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The Eight Founding Clubs of the Garden Club of Virginia 
Featuring the Warrenton Garden Club 

Excerpts from Follow the Green Arrow I 
 
In the search for the perfect title several husbands made recommendations with tongue in and out 
of cheek. The husband of a former president suggested, "In the beginning, there was The Garden 
Club of Virginia," adding, "Well, I'll tell you one thing of them, there shall be no end!" In 
appreciation for the certainty of his second statement, we'll use his first and start with: In the 
beginning, there were eight garden clubs that came together in 1920 to found the GCV. What they 
were and what they had done, they brought to this formation council. Their early years are of 
interest. So in the order of their founding dates let's see how they began and how they continued to 
1920.    
 
WARRENTON was the first to come into a Virginia where electric lights were just appearing, the 
automobile and paved highways unknown, and the telephone primitive. "Polly, why don't you start a 
garden club in Warrenton?" In 1910 this question was asked Mrs. Samuel A. Appleton by her sister, 
Miss Ernestine Abercrombie Goodman, and by Mrs. J. Willis Martin, founders of The Garden Club 
of Philadelphia in April 1904, destined to be the mother of The Garden Club of America. Inspired, 
on her return to Warrenton, Mrs. Appleton went to Woodbourne to ask Miss Keith and Mrs. Lucien 
Keith what they thought. They liked the idea.  
 
Early the next year five friends met with Mrs. Appleton at Marshfield, a constitution and by-laws 
were written, and a list of potential members was made. On May 4, 1011, the first meeting was held 
at Woodbourne, and Mrs. Lucien Keith was elected president. Included among the officers was 
"Garden Photographer," and she was Mrs. Appleton. (Later, its second and several times president, 
she wrote the Warrenton story from 1911 to 1921.) "There were few of the popular garden 
magazines which we now have in such super abundance. Helen Rutherford Ely's Women's Hardy 
Garden, soon to become a best-seller, is credited with being largely responsible for awakening a 
nationwide interest in flower gardens. Of course our copy was dog-eared." (Later in 1916, at a GCA 
meeting, Mrs. Appleton met this author who was honeymooning at the meeting with her 
bridegroom, Benjamin Fairchild.)  
 
In the spring of 1913 Warrenton was one of the twelve founding members of the GCA, and Mrs. 
Appleton was there. Her sister, Miss Goodman, "was ordered out of the room by Mrs. J. Willis 
Martin, the first President, and told not to return without a statement of policy, crystallizing the 
objects of the club." This still appears on each issue of the GCA Bulletin.  
 
"At home we began to have little club competitions, purchased several books for our library to- be, 
and mostly read papers, swapped plants, and started a question book, always invaluable.  
 
The roads were still under construction, but a Model T Ford or two had appeared on the scene." 
There are many references to "hub-deep mud," and, "Our esteemed Vice President was prevented 
from attending by the unfortunate breakage of the carriage pole just as she was starting for town. 
We, who know the weary back that accompanies a female gardener in the exterminating war with 
weeds, and the ache of tired feet that have spent themselves stamping out the loathesome insect life 
that destroys the flower of our labor, could not even hint that she should walk to the meeting, but 
with one voice accepted her excuse as legitimate."  
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In 1917 the first flower show was held in the clubhouse of the Horse Show grounds. In that same 
year the club undertook what was probably the first Highway Beautification. "Construction work on 
the roads was now mostly done, leaving in its wake bare roadsides and ugly fills. This was of such 
concern to us that Miss Gaskins wrote a little piece for our local paper, which caught the eye of 
Judge John Barton Payne, who offered us a very sizable sum to undertake this work of civic 
improvement. On his farm, St. Leonard's, there were no trees left on the road frontage. We found 
'Uncle Billy,' who had planted trees around the county for years and was considered expert. In the 
early fall we walked the roads, Uncle Billy driving stakes where the location of a group of trees 
seemed best. Permission of property owners was gladly given, with promises of upkeep. Judge Payne 
wanted large trees, so they averaged 6 to 8 feet, oak, hickory, sweet gum, dogwood, and judas. Uncle 
Billy dug the holes and planted during the winter when weather permitted. He boxed all the trees 
and watered them faithfully, hauling the water in large barrels."  
 
With the beginning of World War I, answering the urgent government appeals for economy and 
food production, the club concentrated on vegetable gardens. In 1917 it held a vegetable show to 
which the men were invited, and they swept the show. "Mr. Appleton and Mr. Groome took the 
honors with exhibits of superb vegetables, beautifully displayed." It was noted that "dreary wartime 
recipes abounded." Dreary or not, these were collected from members, bound and sold for 25¢ for 
the benefit of the Red Cross.  
 
Then came 1920 and another invitation to become part of a larger organization. (Warrenton is the 
only club to be a founding member of both the GCA and the GCV.)  
 
 


