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The Chicago Botanic Garden is comprised of 385 acres, 
26 display gardens, four natural areas, a few hundred paid 
staff and more than 2,000 volunteers. While many visitors 
can understand the countless person-hours and dollars 
needed to grow and maintain our individual gardens and 
plants, many more would be surprised by the investment 
of time, energy, and money needed to grow and support 
our volunteers and programs in the Garden. 

I am privileged to work with approximately 200 interpretive volunteers, 20 
of whom are dedicated to the Elizabeth Hubert Malott Japanese Garden. 
These volunteers are trained to engage visitors in conversation about 
the garden and its distinct features. They are truly “the face of the garden” 
for our visitors. Many have been with us for several years and have been 
successful mentors for new volunteers. In the 15 years I have been at the 
Garden, several volunteers have had to leave or limit their time due to 
age-related illnesses and we have been in the process of recruiting and 
integrating new volunteers into this area.

Developing a team that works together and creates a synergistic 
environment is an ongoing process that benefits everyone! Volunteer-
team development includes recruiting new volunteers and bringing them 
into existing teams; training, shadowing, and mentoring each of them; and 
evaluating their progress on a regular basis. 

Volunteer offers 
visitors a little 
more information 
on the Japanese 
garden at the 
Chicago Botanic 
Garden.  
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The Malott Japanese Garden has interpretive 
volunteers in the garden every Wednesday 
through Sunday for approximately four to five 
hours from mid-May through the first weekend in 
October. A volunteer position description details 
physical requirements and training for the job. The 
Volunteer Services department recruits through 
the Garden’s volunteer newsletter, website, 
social media, and volunteer fairs; provides all new 
volunteers with an orientation to the Chicago 
Botanic Garden; and assists us in finding potential 
candidates who would make a good fit for the 
Malott Japanese Garden. 

A team consisting of the Japanese Garden 
horticulturist, volunteer mentors, and Interpretive 
Programs staff present a daylong training session. 
Topics include garden plantings and their care, 
history and design of the garden, interpretation in 
the Shoin building, and the dry gardens. This is always 
a great review for all new and returning volunteers. 
New volunteers receive a 32-page document of 
frequently asked questions that was developed by 
a team of volunteers, along with brochures and a 
16-page historical booklet created for the opening of 
the Malott Japanese Garden in 1982. 

After training, volunteers sign up to come on 
specific days. New volunteers spend their first few 
weeks shadowing seasoned volunteers in the Shoin 
building and the dry gardens. One step at a time, 
they learn to rake and interpret the dry gardens and 
engage visitors in discussion at the Shoin. Staff and 
mentors work with them until they are ready and 
feel comfortable to interpret on their own. 

Managing the Japanese Garden interpretive 
program is an ongoing process. I work directly with 
the Japanese Garden volunteers with the assistance 
of another seasonal staff person when available. 
Each day we greet the volunteers, accompany 
them to the Japanese Garden, and provide 
assistance with opening the Shoin building. We 
sweep and clean the building, set it up for the day, 
and make sure that each volunteer knows where 
s/he will be stationed and when to take a lunch 
break. We check in during their shift and always 
meet them at the end of the day to help clean, 

lock up, and review any questions 
or concerns that they may have.

We spend time getting to know 
each volunteer and listening to 
their concerns and ideas. The 
volunteers in the Malott Japanese 
Garden are the cheerleaders and 
team leaders who have initiated 
ideas for additional interpretation, 
given tremendous care for the 
garden, and supported one 
another. During the short five-
month season they are in the 
garden, volunteers typically engage 
more than 25,000 visitors!

Several years ago, volunteers noted 
that many visitors were interested 
in how the Shoin building was built 
and who built it. A volunteer and 
staff member prepared a tri-fold 
presentation board with photos 
of the workmen from the Kumoi 
Construction Company in Japan 
building the Shoin and other 
structures in the garden. Eventually 
this became more permanent 
as a wooden tri-fold displayed 
in the building. Visitors are also 
interested in the tools that were 
used in constructing the Shoin 
building. A selection of tools is in 
a display and has become part 
of the building’s interpretation. 
Many tradespeople visiting the 
garden spend time examining the 
tools and carefully viewing the 
construction with the volunteers.

A number of years ago, we gave 
each new volunteer a thick 
three-ring binder with historical 
and horticultural material along 
with design and interpretative 
information during training. We 
realized that most volunteers were 
not using the material—it was too 
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much information. Two volunteers 
with backgrounds in surveys and 
writing developed the shorter 
document. Its easy accessibility 
allows volunteers to get a quick 
answer to a question they might 
not know. The binder is available 
as an additional resource in the 
Shoin building.

A long-time volunteer spent each 
winter making 4,000 origami 
cranes to give to children at 
the Shoin building. When he 
was no longer able to come to 
the garden, another volunteer 
began making cranes. That made 
me think that others might be 
interested in folding cranes and 
we now have ten volunteers 
assisting in this project!

During the winter months, we 
keep in contact with volunteers 
through field trips and continuing 
education classes with DVDs 
showcasing other Japanese 
gardens and related arts. We 
review challenges and successes 
of the previous season and discuss 
possible ideas for improvement. 
We learn best practices from each 
other by sharing experiences. 
Many volunteers visit other 
Japanese gardens, take pictures, 
and share them with the group. 
By spring, everyone looks 
forward to preparing the garden 
for another season.

Great volunteers are not free—it 
requires staff time and energy 
to train them—but their value 
to the Chicago Botanic Garden 
and the visitor experience is 
immeasurable. We are fortunate 
to have them as an integral part 
of our interpretive team.

TOP:  Tool display at Shoin building in the 
Mallot Japanese Garden.
BOTTOM: Photo display at Shoin building.
Photos by Bill Eger


