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THE CRANBROOK JAPANESE GARDEN 
REHABILITATING A CENTENNIAL GARDEN 
BY GREGORY WITTKOPP

The Cranbrook Japanese Garden is among the 
oldest surviving Japanese-style gardens in North 
America. Created in 1915, this one-acre, pond-style 
strolling garden, is a well-loved if lesser-known part of 
the original country estate of Cranbrook’s founders, 
newspaper publishers George Gough Booth and 
Ellen Scripps Booth (figure 1).

In the 1920s, as George Booth retired from the 
active management of the family’s newspapers, 
most notably the Detroit News, the Booths began 
to transform their estate into an eclectic group of 
educational and cultural institutions, known today 
as Cranbrook Educational Community. Located 
in suburban Detroit, roughly twenty miles from 
the city’s center, Cranbrook’s 322-acre campus 
comprises a private, independent pre-Kindergarten 
through high school system, a graduate art school, 
a contemporary art museum, an earth sciences 
and natural history museum, and a history center 
that includes three historic house museums and 
the community’s archive. The campus is celebrated 
as a total work of art, an extraordinary place that 

includes the architecture of Albert Kahn, Oscar 
Murray for Bertram Grosvenor Goodhue Associates, 
Eliel Saarinen, Frank Lloyd Wright, Tod Williams and 
Billie Tsien, Steven Holl, and Rafael Moneo, as well 
as landscapes designed by Ossian Cole (O. C.) 
Simonds, the Olmstead Brothers, Loja Saarinen, 
Thomas Dolliver Church, and Dan Kiley.1 A veritable 
who’s who of modern and contemporary design, 
the campus was added to the National Register of 
Historic Places in 1973 and designated a National 
Historic Landmark District in 1989.

HISTORY AND CONTEXT

Cranbrook’s Japanese garden is located on the 
eastern edge of Kingswood Lake, the campus’s 
central water feature, midway between the founders’ 
Tudoresque Arts & Crafts manor home, designed by 
Albert Kahn and completed in 1908 and 1918-1919 

FIGURE 1: Cranbrook 
Japanese Garden, 1932. Hand-
Painted Glass Slide, George W. 
Hance Photographer. Courtesy 
Cranbrook Archives, Cranbrook 
Center for Collections and 
Research 
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(figure 2), and the original Kingswood School for Girls, a middle and high school 
designed by Eliel Saarinen that opened in 1931. The Japanese Garden, through 
which the waters of the Rouge River flow, miles before they reach Henry Ford’s 
original Albert Kahn-designed industrial complex in Dearborn, began quite humbly 
as a rock garden and lily pond. This earliest configuration of the garden, which was 
planned in 1912 by George Booth’s father, Henry Wood Booth,2 is delineated on a 
1914 appraisal map with many of the garden’s current features in place. In addition 
to the basic outline of the pond, these features include a dam in the southwest 
corner of the pond (one of three dams built by the Booths to create Kingswood 
Lake); the existing Japanese-style bridge, which sits on top of another dam built to 
form the garden’s central pond; the garden’s two islands, one of which is connected 
to the perimeter walk by a bridge; and two cascades, including the larger one in 
the southeast corner of the garden that the Booths named the Lily Pond Cascade 
(figure 3). 

What was the impetus for the creation 
of a Japanese garden at Cranbrook in 
the mid-1910s? Although the Booths 
had grand plans for the property they 
purchased in 1904, eventually realizing a 
series of terraced flower gardens around 
their house, waterfalls and cascades, 
a Greek theatre, and an Italian-style 
boat house, there were no precedents 
in the Detroit area for incorporating a 
Japanese garden as part of the landscape 
of a country home. Unlike many of 
their wealthy peers, the Booths had 
not traveled to Japan, although they 
were world travelers with a taste for 
the era’s exotic locations. Was George 
Booth inspired by Detroit industrialist 
Charles Lang Freer, who by 1915 had 
donated his pan-Asian collection to 
the Smithsonian for the creation of the 
Freer Gallery of Art? Doubtful. Although 
Freer’s home in Detroit, which included 
James McNeill Whistler’s Peacock Room, 
attracted visitors from around the world, 
George Booth’s name is notably absent 
from the pages of the guest book.3 
Besides, the Detroit News, a progressive 
newspaper written for the working class, 
had a history of criticizing Freer’s ruthless 
business and labor practices.4 If not 
Freer’s collection, perhaps Booth became 
enchanted by Japonisme through two 

FIGURE 2: Cranbrook House, c. 
1915. Copyright Cranbrook Archives, 
Cranbrook Center for Collections and 
Research

FIGURE 3: Quinn Evans Architects, 
1928 Period Plan, Cranbrook 
Japanese Garden Historic 
Landscape Study, 2018. Courtesy 
Cranbrook Center for Collections and 
Research
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FIGURE 4: Japanese Garden at “Yademos,” Undated Image in George 
Booth’s “Inspiration Book.” Collection Cranbrook Archives, Cranbrook 
Center for Collections and Research.

FIGURE 5: Cranbrook Japanese Garden, c. 1928. Copyright Cranbrook 
Archives, Cranbrook Center for Collections and Research. 

of the 1912 exhibitions organized by the Detroit 
Society of Arts and Crafts, which he co-founded, 
serving as its first president. One exhibition featured 
a collection of Japanese prints from the estate of 
Mary Stevens and the second a collection of Chinese 
and Japanese bronzes, ceramics, and lacquers on 
loan from Robert E. Plumb.5 Or was Booth inspired 
by what he was reading in his library, such as the 
articles on Japanese-style gardens featured in the 
architectural journals that arrived monthly or the 
images in his 1912 editions of both Josiah Condor’s 
Landscape Gardening in Japan and Harriet Osgood 
Taylor’s Japanese Gardens?6 

While these all present intriguing possibilities, all 
we know with certainty is that Booth’s “Inspiration 
Book,” an oversize volume in which he pasted 
pictures of homes and gardens he admired, includes 
four images of Japanese gardens. These clipped 
illustrations include a view of a drum bridge framed 
by wisteria at the Kameido Tenjin Shrine in Tokyo; 
a view of the tea house, waterfall, pagoda, and 
bridge in Gurdon Wattles’s Japanese garden in Los 
Angeles; and a view of the pond and tea house 
in the Japanese garden at Yademos, Charles Pfizer, 
Jr.’s, estate in Bernardsville, New Jersey (figure 4).7 
Although Booth did not annotate the hundreds of 
images in this scrapbook—most of them, in fact, 
are void of their original captions and any source 
information—they clearly influenced his work at 
Cranbrook where there are many instances of direct 
relationships between images in the scrapbook and 
the estate’s buildings and grounds.

The most common telling of this story by Cranbrook’s 
historians and archivists—the inspiration for the 
transformation of a rock garden into Cranbrook’s 
Japanese-style garden—does not begin with the 
scrapbook but rather in California. In the winter of 
1915, George and Ellen Booth, then in their early 
fifties, traveled with the elder Henry Wood Booth 
to see both the Panama-California Exposition in San 
Diego, where they also visited Ellen Booth’s aunt and 
namesake, Ellen Browning Scripps,8 and the Panama-
Pacific International Exposition in San Francisco. As 
the publisher of one of the nation’s most profitable 
newspapers and chairman of the board of a chain of 
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Michigan newspapers, it was not unusual for Booth to 
travel to newsworthy events such as the expositions 
in California, especially when he could combine it 
with a visit to see family.

In San Francisco, Booth purchased a set of three 
bronze storks from the S. & G. Gump Company. After 
placing them in the garden he wrote to his youngest 
son Henry Scripps Booth at his boarding school: 
“We have our three bronze storks down in the rock 
garden and they give the place more of a Japanese 
look.”9 A few months later, in December 1915, 
George Booth contacted Yokohama Nursery, whose 
display he would have seen at the Panama-Pacific 
Exposition, and bought a Japanese Kasuga-style stone 
lantern and several specimen plants including a large 
wisteria, a potted taxus, and a Japanese umbrella 
pine (Sciadopitys verticillata). Most likely working 
with Cranbrook’s head gardener, the Scotsman 
Alexander L. Lamond, and perhaps Cranbrook’s first 
landscaper, the English-born H. J. Corfield who laid 
out the gardens immediately adjacent to Cranbrook 
House,10 the Booths shaped the beginnings of a 
garden that George Booth’s father immediately 
called Cranbrook’s “Japanese Garden.”11

Over the course of the next two decades, the 
Booths and a large family of Italian gardeners, led 
by their patriarch Michael Vettraino, continued to 
define the Japanese Garden, settling on a non-
traditional Japanese aesthetic that nevertheless now 
is recognized as a “deliberate interpretation and 
abstraction of the natural world.”12 By the late 1920s, 
when the Booths began to focus their attention 
on the development of the nascent schools and 
museums of the educational community, which they 
codified with the establishment of The Cranbrook 
Foundation in 1927, the garden was “characterized 
by an exuberance of mixed evergreen and deciduous 
plantings”13—with the iconic Japanese bridge, bronze 
storks, and the Kasuga lantern all continuing to define 
the garden as unmistakably “Japanese.”

If there is a precedent in Japan for Cranbrook’s 
Japanese garden, especially as it appeared during the 
initial decade of its creation, it was the naturalism 
embraced in the late nineteenth century by modern 
Meiji Japan writers like Kunikida Doppō and Tokutomi 

FIGURE 6: Ogawa Jihei VII, Garden for Yamagata Aritomo, Murin'an, 
Kyoto, Japan. Photograph from Yumoto Fumihiko, Keika Rinsenchō 
(Kyoto: Kyoto Fucho, 1909). Photography Courtesy Murin'an, Kyoto.

FIGURE 7: Walter Tyndale, Pine and Pink Lotuses at Kofu, Watercolor 
Illustration in Harriet Osgood Taylor’s Book, Japanese Gardens, 1912.
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Roka and eventually given form in the landscapes of Ogawa Jihei VII, also known as 
Ueji.14 The simple “rusticity” of the meadows with patches of wildflowers depicted 
in early twentieth-century photographs of Ueji’s second garden for Yamagata 
Aritomo, the third Murin'an in Kyoto, are mirrored in the naturalism of Cranbrook’s 
garden. Indeed, there is more than a passing similarity among photographs of the 
Cranbrook Japanese Garden in the late 1920s, vintage photographs of Murin'an 
in the late 1910s, and the watercolors by Walter Tyndale that illustrate Japanese 
Gardens, the 1912 book by Harriet Osgood Taylor in Booth’s library (figures 5–7). 
If Japanese gardens are, in the words of the contemporary gardener Hiromasa 
Amasaki, a “collaborative work between nature, human beings, and time,”15 nature 
has the upper hand in these three conceptions of Japanese gardens.

In the 1930s, the garden became increasingly parklike, a landscape closely connected 
with Eliel Saarinen’s new school for girls. Often called Kingswood’s Japanese Garden 
during this period, pathways were removed and dense areas of trees and shrubs 
were replaced with grass lawns. The goal seems to have been to open vistas from 
the garden, especially on the north side, to Saarinen’s architecture. If there is a 
precedent for the Japanese Garden during this second phase of the Booth era, 
especially in the United States, it was a garden such as Yademos (“someday” spelled 
backwards) built by the pharmaceutical scion Charles Pfizer, Jr., in New Jersey, 
which Booth admired enough to include in his “Inspiration Book.” There is a striking 
similarity between the lawns and the treatment of the pond edges in the two 
gardens (figures 1 and 4), with their smooth boulders and lack of plant material 
along the banks. Although it is unlikely that Booth visited Yademos—he avoided 
the gatherings of high society feeling that his participation would compromise 
his objectivity as the publisher of a workers’ daily newspaper—it is intriguing to 
think that he might have been inspired by watching Mary Pickford’s starring role in 
Madame Butterfly, a 1915 silent film partially set in Pfizer’s Japanese garden. With 
the passing of George and Ellen Booth in the late 1940s, the garden—which, during 
the turbulence of World War II, came to be known as the “Oriental Garden”—
became overgrown, necessitating its ‘rediscovery’ in the early 1970s. The garden’s 
first rehabilitation and renewal was undertaken by the newly-formed volunteer 
group, the Cranbrook Gardens Auxiliary, an effort that continued two decades later 
when they funded and implemented a substantial redesign of the garden, which 
was dedicated on May 31, 1995. Despite the best efforts of the Auxiliary and its 
committed volunteers, this garden on the banks of the Rouge River proved difficult 
to tame. Periodic flooding of the river and its watershed did not help. In 1998, 
volunteer Ralph Graham took over the maintenance of the garden. He asked to 
have the garden fall under the jurisdiction of Cranbrook Educational Community, 
rather than the volunteer Auxiliary, with the hope that paid Cranbrook Facilities 
staff would be able to help with the maintenance. During his twelve-year active 
association with the garden, he almost singlehandedly kept it under control and 
added many beautiful plants and features. His retirement as an active volunteer 
around 2011, however, once again left the garden vulnerable to decline.
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RENEWAL AND REHABILITATION

In 2016, the Cranbrook Center for Collections and 
Research, Cranbrook’s newest program area, took 
on the responsibility for thinking strategically about 
the garden’s future. Established in 2012, the Center 
is responsible for “sustaining and interpreting the 
Community’s unparalleled landscape, architecture, 
collections, and archives.”16 As the Center began to 
consolidate its portfolio and develop public programs, 
focusing initially on Cranbrook’s architecture and 
historic house museums, the Center’s staff quickly 
realized that many of Cranbrook’s original landscapes 
were vulnerable to decline, the result of changes 
in taste and reduced budgets. This was especially 
true of some of the grand landscape features on 
the periphery of the Booths’ original estate—the 
waterfalls, cascades, and gardens beyond the stone 
walls of the terraced flower beds maintained by the 
members of the Auxiliary. With further research 
and conversations with members of the Cranbrook 
House and Gardens Auxiliary, it became clear that 
one of the Center’s first major undertakings needed 
to be an examination of the Japanese Garden.

The first step was a period of education for 
Cranbrook, including its staff, volunteers, and visitors. 
Dr. Kendall Brown, the foremost scholar and expert 
on the history of North American Japanese-
style gardens, delivered a lecture at Cranbrook in 
April 2016 titled “Cranbrook’s Japanese Garden in 
Context: Japanese-style Landscapes in America, Then 
and Now.” To a packed audience, including Michigan’s 
Japanese Consul General, Mitsuhiro Wada, the Center 
announced its ambitious aspiration to revitalize the 
garden and ensure its future for the next generation. 
In rapid order that same year, the Center successfully 
led the charge to change the name of the “Oriental 
Garden” back to its original name, the Cranbrook 
Japanese Garden; inserted the Japanese Garden 
and the Center’s goal to rejuvenate it into the final 
section of a new campus master plan designed by 
the landscape architecture firm Reed Hilderbrand in 
Cambridge, Massachusetts; formed the Cranbrook 

Japanese Garden Advisory Group with Center board 
member Karen Hagenlocker serving as its first and 
current chair ; traveled with the Advisory Group to 
New York City to study the Japanese Hill and Pond 
Garden at the Brooklyn Botanic Garden, another 
centennial garden that opened in 1915, the same 
year the Booths began to shape Cranbrook’s garden; 
and oversaw the restoration of the Cranbrook 
Japanese Bridge. 

Although the Center had quickly demonstrated 
the seriousness of its intent, it needed a plan. In the 
summer of 2017, the Center commissioned Quinn 
Evans Architects in Ann Arbor, Michigan, to research 
and write a formal Historic Landscape Study (HSL), 
one that would respect the fact that the Cranbrook 
Japanese Garden is part of a larger National Historic 
Landmark District. The HSL includes a detailed history 
and chronology of the garden, documentation of the 
existing landscape, and identification of character-
defining features remaining from the Booth era.17 To 
support the work of Quinn Evans, Cranbrook also 
commissioned an engineering and surveying firm 
to complete a detailed topographical survey of the 
garden’s site, including the location of all trees and 
shrubs with trunks at least eight inches in diameter.

The National Park Service and the U. S. Department 
of the Interior, which oversee National Historic 
Landmarks, offer four distinct approaches for 
the treatment of historic properties and cultural 
landscapes: preservation (which incorporates 
protection and stabilization), rehabilitation, 
restoration, and reconstruction. With a garden 
that has evolved over a period of more than one 
hundred years, an evolution that sometimes took 
well-intentioned yet illogical turns (the 1990s 
rejuvenation, for example, added a rustic torii-style 
gate as an entrance into the garden rather than 
marking the pathway to a shrine), preservation of the 
existing garden did not make sense. Restoration and 
reconstruction also were problematic approaches, as 
no one moment sufficiently defined the garden as a 
Japanese-style garden.
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Building on a conversation the Japanese Garden 
Advisory Group had with Dr. Brown in 2016, and 
the research documented in the HLS, the Center 
developed a strategy for the “rehabilitation” of the 
garden. The Secretary of the Interior’s guidelines for 
rehabilitation encourage this approach when there 
is “the need to alter or add to a cultural landscape 
to meet continuing or new uses while retaining the 
landscape’s historic character.”18 The Center decided 
to move forward with a rehabilitation plan, one 
that would respect the garden’s character-defining 
features from the Booth era—bracketed by the years 
1915 and 1927, when the Booths traveled to see 
the California expositions and then established The 
Cranbrook Foundation and began to transform their 
estate into an educational community—while adding 
new features to the garden that would enhance 
its character and understanding as a Japanese-style 
garden. In essence, the Center would undertake a 
project that would complete the work the Booths 
started in 1915, but never finished.

With a strategy now in mind, the Japanese Garden 
Advisory Group had a series of conversations 
with designers that could work with Cranbrook to 
develop a rehabilitation master plan. The Advisory 
Group established a series of five criteria that the 
designer needed to possess. They agreed the designer 
would have: (1) experience designing Japanese 
gardens of national significance, (2) experience 
working on the restoration and revitalization of an 
historic Japanese garden, (3) experience designing 
public gardens, including the inclusion of accessibility 
best practices, (4) recognition within the Japanese-
American community, and, perhaps most important, 
(5) respect for the history and unique potential of 
the Cranbrook Japanese Garden.

The Center invited three well-known designers of 
Japanese-style gardens to Cranbrook in May 2018, 
asking them to present a public lecture and have an 
informal conversation with the Advisory Group in 
the garden. Although all three presented impressive 
portfolios and offered thoughtful ideas about 
Cranbrook’s garden, it was Sadafumi Uchiyama that 
captured the imagination of the Advisory Group 
with his palpable respect for both the Booth legacy 

and the underlying “bones” of the Japanese Garden 
and his passion for the project. Following subsequent 
conversations with him later that month during a 
workshop co-hosted by NAJGA and Cranbrook, 
“Creation and Rejuvenation: Six Japanese-Style 
Gardens in Michigan,” the Center ultimately 
commissioned Uchiyama to develop a master plan 
for the rehabilitation of the Cranbrook Japanese 
Garden. The plan and the earlier Historic Landscape 
Study were funded by one of the garden’s primary 
patrons, Jeanne Graham, whose husband Ralph 
Graham tended the garden before the Center took 
on the project.19 

LILY POND CASCADE REHABILITATION

The central feature of the Cranbrook Japanese 
Garden is the Lily Pond, which is fed by three 
sources of water : a crashing waterfall fed by water 
from Kingswood Lake; the iron-stained water of the 
Flowing Water Cascade, which directs water into the 
pond on the north side from a natural artisan well; 
and the Lily Pond Cascade. Although it is one of the 
character-defining features of the Japanese Garden, 
the Lily Pond Cascade, like the rest of the garden, 
needed work. Water over the cascades had slowed 
to a trickle, the result of a clogged concrete pipe that 
should have been feeding water into the cascade, 
and the area was choked with Japanese butterbur 
(Petasites japonicus), a fast-growing herbaceous 
perennial spread by underground rhizomes.

An opportunity to rehabilitate the cascade came 
late in 2017, when Consul General Wada and the 
staff of the Consulate-General of Japan in Detroit 
offered to write a grant on behalf of Cranbrook 
Center for Collections and Research and submit 
it for consideration to the Japanese Ministry of 
Land, Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism (MLIT). 
The grant was part of MLIT’s Japanese Garden 
Overseas Restoration Project. Started in 2017, the 
initial aim of the program was to help restore fifty 
Japanese-style gardens outside of Japan in five years. 
While the timing was not ideal—Uchiyama had not 
even been interviewed, let alone commissioned to 
develop a master plan—Cranbrook realized it was 
an opportunity that could not be refused.
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News of the success of the grant arrived in April 2018. Fortunately, the planning 
meeting with representatives of MLIT and the Japan Federation of Landscape 
Contractors could be delayed for a few months. This gave the Center time to 
continue its conversations with the three potential designers and even have 
preliminary conversations with Uchiyama about the development of a master plan. 
This was important as Uchiyama ultimately played a critical role in the rehabilitation 
of the Lily Pond Cascade, serving as Cranbrook’s representative on the project and 
ensuring the work would complement his developing vision for the master plan.

During the next two months, Master Gardener Hiromu Terashita of OHMI 
Garden in Noka, Otsu, Shiga Prefecture, Japan, who MLIT selected to lead the 
Cranbrook project, developed a more detailed proposal for the project, sending 
preliminary sketches and plant lists to 
Cranbrook and Uchiyama. Uchiyama 
not only participated in the July 
planning meeting at Cranbrook, but 
also returned to Cranbrook for two 
days in September to visit stone yards 
and nurseries and select the stones 
and plants that Cranbrook ordered 
for the project. The actual garden 
work took place over the course of 
six days at the beginning of October. 
Terashita and five gardeners from 
the Japan Federation of Landscape 
Contractors were joined by Uchiyama, 
Ryuichi Wakisaka (representing MLIT), 
and Yuka Itoh (representing the 
Organization for Landscape and Urban 
Green Infrastructure in Japan) at the 
beginning of the project. The formal 
dedication of the Lily Pond Cascade 
(figure 8) took place on the afternoon 
of October 9, 2018. It was followed by 
a celebratory dinner hosted by Consul 
General Wada at his official residence, 
less than a mile from the garden in 
Bloomfield Hills.

NEXT STEPS

The Center unveiled Uchiyama’s 
master plan proposal in October 2019 
during a public program that included a 
presentation by Uchiyama, garden tours, 
and a dinner for a smaller group with 
the current Japanese Consul General 

FIGURE 8: Cranbrook Japanese 
Garden, Rehabilitated Lily Pond 
Cascade, June 2019. Photography by 
Gregory Wittkopp.

FIGURE 9: Sadafumi Uchiyama, 
Cranbrook Japanese Garden 
Rehabilitation Master Plan, 2019. 
Courtesy Cranbrook Center for 
Collections and Research.
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Tsutomu Nakagawa and his wife Chieko Nakagawa 
as guests of honor. The plan (figure 9) respects the 
integrity and historical features of the Booth-era 
landscape while also enhancing its significance as 
a Japanese-style garden. Highlights include a new 
Entrance Garden and gazebo, a new viewing pavilion 
near the original landing in the northeast corner 
of the garden, and enhanced cascades below the 
dam between Kingswood Lake and Lily Pond and 
also above the Japanese Bridge. When complete, 
the rehabilitated garden will be accessible with new 
ramped paths and wooden bridges along the edge 
of the pond. 

As the Center undertook the rehabilitation of the 
Lily Pond Cascade, Uchiyama offered some sage 
advice. If you do a good job with the rehabilitation 
of the cascade, he counseled, your patrons will be 
behind you as you raise funds for each of the next 
phases of the project. The Center now is developing 
a funding plan and identifying patrons for the next 
phase of the rehabilitation, the new Entrance Garden 
in the southwest corner of the garden. Everything 
was on track—that is until a freakish downpour 
in January 2020 caused rain to run off the frozen 
surface of Kingswood Lake and overflow its banks 
into the garden and the coronavirus landed on the 
shores of North America. While forward movement 
may have slowed, it has not stopped. The gullies 
were filled in May and the Japanese anemone were 
replanted in June. Although nature likes to exert its 
power, the Cranbrook Japanese Garden is resilient 
and will remain a place of beauty and inspiration for 
yet another generation of visitors.
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