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History of the Eloise Butler Wildflower Garden 

and The Friends of the Wild Flower Garden, Inc. 

Winter 1998/1999 

This is the 13th year with Gardener Cary George in charge 
of the Garden.

During the winter of 1998-99 the Minneapolis Park and 
Recreation Board (MPRB) and the Friends contracted with 
Renner Well Drilling to drill a deep well for a hand pump at 
the site of the ancient Great Medicine Spring just outside 
fence of the Garden. Over recent years since the construction 
of Interstate 394, the flow of the old spring had gradually 
dropped to a trickle. In January 1999 the drilling reached an 
area at 135 feet depth that produced a large free flow of 
water such that a faucet needed to be installed. The 
expectation was that in the spring, visitors could once again 
enjoy free flowing spring water. Unfortunately, the water 
flow was not to last. (History -  Great Medicine Spring 
follows text.)

At a Friends Board meeting held on March 15 several board 
members reported on their research into creating a website 
for the Friends.  At the time it was considered to be too 
expensive to do and that perhaps having a section on the 
Park Board website might be best.  That did not happen but the Friends website came into being in 
2007 when Friends member Gary Bebeau brought it online.

Spring 1999 

Friends' President Gloria Miller reported that the Garden would open two weeks later than normal due 
to budget constraints at the Park Board. A volunteer orientation was held on April 24th in the Martha 
Crone Shelter. Cary George conducted a burn of the Prairie Garden on April 26th. He was concerned 
about damage to the early season forbs as this was the latest date for a burn in 13 years, but the 

Drilling the new well at Great 
Medicine Spring, winter 1998-99. 

Friends photo.



conditions were perfect and success outweighed any 
concerns. Cary George felt a burn every two years was 
necessary for the Prairie Garden (as opposed to 
recommended practice of 3 to 5 years) because the prairie 
builds up annually an enormous thatch and there are 
many exotics growing there which need more frequent 
control than a virgin prairie area does. The late date of the 
burn was due to wet conditions previously. There was 
ample rain in early April and a huge 12.5 inch snowfall in 
mid March.

The spring issue of The Fringed Gentian™ (Vol. 47 no. 1) 
contained Gloria Miller’s last letter as she was completing her second term as Friends president.

The Annual Membership Meeting of the Friends was held on May 15th at the Martha Crone Shelter. 
Directors elected were: Steve Benson, Harriet Betzold, Joy Davis, Mel Duoos, Ann Godfrey (new), 
Marguerite Harbison, George Jaquith (new), Lyle Johnson, Juanita Lussenhop, Lisa Locken, Gloria 
Miller, Steve & Sally Pundt, Shirley & Jack Schultz. Ex-officio - Cary George. Barbara Milligan left the 
Board.

Elected to their offices at the Board of Directors meeting: Steve 
Pundt, President; Lyle Johnson, Vice President; Juanita Lussenhop, 
Secretary; George Jaquith, Treasurer.

In committees, Shirley Schultz and Harriet Betzold were Volunteer 
coordinators, Joy Davis, membership chair; Gloria Miller, 
Historian; Lisa Locken newsletter editor, (beginning with the fall 
issue, Barbara Milligan retired after the winter, spring and summer 
issues); Liaison to the Park Board, Steve Pundt; and Marguerite 
Harbison was memorials chair. 

Friends Vice President Jack Lynch had passed away on March 
22nd. His poem “On Purple Bees and 
Poppies” was reprinted in The Fringed 

Gentian™. You can read it in Poet’s Corner on the website. Garden 
Naturalist Brian Walvatne wrote about Skunk Cabbage and their smell.

Summer 1999 

The new well at the Great Medicine Spring was flowing with a good 
stream of water.

Eleven new members joined the Friends since the first of the year. 
Naturalist Willow Rheult wrote in The Fringed Gentian™ (Vol. 47 no. 2) on 
how simple and enjoyable it was to do “porch birding” from the front 
porch of the Martha Crone Shelter. A birthday cake was served at the 
Martha Crone Shelter on Sunday August 8th in honor of the birth date of 
Eloise Butler (actual date of birth was August 3).

In July long time Friends' member Betty Bridgman (1916-1999) passed 

Outgoing Friends' President Gloria 
Miller. Friends photo.

Spring prairie burn. Friends photo.

The well head and pump at 
Great Medicine Spring as it 

was in 2008. Photo G D 
Bebeau



away. Betty was a volunteer and she was editor of our newsletter The Fringed Gentian™ from March 
1983 until July 1990. She served two terms on the Friends Board of Directors: 1961 until 1964; 1982 until 
1990. In addition she was an author and well known local poet. You can read some of her poems that 
were published in our newsletter in Poet’s Corner on the website.  A short bio follows this text. 

Summer temperatures fluctuated in a moderate range above and below the averages and there was 
adequate rainfall with several heavy rains in July and August.

Autumn 1999 

The fall issue of The Fringed Gentian™ (Vol. 47 no. 3) starts off with President Steve Pundt looking 
forward to the new millennium and remarking on the resurgence of interest in the use of native plants 
and grasses - exactly what the Eloise Butler Wildflower Garden is intended to maintain and promote. 
Cary George contributed an article on "Native Grasses for the Home Landscape,” describing the five 
main Prairie grasses at the Eloise Butler Garden: Bluestem, Cordgrass, 
Porcupine Grass, Switchgrass and Indiangrass. Friends member and 
MPRB Naturalist Cathie Baldwin wrote about “Magic in the 
Wildflower Garden” giving us some old plant lore. Did you know that 
you can forecast the number of children you will have by blowing on 
a dandelion seed head? Both articles are found in the web site archive. 
A poem of the late Betty Bridgman was printed - “First Night of 
Frost.” You will find it in the Poets Corner. 14 new members have 
joined since summer.

A volunteer appreciation luncheon was held on November 13th at the 
American Legion Club in Golden Valley. Special honor was given to 
several volunteers who put in many hours at the Martha Crone 
Shelter - Betty Bryan, Sally Pundt, George Bridgman, Gloria Miller, 
Marguerite Harbison and Harriet Betzold. Marguerite and Harriet was 
co-chairs of this event. Marguerite was also Memorials Chair.

1999 was the year that Lisa Locken became editor of The Fringed 
Gentian™, beginning with the fall issue. Lisa made extensive use of 
photos and started a column about our volunteers. She remained editor 
until her death in 2007.

Weather: The temperatures in late fall spiked well above average in 
November and December. Precipitation was poor from mid-September 
through the end of the year, leaving the plants to go into deep winter 
with inadequate soil moisture. The was a little snow in December but 
snow cover at year end was only about two inches.

Photo top of page: The Martha Crone Shelter seen from the Upland Garden in early spring 1999. Photo 
©G D Bebeau
References:
Minutes of the Board of Directors and other documents of Friends of the Wild Flower Garden, Inc.
Historical Climatology of Minneapolis-St. Paul Area by Charles Fisk.

Marguerite Harbison. Friends 
photo.

Lisa Locken, new editor or 
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©2019 Friends of the Wild Flower Garden, Inc.  Photos are as credited and are used with permission for 
educational purposes, for which the Friends thank them and the organization providing the photos. 

Text and research by Gary Bebeau.

The Upland Garden back hillside  in October 1999. 
Photo G D Bebeau

The Upland Garden entrance hillside with sunflowers 
in September 1999. Photo G D Bebeau

The Martha Crone Shelter in October 1999.  Photo G D Bebeau.



The Great Medicine Spring
The attempt to restart a flow of good water

A project of The Friends of the Wild Flower Garden, Inc and the Minneapolis Parks and 
Recreation Board.

The Great Medicine Spring became part of the 
history of The Friends of the Wild Flower 
Garden when The Friends agreed to fund a 
new well to try to reactivate the spring. In the 
Spring of 2000 Friends President Steve Pundt 
wrote about the history of that involvement. 
Subsequent events which led to the virtual 
abandonment of the old spring are also 
reported below. Saratoga Springs was the 
original name of the area within which Wirth 
Park (originally Glenwood Park) was created, 
and, as the name suggests, there was a time 
when the area’s water table was much higher 
and springs and seeps were everywhere.

Friends' member J. S. Futcher remembers that 
when he was a kid in the 1940s there were three 
main springs in the area of Garden - the Great 
Medicine Spring being considered the main 
one; another on the northwest corner of 
Glenwood and Theodore Wirth Parkway; and 
one to the east of the back gate of the Garden. 
There was also a spring in the Garden wetland. 
Gardener Cary George noted in 1990 that since 
1987 the flow from the Great Medicine Spring 
had been minimal (1), and that in 1989 it was 
dry; former Gardener Ken Avery suggested that 
perhaps a hand pump could be used to still 
obtain water.

Cary George wrote in 1998: “
The spring lies on an ancient Indian trail used by the Dakota Indians. They believed all of nature 
was endowed with "medicine”. In 1851 the Dakota tribes ceded land that included the Great 
Medicine Spring to the United States government. The new well will be drilled to a depth of 240 
feet. This is the same depth as the Glenwood-Englewood Springs just to the east of The Great 
Medicine Springs and lies within the same aquifer” (note 1 and note 4)

The Friends of the Wild Flower Garden

The E. H. Renner & Sons drill rig at the site of the 
Great Medicine Spring, January 1999. Photo Friends 

of the Wild Flower Garden



More Background: Another article on the Friends website contains a series of first-hand accounts by 
the Garden curators and gardeners, concerning the activity of four natural springs in the area of the 
Eloise Butler Wildflower Garden and Bird Sanctuary in Theodore Wirth Park, Minneapolis, covering 
the time period 1934 to 1990.

In the Spring of 2000, Friends President Steve Pundt wrote in The Fringed Gentian™:
"In her carefully researched biography of Eloise Butler, Martha Hellander wrote that the spring 
located southeast of the intersection of Wirth Parkway and Glenwood Avenue was apparently 
the Great Medicine Spring which had been described in 1880s articles and books about 
Minnesota geology and history. It was reported that Indians traveled great distances to drink 
from the spring because of the medicinal properties of its water.

When Sally [Mrs. Pundt] and I first discovered the Garden over 20 years ago, we also came 
across the old spring. We stood in line with others who were filling bottles and jugs. I remember 
one elderly man who claimed he drank nothing other than water from this spring! The water 
was cold, clear, and tasted great. It is a true spring - the water flows from the earth on its own, 
but the strength of the flow has always varied considerably. The flow decreased substantially, 
and stayed low, after the construction of the Highway 100/394 intersection. The quality has 
declined too. [A process called 'de-watering' was used to lower groundwater during the 
construction and following construction it continued due to the depression of the roadbed below 
the normal grade.]

To increase the water flow and quality, the Friends’ Board hired Renner Well Company to drill a 
well at the site of the spring. [The well was completed on January 29, 1999] The result was 
disappointing. The water was no better. It turned yellow and tasted bad, not all what we 
remembered.

The Renner Well people have been great to work with. At a special Board meeting in February 
[2000], they explained that the “spring water” we remembered was probably from a shallow 

The new fountain on the Great Medicine Spring, 
installed by a WPA masonry crew in 1939. Photo 

by Walter Dalhberg, 1939. The fountain was 
permanently removed at the end of 1954.

The new canopy over the new fountain on the Great 
Medicine Spring. Canopy built by Park Board 

carpenters and installed after the WPA masonry 
crew finished the fountain in 1939. Photo by Walter 

Dalhberg, 1939



well, primarily fed by rainwater. The old well pipe is only about 
30 feet down, based on Renner’s information about the Park 
Board wells which date to 1906-1912.

Other wells in the park system are much deeper, 300-450 feet, into 
the Shakopee-Jordan aquifer. When drilling our well, Renner hit a 
strong flow of water at only 135 feet down. Drilling all the way 
down to the aquifer would have required double casing and 
would be very expensive. Renner recommended pumping out a 
large quantity of water to try and clean the spring water. This was 
done at the end of March [2000]. The results were good. Taste and 
clarity were improved.

To improve the flow of the water Renner is to install a hand 
pump. To improve the appearance of the area and the spring, the 
Park Board landscape architect is designing a site plan. To 
educate the public about the historic significance of the spring, 
the Friends will fund interpretive signage. Our long-term vision is 
to upgrade the entire entrance area off Wirth Parkway with improved landscaping and signage.” 
(note 2 and note 4)
Text in [ ] has been added for clarification of events.

The above was the state of affairs in the spring of 2000.

Subsequent Events 2000 - 2010

There were new developments in 2000. 
The spring did not flow at the previous 
rate. A report dated February 15, 2000. 
was received by the Friends from 
Renner & Sons. They addressed the 
reduction in flow from the spring. 
During the winter of 1999-2000 the well 
had been allowed to flow freely (as 
Steve Pundt mentioned in his article) to 
prevent freezing and now a hand pump 
was discussed as the practical option to 
install.

Renner’s report stated 
“We originally anticipated a flow 
rate of 5 to 7 gallons per minute, 
which would prevent freezing, 
and hoped that a hand pump 
would not be needed. The well initially produced this volume. However the flow quickly 
diminished, over the next couple of days, to its current rate (approx. 1 gallon per minute). The 
Well has flowed through the winter which makes us very optimistic that it will not freeze as long 
as we allow it to continue. With the current configuration (see diagram) a hand pump could be 
installed and we would not expect any alteration in the flow rate of the well.”

The hand pump installed on 
the well head

The spring drainage basin with the new well and pump in the 
background. Click on image for larger image. Portions of the 

stonework may date back as far as 1939. (note 3)



Below: The configuration of the new well placement with its connection to the old spring drainage 
basin. Diagram by E. H. Renner & Sons.

The hand pump was installed in the summer of 2000 but water flow declined even more from the initial 
good flow and the purity of the water was in question. In addition, landscape work around the new 
well construction site still had to be finished.

Eventually, public access to the spring was discouraged, first by the Park Board removing signage 
about the spring from the parking lot area along the entrance road to the Garden and then several years 
later by removing the spring parking area entirely. The landscaping completed around the well and 
drainage basin is shown in the photo as it was 2008.

More recently 2011 - 2012

On May 22nd, 2011 a powerful 
tornado began its destructive path 
near Glenwood Ave and Theodore 
Wirth Parkway, just west of the old 
spring. There was damage within 
Eloise Butler Wildflower Garden, but 
the heaviest damage was just to the 
north, including the area of the old 
spring. The photo of the Garden 
entrance road was taken by Judy 
Remington just after the storm. The 
other three photos show the 
condition of the site 14 months later 
on July 25, 2012. Gone are the trees 
and the appearance of previous 
landscaping. Water still drips from 
the pipe outlet of the spring, but all is 
abandoned and nature begins her 
reclaiming process. (Site photos - G. B. 
Bebeau).
 



 



2018
In 2014 the hand pump handle was removed so that people could not attempt to pump water as testing 
indicated the well had contaminant issues. In 2018 the contaminants of bacteria and arsenic exceeded 
maximum allowed levels so the site was closed off.

The 1st photo shows the pump in the Summer of 2014. The second photo shows the scene after the 
pump, well pipe, concrete pad and valve box were removed on June 25, 2018 and the well capped. Only 
the catchment basin retaining wall remains.

 
Reference:
Note 1. The Friends Newsletter, Vol. 46 No.3 (published as Vol. 49 No. 3) 
Note 2. The Friends Newsletter, Vol.48 No.2
Note 3. Martha Crone's diary - 1939, references this work done along with work at the spring in the 
Wildflower Garden.
Note 4: The statements in the text above of Cary George and of Steve Pundt, referring to Martha 
Hellander’s research, about the path to the Great Medicine Spring being an old Native American path 
can be associated with statements made in earlier years such as the following:

The Great Medicine spring, an old resort of the Indians, is situated a few miles west of Minneapolis. It is 
chalybeate, as shown by its taste, and by irony coating formed by the water on the surface over which it 
runs….

From Volume 2, Hennepin County Chapter of The Geological and Natural History Survey of Minnesota, 
Pioneer Press Co. 1888, page 311, by N. H. Winchell.



From Minneapolis Tribune, September 26, 1874.

The people of Minneapolis will perhaps be interested in knowing that they have one of the finest mineral 
springs in the country right handy to the city; one that in its way was famous long ago. The spring alluded 
to is situated about two miles from the city on Western Avenue, on the land of Mr Wales, and is said by 
Col. John H. Stevens and other of the first settlers, to have been largely frequented by the Indians, who 
came hundreds of miles to get the benefit of its medicinal qualities in cases particularly of consumption 
and kindred complaints.  The water is strong chalybeate, and is esteemed especially as as tonic and as 
latterly large number of persons are daily visiting it.



Betty Bridgman (1915 - 1999)

Elizabeth (Betty) Bridgman (Mrs. Donald) had a long association with the Friends as a board member, 
volunteer and newsletter editor. She first joined the Friends Board of Directors on Jan 10. 1961 and was 
re-elected in 1962 and ’63.

Betty was a regionally recognized poet. She wrote her first poem 
in 5th grade. Many of her works were originally published in the 
Christian Science Monitor. When the Martha Crone Shelter was 
dedicated in May 1970 she wrote a poem for the occasion with a 
very long title: A letter of thanks from the Eloise Butler Wildflower 
Garden on the occasion of the dedication of the Martha Crone Shelter 
on May 13, 1970. The opening lines are:

You are good people. You mean well. 
You kept the houses off my hill. 

You saved my elm and tamarack. 
You love this place, which loves you back. 

Thank you for sixty years’ restraint 
of urge to tidy up and paint, 

to straighten rows or trim a tree. 
Neatness doesn’t count to me.

Betty was a member of the nominating committee for our Board 
of Director elections from 1972 through 1975. She then rejoined 
the Board of Directors in 1982 and served until 1990.

Being a poet, she took issues with inappropriate use of words. At 
the 1976 annual membership meeting on May 15 she made a 
motion from the floor to remove the word “false” from any Garden sign, as there were no “false” 
plants, just different plants, and they all had alternate names. Her motion was as follows:

"I move that we request the change of every marker in the Garden which has the word "false" on 
it. No natural plant is false, and none imitates another plant, "False" is the word for phony or 
artificial, False flowers are plastic, paper, glass or wood. Every plant has a name that does not 
include the word "false", For instance, where our marker says False Solomon's Seal, it should say 
Solomon's Plume or Smilacina racemosa.”

The motion passed after she agreed to bear the cost of new signs. It is not known if new signs were ever 
procured.

After election to the Board in 1982, she stepped in as co-editor of The Fringed Gentian™ for the autumn 
issue (Vol. 30 #4) and then became sole editor beginning in 1983, continuing to March 1990.

The Friends of the Wild Flower Garden

Betty Bridgman in 1988. Photo by 
Mary Slettehaugh.



At the 1982 annual meeting of The Friends she read a new poem she had written that had another long 
title: “Ode for the 275 members of the Friends of the Eloise Butler Wild Flower Garden and Bird Sanctuary.” 
This was the 30th anniversary of the founding of the Friends and the 80th anniversary of the Garden. 

One stanza reads:
Friends say to them,

“What! You’re volunteering on behalf of worthless weeds
nobody needs?

Think what beautiful homes would fill the scene
in that ravine!

Think of the expanse of lawn
When the clutter is gone!

The happy homeowners out with their mowers
and snow-blowers,

Their dandelion-diggers– 
Sales in six figgers!”

In later years, several of Betty’s poems would be published in the newsletter.(1)

In late 1984 (December 4) Betty was one of four members of The Friends who met with Park Board staff 
to air concerns of the Friends for the future care and development of the Wildflower Garden. The 
budget for the Garden had been lowered and Gardener Ken Avery was now usually working alone 
instead of having the usual two helpers of earlier years. This would be a recurring subject that would 
occupy the attention future board members also. The consensus of the group was that their ideas were 
at least listened to.(2)

In the first issue of The Fringed Gentian™ that Betty was sole editor of, (Vol. 31 #1) she published an 
article by Dr. Marian Grimes about Henry Thoreau’s visit to her Grandfathers orchard. (3) Betty had a 
personal connection to the story and inserted the following: 

The editor has lived on what was the Grimes farm for 43 years, and has heard that Jonathan 
Grimes kept a rowboat moored at what is now 42nd Street and Grimes Avenue, and that he 
could row from there through swamps to Lake Calhoun.

Betty could write with humor and tongue-in-cheek. At the 1986 annual meeting Betty's report as 
newsletter editor included this bit:

It has been over a year now since our President, Patricia Thomesen, made my assignment more 
pleasant by arranging to have a committee mail each issue of The Fringed Gentian™. The present 
editor, though widely regarded with affection and tolerance, as it proved, did not have the 
required IQ to handle the permit mailing without getting our 35-year highly respected 
organization into deep trouble and possible loss of our mailing rate of $.08 cents per copy.

In one her many writings she wrote something about herself as a child that echoed what Eloise Butler 
had wrote about herself, although it is certain Betty had never seen Butler's unpublished work.(4)

Try to imagine what I looked like in fifth grade. You’d say right away that I probably wasn’t 
much to look at. Come to think of it, I never heard anyone say to my my parents, “What a 



beautiful child!” And for a girl growing up, this could be a tragedy considering the value the 
world places on a pretty face. (Elementary English, 1974).

After Betty passed away in July 1999, her son George who was 
also a Friend’s member and shelter volunteer planted a Witch 
Hazel at the north end of the Garden in honor of his mother. 
George continues to be a Friends member. The photo shows 
George watering the Witch Hazel he planted in the fall of 1999.

Text by Gary Bebeau
References:
(1) Examples include 
A Nut, A squirrel, Winter 1998 Vol. 49 #3 
First Night of Frost, Winter 1999 Vol. 50 #3
A word for Box Elder, Winter 1998 Vol. 49 #3
In 2008 her estate published "Collected Poems and Selected Other Writings of Betty Bridgman," hard cover, 
722 pages.
(2) The others were President Pat Thomesen, Natalie Adler, and Betty Bryan.
(3) Dr. Grimes had been the Friends volunteer Coordinator from 1971 to 1980.
(4) Eloise Butler - An Autobiographical Sketch from the unpublished Annals of the Wild Life Reserve.
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