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What and how long does it take before one is accepted fully and deemed as American as apple pie? 
Now, bear in mind, the apple as we know it is not a native of the Americas. Only crab apples are. 

  So where does one get the guidelines to what truly defines an American? Is the focus on origin or is it 
more important that one’s contribution to the general good be the mark of belonging? However, what 
might be the response if too many such “outsiders” proliferate? And what exactly is too many? If 
deemed there is an excess, what is to be done? A culling, a cleansing or curtailing perhaps? How is this 
to be achieved? Are you now wondering where I’m going with this? 

  Not to worry. This is not a political discourse. I’m talking plants. Close your eyes and imagine the 
garden of your childhood. Be it a grandparent’s plot, a neighbor’s well-tended acre or your family’s 
backyard, certain specific plants come to mind. You can see the colors and even smell the flowers. Or 
perhaps it is a favorite tree that recalls delightful climbs and reading-perches. Maybe your taste buds 
remember the freshly picked peas and mint. Or cramming plump cherries into your mouth and then 
spitting out the pits to hit the neighbor’s garage. 

  In a very short time, the busy gardening season will begin. Many plant choices will be made. Chances 
are that when you think of these “comfort” plants, many were at one time new to this continent. When 
friends and clients are asked what plants they favor, invariably the names I hear are those that played a 
role in their childhood. Lilacs, peonies, foxgloves, azaleas….. what would the gardens of America be 
without those favorites? Incomplete, that’s what.  
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  I cannot imagine Mother’s Day without the perfume of lilacs wafting in from the garden. Can you? 
Introduced to the United States in mid to late 1700s, the lilac is a staple in our gardens. It is equally 
unthinkable to do without all sorts of other fruits and flowers. Some states will have to rethink their state 
flower or what they’re known for. No Georgia peach! No Utah or Washington State cherry! How does 
one visualize spring without bright forsythia to herald it? Apparently, twenty percent of plants 
commonly grown in western gardens originate from just the Himalayas. This does not include those that 
hail from China, Korea and Japan. Not to mention the other parts of the world. Yet, certain plants are so 
entrenched in our hearts and traditions that for all practical purposes, they are forever ours.  

  So while on one hand I’m all for planting more of the many magnificent true American natives, I am in 
no way prepared to uproot the foreigners. Or should I say naturalized citizens? Why, I’d lose half my 
garden! I simply must have my peonies, wisteria, lavender, apples, lemons, kumquats and so much else. 
I fully intend to keep adding more natives. And, before I introduce any future non-natives, I will do my 
research to be sure they have been around long enough to determine that they are not invasive or pose 
any serious threat to indigenous fauna.  

  It is however reason for each of us to give some careful thought to how we garden. It is not enough to 
just “go organic.” The guidelines for what is organic are still a bit ambiguous and hence open to 
interpretation. But we do the best we can by staying informed. Sourcing seeds and plants from 
responsible, eco-sensitive suppliers is a must. Heirloom varieties are my preference, including plants to 
attract a diverse range of beneficial insects. That’s where shrubs and trees of native origin play the 
leading role. Then, the lesser, non-invasive perennials and annuals can be embraced. After all, nobody 
likes bullies. 

  In other words, the infrastructure of the garden must be sound. And yet, it needs be flexible enough to 
make room for changes and new arrivals. Diversity and balance are important. In the final analysis, what 
one seeks is harmony and peaceful co-existence alongside effervescence and the exotic. That would 
define the true American garden. 
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