PRESERVING HISTORY

Woodstock Village Greenhouses

A legacy of romance and beauty
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§ here is a special magic to
" wandering into a greenhouse,
with the sweet smells of plants
- and flowers and the warmth,
even on a cool day. Woodstock Village was
once home to greenhouses, including the
Billings Greenhouse at the mansion where
up to 20 men worked in the greenhouse,
gardens, and grounds from spring through
fall, and a series of linked greenhouses on
Pleasant Street that were constructed in
1886 and 1888 by Frank MacKenzie, whose

home was across the road on Bond Street.

BILLINGS GREENHOUSE (7 -

The Billings Greenhouse, still extant, is part t

of the 1870s Belvedere Complex designed

for Frederick Billings. An article in the

Vermont Standard in May 1887 describes Top: RC Eaton Greenhouses, c. 1950s,

the author’s visit to Mr. Billings’ greenhouse Above: View of Pleasant Street showing greenhouses, c. 1950,

32 FIND WOODSTOCK MAGAZINE AT WWW.GREATERUPPERVALLEY.COM



Above: The Billings Greenhouse and flower
gardens, c. 1895. Image courtesy of the
Billings Family Archives, The Wondstock
Foundation, Inc.

Right: Formal garden, c. 18%0. Image courtesy
of the Billings Family Archives, The Woodstock
Foundation, Inc.

where George H. Mass, superintendent,
was raising bananas, among other
novelties. The writer notes that "an
eminent member chc}ngrtss" told him
that “Mr. Billings has the largest private
greenhouse and grapery in the country.”
Vegetables were also available to the
communiry for purchase.

The greenhouses wer: important
enough to the commurity that the local
newspaper carried reports of highlights
of the plants. For example, the Billings
Greenhouse circa April 1903 offered
“a fine display of roses and carnations,

The grapery is fruiting heavily and the
thinning process occupics attention this

week. Numerous varieties of ‘garden sass’
are in the hot beds and all together it
looks quite spring-like on the hill." The
Congregational Church in Woodstock
was bedecked for Easter in 1897 with

palms, great hydrangeas, delicate

An article in the Vermont Standard in May 1887
notes that “an eminent member of congress” told

the writer that “Mr. Billings has the largest private
greenhouse and grapery in the country.”

ferns, and flowers from the Billings
Greenhouse.

Much later, in 1952, the Billings
Greenhouse was adorned with 195

varieties of chrysanthemums in bloom,

including “Mrs. MacKenzie,” “Minerva,”

“Golden Wedding,” and “The Queen.”
A mysterious reference appears in the

1959 “Olde Woodstock™ column: “The

alligator at the Billings Greenhouses,

known as Jake’ to his intimate friends,
died last week aged about two years. It
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Above: The Billings Greenhouse was part of the
1870s Belvedere Complex designad for Frederick
Billings.

Below: Mary Montagu Billings French (right) and
her friend Susie Herriman in the upper meadow
on the Billings estate, c. 1887. Image courtesy
of the Billings Family Archives, The Woodstock
Foundatian, inc.

may have been something he ate off the
weird plants in his tropical-like enclosure.

Jake was three feet long and still gaining.”

MACKENZIE GREENHOUSES
'The Fermont Standard article from 1887
went on to describe a visit to Frank
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MacKenzies grapery, which the writer
praised highly for its amazing progress
after only one year under the care of
James Anderson. There were “grapes
setting, oranges ripening, lemons,
peaches, nectarines, and plums, well
advanced,” along with large strawberries
grown in containers.

In 1893, George H. Mass purchased
the greenhouses and the Richmond
house from Frank MacKenzie. The
newspaper noted that George purchased
the “grapery and garden which is
attached (to the house) for the purpose
of growing and selling cut flowers, plants,
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seeds, and vegetables. If this is so we
predict rushing business for Mr. Mass
as he has a good field and knows every
intricacy of his business.”

A few years later, circa 1907, the
newspaper advised readers, “Those
interested in in tropical fruits would
be well repzid to visit the greenhouses
of George H. Mass, and inspect the
growing peaches, pineapples, grapes, figs,
and oranges there, as well as the rare
flowers now in their bloom.”

A FLOURISHING ERA

Eaton & Morris Florist took over the




George Mass business in 1924. By
1925, Ernest Morris was out of the
business, and it became RC Eaton
Greenhouses, owned by Robert C.
Eaton. Robert was a friendly, active
man who bustled around his business,
assisted for some years by Everard “Ev”
French. Robert, who served in WWI,
was active in the community. For ex-
ample, he took orders for Easter flow-
ers donated to veterans at the Veterans
Hospital in White River Junction.

Robert Eaton constantly expanded
his knowledge of plants and the
greenhouse and florist business,
traveling to the Boston Flower Show.
He took at least one trip to Europe.

In the spring of 1953, he sailed on the
Queen Elizabeth to Cherbourg, France,
and continued by train to Holland

to meet friends and attend the tulip
festival. He also visited nurseries and
greenhouses in France, Belgium, Italy,
Germany, Switzerland, and England.

In June 1949, Roberr added a
greenhouse to increase the floor space
by about 30 percent. “The addition will
increase capacity particularly for spring
and late summer rush periods,” the
newspaper reported. Six months later,
in January 1950, a devastating high
wind damaged the greenhouse, causing
extensive broken glass. In June of 1950,
the original 63-year-old greenhouse
was removed to accommodate a new
structure, about 120 feet by 20 feer.

Of modern design, it was two feet
wider and included larger panels of
glass. Robert operated his florist and
greenhouse business for over 45 years
until his retirement in 1969 when he
was 82 years old.

Although long gone, Woodstock
Village's greenhouses leave a legacy of
the romance and beauty of flowers and
plants in a New England community. "W
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