
1974

History of the Eloise Butler Wildflower Garden


and The Friends of the Wild Flower Garden, Inc. 

Winter 1973/1974


Ken Avery began his 16th year as Gardener.

In the Friends newsletter, (Vol. 22 No.1 January 1974), Gardener Ken Avery reported on visitors to the 
Garden area during the winter.

Today, January l, 1974, as I write this it is -30°. We have broken the record for low readings three 
days in a row and it is supposed to be cold again tomorrow. Last Sunday when it was about 0, 
my wife and I went to the Garden to fill the bird feeders. Since it was so cold we parked at the 

One of the snow covered paths near the Garden that Ken Avery refers to as 
becoming a popular ski area. Birch Pond is down the slope to the right in the 



south end, rather than at the Spring, to make a quick trip of it. One car was parked at the gate 
when we arrived there. As we left our car another car pulled up with two young men with skis. 
When we left, just thirty minutes later, there were four other cars in the parking spot. At the top 
of the hill there was a family skiing; while I was filling the feeder some skiers went by; we met 
two skiers at the back of the Garden, two skiers coming down the hill from the hayfield, and two 
more skiers as we left the hayfield. (Skiers seem to run in packs of two.) [Ed note: The 'hayfield' 
would appear to be the open grassy area to the north-east side of the Garden which descends 
quickly to the level of the marsh behind the Garden]. I can't help but compare this with the first 
few years that I had the Garden. In those days you could spend hours in the park during the 
winter and never meet anyone. Starting about 1965 a few people started discovering how 
beautiful the Park was in the winter and with the rise in popularity of Cross-Country Skiing in 

the last few years, the winter seclusion of the area has almost vanished.

It was reported that two members of the Friends of the Wild Flower Garden 
have died recently - Mr. Alvin R. Witt (photo) and Mrs. Gerald Burgess (Louise). 
Mr. Witt had been a member since 1961. In may of 1973 he was made an 
Honorary Member in recognition of his valuable services as acting treasurer 
during the fund drive and construction of the Martha Crone Shelter. When the 
Volunteer Host and Hostess program was started, he spent many hours at the 
Garden talking with the visitors.  [More about Witt follows text]

Friends and relatives of Mr. Witt contributed a considerable amount of money as 
memorials to the Friends of the Wild Flower Garden. He had passed away in October 1973. Mrs. 
Burgess died October 10, 1973 in California where she had lived since 1965. She had organized and 

counseled family-life groups in 
Minneapolis more than forty years and 
wrote a column entitled "Let's Be Better" 
for the Edina Courier from 1950 to 1960. 
She was also an author, her first book 
being This Side of the Stars. Louise was a 
member of the Friends until her death.

Both Families have a similar family 
related memorial in the Garden, that 
being a water fountain constructed of 
Lannon Stone. The Witt fountain is 
located on the patio area in front of the 
Martha Crone Visitor's Shelter in the 
Woodland Garden, given by the Friends 
of the Wild Flower Garden in memory 
of Bernice H. Witt, Alvin’s wife, who 
died on June 12, 1970. It was installed in 

1971. The Burgess fountain is located just 
inside the front gate of the Garden, installed in 1986 in memory of Mr. and Mrs. Gerald H. Burgess and 
presented by their sons. Gerald Burgess had died suddenly on April 29, 1938. He had bought plants for 
Martha Crone in a number of years in the early 1930s when Martha was Curator.

Burgess Fountain at the front 
gate. Photo G D Bebeau.

Witt 
Fountain 



Spring 1974


In The Fringed Gentian™ (Vol. 22 No. 2 April 1974) Ken Avery 
reported more about owls in and near the Garden:

This last February I saw a Saw-whet Owl. This is the third 
time I have seen one. It is a little earless owl about 7 inches 
long (a Blue Jay is 10 inches long) and is supposed to be a 
very common bird. However, most people have never seen 
one. I saw my first Saw-whet two years ago in April. A 
birder, who had come in often, told me that she had seen 
one a few days earlier and when she pointed to where it had 
been, there it was. I thought that it might have a routine that 
brought it there each day at that time so I looked for it every 
day for a few weeks but I never saw it again that year. The 
next one I saw was at the spring north of the Garden. It was 
in December a year ago. I was walking from the spring to 
the parking lot when a bird flew across the road into a cedar 
a few feet from me. I stepped over and ten feet above me 
was a little owl. The next one was at almost the same place 
this last February. I had just parked the truck at the spring 
and was walking away when a Blue Jay started making an 
awful fuss in the cedars and then two birds flew across the 
road--it was a Blue Jay chasing an owl about its size.

I also have some other owl news from last year. The Great Horned Owl has wintered in the 
Garden many years, more than I have been there, and we have assumed that they nested in that 
area--they nest in February. I had even seen two of them making overtures, but until last 
summer we had never seen the nest or their young. Last Spring someone reported that they had 
seen a young owl in the wild area west of Birch Pond. We found one of the young and a few 
days later found a second one. They both disappeared, but then I saw one in the fall fully grown. 
Now I have a second-hand report of the owl nesting in the park again, but I have not seen it 
personally.

A Board of Directors meeting of the Friends was held in the Martha Crone Shelter on April 8. Gordon 
Morrison, Co-ordinator of Environmental Education for the Park Board and Gary Crider, Landscape 
Architect for the Park Board were present and it was discussed how to proceed with a revised plan for 
front steps and handrail leading to the Garden and then a bulletin board and bike rack at the front gate. 
More definite plans were to be forthcoming.

The Annual Meeting of the Friends of the Wild Flower Garden was held in the Garden, on Saturday 
May 11th, 1974, in the Martha Crone Shelter, 29 people attending. The morning was dark with drizzling 
rain, which began to clear as the meeting was ending.

Kenneth Avery gave his report of the status of the Garden. Ken also demonstrated an alarm system that 
could be linked between the Shelter and the Gardener’s shed. The Garden received a small trailer from 
the Rose Garden that would be used with the Garden Tractor that the Friends had purchased 3 years 
ago.

Great Horned Owl at Eloise Butler 
Wildflower Garden. Photo from 

2012, ©Al Jueneman



Membership totaled 260 but some had not paid membership dues so Mildred Olson sent a special letter 
to 30 "2-years lapsed" members. She actually got replies - 14 paid, 6 expected to and the remainder had 
either died, moved or did not respond Dr. Marian Grimes reported on the shelter volunteer (hosts) 

program which had 20 volunteers at that date. She also requested someone to help with the duties of 
recruiting volunteers. Later, Evie Chadbourn and Lynn Deweese agreed to help.

Betty Bridgman, Marion Andren and Mildred Haglin were the nominating committee for the Board of 
Directors slate.

Directors elected were: Jean Chamberlain, Evie Chadbourn, Alexander Dean, Robert Dassett Jr., Marie 
Davidson (new), Dr. Marian Grimes, Catherine Faragher (2nd time), Bruce Hooper, Leonard Odell, Mrs. 
Mildred Olson, Wilber Tusler.

Following the election, Leonard Odell resigned in favor of his sister Moana Beim. The list of Ex-officio 
members: Kenneth Avery, Dorothy Binder, Catherine Faragher and Walter Lehnert was the same as the 
previous year.

The Honorary Board Membership list this year was: Moana Beim, Marion Cross, Russell Bennett, Mrs. 
C. M. Case, Whitney Eastman, Mrs. George Ludcke, Henry Neils, Leonard Odell, Leonard Ramberg, 
Mrs. Clarence Tolg and the Martha Crone as honorary life member. Former Board member Harry Thorn 
was not nominated as he was moving to Virginia.

There was a Board discussion of using funds of the Friends to do “things” for the garden. Except for 
buying the Garden Tractor in 1972, building the Shelter in 1969/70, the Friends had previously just 
donated money to the Park Board to be used for the Garden. These ‘things’ would of course need Park 

An inside view of the Martha Crone Shelter. Lighting was installed by the Friends in 1974 
to better illuminate the displays in the building. (photo G. D. Bebeau)



Board approval. The tape deck that had been stolen last year was replaced by the Friends at a cost of 
$130. The chain saw, stolen last year, was also replaced in the fall. The display case lighting was 
installed later in the season - see notes in the summer section.

At the Board meeting following the annual meeting, Mildred Olson resigned as Secretary-Treasurer and 
newsletter editor due to health reasons. New officers elected were: Robert Dassett Jr., President; Moana 
Beim, 1st Vice President; Alexander Dean, 2nd Vice-president; Marie Davidson, Secretary-Treasurer.
Marie Davidson also took over the duties of editor of The Fringed Gentian™, for the summer and fall 
issues this year. She also took over membership duties.

Summer 1974


The summer issue of The Fringed Gentian™ (Vol. 22 No. 3, July 
1974) contained a report of the Friends Annual Meeting referenced 
above. The Showy Lady’s-slipper just began to bloom on June 
18th, the latest date ever in Ken Avery’s records to-date but not as 
late as June 21 in 1936 and June 28 in 1945.

Ken Avery wrote this interesting story about Pink Stemless 
Lady’s-slippers:

Last year while at Itasca Park, a friend who lives in Bagley 
gave us a personal tour of Northwestern Minnesota and at 
the end of the tour stopped at the Kingsburys to introduce 
us. The Kingsburys have a rock and gem shop 6 miles 

north of Bemidji, and I must 
say an excellent one; but we 
stopped to see his garden. 
Mr. Kingsbury grows Pink 
Stemless Lady’s-slippers and 
Ram’s-head Lady’s-slippers 
with the ease and success 
most people reserve for petunias. He actually has beds of these 
impossibly difficult flowers growing and thriving in his lawn. I 
have never seen anything like it!

As you might suspect, Mr. Kingsbury turned out to be a very 
personable, friendly man and when he heard what I did he offered 
to show me where some of these precious plants were growing if I 
could come back in the spring. Again, as you might suspect, I 
went back there this spring (the first weekend in June) and he 
showed me the place where they grow -- and grow they did! I 
believe that there averaged a Pink Stemless every twenty feet 
through the woods (Jack pines) and in a small area there were 
seemingly hundreds of Ram’s-heads growing. It was unbelievable. 

We took a sufficient number, and they are now in the Garden and at this time appear to be quite 
comfortable. I hope that in seeing them growing in the wild and by studying the way that Mr. 
Kingsbury grows them, I also shall be able to grow them successfully. Incidentally the woods where we 
obtained these plants is scheduled to be cut or I never would have taken them.

Stemless Pink Lady's-slipper 
(Cypripedium acaule) ©G D 

Bebeau.

Ram's-head Lady's-slipper 
(Cypripedium arientinum). Photo from a 
Kodachrome taken by Garden Curator 

Martha Crone on June 9, 1954.



The Friends held a Board meeting on July 29 at Perkins in Edina to discuss what things needed to be 
replaced in the Shelter. The tape deck had been replaced but the display case lighting, the alarm system, 
the fireplace heating, were all still in flux.

The Friends did approve installing in the shelter flood lights to illuminate the display cases. The 
display lights were installed for the cost of labor - $361 - by Hoffman Electric, who donated the 
materials and their overhead. Photo in the spring section.

Autumn 1974


In his report in The Fringed Gentian™, (Vol. 22 No. 4 
October 1974) Ken Avery wrote the following about why 
the Garden is full of poor broken, dead, and dying 
shrubs.

First I should explain that those shrubs are some of 
the most persistent “weeds” we have in the 
Garden. We have cut them, burned them, and torn 
them out by the roots, but in an area as large as 
ours it has been impossible to eliminate them. The 
truth is that there are still just as many as there 
were ten years ago. Burning, one of the techniques 
I just mentioned, is now the darling of those who 
would manipulate ecosystems. It is prescribed for 
maintaining forests and it is said that you cannot 
have a prairie without fire. Many seem to think 
that fire is a magic word and you have only to 
burn an area and, presto! you have a prairie. I will 
agree that fire is an important tool in maintaining prairies but my experience is that fire alone 
will not do the job. Fire seems particularly ineffective in controlling sumac and oaks -- two of our 

greatest problems in the garden. Consequently I have come to 
my latest experiment. I am now using a tree killer designed for 
foresters to kill weed trees. I must say that the immediate result 
looks awful, but if it works (as it seems to be doing) --- well, wait 
until next year.

Friends President Robert Dassett wrote that this was a beautiful 
time to visit the Garden and encouraged all members to do so.

At a Friends Board meeting on September 19th at the home of 
Mrs. Beim, the board decided to get a professional heating 
engineer to recommend a fireplace solution. The heating fix 
would eventually be attacked by the addition of glass doors and 
a fan at a cost of $600. Also, it was voted to replace Mr. Avery’s 
chainsaw, but the cost to the Friends for that has been lost in the 
records. There was also discussion about raising the Friends 
minimum membership above the current $3.00 per year.

At Christmas time Ken Avery received a card from Eloise M. 
Riggs who had visited the Garden. Her card read:

An infestation of Sumac in the Upland 
Garden, as much a control problem today 

as Ken Avery writes about in 1973 and 
1974. Photo from 2013, ©G D Bebeau.

Eloise Riggs (right) with friend Ethel 
Moore, in front of 20 Murray Hill Rd, 

Malden MA. in 1988. Photo by Martha 
Hellander



Thank you again for the beautiful day I spent in the Wild Flower Garden. Please let the kind 
people who had volunteered to keep shop know how much I appreciate their interest and the 
warm welcome they extended not only to me but to all the individuals and groups who dropped 
by that day. 
It gives one a warm feeling to know that such a spot exists and that it is lovingly tended and 
used.

Eloise Butler was her mother’s favorite cousin, and this Eloise was named after her. Eloise Riggs lives 
in Malden Mass. where Eloise Butler’s sister Cora Pease lived and where Eloise Butler visited during 
the winter months when the Garden was closed from 1910/11 to 1932/33. She is pictured in the photo 
on this page outside the Cora Pease house at 20 Murray Hill Road in 1988.

Photo top of first page: Cutleaf Toothwort (Cardamine concatenata) Photo ©G D Bebeau

References:
Meeting Minutes and correspondence of Friends of the Wild Flower Garden

Historical Climatology of Minneapolis-St. Paul Area by Charles Fisk.

Photos by Martha Crone are from her collection of Kodachromes that was given to the Friends by her 
daughter Janet following Martha's death in 1989.

Note: All issues of the Friend’s Newsletter, The Fringed Gentian™, were numbered out of sequence this 
year.  The correct volume numbers are used in the text.

©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 



Alvin R. Witt


Alvin Witt was first elected to the Friends Board of Directors in 1963. He was 
elected Vice-president in 1966 and held that position until May of 1970. He 
retired from the board in May of 1973 at which point he was appointed an 
honorary director in recognition of his services when he was treasurer of the 
Building Committee that was formed by the Friends of the Wild Flower 
Garden for the construction of the Martha Crone Shelter in 1968-1970.

It was at the first meeting of the building committee that Alvin Witt 
suggested that the Garden name be changed to add “and Bird Sanctuary” 
changing the name to “Eloise Butler Wild Flower and Bird Sanctuary.” The 
suggestion was to be presented to the Board of Park Commissioners. At a 

meeting on March 25, 1969 in the office of Superintendent Robert Ruhe, Mr. 
Ruhe said the Park Board was agreeable to the suggestion of changing the name as requested. 
However, when put into use the name came out with “wildflower” as one word substituted for “wild 
flower” and that caused the official name of the Friends to now differ from that of the Garden. Details 
of the all that is in a separate document of the “Garden name”.

In 1978 Friends newsletter co-editor Pat Deweese interviewed Martha Crone and the editor wrote: "Two 
trees she remembers fondly are an elm just outside the Garden that was fenced in back in the days 
when Theodore Wirth and Alvin Witt considered it ‘their’ tree.”  This is the largest elm remaining in the 
Park and with treatments by the Friends [see 1976 history] has so far survived the elm disease. (to that 
date.)

The Witt family was important in the grocery business in Minneapolis 
from the 1890s until the 1980s when large supermarkets became the norm 
for grocery shopping. Alvin was one of three brothers that operated Witt's 
Market with several twin city locations but with the main store at 705 
Hennepin Avenue in Minneapolis. He was treasurer of the company for 
many years and was active in the National Association of Retail Grocers.

The family considered Witt's to be the first grocery store in the nation to 
use shopping carts, beginning in 1924 and to become completely self-
service by 1949. They had their own poultry operation, called "Med-O-
Sweet Poultry,” in Osseo MN where they raised and processed poultry for 
their stores.

One event in the business that made the newspapers was a sale of 
buffalo meat in 1945 while meat was still on war-time rationing. They 
had contracted for 100 head but only 40 arrived and all the meat sold 
out the first day of the sale. Alvin said in 1963 during their 75th anniversary that "That was a mighty 
lucky thing too. If we had gotten all of them we would still be selling buffalo meat." War-time rationing 
of meat had ended the day after their sale. (1) Photo next page.

The Friends of the Wild Flower Garden

Alvin Witt and nephew Bill Witt 
in October 1963.



Another war-time event was when Minneapolis Star columnist Jimmy Robinson posted an appeal for 
pheasant skins that the military wanted in Hawaii. Alvin Witt had already sent 150 skins but when the 
column broke the Star office was deluged with skins and at that point Witt volunteered to be the 
clearing house for pheasant skins. (2)

In his spare time Alvin was a noted collector of autographs and stamps. In the 1950s he was secretary/
treasurer of the Collectors Club in Minneapolis. He and his wife, Bernice, 
took things one step further and when they traveled they took photos of 
paintings in museums and landscape subjects that had been depicted on 
postage stamps and married the two for presentation.  Unfortunately in 1967 
their home in Golden Valley was burglarized and the entire collection, at that 
time valued at $19,000, was stolen.

Among other activities, both Alvin and Bernice were active members of the 
University Club, Alvin was treasurer in 1937. Bernice was active with the 
Red Cross Volunteer Nurses Aide Committee, in the Minneapolis League of 
Women Voters, the Wells College Club, the Mother's Club of St. Mary's Hall 
and the Christmas Seal Campaigns. The extended Witt family of brothers 
and relatives maintained a Summer retreat in the country they called "Witt's 
End.”

Bernice Witt passed away in June 1970 and memorial funds allowed the 
Friends to pay for the fountain located on the patio area in front of the 
Martha Crone Visitor's Shelter in the Woodland Garden. It as installed in 
1971.

Alvin passed away in October 1973.

Reference: Minutes of the Board of Directors and other documents of the Friends of the Wild Flower 
Garden, Inc.  Text by G D Bebeau.
Newspaper photos from Minneapolis Star-Tribune
Note 1: Minneapolis Star-Trib, Oct. 22, 1973
Note 2: Minneapolis Star, Nov. 12, 1942

Witt Fountain in memory of 
Bernice Healy Witt. Installed 
in 1971. Photo G D Bebeau



