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July 24, 2009

“For the times they are a-changin’ ” 

Two weeks ago, the garden retail company Smith & Hawken announced that it
would be shutting down. Given the current state of the economy, this does not
come as a surprise. But it is sad. At least to me and I am sure to several other
gardeners.

Back in the 80’s and even early 90’s, there was very little available in this
country that offered serious gardeners the sort of sturdy tools and useful,
innovative garden features found in other countries like England, Holland and
France. Smith & Hawken changed that. Along the way, the company also
showed the average American that extending the home to the outdoors was not
just possible but was positively hip and cool.

As the company became successful, competition rose and everyone was joining
the outdoor lifestyle movement. But it is to Smith & Hawken that one must
really give credit for a lifestyle we have all come to take for granted. I’m not
suggesting that they invented the concept of casual outdoor living, but that
they made it better and available to all. They did so by offering good quality,
handsome and often uncommon products.

When the company was started in 1979, it was based on socially responsible
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and environmentally sound business practices. The catalogs were printed on
recycled paper and contained a postcard which could be filled out if one chose
to stop receiving them. The company did not rent mailing lists from other
companies. It built up its own list with people who requested its catalog. Over
the years, these progressive measures changed as the company changed
hands. Kind of ironic, isn’t it, that we are now in the situation where we must
struggle to get off mailing lists and insist on companies taking responsibility
towards the conservation of our environment? 

When I got the news that Smith & Hawken was folding, I took a mental
inventory of all that I’d purchased in the early years of both the company as
well as my current garden. At that time, there was hardly any other source for
such items. I’m talking some seventeen years ago. The list is long, but here are
some of the items: the composter, the two rose arbors, the dozen Parisian park
chairs, a cafe table, wrought iron edgers, cloches, several large and small pots,
many tools, some hard-to-get plants like Himalayan poppy and American
persimmon, . . . the list goes on. More remarkable is the fact that apart from a
few broken pots and lost plants, all of the other items are still being put to
good use.

So, I take this opportunity to send my sincere thanks and bid a fond farewell to
Smith & Hawken. It served this gardener well.
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