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Historical Sketch

JOHN F. CLARK, Secretary, Toronto.

DELVING back into the past one finds so. many interesting items that it is difficult to select what should be recorded for our Societies. History is always interesting, and the last century and a quarter provides a very colourful back­ground for our Association of today. It is well to remember we are still a young country, and that in earlier days Societies were widely separated and possibly not as well organized as at present. It is gratifying to know that many were thinking along cultural lines in those days when Ontario was known as Upper Canada. The early gardens laid the foundations of much of the beauty seen throughout our Province in these more modern times.

In 1830 the first financial aid was given to Agricultural and Horticultural Societies, to. promote the growing of flowers, fruit and vegetables. All through the reports of 75 years ago, emphasis was placed on these three types of garden­ing, and in one case only vegetables were shown in a Society exhibit. From 1845 to 1895 grants were available to Horticultural Societies.

In 1855, before the first Board of Agriculture, Hon. Adam Ferguson said: "Agriculture, properly so called, will form the prime and the leading abject of attention with the Board, but assuredly neither flowers nor fruit will be overlooked." The records show that this thought was carried out down through the years.

In 1860 the report states: "There are evident symptoms of a taste far horti­cultural pursuits springing up amongst our population, yet they are too limited to elicit anything more than this passing remark." In another section of the report it is stated: "There is not so much attention paid to this branch of husbandry as is desirable, though there are many good kitchen gardens which contribute largely towards the support of the owner's tables, as well as comfortable appearance of their domiciles."

Also in 1860 we find the following plea being made: "Horticulture being so nearly allied to Agriculture, your Board would beg to call attention to the im­portance of a thorough knowledge of details. Landscape and kitchen gardening, we fear, do not secure the attention to which their importance entitles them. A well laid out and carefully cultivated garden ranks among the highest efforts of artistic skill."

The 1873 report provides a rather humorous touch, as an essay was included on the topic "Impositions of Dishonest Tree Pedlars", and states "there is nothing so destructive and so hard to exterminate as dishonest tree pedlars". Words of Scripture are added "By their fruits ye shall know them." Most of the trees sold were fruit trees.

It was in 1869 that Societies united to organize the Western Fair, London, and the wish was expressed that this show would continue- into the future. It was considered an experiment and many were doubtful about offering upwards of $2,000.00 in prizes, besides in incurring heavy preliminary expenses.

In 1846 the first Provincial Exhibition was held in Toronto, and mention is made that fruit, flowers and vegetables were as fine to be found anywhere on the continent.

In 1849 the Agriculturist, in reporting the Kingston show, states "of the con­tents of Floral Hall, we can hardly trust ourselves to speak in this number, as we would require two or three pages to do them anything like justice. The fruits, vegetables and flowers were all so good that the judges must have had much difficulty to decide, respecting them.

Even in those early days quality was emphasized.

Records do not show when the first Horticultural Society was organized in Upper Canada, but the Toronto Society was organized in 1834 in the Town of York. In 1863 Societies were active in Toronto, Cobourg, Hamilton, Kingston, Peterborough, St. Catharines and Paris. In 1874 Societies are reported from Port Hope, Goderich, Mitchell, Arnprior, Elora, Guelph.

Early Society Notes

TORONTO Society came into being on May 1st, 1834, with His Excellency, Sir John Colborne, K.C.B., Lieutenant-Governor of Upper Canada as Patron. The first President was Hon. George H. Markland; vice-presidents were Hon. John Beverly Robinson, Hon. John Hendry Dunn, and Hon. Col. J. Wells. The annual subscription was 10 shillings. There were 36 home members; 14 members abroad, and 18 corresponding members.

Among the original members was Hon. William Allan, Commissioner of the Canada Company, whose son, Hon. Geo. W. Allan, was to become Mayor of Toronto (1855), a member of Canada's first Senate (1867) and President of the Horticultural Society.

The junior Allan gave the Society an oval of five acres, and on Sept. 11 th, 1860, the "Horticultural Gardens were opened by the young Prince of Wales (Edward VII). There was a magnificent display of fruits, flowers and vegetables. The Prince planted a maple tree. In 1864 the city added land for a botanical garden. In 1888 -the l0-acre park was turned over to the city and later was renamed Allan Gardens.

In 1869 the Toronto Society held a flower show in the Horticultural Gardens. The report states this show was exclusively horticultural, and embraced roots, grains, seeds, foliage plants, ferns and exotics. The prize money was $346.00. Mention is made also of the Horticultural Club donating $32.32 towards the Elec­toral Division Society, so that apparently there were two groups in the city at that time.

HAMILTON Society was organized on March 16th, 1850, although lectures on horticulture were given in Hamilton in 1849. Lectures were given also under the auspices of the Mechanics Institute in 1848. Members were admitted free, non-members paid 70 pence, but the ladies got in free.

Dr. Wm. Craigie was elected the first vice-president, and this gentleman assisted in listing the flora of the Niagara Peninsula.

In 1862, through the efforts of Mr. Mills, a display of fruit in London was awarded a silver medal by the Royal Horticultural Society. Displays and exhi­bitions were held annually, and one of the features of Dominion Day, 1867, was the Horticultural Show.

"The eighth Provincial Exhibition was held in Hamilton in 1853, and the report states the site was a delightful rolling field, about ten minutes’ walk from the market place, and finely elevated. Upwards of 30 acres were enclosed for the occasion. Taking it as a whole, the exhibition was a considerable improvement on that of last year, at Toronto. The floral hall was 120 feet long. The Normal School, Toronto, exhibited specimens from the experimental garden. The display of many kinds of fruit was excellent and a credit to the exhibitors. About 30,000 visited the hall.” The prize money for horticultural products amounted to £66, 15 shillings.

ELORA Society was first mentioned in the report of 1855. A prize essay was recorded on "The State of Agriculture in the County of Wellington" covering the year 1852, and won a prize of £20. This establishes the fact that Elora was organized as early as 1852, and Guelph about the same time. The report states: "The art of gardening is cultivated by amateurs, who produce specimens of onions, carrots, parsnips, asparagus and celery, of a size and quality which can scarcely be excelled. A Horticultural Society has for some time been in existence in ELORA, and another one has recently been established in GUELPH. Such Societies, if well conducted, must be productive of much good."

GUELPH Society, according to the above, is also over a century old. A report of 1874 states that the Society held a spring show on July 7th, when a good collection of horticultural products was exhibited. Special mention was made by the judges of the fine display of fuschias, geraniums, flowers, early rose potatoes and cucumbers. It was a year of drought and exhibits were down. Membership subscriptions amounted to $295.50.

BRANTFORD Society is also over 100 years old. In 1874 the Society reported having 82 members, with a Legislative grant of $140.00. The prize money for flowers, fruit and vegetables was $199.75. In 1869 members' fees came to $181.00 and prize money $159.50. The report says: "For the first time in the Society's history your directors have the pleasure of reporting a balance in the hands of the treasurer amounting to $73.00."

PARIS Society was organized in 1867, and in 1869 the membership fees came to $357.00. OWEN SOUND reported active with 121 members; a good show with prize money for flowers, fruit, vegetables. Total receipts of $145.00. In the same year, 1869, the following Societies were active and reported a floral section: GODERICH, PICTON, BOWMANVILLE, COBOURG, LINDSAY and BERTIE TOWNSHIP.

KINGSTON Society will be interested to know that in 1860 a report states "that the vice-president was given special mention for having introduced a very fine new variety of potato to be called Victoria. It was white, sound, good winter keeper, mealy and pleasant to the palate".

LONDON members will be interested to read of a flower show held in London in 1855. The following is a list of sections in the show:

Best 12 dahlias, named.

Best and largest collection of dahlias.

Best bouquet of cut flowers.

Best bouquet for table.

Best collection of greenhouse plants.

Best and greatest variety of greenhouse plants.

Best six coxcombs.

Best collection of China asters.

Best collection of ten weeks stocks.

Best floral ornament or design.

Best collection of verbenas, not less than 12 varieties.

Best collection of native plants, dried and named.

Sections were also provided for pansies, hydrangea, cactus, roses, phlox and

other cut flowers.

The Act of 1897

In 1897 an ACT of the Legislature was passed for the encouragement of Agri­culture, Horticulture, Arts and Manufacturers. This Act permitted organization of Horticultural Societies in any city, town or village. This also sanctioned District Societies of Ottawa, London, Hamilton, Kingston to become separate Societies and receive grants. The objects of such Societies were much the same as at the present time.

This Act has been revised from time to time, the latest revision being in 1950.

Organization of Ontario Horticultural Association

In November. 1904, a small convention met in Toronto and a committee was appointed to consider the formation of a Provincial organization, the members being H. J. Snelgrove, Cobourg; D. C. McClew, Deseronto; J. G. Jackson, Port Hope; R B. Whyte, Ottawa; H. R Frankland, Toronto; Alex. McNeill, Ottawa; and H. B. Cowan. Toronto. This committee presented a report at a second con­vention in Toronto, Nov. 13th, 1905, and it was then decided to take Indefinite action, and provisional officers were elected..

The Ontario Horticultural Association was organized on Nov. 9th, 1906. The first president was W. B. Burgoyne, editor of the St. Catharines Standard. The first secretary-treasurer was H. B. Cowan, then Superintendent of Agricultural and Horticultural Societies. Societies affiliating in 1906 included St. Cath­arines, Orillia, Elmira, Seaforth, Kincardine, Ottawa, Millbrook, Brantford, Belle­ville, Perth, Stirling, Orangeville, Cobourg and Woodstock.

In 1907 the late J. Lockie Wilson was appointed Superintendent of Societies and Secretary of the Association. J. A. Carroll succeeded him in both offi'ces in 1933. In 1914 the late C. A. Hesson was appointed Treasurer and continued in office until 1936, when he was succeeded by our good friend Harry Occomore, Guelph.

F. A. Lashley became Superintendent of Societies in June, 1951, and is still in office.

John F. Clark was appointed Official Lecturer by both the Department of Agriculture and the Association in May, 1930, and became Secretary of the Asso­ciation on July 11th, 1951.

In 1906 the Province was divided into seven districts, with a Director for each district. This number was increased to ten in 1924, and raised to fourteen in 1927. Due to expansion, the number was again increased to sixteen in 1952.

By an Order-in-Council of the Legislature of Ontario, dated March 14th, 1924, the Ontario Horticultural Association was declared a body corporate.

Their Excellencies the Governor-General and the Countess of Bessborough were Patrons of the Association from December 23rd, 1931, until their return to England in 1935. On one occasion we were honoured with their presence at the annual convention.

Societies and Dates of Affiliation

1906-Chesley, Aylmer, Lanark, Renfrew.

1907-0ttawa, Tillsonburg.

1908-Amherstburg, Sault Ste. Marie, Walkerton.

1909-0shawa and Whitby.

1910-Caledonia, Milton, Haileybury.

1911-Berlin (now Kitchener), St. Marys, Weston, Winchester. 1912-Chesterville, Fort William, Markdale, Sudbury.

1913-Dundalk, High Park (Paris reorganized).

1914-N ewcastle, Streetsville, Carleton Place.

1915-Cayuga, Chatham, Richmond Hill.

1916- Thornhill, (Orillia reorganized).

1917-Blenheim, Ingersoll, Wallaceburg.

1918-Agincourt, Niagara Falls, Welland.

1919-Aurora, Fenelon Falls, New Toronto, Prescott.

1920-Ayr, Burlington, Dresden, Gananoque, Leamington, Markham, Midland,


Ridgetown, Riverdale, Rockwood, Rodney, Sarnia, Southampton, West Lome.

1921-Almonte, Brooklin, Creemore, Glencoe, Iroquois Falls, Mimico, Rose­


lands, Orono, (Preston reorganized), St. George, Watford.

Peak Membership Figures


1906-A total of 67 Societies with a membership of
2,700


1907-A total of 63 Societies with a membership of
6,400


1930-Now 287 Societies with a membership of
48,000


1932-Total of 292 Societies with a membership of
42,108


1933-Slight decrease to 284, with membership of
35,403

1934-There were 29 city Societies: 80 in towns, 114 in villages and 47 in 
townships. Total 270.

These were years of the great depression from 1929, and many Societies ceased to function with membership dropping. In 1937 the number of Societies was down to 243.

1953-Total of 200 Societies with a membership of 34,938. New Societies were organized in Michipicoton, Etobicoke Township, Napanee, Mount Forest, Hillsburg. The grant was $20,000 and total expenditure of $103,415 for horticultural purposes.

Peak Society Membership Figures

1910-0ttawa membership was 1,024, and in 1921 it was 1,526.

1914-1917-5t. Thomas had 708, 1,070, 1,370, 1,188 members. Then in 1920 this Scciety ran membership up to 2,006, the largest in our history. In 1921 it had dropped again to 1,567. Now in 1954 it stands at 403.

1918-Toronto Society membership was 1,006, and in 1954 was 170. 
1919-London Society had 1,100, and in 1954 it was 1,056. 
1921-Fort William-1,116; Guelph-1,026; St. Catharines-1,119. 
1953-Waterloo had 1,022 and in 1954 membership was 1,079.

Record of Programme

Through the efforts of this Association the Trillium Grandiflora was adopted as the Provincial Floral Emblem of Ontario, by Act of Parliament, dated March 18th, 1937. The Bill was sponsored by the late Wm. J. Gardhouse, M.L.A., West York.

In 1934 the Association instituted a policy whereby an O.H.A. Ribbon Award was furnished to each member Society applying through the District Director, the award to be decided by Society officers.

In 1936, Past President J. E. Carter, Guelph, donated a gold medal, to be awarded annually to the person chosen by a special committee. The first medal went to H. L. Cooper of Kirkland Lake for public beautification. Miss Isabella Preston, then with the Central Experimental Farm, Ottawa, received the second medal in 1938. Other recipients included Spencer Smith, Burlington; Harry Occomore, Guelph; J. W. Pollett, Weston; A. T. Whitaker of Brantford; J. B. Spencer, Ottawa; Mrs. E. Cocker, Port Arthur; A. A. Martin, Port Credit; F. H. Easterbrook, Hamilton; C. A. Byam, New Liskeard; Mrs. D. W. Boucher, Kingston.

During 1937 a series of horticultural broadcasts was sponsored by the Asso­ciation. Another feature of programme was junior judging competitions in Hamil­ton, Guelph and Woodstock.

In 1939 this Association sponsored competitions in improvement of rural school grounds, and these contests continued until 1953. During this period it is worthy of note that 3,122 rural schools improved their grounds and took part in the competition. Among the generous supporters of this project were J. E. Carter, Guelph; Hon. P. M. Dewan, Ingersoll; The T. Eaton Co., Ltd., Toronto; Albert J. Jackman, Owen Sound. The Association awarded both prizes and diplomas of merit to Provincial winners. Mr. Gordon K. Fraser, M.P., annually donates a trophy for such work in Peterborough County.

It was in 1945 the Association instituted a competition for School Forestry Plots, which continued until 1953. A total of 1,148 schools competed during the period, each school planting at least a half acre of trees. Generous support came from Messrs. A. J. Jackman, Owen Sound; J. E. Carter, Guelph; Mrs. D. W. Boucher, Kingston, and the Ontario Conservation Association. We also enjoyed the support of Mr. Watson Porter, London, and the Zone Foresters, Ontario Department of Lands and Forests.

During the second world war, the Association started' a fund to provide seeds to prisoners of war in enemy countries, which were greatly appreciated. After the war a balance existed in the fund and this was utilized to send boxes of food to pension gardeners in Great Britain. Five such shipments, 1,048 boxes, were sent overseas, and proved a blessing to the aged pensioners.

Junior wild flower essay competitions became a feature of the work in 1947 and continued until 1953. This project met with considerable success. For the juniors the prizes were generously donated by Mrs. D. A. Gillies, Arnprior. In 1952 a senior essay competition was instituted and prizes have been given an­nually by Mrs. D. W. Boucher, Kingston. Both ladies are Past Presidents of this Association.

In 1944 maple trees were sent to the Imperial War Graves Commission for planting in cemeteries where Canadian soldiers are resting. The first shipment was planted in Brookwood Cemetery, England. Further shipments were made in 1949, 1950 and 1954. Some of these trees have been planted in England, France, Belgium, Holland and Germany. Reports from the I.W.G.C. state the trees are doing exceptionally well.

In 1946 the Association sent maple trees to Great Britain, and these were planted around two of the parade grounds at Aldershot Camp, and marked with suitable plaques. The parade grounds were renamed Ontario and Huron, after two of our Great Lakes. These trees were to be regarded as a memorial to Canadian troops who trained at Aldershot.

During 1952 the Association received 10,000 acorns from the Royal oaks at Windsor Castle, England. Many of these were distributed, the balance were grown on at St. Williams and shipped as young trees for planting by Societies in 1954.

In 1954 two photographic competitions were started, and proved quite successful The competitions will continue during 1955 and eventually form a photo­graphic history of Ontario gardens.

The committee on Junior Work announced in 1954 that there would be two new competitions commence in 1955. The first is a Poster Competition for girls and the second a Bird House Competition for boys.

Let us weary not in well doing, for good work brings a rich reward. The aim of this Association is a more beautiful Ontario.

The following poem won the Association Gold Medal for Milena Mattuska, Patterson C.I., Windsor, in 1940:

The White Trillium

Trillium graceful, Trillium white,

Star of the Woodland, Lady of Light­
Lo, how she proudly stands in the glade, 
Tri-sceptred sovereign, Queen of the shade, 
Stately she rises, slender-stemmed, tall, 
Gracious response to Spring's early call, 
Lifting three leaf-arms high from the sod, 
Gazing with pure face, up at her God.

