sorme activity re-
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- lating to turf grasses.2° Breeding, including selection and hybridization

through crossing individual plants and through polycross techniques,
and testing of selected strains of turf grasses were undertaken in cooper-
ation with the USDA and the USGA.?! In 1947, an experimental turf
research program was begun at Tifton, Georgia, sponsored by the
USDA, the Georgia Coastal Plain Experiment Station, and the USGA
in conjunction with several local golf clubs.?2 The USGA Green Sec-
tion functioned as a national clearinghouse for turf grass research. Ex-
periment stations in areas of rapid population growth such as New Jer-
sey and Florida found lawn problems particularly relevant. Agricultural
Extension workers could expand their jobs by advising on lawn prob-
lems as well as on crops and trees. Homeowners, cemetery keepers, ath-
letic field managers, and golf course superintendents all were potential
audiences. According to the USGA Green Section, “There are more
taxpayers directly interested in Better Turf than in any other single agri-
cultural enterprise.”?* Extension workers gave lectures and demonstra-
tions, wrote mimeographed handouts and articles for local newspapers,
and even spoke on the radio about lawn care. ?* Horticultural writers en-
couraged homeowners to use the state Agricultural Extension services.?’

A new lawn grass named lIll-a-hee fescue, introduced into the
United States from England, was made available to the public in 1946
by the USDA. .26 This grass was drought- and disease-resistant and was
said to thrive on thin soils and in the shade. It was recommended for
airports, golf courses, and heavily used lawns.?” Merion bluegrass, dis-
covered at the Merion Golf Club in Ardmore, Pennsylvania, and for-
warded to the USGA in 1936, became commercially available in the late
forties and was made available to the general public in the early fifties.2®
It was said that this grass would need mowing only half as often as ordi-
nary grass, would stay green all surnmer, and would fight off crabgrass,
other weeds, and disease.?® Commercial growers in the Pacific North-
west began to sell Merion bluegrass seed in 1954. The price was steep
and the initial results disappointing since the grass grew slowly and took
about three years to fill in a good lawn.?*” Even so, the demand for Mer-
ion bluegrass was so great that the seed had to be rationed for years.?!

Turfgrass breeding came of age during the decade of the fifties. The
new varieties of grasses had significant genetic differences. 32 The Amer-
ican public followed this research through articles in popular magazines.
Science Newsletter published an article about U-3 Bermuda grass in the
experimental turf culture program at the University of California at Los
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Angeles.? Other research produced new strains of Kentucky bluegrass,
zoysia, and red fescue.3* Writers were ever hopeful about the new lawn
grasses and the promise of low-maintenance lawns. One noted, “With
the help of drugs and aromic radiation, scientists are creating an assort-
ment of strange new grasses to fit the special needs of sportsmen, farm-
ers, and home gardeners. Maybe they can even abolish crabgrass.”?*

An article in Berter Homes and Gardens promised readers a perfect
lawn based on the work of the USGA and the USDA Bureau of Plant
Industry. This dream lawn “will be a smooth, unbroken velvet carpet,
green all summer long, as tight and as perfect as bent grass at its superb
best, without a weed, unaffected by brown patch or other diseases,
shunned by Japanese beetles, and able to survive without artificial wa-
tering all summer.”3¢ Fred Grau, writing for Scientific Monthly, stated
that “the day of better turf with better grasses is here not only for golf
but for (at long last) the homeowner and all others who want and appre-
ciate the best in turf.”7

The new heat-, drought-, and disease-resistant grasses finally made
lawns possible throughout the country. Even southern homeowners
could now contemplate lawns: “Southern cities have long concentrated
on flowers but now they are attempting to bring their lawns up to the
standard of their gardens. They are discovering that lawns comparable
with those in the north can be established and maintained when modern
methods and materials are used.”*® New homeowners with “clay-
bound” houses were advised to try the improved grass suitable for their
particular climate. The new grasses were expensive, but some would
grow in clay soils.3®

Two different strains of zoysia grass had been introduced to the
United States from North Korea and Manchuria in 1906 and in 1930.4¢
Frank N. Meyer, a USDA researcher, began working on Zoysia japonica
n 19o6; he crossed more than fifty varieties before coming up with the
strain that bears his name (Meyer zoysia).#! Zoysia thrives in poor soils
and can go for long periods without water, is resistant to insects and dis-
ease, crowds out crabgrass, and needs less mowing than most other
grasses. Researchers began breeding zoysiagrasses at Beltsvillein 1945.42
According to one woman writer, “men who have an aversion to the lawn-
mower are happy over the prospects of Zoysia which requires less mow-
ing because it grows more slowly.”** The drawbacks to zoysia were the
cost (ten cents for a two-inch plug) and its loss of color in the winter
months—it faded “to a dismal tan with the first killing frost.”#*
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Advertising made frequent references to the role of the USDA and
USGA in developing the new grasses.* In 1953, an advertisement
showed a picture of the “First Meyer Zoysia lawn” at College Park,
Maryland, and promised that Meyer zoysia would make a permanent
summer lawn and eliminate crabgrass and summer weeds.* A 1954 ad-
vertisement for Merion bluegrass called it “the finest lawn grass yet dis-
covered, producing a thick, fine textured deep green turf, like the yield-
ing cushion of a long pile carpet.”*” Despite the claims for the new
grasses, homeowners in many areas of the country continued to struggle
with raising traditional lawn grass. An article published in 1954 about
growing a lawn in Florida did not mention zoysia, but it bemoaned the
problems of trying to raise Bermuda, centipede, or St. Augustine grass
where “the sun is too hot, the soil too sandy, ants carry it [grass seed]
away, and it will not grow, 7*8

Zoysia, the miracle grass of the fifties, fell out of favor following a
rash of billbug and nematode problems, but then returned to promi-
nence in the seventies.*® During the eighties, USDA turf specialist Jack
J. Murray produced zoysta from seed and worked on seed mixtures of
zoysia and fescue that would stay green all year.’® One horticulture
writer noted enthusiastically in 1989 that zoysia was “the South’s most
refined grass. Soft, [ush, and thick as a carpet, it chokes out weeds and
fills in bare spots. It tolerates drought, grows in sun or light shade, has
few insect or disease problems, and needs little maintenance. It also
turns an attractive beige color in winter.”?! Murray’s new mixture was
not yet conmercially available, and zoysia promoters had to make the
best of the grass’s most obvious drawback.

The efforts of the U.S. Department of Agriculture and the U.S.
Golf Association continued to produce new designer grasses for specific
parts of the country under different soil and light conditions. In 19713,
readers of Better Homes and Gardens were asked to “picture an expanse of
rich green, elegantly textured, easy-to-care-for lawn grass. Imagine that
it’s resistant to disease, insects, and drought, that it stands up to every-
day use, and that it requires mowing only once in awhile. A pipe dream?
Not entirely. Modern lawn grasses are gradually growing toward those
goals.”™? Robert W. Schery, director of the Lawn Institute in Marys-
ville, Ohio, which represents the grass seed industry, wrote several arti-
cles abour the new grasses for popular magazines during the seventies.
He assured homeowners that their individual preferences for lawn grasses
of a certain color or texture could be satisfied with tailored seed blends. *?

139




DEMOCRATIZATION OF THE LAWN

Another horticultural writer noted that choosing a new lawn grass or a
mixture of new hybrids would make lawn care more fun than simply
mowing the old-fashioned lawn grasses that came with the house.’*

Many new cultivars (improved strains developed in laboratories
and nurseries as opposed to the pasture or wild varieties), based on ten
species, became available. They included grasses customarily started
from seed, such as Kentucky bluegrasses, fine fescues, colonial bents,
creeping bents, and perennial rycgrasses for the regions north of Wash-
ington, D.C., Atlanta, Memphis, and Albuquerque. The South contin-
ued to rely on Bahia grasses, Bermuda grasses, centipede grass, St. Au-
gustine grass, and zoysias, usually planted from sprigs, plugs, or sod.5*

Scientists at Oregon State University, Michigan State University,
and the Tifton, Georgia, Research Station worked on hardier, more in-
sect- and disease-resistant grasses that would reduce the need for chemi-
cal lawn care. In 1976, there were more than sixty named varieties of
bluegrass, with about twenty available within any state as a result of the
rapid advances in turf research. ¢ Ten years later, these “miracle grasses”
were touted as providing a respectable-looking, organically grown lawn
without the need for herbicides and chemical fertilizers.” Fine fescues
were bred for their spreading, low-growing qualities plus summer resis-
tance to disease. They also sprouted quickly and had an attractive dark
green color and texture.*® One new Bermuda grass, named Santa Ana
and bred in southern California, was noted for its smog resistance.5°

Lawn specialists in the seventies and eighties recommended low-
maintenance blends or mixrures of grasses, such as bluegrass, fescue,
and perennial ryegrass, rather than the monoculture that had been es-
poused by turf specialists since 18go.° Turf authorities at Rutgers Uni-
versity iIn New Jersey issued standards or requirements for four basic
lawn seed mixtures in 1977, including sunny- and shady-lawn mixtures
and mixtures for dry, infertile soil and for bent-grass lawns. ¢! Some hor-
ticulture writers still yearned after a velvety green carpet of a single spe-
cies, but most acknowledged that monoculture was too costly in terms of
time, money, and the potential for abuse of chemicals used to combat
insect pests and diseases.%?

The improvement of grasses was encouraged by new patent protec-
tion for breeders’ rights, and Americans continued to borrow grasses
from other countries, among them the Netherlands and Sweden.? In
1986, Jan Weijer, a geneticist at the University of Alberta in Canada,
announced the development of ten new strains of grass that would thrive
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without fertilizer, watering, or weeding and would need to be cut only
once or twice a year. Although the seed would not be commercially
available for at least five years, an American pharmaceutical company
with investments in grass-seed production offered to buy the rights to
the seeds in order to keep them off the market. The bid was rejected by
Weijer, but Newsweek opined that other companies in the lawn industry
would also be disturbed by the new grass.s*

After World War II, the suburban aesthetic called for lawns to be
green all year long. Golf turf was supposed to be “a pleasing color
throughout the playing season . . . even though it may not affect play-
ability of the turf.”®* An article in House Beautiful in 1948 suggested that
the reader should strive for the ideal of a year-round green lawn, It di-
vided the country into seven climatic zones and gave recommendations
for homeowners in each, even assuring readers in the Northeast that “a
vear-round green lawn here is a near possibility, especially during mild
winters.” If the homeowner followed instructions, he would not have to
remake the lawn every other year “as has probably been your custom.”¢¢
Magazine readers were told, “Experiments by House Beautiful indicate
that lawns can be kept green all year, certainly as far north as Phila-
delphia and mid-Ohio, probably in the New York and Chicago latitudes
except in severe winters, and possibly in many mild winters in the Bos-
ton and Milwaukee zones.”s”

Turf specialists at the USDA continued to experiment with grasses
that would remain green throughout the year. One Oklahoma couple
advocated growing winter wheat on the lawn; when it was harvested in
June, the Bermuda grass would take over again.® Other magazine arti-
cles gave advice to southern readers on how to keep lawns green through
the summer months, particularly August.®® Some homeowners in the
South planted annual ryegrass over their summer grasses each fall to
give a green cover after frost had turned the summer grass brown. That
way, the lawn would stay green all year round.” *“Turf type” perennial
ryegrass appeared on the market in the mid-seventies with the promise
of replacing annual ryegrass that had been used to overseed winter lawns
in the South on a yearly basis.”! Perennial ryegrass was said to be
“denser, lower growing, hardier, neater mowing, and almost as attrac-
tive as bluegrass.””? One promoter of the new ryegrass told American
readers that New Zealanders prized the grass and considered Kentucky
bluegrass a weed, not understanding “why Americans use so much of
the grass, and then use ‘Keep Off The Grass’ signs to protect it.””* By
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the mid-eighties, about fifty million pounds of perennial ryegrass was
being sold each year.”* Many homeowners, however, continued to over-
seed their lawns in the fall with annual ryegrass so that they would stay
green through the winter.”s

One way to keep grass greener was to give it more fertilizer. Before
1940, lawn experts had recommended applying a pound of nitrogen to
each thousand square feet of lawn, in two feedings a year, in spring and
fall. By the seventies, the recommended amount of nitrogen fertilizer
had increased to eight pounds per thousand square feet for bluegrass
lawns, distributed throughout the growing season.”¢ Homeowners were
advised to feed grass at its “favorite” seasons to enable it to compete with
weeds.”” In the eightics some homeowners were feeding their lawns four
to six times a year, and golf courses were being fed every few days to
keep them green and growing in hot weather as well as throughout the
winter.”® The Lawn Institute, speaking for the industry, continued to
urge homeowners to fertilize their lawns.” “If you do nothing else to
your lawn in the fall it should be fed. . . . Remember, most turf experts
say that the average lawn is starving to death. So, feed it.”# By 1984,
nearly a million tons of chemical fertilizer were being applied to Ameri-
can lawns each year. Premixed, premeasured liquid fertilizers with her-
bicides were touted as the “latest technology in lawn care.”8!

In 1984, the United States applied more synthetic chemical fertil-
izet to lawns than India applied on all its food crops.*? Chemical fertil-
izers release their nitrogen quickly, so much of it ran off into the ground-
water, lakes, and streams, causing severe environmental problems. By
the mid-eighties this source of pollution was widely recognized, and in
some areas campaigns were launched to restrict or stop homeowners
from overdosing their lawns with fertilizer as well as herbicides and pes-
ticides.®* In the mid-Atlantic region, the Chesapeake Bay Foundation

has been especially active in that type of consumer education. Despite '

those efforts, fertilizer continued to be promoted as a shortcut to a
healthy lawn, an instant boost for a fast green-up “or for a special event
in your garden.”84 :

In contrast, high-nitrogen organic fertilizers could be applied only
once a year, since they released their nutrients slowly and produced no
harmful runoff.?s Organic materials such as cottonseed meal, blood
meal, liquefied scaweed, and composted cow manure once again were
recommended as good nitrogen sources.®¢ Milorganite, composted
sludge sold by the city of Milwaukee, was a popular organic fertilizer,
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although homeowners were warned not to use it on their vegetable gar-
dens because it might be contaminated with toxic heavy metals.8”

An alternative to fertilizer, first explored in the thirties, was to col-
or lawn grass artificially. In 1958, the Winterlawn Sales Corporation in
Augusta, Georgia, sold 20,000 gallons of paint to turn brown turf to
green.®® A California company marketed a spray to keep grass looking
green year round: “Have a Green Lawn All Winter. Ever wondered how
ball parks and large arenas have green grass all winter long? They paint
their grass green with Grass Spray. This modern wonder—developed
thru years of testing, now Easy to Apply with a Hudson Type Sprayer.
Just one treatment of Grass Spray lasts until grass begins to grow in
Spring: will not rub, walk, fade or wash off, won’t harm children or
pets.”® Other homeowners found grass substitutes such as colored
gravel, moss, ivy, sandwort, and fungus.®” In 1965, new homeowners in
one Arizona housing development could choose between real grass and
low-maintenance lawns of green gravel. According to Popular Mechanics,
“(zardening buffs may gnash their teeth in horror, but the effect is realis-
tic enough for the elderly suburbanite who prefers a Saturday afternoon
on the golf course, to one spent behind the lawn mower.”! One family
covered their sloping front yard with half an inch of crushed brick
sprayed with several coats of clear polymer plastic paint. They recom-
mended using a green polymer paint for “a more natural look.”%?

Popular Mechanics reported in 1965 on plastic grass as a work-saving
alternative to lawn grass. The American Biltrite Rubber Company in
Boston had developed a green vinyl material called Neo-turf that looked
“like a green carpet.” Homeowners were told that they could “spread
Neo-"Turf over a patch of soil, and you have a ‘lawn’ without weeds,
without gophers, that never needs mowing, watering or fertilization. "3
Another product, named Perma-Grass, consisting of massed plastic
fibers, was recommended for small lawns, terraces, sundecks, patios,
walks around swimming pools, putting greens, or as a skid-proof surface
on the deck of a boat.®* Golf courses in Westchester County, New York,
installed Astroturf on their tees in 1968 to the “complete satisfaction” of
their golfers.” The 3M Company produced a product called Tartan
"Turf that was used on football fields in the seventies.?® Lawndale, Cali-
fornia, covered traffic medians in the business district with synthetic
turf. According to the mayor, Art Griffin, “AstroGrass not only is a
great step forward in our beautification efforts, but we feel it makes a
significant contribution to driving safety.”®” St. Petersburg, Florida,
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followed suit, installing Astroturf at the entrances to the city “to the joy
of all who see or maintain it.”® In the early seventies, a Stanford Re-
search Institute study estimated the potential market for synthetic turf
and ground covering in the United States at $75 million a year. The
Monsanto Company hoped to sell synthetic turf to homeowners as well
as for highway medians, gas stations, motels, and shopping centers.
Other competitors included American Biltrite, 3M, Ozite, Chevron
Chemical, and Lee and Mohawk.®® Chevron advertised “Leisure Grass
for the Leisure Class” with the promise that “grasslike surfacing of Poly-
loom IT really does look like real grass, only it never grows. So you don’t
have to water, weed or mow it. Let your imagination run wild and you
may discover a use for grasslike surfacing never thought of before. The
possibilities are unhmited. "%

Plastic turf became popular for athletic fields and particularly. for
indoor stadiums, although many athletes objected to the material be-
cause of the number of injuries sustained from falling on it. Plastic grass
and green indoor-outdoor carpet were used by homeowners on stairs or
indoor patios but never became rivals to living grass lawns.

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, some Ameri-
can homeowners interested in instant lawns dug turf from pastures and
along roadsides to place in their yards. In 1896, Samuel Parsons, Jr., had
this vision of the future: “The day will come, I have no doubt, when it
will become a general practice to grow sods of pure grass free from for-
eign admixture of other weeds or plants. When that day arrives we shall
see lawns of a beauty for which our present ideas can furnish us no con-
ception.”10! Turf could provide a mature lawn within a few days or
could be used to patch bare spots or holes. The major drawback to the
use of pasture turf was that it was full of weeds and contained a variety of
grasses more or less suited to a lawn. 1°2 Other problems included avail-
ability or accessibility, and transportation costs. Fewer and fewer people
had access to cow pastures, and municipalities frowned on people help-
ing themselves to roadside turf.

In 1922, the Literary Digest reported that an English company was
selling turf by mail. Wooden trays were filled with dirt and planted with
grass seed. When an order was received, the requisite number of trays
were packed into crates and shipped by railway to the customer. This
was an expensive proposition because of the weight. A less expensive
way to obtain a “ready-to-wear” lawn was to grow grass on a layer of soil

spread over sheets of canvas. The new lawn could be rolled up, sent by -
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rail, and unrolled where grass was wanted. According to the article, “the
roots will penetrate the canvas, enter the prepared soil, and flourish, the
canvas rotting away after a time and providing no hindrance to growth.”19?
Although canvas may not have been as good a medium for growing a
lawn as claimed, the idea of a roll-out lawn persisted. In 1947, a New
York company advertised the Tailor Made lawn. This consisted of light-
weight cellulose wadding embedded with grass seed and fertlizer. It
could be rolled out over a hard-to-seed area such as a slope on which
seeds would normally wash off, or it could be cut to fit bare patches.
According to the advertisement, the cellulose would hold the seed in
place until the plants were well established and then slowly disinte-
grate. 1% Factory-made cellulose lawns continued to be marketed in the
fifties and sixties.'%5 In 1979, sod grown on nylon mesh and grass seed
on paper were marketed for a quick lawn. 106

Turf began to be commercially available as the demand for it in-
creased in the fifties. As suburbs were built on farmland on the outskirts
of cities, the new residents objected to the smells and hazards of live ani-
mals in fields nearby. Many farmers found it profitable to switch from
animal raising to turf farming. Turf continued to be expensive to trans-
port; only turf farms close to urban and suburban communities were
cost effective. At first, turf farming supplied existing pasture grasses,
particularly bluegrass. One lawn-care writer warned that turf shouid
not be used to sod shaded areas since shade-tolerant varieties of grass
were not available.97 Gradually, the new turf farms began to raise the
grasses appropriate to their region and provided certified weed-free turf
consisting of specific grass or grasses.

Writers began suggesting sod as a real alternative to the traditional
sowing of grass seed in the fifties. %% It was expensive, but one garden
book asserted that this practice had become “more common and satisfac-
tory around many new homes which have limited lawn areas.”1% By the
sixties, the production of turf had become big business. 1% In 1967 there
were approximately one thousand turf farms in the United States. Turf
farms advertised mature, pure grass strains that could be walked on im-
mediately, unlike newly seeded lawns that might take weeks or months
before they could be used.!'! Commercial turf was recommended not
only because it saved labor and time but also because it provided an im-
mediate cover for mud or dust on a construction site, reducing erosion
and mess.!? By 1977, commercially grown sod had come to be pre-
ferred over seed for starting a lawn.!!* Garden centers offered rolled-up
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strips of sod for small do-it-yourself jobs. The sight of newly seeded
lawns with string and rag barriers to keep away people, dogs, and birds
has become rare. In addition to home lawns, turf is in demand by high-
way engineers, stadium managers, and golf course greenkeepers who do
not have the time or the labor necessary to start grass from seed. 114

The period from the end of World War II through the fifties was
seen as an era of better living due to science. New chemical products
became available for a multitude of different uses, from plastics to drugs.
The public’s naiveté about the environment and the long-term effects of
indiscriminate use of chemicals on lawns was phenomenal. Despite oc-
casional warnings, Americans, believing that if a product could be sold,
it must be safe, embraced the new chemical products for the home and
yard. An article published in 1949 rejoiced that the lawn owner’s “work
is lightened by new chemicals at his disposal.”!!* A brochure published
in 1948 noted that weeds in lawns could be controlled by growing thick
turf to crowd them out, by hand-digging, or by spraying them with
chemicals. The author noted that “within the last few years the spraying
of chemicals has become the most popular of the three methods. Re-
search on chemical weed killers has revealed new products and has
opened up new horizons to the discouraged turf enthusiast who for
years has practically been at the mercy of lawn weeds.”!1¢ Chemical
control of the lawn became commonplace. An advertisement for Plan-
trons plant food showed a cartoon of a little girl asking an old man,
“What makes the grass grow green?” His answer was “Plantrons, honey,
plantrons.”!!7 Nature no longer was credited with having anything to
do with the lawn. A lawn-care authority in 1969 matter-of-factly advised
homeowners, “If you have a lawn that is less than satisfactory it is proba-
bly worth upgrading if it contains at least 40 to 50 percent desirable,
perennial grasses. Otherwise, you will be wise to banish the existing
turf chemically and start over as for a new lawn.”!'1® The homeowner
could eliminate weeds or get rid of everything growing or living in a cer-
tain area and start again.

The new chemical weed and insect killers were offered as weapons
against foreign intruders in the home yard. A magazine article on how to
have a weed-free lawn told the reader,™It’s tirne to take up arms against
the weeds. From now on, when man and nature meet on the lawn, it’s
dog eat dog.” The article went on to note that “your best bet is not these
infantry tactics but wholesale slaughter by chemical warfare, utilizing
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the impressive arsenal of chemicals now available to every lawn owner
beset by weeds,”11? )

With new chemical possibilities in weed control, crabgrass was
identified as a major problem in many areas of the country. War was de-
clared against crabgrass, using some of the same weapons and rhetoric
developed during the recent international conflict. Several articles on
lawn weeds compared crabgrass to fifth columnists that “take over a
patch of lawn so viciously that the grass just gives up.”12° These refer-
ences to subversive forces reflected the threat of communism and the
Cold War. One writer prided himself on a lawn that “was just too thick
to allow for serious invasions by these foreigners.”12!

During the thirties a few horticultural writers began to worry
about crabgrass, but the majority of the American public probably
could not identify crabgrass before the fifties, Many homeowners may
have even welcomed its sturdy green cover during the summer months,
However, once it became possible to control it, crabgrass in the front
lawn was widely criticized as unacceptable.

Two types of crabgrass plagued American lawns; the most common
type, Digitaria sanguinalis, was described as large hairy crabgrass, witha
range from Philadelphia south to Washington and west to the Rockies
and south to northern Texas. Digitaria ischaemum, with small, smooth
blades, was commonly found in New England along the Adantic Coast
to New York. Both types could be found on the West Coast. 22 One arti-
cle described crabgrass as “that rank, tough, hard-to-mow grass that
sprouts late each spring and spreads and chokes through the good grasses
until frost, killing them as it goes. Its light green seedlings make your
lawn look nice and thick at first. But in a few weeks they are reaching out
like octopuses, have taken on a purplish cast, and are shooting up brown-
ish seed heads that make your lawn look as unkempt as a man with a
three-day beard.”!?}

A rash of advertisements and articles on crabgrass control appeared
in Better Homes and Gardens, House and Garden, Home Garden, Country Gen-
tleman, American Home, House Beautiful, and Newsweet. One author
looked forward to future possibilities for chemical control of crabgrass,
but in the meantime, he advised homeowners to try scorching ripe crab-
grass seed heads with a torch or flame gun. The author noted that “thisis
a rather tricky operation, but if done with great care the permanent
grasses will not be seriously injured.”124 1 suspect that few homeowners
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torched their lawns, or if they did, that they managed to eliminate the
crabgrass. An article in House and Garden mentioned that some lawn
owners tried using a phenyl acetate solution for the control of crabgrass,
but concluded that the best method remained to dig it out by hand.!?*

During the late forties the Production Marketing Administration of
the USDA, in conjunction with the USGA Green Section, sponsored a
series of grass plots at the Beltsville Station to test the chemical control
of crabgrass using phenyl mercury acetate products, potassium cyanate,
and arsenicals. None of those chemicals proved very helpful.12¢ Al-
though most articles during the forties noted that 2,4-D was not effec-
tive, one writer suggested that two sprays of a 2,4-D weed killer would
provide “easy, sure-fire control for crabgrass, public enemy No. 1 for
home lawns.”?7 This writer also recommended isopropyl phenyl car-
bamate, perfected by U.S. Army biological warfare specialists, to rid
the lawn of quack grass. In 1949 Consumers’ Research Bulletin reviewed two
types of crabgrass killers on the market. The article warned that these
crabgrass killers, made of arsenic or mercury, were not particularly ef-
fective, were extremely poisonous, and might cause serious illness or
death to people or animals. 128

Hand weeding and chemicals might control mature crabgrass. Ad-
ditional efforts were made to destroy weed and crabgrass seeds before
they had a chance to sprout in lawn turf. One pamphlet noted that some
people used chloropicrin (tear gas) to sterilize weed seeds but that “this
material is quite costly, somewhat tricky to use and has little place in the
hands of the average home owner.”!?? The author also noted that J. H.
DeFrance of the Rhode Island Experiment Station had done extensive
work with cyanamide for several years with great success. Cyanamide
could be used to kill weed seeds in large soil areas, but the author warned
that it was quite caustic to some vegetation. An advertisement for the
dormant seed killer PAX crabgrass and soil pest control claimed 85- to
100-percent effectiveness in controlling the crabgrass menace. 130

The big news in 1952 was that chlordane could be used as an effec-
tive herbicide against crabgrass. Readers of Bezter Homes and Gardens
were told that chlordane could be used to obtain “a lawn free of crab-
grass, as well as grubs, ants, moles, and night crawlers.”?3! "Tests at the
University of Wisconsin indicated that chlordane would provide “built-
in” protection against all these pests, including crabgrass seeds, but
would not be effective against mature crabgrass. Potassium cyanate, or
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PC, was also found to be effective against crabgrass and was recom-
mended by several lawn-care authorities.13?

In the early fifties, O. M. Scott and Sons marketed a new product
named Scutl, advertised widely as “a dream come true.” Scott’s 1931
advertising pointed to the second successful year for Scutl, having
“defeated Crabgrass on thousands of lawns last year.” Scutl advertise-
ments again appeared in the spring of 1952 but then disappeared from
the pages of popular magazines. 133

The other new chemical control for crabgrass was potassium cya-
nate. It was hailed as a new, nonpoisonous chemical that would eventu-
ally act as a fertilizer, supplying both nitrogen and potash to lawn
grasses.** An article on PC, with the title “Sudden Death to Crab-
grass,” noted its effectiveness but warned that the war was not com-
pletely over, as crabgrass seeds would continue to germinate in future
years.'** Advertisements for PC placed by the American Cyanamid
Company proclaimed the “good news for those who enjoy a lawn of ver-
dant velvet but who detest the tedious task of keeping it free from crab-
grass.” At first, American Cyanamid did not sell PC as a lawn-care
product but marketed the PC found in the new weed killers sold by oth-
er companies. According to one of its advertisements, the efficacy of PC
had been proven through extensive tests by agricultural experiment sta-
tions and turf specialists throughout the country. By 1955, however, the
company was selling Lawn and Garden Cyanamid directly to home
gardeners. 136

Associated Chemists, Inc., advertised Weedanol cyanol (PC) crab-
grass killer to be sprayed on crabgrass. 1*” The American Chernical Paint
Company marketed Weedone crabgrass killer, “the wonderful potassi-
um cyanate killer,” for beautiful lawns. Weedone was advertised as non-
poisonous to humansand petsand harmlesstoother plants unless sprayed
on them directly. In 1955, Weedone was improved with MCP: “Now—
the world famous crab grass killer is deadlier than ever to weeds!” Weed-
one advertisements a year later noted that the product now contained
Sodar, which would “knock out your lawn’s worst enemy.” The image
of war on the front lawn came through strongly in this 1956 advertise-
ment: “Lawn a ‘mess’ with crabgrass? Now! Kill It so it Stays killed with
Weedone Crab Grass killer Sodar. Get the jump on your lawn’s worst
enemy—crab grass. Yes, you can kill it even when its at its ugly, crawl-
ing worst—kill it so it stays killed. ”?¥ Du Pont also produced a PC crab-
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grass killer as well as a lawn weed killer for broad-leaved weeds. Du
Pont’s advertisements promised, “Better things for better living . . .
through Chemistry.”!3°

Sunset magazine announced that another new weapon against crab-
grass, a combination of lead arsenate and ammonium sulfate, would be
avatlable in 1954. The cost would be high, “butif it knocks out crabgrass
inasingle season, many a gardener should be willing to pay the price.”140
In 1962, in a full-page advertisement that featured a skeleton hand push-
ing a blade of crabgrass up through a suburban lawn, the Diamond Al-
kali Company promoted Dacthal as the “sure-to-kill ingredient” to look
for in crabgrass killers. 1#!

The war was not yet won, however, and crabgrass continued to
provide good copy. The author of a satirical article in the Sazurday Eve-
ning Post accused the homeowner with a crabgrass neurosis of finding
“relief by murdering one culm at a time. The sad part is that he is always
looking, searching, yearning to find a victim. I once noticed a guestat an
outdoor wedding surreptitiously murder a culm with the trowellike toe
of his patent-leather pump.” The article concluded that homeowners
should live and let live.#? Magazine articles with titles such as “Crab-
grass Never Surrenders, But You Can Get Rid of It,” discussed prob-
lems with crabgrass throughout the nation.#? After all that was written
about chemical controls for crabgrass, some acknowledged them to be
“emergency measures, and temporary at best.”#* The author of “Crab-
grass Never Surrenders” advised readers to grow a thick turf to crowd
out the weed and to hand weed: “A few minutes after dinner on summer
evenings, or half an hour or so every Saturday morning will keep a rela-
tively crabgrass-free lawn in a position to grow the good turf that every-
one wants.”!** Despite the new chemicals, homeowners were still being
advised to hand weed just like their fathers and grandfathers.

Americans were also offered a variety of herbicides with which to -

combat weeds and grass diseases. The most important was known as
2,4-D. The American Chemical Paint Company developed 2,4-D (di-
chlorophenoxyacetic acid) for the control of broad-leaved weeds. 146 The
herbicide was released to the public in November 1944 and was hailed
as one of the great breakthroughs in the turfgrass world. 47 It was tested
by the USGA Green Section, by agricultural experiment stations in
various states, and by private companies.#® Products containing 2,4-D
could be sprayed on the lawn or dusted on individual broad-leaved
plants such as dandelions, plantains, poison ivy, honeysuckle, ragweed,
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. and wild morning glory. In 1946, the American’ Chemical Paint Compa-

ny marketed 2,4-D as Weedone. Ten years later, Weedone was touted as
“the original selective weed-killer—the one that revolutionized Ameri-
ca’s lawn-care habits, making weed grubbing and pulling obsolete.”14°

The Dow Chemical Company advertised 2-4 Dow weed killer in
1947.1°% Sherwin-Williams produced a similar product named Weed-
No-More, which was advertised heavily in popular magazines through-
out the late forties.!s! In 1947 Swift and Company began marketing a
spray herbicide named End-o-Weed, with the claim that it would de-
stroy more than one hundred different lawn weeds without harming the
grass. Swift’s advertising copy emphasized the ease of using End-o-
Weed and promised that it would take only an hour to weed the lawn.
Ten years later, Swift and Company advertised a new product, Dacthal
W-s0, for use against crabgrass with the promise that it “contains no
dangerous arsenic or other metallic poisons that can kill birds, harm
pets.”172 Other herbicides that appeared briefly on the market contain-
ing 2,4-D included Weedanol, Ridz 2-4-D, Knox-Out Weeds, Dr. Salis-
bury’s Selective Weed-Kill, and Tufor.1%?

House and Garden celebrated 2,4-D as a miraculous weed killer in
1947. Readers were told they no longer had an excuse for a weedy lawn
“nor for hunting golf balls among dandelion seed heads” but were
warned that they must not spray annual flowers, vegetables, trees, or
shrubs with 2,4-1).1%* Another article promised readers they could have
as good a lawn as they wanted, even one that a golfer would covet as a
putting green, with the use of 2,4-D.1** However, not all lawn authori-
ties immediately adopted the new product. A brochure on lawn care
published in 1947 was still recommending applications of sulfuric acid
or gasoline to individual dandelion plants.!?¢

By 1960, the American Chemical Paint Company had become Am-
chem Products, Inc., which continued to market Weedone, “the back-
saving chemical that can tell the weeds from the grass!” The war image
was used in a 1964 Weedone advertisement that stated, “Sprayed or
spread it’s a man’s number one weapon for lawn spoiling weeds, kills
most common lawn weeds without harming lawn grasses.”!57 The prin-
cipal ingredient of the defoliant Agent Orange used in the Vietnam War,
2,4-D) is today considered to be a likely cause of cancer in humans. 58 It
is also associated with birth defects, reproductive problems, neurotox-
icity, kidney and liver damage, and is a sensitizer and irritant.15%

In 1951 Southern gardeners were told the good news that methyl
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bromide fumigation would kill nut grass. The bad news was that the
“so1l must be out of use at time of fumigation, however, since methyl
bromide kills all forms of life in it.”140 Luckily, this method of weed con-
trol was not widely advertised or recommended. The by-products of an-
tibiotic research during the forties were also applied to grass diseases in
the fifties. The antibiotic cycloheximide, marketed as Actidone, pro-
vided for further turf-grass disease control. 16!

O. M. Scott and Sons Company produced a herbicide named Scotts
4-X and announced to readers of Law#n Care, “Chemical control will defi-
nitely come of age this year—for practically all lawn weeds except Crab-
grass. . . . The right materials will be available early in 1946 and we
know Lawn Care readers are going to get as much of a kick out of putting
pesky Dandelions to rout as we have.” By the end of the year, Scotts 4-X
was available to the public and was marketed as one of “a series of prod-
ucts providing beautiful turf with reasonable effort. Weed control with
Scotts 4-X is not an end in itself but instead is one step in the whole lawn
program. It is possibly the climax that makes everything ¢lse worth-
while.”1¢2 Four-X Weed Control was advertised as “a safe, easy, inex-
pensive way to rid your lawn of weeds . . . another Scott product to help
you have a sparkling green lawn.” In 1947, Scott combined its lawn food
with 4-X and sold it in place of 4-X Weed Control. Scott advertisemnents
promised that weeds would vanish like magic and the resulting lawn
would be the envy of the neighborhood. 163

In the mid-fifties homeowners were encouraged to use broad-
spectrum weed killers on their lawns. Advertisements no longer told the
consumer which chemicals were in the products; the consumer was sim-
ply assured that the weed killer was easy to use and effective. Swift’s
advertisements for End-o-Weed proclaimed that it killed “over 100 dif-
ferent kinds of weeds—leaves, stems, roots and all.”'6* The Thompson
Chemicals Corporation marketed Weed-a-Bomb. A 1953 advertisement
told readers that Weed-a-Bomb contained Weedicide miracle lawn weed
killer. The next year, Thompson advertisements simply stated that
Weed-a-Bomb contained a broad-spectrum weedicide, the “easiest lawn
weed killer.”'%° An advertiscment in Better Homes and Gardens, with the
headline “Willy sprayed . . . Wally didn’t,” encouraged homeowners to
spray and dust, “for a lawn without weeds, a home without insects, fora
flower garden without equal.”'é¢ The American Chemical Paint Com-
pany also marketed a chemical spray called Trimtone that would slow
grass growth so that grass would not have to be cut for about six weeks.
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. Readers were advised to “use Trimtone on 6 to 12-inch strips around

edges of lawn—wherever edging is required or mower won’t reach.”1¢7

Several companies sold applicators for the new herbicides and used
war images to market them. An advertisement for the Weed-Wand Wal-
lop claimed that it would kill two thousand weeds for one cent and that it
made weed killing fun in lawn or pasture.!%® The Martin Weed Gun
came with a supply of 2,4-D sufficient to kill ten thousand weeds.16?
The Killer Kane also killed weeds “as fast as you can walk” with a squirt
of z2,4-D weed killer.17°

In the course of developing agents of chemical warfare against hu-
mans during World War II, researchers.found some to be lethal to in-
sects.17! These chemicals were adopted by the lawn-care industry after
the war, and Americans were offered a wide variety of pesticides with
which to combat animals, insects, and worms on the lawn. The public
was warned that lawns needed to be protected from lawn moths, white
grubs, fiery skippers, black beetles, cutworms, sod webworms, ants,
chiggers, chinch bugs, and earwigs. Worms and ants made the lawn
bumpy and therefore unsightly. The larvae of beetles and other insects
in the roots killed large patches of grass. Japanese beetles were a problem
for many homeowners. An article in Better Homes and Gardens in 1944
stated that the Japanese beetle was one enemy against which “Ameri-
cans need have no scruples in waging bacterial warfare” and that spore
dust, packaged bacteria, was available to spread on lawns to kill the
beetles. 172

DDT and sabadilla, combined to make a general pesticide for
lawns, and chlordane were widely used by the American public. Read-
ers of Lawn Care were told, “Prior to the development of DDT and suc-
cessor chemicals such as Chlordane, Toxaphene, Benzine Hexachlo-
ride, Thiophos, the job of controlling pests in grass was extremely
obnoxious, to say the least. This generally involved working with poi-
sonous substances, laboriously mixing and applying sprays or choking
dusts. Apprehension followed lest a member of the family or a pet be
sickened by one of the toxic ingredients. Some treatments had added
hazards of explosion and fire.”173 i

DDT was developed during the late thirties in Switzerland and was
first tested in the United States in 1942. The results were so impressive
that the Army immediately appropriated all available supplies for use
against diseases such as louse-borne typhus in Europe and mosquito-
borne malaria in the Pacific. DDT was hailed as “Killer of Killers” and
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“the atomic bomb of the insect world.”1”#* DDT became available for
civilian use at the end of the war and was widely adopted by those who
had seen its effectiveness while in the military. The Entomology De-
partment of the New Jersey Agricultural Experiment Station worked
with DDT and sabadilla after the war, demonstrating their value in con-
trolling hairy chinch bug infestations in lawns. 7%

Chlordane was said to work faster on Japanese beetle infestation
than DIDT. Chlordane was sold under a number of trade names (includ-
ing Them, Chlordust, S-W Chlor-Spra, R-H, Toxiclor, Colorado 44,
Cook-Kill, Synklor, and Dowklor). DDT, however, had the perceived
advantage of remaining active in the soil for at least five years, thus pro-
tecting the lawn from reinfestation. !”¢ Another new chemical that was
tried out on the lawn was Thiophos 3422, but it proved to be more vol-
atile than DDT and more toxic to ornamental plants.!”” Cyanogas was
marketed by the American Cyanamid Company in 1949 to control ants
in lawns and to keep them out of the house. The lawn owner was to pour
a few grains in each ant hill. 178

Those chemical pesticides were perceived as relatively benign. De-
spite occasional warnings about the dangers to ornamental plants and
other vegetation, the hazards to humans and other animals were not
known, According to a 1947 issue of Lawn Care, DDT and sabadilla “are
relatively non-toxic to humans, pets and birds when used in the diluted
strengths required for pest control.” The next issue was even more posi-
tive in describing Scott’s Pest Control, containing DDT and sabadilla,
as “a convenience material that is easily used to keep various lawn insect
pests in check . . . effective yet safe to use from the standpoint of hu-
mans, pets and birds.”!7® An article in House Beautiful in 1948 was a bit
more cautious, noting that “while it is believed that there can be little
danger to children, pets, or wild creatures resulting from turf treat-
ments with DDT or chlordane, it is always wise to be careful.”'8¢ In
1950, chlordane was described by a leading pharmacologist as “one of
the most toxic of insecticides—anyone handling it could be poisoned,”
but the American public did not heed the warning.'®' Manufacturers
continued to advertise chlordane as a weapon against crabgrass and lawn
pests. Householders were urged to “Conquer Crabgrass! . . . save your
lawn from ‘creeping death’!” Chlordane spray, spread, or dust would get

rid of lawn insects above and below ground and would enable the home- -

owner to “enjoy outdoor living without annoyance from crawling, bit-
ing, stinging pests.” 182
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DDT was recommended for the control of leafthopper, sod web-
worm, chinch bug, false chinch bug, and slugs. Chlordane was recom-
mended as the most effective insecticide since it was found to control a
greater number of pests than DDT, particularly mole-crickets, fall ar-
myworm, and grubs. With the headline “Springtime Is Spray Time,"”
an advertisement for Black Leaf 45-percent chlordane spray promised
“quick, easy, economical and highly-effective control of soil and turf in-
sects, such as chinch bugs, Japanese beetle larvae, ants, mole crickets,
ear-wigs, lawn moths, spiders and grasshoppers.”1®? Chlordane was
considered superior to DDT because moisture activated it and an appli-
cation might remain effective for a month to six weeks. 184 Readers of
American Home were warned that the new insecticide was highly effec-
tive against ants and Japanese beetle grubs but was definitely poisonous
to humans and animals and should be used carefully.!#* Another writer
noted that some people might prefer to use slower-acting DDT rather
than chlordane because chlordane would eliminate all earthworms for a
season. '8¢ Long-lasting control was marketed as a positive attribute of
the new chemical pesticides. An advertisement for Antrol Lawntrol
boasted that it contained “Dieldrin new lethal chemical—Granules
reach soil where pests live—Deadly months longer.”'¥7 Lawns had be-
come totally artificial and could not be allowed to harbor any living
thing other than the preferred type of grass.

By the sixties, the lawn-care industry had produced a bewildering
array of chemical products for lawns. An article in the Saturday Evening
Post noted that “there are chemicals to make grass grow, to keep it from
growing, to kill crabgrass before it comes up, to kill it after it comes up,
to wipe out any number of encroaching weeds and grasses, to kill dozens
of kinds of invading bugs and grubs, and to counteract grass discases.”! 38
Homeowners only slowly began to recognize the dangers of using chem-
icals such as arsenic, DDT, and chlordane.

Rachel Carson published Stlent Spring in 1962, a study of the devel-
opment of the lawn and garden chemical industry in the United States
and its impact on the environment. Carson pointed out, “Gardening
is now firmly linked with the super poisons. Every hardware store,
garden-supply shop, and supermarket has rows of insecticides for every
conceivable horticultural situation. Those who fail to make wide use of
this array of lethal sprays and dusts are by implication remiss, for almost
every newspaper’s garden page and the majority of the gardening maga-
zines take their use for granted.” She warned that the production of syn-
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thetic pesticides had grown fivefold between 1947 and 1960, reaching a
wholesale value of well over a quarter of a billion dollars, and predicted
that this enormous production was only a beginning in the aspirations of
the chemical industry. Carson was also appalled by the depiction of
chemical killers as toys. Weed killers and pesticides and the gadgets de-
signed to apply them to lawns were advertised as fun to use, with prom-
ises of sensational results. She explained that “they give a giddy sense of
power over nature to those who wield them, and as for the long-range
and less obvious effects—these are easily brushed aside as the baseless
imaginings of pessimists,”18?

The publication of Silent Spring prompted an examination of the
chemical industry. Some chemicals such as DDT and arsenic were even-
tually banned for home use. Newsweek noted that American cellars had
been “turned into arsenals of fungicides, herbicides and insecticides.”
The article went on to say, “Despite Rachel Carson’s Silenz Spring, the
U.S. lawn fanatic is still high on chemical warfare, although some sup-
pliers have noticed their customers spending more time studying labels.
Still he needs a Bachelor of Chemistry to comprehend the bewildering
variety of weed killers and bug destroyers now fogging the market.”!90
Rachel Carson died in 1964. The Rachel Carson Council was incorpo-
rated in December 1965 to promote public interest in and knowledge of
the environment, to encourage enlightened conservation measures, and
to serve as a clearinghouse of information for scientists and laymen. ‘The
council focuses on chemical contamination, especially the pesticide
problem explored in Silent Spring. It addresses the effect of pesticides on
human and environmental health as well as on the economy, govern-
ment, agriculrural methods, and industrial practices. %!

The warnings of Carson and others did not stop the production and
use of chemical pesticides, herbicides, and fertilizers for lawns. In 1965,
Better Homes and Gardens published a chart to help homeowners find their
“way among the hundreds of chemicals developed for lawn care.” Read-
ers were advised that they “must use a variety of chemicals during differ-
ent periods of the growing season to get the beautiful turf you want. 192
By the eighties, the American public’s acceptance of the chemical de-
pendence of the lawn was clearly mirrored in the naming of a national
lawn-care service, Chemlawn. It has become commonplace to see small
signs sprouting on recently treated lawns that read, “Please Stay Off
Grass Until Dry—Chemlawn Application— Another Chemlawn Cus-
tomer Service.”

WAR BETWEEN MAN AND NATURE

As lawn standards continued to rise, homeowners, particularly
men, sought to make their lawns predictable and easily controlled using
new products such as Weed-a-Bomb, the Martin Weed Gun, and the
Flame Gun that “kills weeds in summer, melts ice in winter.”!®3 In
1964, it was estimated that Americans invested almost as much in their
lawns as in foreign military assistance. '** Chlordane, DDT, 2,4-D, and
other chemicals were advertised as panaceas for all lawn problems.
These chemical weapons were perceived as relatively benign, and the
hazards to humans and other animals were not widely publicized.
Americans were naive about the long-term environmental effects of in-
discriminate use of chemicals on their lawns. In the sixties, the warnings
of Rachel Carson and others led to the banning of DDT and arsenic and
eventually chlordane. But other chemical agents were substituted, and
the number of chemical pesticides, herbicides, and fertilizers continued
to proliferate. The war between man and nature continues to be waged.

Taylor’s dream of an industrialized lawn that could be produced as
if in a factory had come true. Herbicides and insecticides, genetically
manufactured grasses, and inorganic fertilizers could all be used to
achieve a green velvety carpet for the front yard. Designer sod, like car-
pet, could be purchased by the yard. Despite the availability of all of
these wonder products and the rhetoric of writers and advertisers, most
front lawns are still imperfect. There are many more acres of lawn grass
in the United States at the end of the century than there were at the be-
ginning, but relatively few people actually spend the time, money, and
labor necessary to achieve velvety green perfection despite, or perhaps
because of, the best efforts of the lawn-care industry. A lawn expert,
writing in 1971, found it “odd that this problem of the American home
has not been solved by the many big companies that find the sale of lawn
supplies a multi-million dollar market. It may be due to each supplier
knowing alot about his own thing and too few bringing it all togeth-
er.”195 In 198¢ more than 500,000 people made their living directly from
turf care and maintenance, and turf grass was a $25 billion industry.'%¢
They all have a vested interest in poor lawns. A cartoon in Popular Me-
chanics in 1960 expressed the homeowner’s continuing struggle to main-
tain a lawn that would meet the standards set by magazine articles and
advertising. The caption read, “This year I got smart—I planted weeds
and the grass killed them.”'%”

As in other wars, the weapons and technology brought to bear
against the enemy addressed the symptoms rather than the root causes
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of the problem. The basis of America’s front-lawn aesthetic is the ideal
of a single type of grass that will stay green year round. With the cultiva-
tion of a large number of plants of the same type comes a greater suscep-
tibility to disease and insect damage. The standard held up for lawns 7
; that requires the grass to be of a single color, texture, and size was un-
I realistic even for the most devoted gardener; however, it enabled manu-
facturers to sell more weapons to homeowners in their battle against

nature. The Age of High-Tech Horticulture

High-tech horticulrure came of age in the seventies and eighties with
| designer grasses available for every type of environmental niche.! New
| pesticides, herbicides, and fertilizers crowded the shelves in garden cen-
ters. As Americans amassed their weapons of destruction in garages and
basements, they gradually became aware of the dangers of the overuse
! and misuse of chemicals as well as of power equipment such as lawn 3
mowers. For some homeowners, concerns about lawn-keeping led them
to hire professional lawn services to apply the various chemicals for
them. For others, these concerns led to the rejection of state-of-the-art
1| lawns and the beginning of a new definition of appropriate domestic
I landscape. Still others were content to move into townhouse or condo-
\ minium communities where they did not need to make any decisions
;‘;' and where the management would take care of the grounds.

The concept of a war against Nature changed in these two decades.
‘ | I‘} . Military images became unacceptable to many in a generation that had

\

grown up during the Vietnam War and who had either protested the war
or were unhappy with the idea that America had lost the war. One man
confessed, “Mowing the lawn, I felt like I was battling the earth rather
than working it; each week it sent forth a green army and each week [
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