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TWO VOLUNTEERS: EXPLORING THE PAPERS OF ELIZABETH 
LAWRENCE
By Claire Blackwell and Mernie Williams, CGL Volunteers

Elizabeth Lawrence is a familiar name to any serious Southern gardener. She is the author of 
what is considered a classic in Southern gardening, A Southern Garden: A Handbook for the 
Middle South. We consider ourselves avid gardeners. So, it goes without saying that when we 
were offered the opportunity to process all the ephemera that Elizabeth Lawrence had tucked 
between the pages of her personal libraryÑall 513 titles housed in the Cherokee Garden Library
Ñwe jumped at it! And thatÕs when the fun began.

It was clear that Elizabeth Lawrence had some sort of system hereÑcertain items were 
frequently found in certain books. Lawrence would generally put the book review that she wrote 
within that book; she would Þle a purchase invoice in the book; she saved rebinding invoices in 
that rebound book; she kept correspondence with the authors in their books; she clipped articles 
from newspapers and magazines that addressed the subject of a particular book within its pages; 
plant drawings by Caroline Dormon were found in her book, Gardens In Winter; and, she tucked 
pressed ßowers and leaves, a lock of hair, Christmas cards, photos, thank you notes, postcards, 
and a grocery list (we have no idea if she had already gone shopping or if this one had been 
misplaced) all within the books of her library. 

For us, the actual work of processing this collection was much more than putting bits and 
pieces in archival sleeves, labeling folders and boxes, and preparing a Þnding aid. It was an 
adventure. This became our own journey of discovery. If something she wrote peaked our 
curiosity, we would embark on a little research of our own. It was an honor to look at each and 
every one of her books, to actually see and hold the books that Lawrence read and used to store 
so many personal items.

We were so inspired by some of her booksÑfrom the wonderful illustrations in Wildflowers 
by Homer House to the Elizabeth Gordon book, Wild Flower ChildrenÑthat we were 
determined to have our own copies. Actually, this project inspired us to purchase most of the 
books written by Elizabeth Lawrence for our own libraries.  

Lawrence was a well-educated woman. She had many wonderful volumes of classical 
literature and quotes from these books can be found in her writing. More than once we came 
across an item that was so unusual that we had to stop what we were doing and Þgure it out. E. 
V. B.Õs The Peacock’s Pleasaunce comes to mind as it sent us to the Internet. What in the world 
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is Òpleasaunce?Ó It is Òthe region of a garden with the sole purpose of giving pleasure to the 
senses.Ó LawrenceÕs handwriting was a bit of a challenge to read, and there are handwritten 
notes and articles that she wrote that we are still not too sure about. But our concern was not 
with how she wrote, but what she wrote about. She used her garden as a laboratory, 
experimenting with different plants, bulbs, corms, etc. Like a true gardener, she wanted to share 
what she had learned with any and all gardeners.

It was interesting to watch LawrenceÕs progression from being a gardener who espoused 
using pesticides in the garden to becoming an advocate for Þnding and using alternative and 
safer methods to deal with garden pests and diseases. We discovered this by reading the articles 
she had written (which she saved in Rachel CarsonÕs A Silent Spring) as well as the large 
number of articles she saved that addressed the dangers of pesticides in The Gardener’s Bug 
Book by Cynthia Westcott.

We had a good laugh when we read the clipping she saved that described the proper attire for 
a lady gardener: ÒFor hot days you can delight the neighbors, and yourself, too, in a cool blue 
and white gingham seersucker combination with sleeveless blouse and matching hip pants to 
which are laminated dirt-resisting knee padsÉThe bonnet to match is a duzyÑkeeps hair from 
ßying and freckles from forming.Ó We even shared it with our garden club.

When we found correspondence signed with only a Þrst-name, the challenge was to discover 
who these people were. So we read her biography and made some connections. Libba was 
actually Elizabeth Lawrence; Linda was Linda Lamm; Caroline was Caroline Dormon; Doretta 
was Doretta Klaber. We found many postcards from travel destinations simply signed ÒJames.Ó 
Eventually, we connected James with Sarah Hodges. And Þnally, an email to LawrenceÕs 
biographer explained that James was the brother of Sarah Hodges, a local gardening friend. 

After reading all of the correspondence with Caroline Dormon, we became interested in 
learning more about herby reading Women in the Field by Marcia Myers Bonta. We learned 
about Caroline Dormon (who also went by ÒCarrieÓ) as a conservationist, teacher, and artist. It 
came as no surprise that LawrenceÕs correspondence and papers are located at Northwestern 
State University in Natchitoches, Louisiana where her friend Caroline DormanÕs collection can 
also be found. 

An interesting note here: We had thought Lawrence had a somewhat Òcasual,Ó to say the 
least, method of Þling what seemed like important bits of information. This was often the ÒstuffÓ 
of her own articles and books. And she Þled it all within the pages of her library. Imagine our 
surprise to hear Ann Armstrong, who collected Lawrence articles in a book entitled Beautiful At 
All Seasons with her co-author Lindie Wilson, describe LawrenceÕs meticulous system of 
recording detailed information of all her garden plants on index cards, which are located at the 
Elizabeth Lawrence House and Garden in Charlotte. 
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After reading about gentians in the ephemera found in the book Gentians for Your Garden by 
Doretta Klaber, we each had to purchase a gentian for our own gardens. WouldnÕt you? The 
Elizabeth Lawrence Collection includes many books written by well-known English women 
gardeners such as Jane Wells Loudon, Gertrude Jekyll, and Vita Sackville-West whose gardens 
Lawrence visited. While processing the book Sissinghurst: The Making of a Garden by Anne 
Scott-James,we discovered that the Anne Scott-James whose voice we had come to know on the 
radio show ÒMy WordÓ was also a gardener. In one of Gertrude JekyllÕs books, we found a 
handwritten note we believe Lawrence wrote to herself as a reminder of how to pronounce 
Jekyll. The note said,Òpronounced GeeÕ kyllÑyou might as well get it right in the beginningÑI 
never will.Ó 

Elizabeth Lawrence truly loved her books and with obvious daily use filled them with the bits 
and pieces of her life. We are happy to have shared with you some of our bits and pieces, too. 
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The Cherokee Garden Library is home to the personal library of renowned garden writer, 
Elizabeth Lawrence. The Garden Library also holds the Elizabeth Lawrence Papers (MSS 986, 
Cherokee Garden Library, Kenan Research Center) described in the article above. For more 
information, contact Staci Catron at 404.814.4046 orSCatron@AtlantaHistoryCenter.com. If 
you have the opportunity, please visit the Elizabeth Lawrence House & Garden on your next 
outing to Charlotte, North Carolina. For more information, visit www.elizabethlawrence.org.
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