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Peony Garden at the Nichols Arboretum 

One of the oldest gardens in Ann Arbor, the Peony Garden at the Nichols Arboretum 

is comprised of over 700 plants. It is the defining garden for many people in the 

area and one of the most important peony collections of early 19th to early 20th-

century cultivars in North America. A signature garden of the Arboretum, it needs 

to be restored for the Arboretum Centennial next year. The herbaceous peony 

collection has to be reviewed and made available to the world via print materials 

and the web. Researching this collection and its development throughout the years 

was a fascinating project requiring a certain amount of almost detective exploration 

of archival materials. 

Methodology 

I used several methods to obtain information relevant to the Peony Garden. First of 

all, on two separate occasions I interviewed David Michener, Assistant Curator of 

the Botanical Gardens, who has vast amounts of knowledge about the collection. 

The interviews lasted for about an hour each time. David was able to provide a lot 

of historical information on the collection as well as suggest some of the potential 

audiences. In addition, David kept in touch with me over email throughout the 

semester and answered questions that arose as I continued my research. 
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Second, I performed an exhaustive library search on materials relating to peonies 

in general. The sources that I’ve managed to find range from albums on peonies in 

Chinese art to books on peony cultivars to bulletins of the American Peony Society. 

While not all of these resources are directly relevant to the topics discussed in this 

paper, they helped to establish the importance of peonies in American culture as 

well as to discover the changes in people’s interest in these plants throughout the 

last century. 

Third, I conducted archival research and discovered materials on the Peony Garden. 

Bentley Historical Library has three identification charts of all cultivars in the 

collection dating back to 1927, 1929, and 19371, and the Nichols Arboretum office 

houses its own archive of various materials relating to the Arboretum and the 

collection.2 While fairly disorganized, this archive proved to be a remarkable source 

of documents on history and the purpose of the garden as well as on acquisition of 

items and the development of the collection over time. 

Finally, in order to get more insight on uses and users of the collection I observed 

people visiting the garden. 

This paper is divided into five main sections. First, I will discuss the origin of the 

collection, provide some background on historical progress of the garden, and talk 

                                                 
1 Identification chart of the herbaceous peony collection, Nichols Arboretum [map] / Dept. of 
Landscape Design, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor. 1927.  
Identification chart of the herbaceous peony collection, Nichols Arboretum [map] / Dept. of 
Landscape Design, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor. 1929.  
Identification chart of the herbaceous peony collection, Nichols Arboretum [map] / Dept. of 
Landscape Design, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor. 1939. 
2 This archive consists of several folders of various materials as well as loose documents and 
largely is not organized in any way. When possible, I will attempt to specify the folder when 
citing materials from the archive. I will refer to this collection of documents as “Arboretum 
archives.” 
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about the collection development such as accession of new cultivars. Second, I will 

describe content and organization of the Peony Garden. Third, I will discuss current 

and potential audiences of the collection as well as its purpose.  Then the social 

systems that exist to support and maintain the Garden will be discussed. Finally, I 

will address the issues of accessibility of the collection – both in the physical space 

of the Nichols Arboretum and online. 

Origin, History, and Accession 

The Peony Garden was initially put together in the beginning of the 20th century by 

Dr. W. L. Upjohn, the owner of a large pharmaceutical company in Kalamazoo, 

Michigan. It is likely that the original purpose of the collection was medical and 

pharmacological research, since the roots of peony plants are used as abortifacents 

in Chinese medicine. Additionally, Dr. Upjohn, an alumnus of the University of 

Michigan and a friend of Aubrey Tealdi, the first director of the Nichols Arboretum, 

was one of the founders of the American Peony Society – a society targeted to 

affluent individuals who liked peonies for their beauty and could afford to cultivate 

them. Thus, his interest in peonies was both professional and personal. 

In 1923 the collection was donated to the University of Michigan and moved from 

Kalamazoo to the Ann Arbor. The garden was first opened to the public in 1927. 

Peony plants given by Upjohn family comprised the core of the collection, with 

additional plants provided by other members of the American Peony Society. The 

University guaranteed to provide permanent support for the collection, and the 

beds were created for about 400 various cultivars. In the following years the work 
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on expanding the collection continued.3 In 1931 Aubrey Tealdi published an article 

in the American Peony Society Bulletin asking the members of the Society to 

contribute roots of specific cultivars that were missing from the collection. At that 

time the Garden consisted of 258 varieties of peonies.4 The identification charts 

show that in the decade between 1927 and 1937 the Garden has grown 

considerably, and a lot of new plants were introduced to the collection.5 

The cultivars that were added to the collection during 1920s and 1930s came, for 

the most part, from upscale European nurseries. It was practically impossible to 

obtain planting materials from China or Japan (where peonies are native); the 

varieties that were cultivated in Europe were slightly different. Nonetheless, these 

plants were rare and expensive and largely unavailable to less affluent people; 

these were status symbols. Creating a public garden gave an opportunity to 

residents of Ann Arbor area to become familiar with the beauty that they wouldn’t 

have been able to see elsewhere. 

In 1934 Aubrey Tealdi retired, and soon after the Garden was largely abandoned. 

There are no comprehensive records of removals or acquisitions of plants between 

1934 and 1970s. Some cultivars were added, but over a hundred were lost due to 

lack of maintenance and proper care. By the end of the 1950s the whole Arboretum 

was neglected and was in dire need of restoration. 1960s were characterized by a 

targeted effort to revitalize the grounds of the Arboretum, replant many of the 

                                                 
3 Aubrey Tealdi. The Nichols Arboretum. American Peony Society Bulletin #46. June 1931. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Identification chart of the herbaceous peony collection, Nichols Arboretum [map] / Dept. of 
Landscape Design, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor. 1927.  
Identification chart of the herbaceous peony collection, Nichols Arboretum [map] / Dept. of 
Landscape Design, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor. 1937.  
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cultivars that were lost, and redefine the Arb’s purpose and role in the community. 

While originally the Arboretum was perceived as mostly a recreational facility, 

Walter L. Chambers, who was the chairman of the Department of Landscape 

Architecture in 1960s, proposed many changes that would add educational value to 

the area: “In general, we expect to make the arboretum much more valuable to all 

concerned in that it will have a much greater wealth of material available for study 

or enjoyment.6” 

In his proposals for revitalizing of the Arboretum dating back to early 1960s 

Chambers mentions the Peony Garden as one of the most important collections: 

“The peony garden, started a number of years ago now contains many varieties of 

peonies in its planting and is annually visited by many thousands of people.7” 

However, some of the documents available in the Arboretum archive show that the 

future of the Garden was not clear. One of the hand-written notes from 1960s that 

I dare to attribute to Walter L. Chambers suggests removing the Peony Garden and 

replanting the plants elsewhere. The site of the Peony Garden would then be taken 

by a maintenance and nursery center.8 

Fortunately, the Garden was not moved. Despite the neglect, many of the original 

cultivars survived as peonies are extremely hardy. By late 1980s the decision was 

made to restore the Garden, and the collection development work is still going on. 

In 1993 the old identification charts from 1927 until 1949 were used to compile a 

list of all varieties that were present in the original (pre-World War II) collection 

                                                 
6 Walter L. Chambers. Letter to Clarence J. Messner. May 12, 1966. Arboretum archives. 
7 Walter L. Chambers. The Nichols Arboretum. May 1960. Arboretum archives. 
8 A handwritten unsigned note in the Arboretum Design 1960s folder. Arboretum archives. 
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and were later lost. Some of the plants have not yet been identified, but for the last 

two decades the Garden is reviewed yearly during bloom time, and missing 

information is collected. The provenance (i.e. the context of acquisition – 

Thomassen, 2001) of the cultivars became an issue – if it cannot be determined 

where a certain cultivar came from, it does not belong in the collection. A 1992 

Guide to the Nichols Arboretum said: “The Peony Garden is considered one of the 

Historical areas in the Arb. Our primary goal is to replace any cultivar that 

previously existed here while removing all plants that cannot be identified.9”  

This task is not as easy as it might seem. Old identification charts from different 

years show variations in position and selection of cultivars, and it is unclear which 

planting plan should be used for historic restoration of the collection. Moreover, 

obtaining some of the cultivars is problematic. The records show that a lot of peony 

roots have been obtained from The Brook Lodge Gardens in Augusta, Michigan.10 

The Brook Lodge Gardens is the repository of the Upjohn Pharmaceutical peony 

plants. For many years the Arboretum staff believed that when the collection was 

transferred from Kalamazoo to Ann Arbor, Upjohns did not keep any of the 

cultivars. However, as it turned out, many of the original varieties were preserved 

throughout the years. In 1993 the Brook Lodge Gardens donated 18 varieties of 

peonies that the Arboretum was actively seeking. Their only condition was that the 

plants would be utilized “in a way that others could enjoy.11” In 1994 alone “37 new 

plants were added, previously unknown characteristics were documented, and 

                                                 
9 Guide to the Nichols Arboretum Peony Garden. September 1992. Arboretum archives. 
10 Additions to the Peony Garden from the Brook Lodge Gardens. Augusta, Michigan. Fall 
1993. Acquisitions Folder. Arboretum archives. 
11 Guy C. Smith. The Peony Garden. Spring 1994. Arboretum archives. 
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plants that had more than one variety were divided to make a truer picture of the 

garden.12” 

Content and Organization 

Unfortunately, none of the records that could explain acquisition policies for the 

original collection were preserved. It is unclear how Dr. Upjohn selected cultivars 

for the Garden back in 1920s, and there is also no information on how the 

Arboretum curators made the decisions on developing and expanding the collection 

in the first half of the 20th century. However, given the number of varieties in the 

original Garden, it is safe to assume that the goal was to create a comprehensive 

collection of upscale cultivars of herbaceous peonies. 

The current policy on the content of the peony collection is defined much more 

clearly. The goal of the Peony Garden project is historic restoration of the collection 

to its pre-World War II state; thus, only the cultivars that were introduced into the 

collection between 1920s and 1940s are kept, and any additional varieties are 

eliminated. Although the work on identifying all the plants has been going on for 

almost two decades years, some of the plants have still not being verified. The 

identification process is very complex and time-consuming due to the fact that one 

can only assess the characteristic of peonies when they are in bloom for one to two 

weeks in the beginning of the summer. Without flowers many peony plants look the 

same; hence the staff members of the Arboretum have very limited time to verify 

many characteristics of the plants ranging from color to scent to shape of the flower 

                                                 
12 Ibid. 
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and to attempt to match these findings to descriptions of varieties available from 

trusted sources such as the American Peony Society publications. 

The identification charts of the Garden that have been updated regularly since the 

inception of the restoration project show that the peony beds have been always 

organized by bloom time. Peonies that bloom early in the season are planted in the 

first five beds (West end) and then followed by mid-season plants. Varieties that 

bloom last are at the East end of the Garden. This arrangement ensures the most 

striking visual effect during the bloom period – the buds open in waves, and 

throughout a three-week period at least one part of the Garden has a large amount 

of flowers. It is interesting to note that while identification charts list several 

additional characteristics of each plant, such as color, form of the flower, scent, 

date the cultivar was first introduced, and more, only the bloom time was used in 

creating the planting scheme. According to Bowker and Star (1999), classification 

schemes can be created based on any number of characteristics of objects in the 

collection. Any of these other traits could have been chosen to produce a 

classification scheme and to organize the collection, however the bloom time was 

deemed to be the most important for the audience at the time the Garden was first 

planted. 

For many years the Garden did not provide many opportunities for a curious visitor 

to find out the names of the plant varieties. Many, but not all, plants have labels, 

but these are cryptic (according to David Michener), and difficult to understand for 

a non-professional. One of the parts of the restoration project was creating and 

distributing maps and identification charts of the Garden to all peony-lovers in the 
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area. At first, these maps were just print-outs of the database that Arboretum staff 

used to maintain information on the plants. In 1995 and then in 2000 Arboretum 

published the Peony Garden Guide that provides some basic information on peonies 

and lists the inventory of the Garden by bed.13 People can locate a plant that 

interests them on the map and read a corresponding entry to find out the name of 

the variety and color and form on the flower. However, the Guide does not have 

any photos of the peonies in bloom, so it’s mostly useful during the bloom season.  

Purpose and Audiences  

While the original purpose of the collection was, most likely, scientific medical 

research, it changed with the donation of the Garden to the University of Michigan. 

The collection became a part of a cultural institution, the Nichols Arboretum, thus 

taking on the Arb’s mission. The purpose of the Garden shifted from science to 

aesthetics and satisfying people’s curiosity about peonies. Much of the botanical 

information about the plants was either lost in this transition or was not available to 

casual visitors. Aubrey Tealdi thought of the collection as a representative one, but 

his idea of the potential audience was limited to people interested in peonies: “The 

addition of these varieties would increase the interest of the planting as a 

representative collection and would greatly enhance the value of the garden to the 

peony-loving public, which is in ever-increasing numbers visits the garden during 

the peony season.14” This might explain why the cultivars were arranged by bloom 

                                                 
13 Peony Garden Guide. 2000. Nichols Arboretum Collections. University of Michigan. Ann 
Arbor, Michigan. 
14 Aubrey Tealdi. The Nichols Arboretum. American Peony Society Bulletin #46. June 1931. 
Page 25. 
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date, which is the best organization for a spectator, but not the most useful for 

someone who is researching peonies. 

When Walter L. Chambers proposed redefining the role of the Arboretum and 

turning it into an educational resource instead of a recreational facility in 1960s, the 

public had difficult time understanding educational or cultural value of the Arb’s 

collections. For instance, the Arboretum archive has several police reports 

describing incidents when people cut down rare trees for Christmas.15 The Peony 

Garden was not an exception; the main audience of the Garden was people coming 

to the Arb to rest and relax. They were not interested in learning opportunities that 

the collection could have provided.  

Walter L. Chambers’ proposal included, but was not limited to, the following 

objectives for the new, redefined Arboretum: 

 To form comprehensive collections of plants, especially those native to the 

region; 

 To develop the area taking into account interests of visitors; 

 To introduce new and rare plants of horticultural value; 

 To provide information on cultivating plants native to the region and to teach 

classes on plant propagation and related subjects;  

 “To be a source of increased knowledge of trees and shrubs for all who may 

be interested or concerned with such plants, [and] to give ideas and 

inspiration to garden lovers.16” 

                                                 
15 History of the Arboretum folder. Arboretum archives. 
16 Walter L. Chambers. The Nichols Arboretum. May 1960. Arboretum archives. 
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It is apparent that Walter L. Chambers wanted to promote the Arboretum primarily 

as an educational resource but to expand the audience beyond just the University 

community. In a letter to Clarence J. Messner Chambers wrote: “We do hope that 

we can take the arboretum and make something very wonderful of it in order that 

the university students, the school children of Ann Arbor and especially adults will 

be able to use the area to their great advantage.17” However, I did not find any 

evidence that something was, indeed, done back in the 1960s to achieve these 

objectives as they related to the Peony Garden. 

It’s not until early 1990s when the purpose of the collection has finally started 

changing: the Garden is becoming a historic landmark for Ann Arbor as well as an 

educational resource for those interested in peonies. Hedstrom and King say: 

“Collecting became a form of inquiry: a means of creating a didactic resource that 

initially made sense only to the collector but with organization and codification was 

transformed into a resource that could be shared among collectors and with 

inquisitive people to create a common knowledge.18” It is easy to see that one of 

the goals of the restoration project is to create this common knowledge about 

peonies in general and the Garden in particular by supplying information on the 

cultivars to anyone who is interested. Another aspect of educational use of the 

Garden is allowing university students to work with the collection. The Arboretum 

regularly employs students to perform yearly verification of the information on 

                                                 
17 Walter L. Chambers. Letter to Clarence J. Messner. May 12, 1966. Arboretum archives. 
18 Hedstrom, M. and J. L. King (2005). “Epistemic Infrastructure in the Rise of the 
Knowledge Economy.” Advancing Knowledge in the Knowledge Economy. B. Kahin and A. 
Wycoff, eds. Cambridge, MIT Press. 
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cultivars and to record bloom dates, thus providing them with hands-on training in 

botany and similar subjects. 

In addition to using the Peony Garden for educational purposes, the Arboretum 

staff members attract audiences by organizing a vast array of cultural and 

community-oriented events. These range from poetry readings to lectures on 

Chinese art of peony paintings and from yearly peony sales to peony bloom 

celebration parties. These events are widely advertised in print publications, online, 

and on the radio, and targeted to Michigan residents as well as tourists.19 In 2001 

Ann Arbor Convention Bureau requested information on Peony Garden tours as well 

as other activities available in the Arboretum. Clearly, current audience of the 

Peony Garden is more than just the University community. Instead, it includes both 

local residents and tourists who are interested in a range of subjects far beyond 

just peonies. 

Finally, David Michener mentioned plans on involving the community in the Peony 

Garden restoration effort. For instance, very few historic photos of the Garden are 

available in the Arboretum archives. However, it is quite possible that many people 

have photos of the Garden in their family albums. Involving local residents into 

locating these pictures and creating a collection of this popular photo 

documentation could once again spike interest in this historic garden and enhance 

community spirit.  

 

 

                                                 
19 Publicity folder. Arboretum archives. 
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Supporting Social Systems 

The history of the Peony Garden is an excellent example of the fact that without a 

supporting social system a collection can not exist for a very long time. The Peony 

Garden was nearly lost because of the lack of maintenance and proper care. 

Currently, the main social system providing support for the Garden is comprised of 

the Arboretum staff. However, they often use help from students and volunteers for 

many of the routine tasks such as digging up roots for sale, mulching the beds, or 

verifying peony traits during the bloom period.20 

One of the problems that the Arboretum has to solve is financial sustainability of 

the collection. While the funding for the Arboretum is provided by the University, it 

is not always sufficient for expanding the collection. Thus, the staff members have 

to locate outside sources of funding. The two most note-worthy sources were the 

Brook Lodge Garden that donated many cultivars and the Woman’s National Farm 

and Garden Association that highlighted the Peony Garden during their annual 

garden tour and then donated all the proceeds to the restoration project.21 

Another source of funding is regular sales of peony roots. “Periodically, duplicate 

peony plants are dug in order to provide space for future acquisitions. By selling the 

extras, the Arboretum hopes to create funds needed to purchase new plants.22” The 

cost of a cultivar is only $10, so not only the Arboretum manages to raise 

necessary funds, but it also promotes cultivating peonies among local public. 

                                                 
20 Sale of Peony Roots from Nichols Arboretum Peony Garden. August 4, 1992. Arboretum 
archives. 
21 Guy C. Smith. The Peony Garden. Spring 1994. Arboretum archives. 
22 Sale of Peony Roots from Nichols Arboretum Peony Garden. August 2, 1992. Arboretum 
archives. 
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Accessibility 

Accessibility of the collection is one of the issues that the restoration project is 

attempting to address. While the Garden is readily accessible to visitors during the 

warm months of the year, it’s not particularly useful or attractive when the peonies 

are not in bloom. Thus, the real value of the collection only becomes apparent 

during three weeks out of the year. Moreover, while the Peony Garden is a historic 

collection of national importance, very little information is available to people who 

are not able to visit Ann Arbor and see the Garden in person. With the help of print 

publications and a website documenting the collection and providing photos of 

peonies it will be possible to extend access to the collection to audiences outside of 

Ann Arbor and make it less dependent on seasons. While surrogates such as 

brochures and a site with the images of flowers cannot replace the actual Garden, 

they can help promote the collection and prepare visitors for the real-life 

experience. 

Conclusion 

Carr (2003) says that interpretations provided in the setting of a cultural institution 

“frame encounters between the collection and its users and provide the culture of 

learning that gives a character to a cultural setting” (p. 109). For many years the 

Peony Garden did not allow for these interpretations. In addition to developing the 

collection itself, the restoration project undertaken by the Nichols Arboretum will 

provide a whole range of interpretive materials (from print documents to online 

resources to public events) that will not only further public understanding and love 

of peonies, but also explain the historic significance and role of the Peony Garden. 




