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This paper is the second in a series of research papers written for the Muscatine Art Center in 

Summer 2021 by Beth Cody of Kalona, Iowa, through a grant from the Iowa Department of 
Cultural Affairs in conjunction with a planned project for restoring the circa-1930 Japanese-style 
garden on the Art Center grounds. That garden was built for Laura Musser McColm (1877-1964), 
whose heirs donated her Muscatine house to the City of Muscatine in 1965 for use as a museum. 

This research is intended to place the construction of such a garden into context of the period 
from roughly 1890 until World War II: How did Japanese-style gardens become popular in the 
Midwestern United States during that period? What other Japanese-style public and private gardens 
were constructed during that time, particularly in the Midwest? How did Midwesterners regard such 
gardens, and how did their feelings change during WWII when the United States was at war with 
Japan? And what things might have prompted Laura Musser McColm to have such a garden 
constructed for her around 1930? 
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Introduction: Books, Popular Magazine Articles and Midwestern Newspaper 
Articles About Japanese-Style Gardens 

 
Surprisingly, it took nearly thirty-five years after the opening of trade with Japan for English-

language articles and books about Japanese gardens to be published.  
Maine scientist Edward R. Morse (1838-1925) may have been the first to write about and 

illustrate Japanese gardens in an English-language publication. Morse moved to Japan in 1877 to 
teach Zoology at the Tokyo Imperial University (bringing Darwin’s theory of evolution to Japan). 
His chief interest was in the mollusks of Japan, but he also made numerous fine sketches of Japanese 
homes that he visited while there. A colleague pointed out to him that that his sketches and 
observations of the traditional Japanese architecture and way of life that were quickly disappearing as 
Japan modernized were of far more value to the world than his mollusk drawings.  

In 1886, Morse published Japanese Homes and Their Surroundings, which contained a chapter 
about Japanese gardens, illustrated by numerous line drawings. 

 
 

 
Figure 1: Pages from the chapter about Japanese gardens in Edward R. Morse’s 1886 book, Japanese Homes 
and Their Surroundings. These were likely the first illustrations of Japanese gardens published in an 
English-language publication. (archive.org) 
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Josiah Conder (1852-1920) presented the first paper in English on the design of Japanese 
gardens. Conder was an English architect who moved to Tokyo, Japan in 1876 to teach architecture 
at the Imperial College of Engineering, married a Japanese woman and spent the rest of his life in 
Japan. His paper in the May 1886 issue of the Transactions of the Asiatic Society of Japan was a 
lengthy (55-page), detailed written description of the many elements that comprised Japanese 
gardens, although it did not contain any illustrations or images. Clearly, that article was the basis for 
Conder’s later 1893 book (see below).  

And in 1892, an English jurist stationed for several years in Japan, Francis Taylor Piggott, wrote a 
lovely diary of the flowers in his garden and other Japanese gardens. The Garden of Japan. A year's 
diary of its flowers is a fanciful collection of descriptions, drawings, poems, Japanese folklore and 
customs, and several color prints. 

 
 
 
  

Figure 2: The title page of Francis 
Taylor Piggott’s charming 1992 
volume, The Garden of Japan. 
(Gardenhistory.com) 
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Landscape Gardening in Japan (1893) by Josiah Conder 
Josiah Conder published a book, The Flowers of Japan and The Art of Floral Arrangement, in 

1891. Two years later, in 1893, he expanded his 1886 article about the elements of Japanese garden 
in the Transactions of the Asiatic Society of Japan into a full-length book: Landscape Gardening in 
Japan. This was the first full-length English-language book about Japanese gardens, and was printed 
in Japan and published by Kelly and Walsh. 

Landscape Gardening in Japan was a watershed publication, one that gave readers enough 
information about Japanese garden elements and why they are used in Japanese gardens, to be able 
to design their own gardens. While the first edition was illustrated only with line drawings, a 
Volume II was published a few years later that contained black and white photo plates to better show 
actual gardens in Japan.  

Azby Brown, expert on Japanese architecture and design and longtime resident of Japan, wrote in 
his introduction to a 2002 Kodansha re-publication of Landscape Gardening in Japan:  

 
…Conder concentrates on comprehensively cataloguing the types of plants, rocks, lanterns, 

gates, fences, and other features used in gardens proper, and provides a similarly detailed resume 
of historical and poetic allusion, and of design principles and theory.  

To the original audience, then, Conder's book could serve as a gardening manual. The 
illustrations dealing with layout… are schematic enough that the compositional principles 
outlined in the text can be easily grasped. And the depictions of arbors, bridges, fences, lanterns, 
and other items are clear and detailed enough to serve as the basis for reproduction…. Landscape 
Gardening in Japan contained enough information to enable a garden designer in the West to 

create a respectable replica, and undoubtedly it has 
been used in this fashion time and again. 

The present audience, however, is blessed with a 
greater abundance of sources. …any number of 
large format books, beautifully printed in color, 
can be found. And yet very few books deal with 
garden design theory the way Conder's does. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3: The cover of Landscape Gardening in Japan by 
Josiah Conder. (abebooks.com) 
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Conder’s Landscape Gardening in Japan still remains one of the best books explaining the design 

of Japanese gardens, with easy-to-understand line drawings and explanations, and is still in print 
today (as well as being available online at archive.org). 

Conder differentiated five kinds of Japanese gardens: Hill Gardens, Flat Gardens, Tea Gardens, 
Passage Gardens and Fancy Gardens. And he delineated three grades of each: Finished, Intermediate 
and Rough, based on the materials and complexity of their design. 

And he lists and describes at least 80 different types of rocks, with picturesque names like 
“Mandarin Duck Stone,” View-Completing Stone,” and Sleeping Tiger Stone.” Additionally (and 
more interestingly to most westerners), the different styles of stone lanterns are illustrated in detail. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Figure 5 (opposite): Two illustrations showing the differences between the Finished and Rough Styles of 
Hill Gardens described in Conder’s book. The Finished Style was the most ornate and complex in design 
and materials, while the Intermediate and Rough styles were progressively less complex. (Conder) 

Figure 4: One of the three pages of detailed 
illustrations of various styles of stone lanterns 
in Conder’s book. (Conder)  
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Lafcadio Hearn 
 
Lafcadio Hearn (1850-1904) was a Greek-born journalist who emigrated to the United States in 

1869 and worked for a number of newspapers in Cincinnati and New Orleans before moving to 
Japan in 1890. He taught at a school, married a Japanese woman, took a Japanese name and resided 
in Japan for the remainder of his life.  

Hearn was an eccentric and vivid figure who published a number of books about Japan and other 
subjects written in dreamy prose, including Glimpses of Unfamiliar Japan (1894). His work is now 
treasured by the Japanese public for recording the disappearing Japanese culture in a time of rapid 
change, and two museums have been established in his former homes.  

Newspaper articles about his work and his life in Japan were published across the United States 
between 1890 and 1904, and these helped introduce the unfamiliar culture of Japan to Americans. 

Figure 6: An article about Japanese gardens that appeared in the Muscatine Journal in 1892, detailing an 
article published by Lafcadio Hearn in The Atlantic. (Muscatine Journal, July 21, 1892) 
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Figure 7: This large reproduction of a Japanese print showing a Tea Garden was published in the Cedar 
Rapids Gazette in 1894. (Cedar Rapids Gazette, February 6, 1894) 
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In 1901, Wilhelm Miller published a book called How to Make a Flower Garden, which consisted 
of numerous article-chapters written by horticultural experts and garden writers. It was widely 
publicized in newspapers across the United States and reissued in at least four editions between 1901 
and 1905.  

One chapter in that book that was particularly commented on was contributed by William 
Verbeck, who related the story of growing up in Japan and later making a Japanese-style garden 
around the Japanese-style summer house he built for himself at the Manlius school in Syracuse, New 
York, where he was employed as headmaster from 1888.  

The chapter by Verbeck was followed by a short chapter about the Japanese Tea Garden at 
Golden Gate Park in San Francisco. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 8: The first page of 
William Verbeck’s article-
chapter, “A Japanese Garden 
in an American Yard.” (How 
to Make a Flower Garden by 
Wilhelm Miller, 1905, 
archive.org) 
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Figure 9: A 1902 photo-illustrated article about Japanese temple gardens by Ralph Adams Cram 
that appeared in House and Garden magazine. (House and Garden, March 1902, archive.org) 
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Figure 10: The May 1904 issue of The Craftsman contained an article by T. Karasawa, 
“The Art of Japanese Gardening.” (University of Wisconsin) 
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Figure 11: The March 1905 issue of Country Life in America contained a three-page article 
about Japanese gardens, including a description written by a woman who visited Japan and 
made a Japanese-style garden in her backyard with the help of her father and a Japanese servant. 
(Hathitrust.org) 
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Figure 12: This March 1906 Country Life in America article had pictures and descriptions of the 
Japanese garden built for Matthias Homer in Pennsylvania, after he purchased many of the plants 
and structures from the Atlantic City Japanese Tea Garden in 1901. Two of the gardeners who 
worked on the Atlantic City garden, S. Furukawa and A. Kimura, built this garden for Mr. 
Homer. (Hathitrust.org)  
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Figure 13: In 1907, an illustrated book, Old and New Japan by Clive Holland, was published, and 
contained a chapter about Japanese gardens. (archive.org) 



~ 14 ~ 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 14: The July 1908 issue of House and Garden magazine contained a nine-page article that 
summarized Josiah Conder’s Landscape Gardening in Japan, using Conder’s illustrations, for more general 
readers who would not have purchased Conder’s entire book. (House and Garden, July 1908, archive.org) 

 

Figure 15: This advertisement for a company called the 
American and Japanese Nursery Company of Baltimore, 
Maryland appeared in the April 1908 issues of both The 
Garden magazine and Country Life in America. 
(Hathitrust.org) 
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Early 20th-Century Women’s Books and Articles About Japanese Gardens 
 
Many of the earliest books and articles about Japanese gardens were written by men who were 

interested in art and/or architecture. However, around 1905, the first of a series of articles and books 
about Japanese flowers and gardens that were authored by women and intended to appeal to women 
readers, began to be published.  

The books were not technical manuals about how to make Japanese-style gardens, as Conder’s 
1893 book was still acknowledged to be unsurpassable in that vein. In fact, the prefaces in both of 
the books shown in this section contained direct apologies from the authors for writing yet another 
book about Japanese gardens, after such a perfect guide had already been published. 

Rather, these books were written to sell the idea of the beauty of Japanese gardens to women. 
They avoided too much technical discussion, and when details such as the different sorts of rocks in 
a Japanese garden were presented, often by quoting directly from Conder, they were prefaced with 
explanations for why such seemingly ridiculous details needed to be discussed. 

These books focused on the sentiments that Japanese-style gardens could evoke, and were 
accompanied by occasional color plates showing beautiful scenes in Japanese gardens, often 
including demure, kimono-clad Japanese women carrying Japanese parasols. Copious folklore, 
poetry and romantic stories about Japanese gardens and culture were related in the text along with 
the details of what was important in making Japanese-style gardens. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 16: The Flowers and Gardens of Japan by 
Florence and Ella Du Cane is a beautiful book, 
filled with lovely illustrations and descriptions of 
romantic Japanese garden scenes. Two of the book’s 
color plates are shown on the next page. (The 
Flowers and Gardens of Japan by Florence and Ella 
Du Cane, 1908, archive.org) 
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Figure 17: Two of the color plates from The 
Flowers and Gardens of Japan by Florence and Ella 
Du Cane, 1908, (archive.org) 
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Figure 18: Frontispiece and title page (above) and two color plates (below) from Harriet 
Osgood Taylor’s Japanese Gardens (1912). (archive.org) 
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After the initial interest in Japanese-style gardens during the first decade of the twentieth century, 
there seems to have been a pause in the publication of magazine articles about them, perhaps due to 
the initial novelty wearing off.  

Additionally, landscape architects began to warn against the indiscriminate building of Japanese-
style gardens in inappropriate locations, where they might appear out of context with the setting or 
architecture. For instance, an article was published in the July 1907 issue of The Garden, “True and 
False Originality” by Wilhelm Miller (editor of How to Make a Flower Garden, 1905, shown earlier 
in this section). In it, Miller asserts that “No genius can ever harmonize a Japanese garden with an 
American landscape. It should always be an isolated feature. False originality creates a very large 
Japanese garden, or puts it where all the world may see it. True originality devises new ways of 
secluding it, so that one’s friends come upon it suddenly, as a pleasant surprise.” 
 
 

 
Figure 19: Three photos of Japanese-style gardens that illustrated Wilhelm Miller’s article in the July 1907 
issue of The Garden, “True and False Originality,” showing Japanese-style gardens that he viewed as not 
being inappropriate to their setting or for their garden owners (including the one featured in the March 
1905 issue of Country Life in America shown earlier in this section). (Hathitrust) 

 
Interest in building Japanese-style gardens was rekindled after the end of the First World War 

and peaked during the 1920s and early 1930s. The twenties were the era of “anything goes,” and this 
seems to have applied to gardens as well as other ideas. 

Whereas the first wave in interest in Japanese-style gardens originated with artists and wealthy 
people who had traveled to Japan, the second wave was a more popular, middle-class enthusiasm. 
The 1920s and ‘30s were a period of great gardening enthusiasm in general – many garden clubs 
were established during this time, and garden books and magazines like Better Homes & Gardens 
enjoyed widespread appeal. Even those Midwestern gardeners not adventurous enough to build one 
themselves still thought Japanese-style gardens were interesting and beautiful, and enjoyed reading 
magazine articles about them. 
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  Figure 20: An article about the Japanese-style gardens of John Bradstreet in Minneapolis (shown in 
Paper Number 4 in this series). (Country Life in America, Vol. 15, No. 5, March 1909)  
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Figure 21: The August 1920 issue of The 
Garden magazine contained a two-page article 
about Japanese-style gardens for smaller city 
yards. Although not identified, the 
photograph on the 2nd page of the article and 
left-hand plan are of the Japanese-style garden 
of John Bradstreet in Minneapolis. 
(archive.org) 
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 Figure 22: The June 1922 issue of The Garden magazine contained this one-page photo-article about 
the Chicago garden of Frederick Bryan, a local horticultural enthusiast (he died in 1917, so he was 
not living when this article was published). (Archive.org) 
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Figure 23 (below): The July 1923 issue of The Garden magazine contained four articles about Japanese 
gardens, including one (lower left) loosely about the Fabyan Garden in Geneva, Illinois. (Archive.org) 
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Figure 24: The October 1925 issue of House Beautiful magazine had an article about the Homer Gage 
Japanese garden in Pennsylvania (Gage bought the Atlantic City Japanese Tea Garden fixtures out of 
which he had this garden constructed around 1902). (University of Iowa) 
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Figure 25: This article about Japanese gardens appeared in the July 1927 issue of Better 
Homes and Gardens magazine (published in Des Moines, Iowa and widely read by Iowa 
residents). (bhg.com) 
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The Gardens of Japan by Jiro Harada (1928) 
 
Jiro Harada, of the Imperial Household Museum in Tokyo, 

published his English-language book, The Gardens of Japan, 
through a London publisher, The Studio Limited, and his book 
was clearly intended to appeal to British and American readers. 

The volume begins with a short history of Japanese garden 
development; continues through an overview of the different 
main styles of gardens in Japan; and then includes a section 
briefly describing the features and elements common to Japanese 
gardens. These three introductory sections of written material 
accompanied by line drawing illustrations comprise the first forty 
pages of the book. 

The Gardens of Japan then continues with the major part of 
the book, around 140 pages of black-and-white garden photos 
printed on glossy paper. These photos are accompanied only by 
brief captions identifying the gardens pictured.  

The photo section of the book has undoubtedly been an important historical record of 
documenting more than one hundred of Japan’s most well-known gardens – likely particularly 
important following the devastation of Japan during the Second World War. 

This book was almost certainly widely accessed by any American interested in Japanese gardens 
during the late 1920s and 1930s – certainly including Professor Elwood before his trip to Japan in 
1929. 
 
 
 
 

  

Figure 26: The black-and-white photo section that comprised most of The 
Gardens of Japan (1928) was a tremendously useful reference for both Japanese 
and foreign Japanese garden enthusiasts. (Harada) 
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Figure 27: The August 1928 issue of Country Life magazine contained an article about the 
philosophy and meaning of Japanese gardens. (University of Iowa) 
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Country Life July 1929 Article by Mrs. Cyrus E. Woods 
 
The July 1929 issue of Country Life magazine contained the article on the following pages, which 

related the experiences in Japan of the author, Mrs. Cyrus E. Woods, wife of the newly appointed 
(in July 1923) US Ambassador to Japan.  

Mrs. Woods and her husband were feared dead following the Great Kanto Earthquake of 
September 1, 1923 that, along with the following tsunami, conflagration and wave of disease, 
destroyed most of Tokyo and killed more than 150,000 people. Ambassador Woods led the US 
relief effort; after this the Woods stayed in Japan less than a year before returning to the US. The 
earthquake generated widespread sympathy and fund-raising for Red Cross relief efforts across the 
United States, including in Muscatine. 

 
 
Mrs. Woods’ article is filled with lovely and melancholy descriptions of old Tokyo gardens, 

including the Japanese gardens around the U.S. Embassy: 
 

My last sight of this embassy garden is one of my most cherished memories. It was a very hot 
night, that of August 31, 1923, and because I could not sleep I went to my window and looked 
out on a fairyland of flowers and trees and old stone temple lanterns, gleaming in the silvery 
moonlight, with the peace of centuries upon it. The next night there was not one stone left upon 
another, not a tree, not anything to mark the site of all this beauty. The earthquake of September 
1st had wiped it all away. 
 

(continued after article, shown in full)  

Figure 28: The 
September 5th, 1923 
front page of the 
Muscatine Journal 
employed a banner 
headline about the 
Japanese earthquake, as 
did the front page of the 
September 3rd issue: 
“QUAKE DEAD 
OVER 100,000”. Lower 
on the page a headline 
reads: “Iowa Legion to 
Dispatch Relief.”  
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 Figure 29: Country Life, July 1929. (University of Iowa) 
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In her article, Mrs. Woods also described a visit before she left Japan to the sacred garden of the 

Empress: 
 

…a place so revered by the Japanese that few are permitted to enter. Of course, we were 
delighted. …there were rugged slopes, thickly wooded, with tiny summer houses clinging to the 
rocks, and in the middle, the dry bed of a stream, winding its sinuous way, until lost in the hazy 
distance. This stream bed was planted full of the wonderful Japanese iris.” 
 
She then went on to describe how, after her remark that she grew some of that type of iris at 

home and thought that they were very beautiful, the Shinto head priest escorting them insisted that 
he would send her some after they were done blooming. And after a long transit and year-long 
quarantine period, the irises from the sacred garden arrived, and after planted, bloomed for the first 
time during the previous year of 1928. “It is most beautiful.”   
 
Did Mrs. McColm Read This Article? 

Mrs. McColm could well have subscribed to Country Life, as in 1931 she invited the Muscatine 
Garden Club members to see her new Japanese-style garden and discuss a March 1931 Country Life 
article about Japanese gardens (which will be shown after the next article). 

It is certainly possible that reading this compelling and deeply romantic Country Life article 
during the summer of 1929 could have clinched Mrs. McColm’s decision, likely made before 
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November of that year (when the Twentieth Century Club garden party in her garden was 
announced in the newspaper for the following June), to have a Japanese-style garden area added to 
her own property in the following spring 1930.  

Early photographs of Mrs. McColm’s Japanese-style garden show that irises – discussed vividly in 
this article – were planted throughout her garden, and newspaper articles demonstrate that they were 
a specific focus of her garden. A May 8, 1931 Muscatine Journal article announced that Garden Club 
meeting, specifying that: 

 
A discussion of Japanese gardens with particular reference to the iris will be held by the Garden 

club announced for Monday afternoon at the home of Mrs. E.L. McColm.” (emphasis added) 
 
And the May 12, 1931 Muscatine Journal article published following that meeting described Mrs. 

McColm’s new Japanese-style garden, and focused particularly on irises, “The garden, started last 
year, is at its full glory now, with the iris in bloom…”. 

It would not be surprising that Mrs. McColm would include numerous irises in her new garden, 
if she had read this article and been inspired by it. 

Such speculation can only remain speculation, though. 
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Figure 30: Another article published in Country Life, in the July 1930 issue. (University of Iowa) 
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Country Life March 1931 Article by Sarah M. Lockwood 
 
Following is the March 1931 Country Life article that the Muscatine Garden Club discussed at 

the May 1931 meeting in Mrs. McColm’s Japanese-style garden. 
The author, Sarah M. Lockwood, was an interior designer who published books on several 

subjects: a 1926 book, Antiques, about early American furniture, and Decoration: Past, Present & 
Future, a history of interior design from the ancient Egyptians to the modern period. She also 
published New York: Not So Little and Not So Old (1926), which was an illustrated history of New 
York City, as well as several historical novels. 

According to Cultural Diplomacy in U.S.-Japanese Relations, 1919–1941 (2007) by Jon Thares 
Davidann, Lockwood traveled to Japan during a group world tour in 1930, and wrote about her 
impressions of the country after her return in an article: “Japan – One Face East, One Face West,” 
published in World’s Work (December 1930).  

Lockwood’s article is a surprisingly perceptive and clearly written overview of the philosophy and 
meanings of Japanese gardens. She clearly knew something about gardens before she took her trip; in 
the first paragraph she counts herself among those “who love gardens and have made a study of 
them.” And she obviously paid close attention the gardens she saw in Japan.  

Lockwood likely studied books about Japanese gardens too – almost certainly Jiro Harada’s 1928 
book, The Gardens of Japan, shown earlier in this paper, from which the line drawings illustrating 
this article were reprinted.  

Lockwood’s article focuses on what Japanese gardens mean to Japanese people: “…somehow the 
real meaning of the Japanese garden escapes us. It speaks a language we do not understand…. We 
must erase from out minds what the garden means to us, and try to imagine what his garden means 
to the Japanese.” 

For westerners, the garden is a “place set apart… outside of ourselves, something that we possess 
simply to satisfy our sense of objective decorative beauty.” Whereas, “In Japan, the garden springs 
from a totally different impulse. It is… a picture of his thoughts. And it is planned to re-create or 
inspire similar thoughts in the beholder.” 

Lockwood touched on the symbolism that is packed into every Japanese garden: An “example of 
symbolism is seen in stones laid across a lake… to suggest the flight of a tiger with her three cubs. 
One can plainly see where one of the little fellows lagged behind! Stones are sometimes laid to 
represent the flight of wild geese, and so on.” 

She discussed the Japanese concept of shibumi, which she defined as “‘a refined taste hidden 
beneath a commonplace appearance only to be appreciated by the cultured.’ Under this influence 
Japanese art developed a subtlety almost too abstract for the Occidental mind to follow.”  

Lockwood also illustrated at length that every detail of a Japanese garden is based upon fixed 
rules, which she included numerous examples of. Yet Japanese garden makers are above all, fixated 
on emulating nature: “His whole ambition – to which he will cheerfully devote his lifetime – is to 
capture in his garden as much as he can of her mystery and beauty.” 

The article was almost certainly as perplexing as it was enlightening to the members of the 
Muscatine Garden Club who discussed it on that long-ago May afternoon in Mrs. McColm’s 
garden. 
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Figure 31: The article about Japanese gardens that was discussed by the Muscatine Garden Club 
during their May 1931 meeting in Mrs. McColm’s new garden. (Country Life, March 1931, 
University of Iowa) 
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 Figure 32: Another article by Sarah M. Lockwood, published in the August 1933 issue of Country 
Life. (University of Iowa) 
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