






This is an early view of the 
band shell and Butler­

Perozzi Fountain vicinity 
looking south up the 

canyon. Today this view is 
entirely obscured by trees 

planted when the park 
was established. 

SOHS #8860 

Workmen pause during pathway construction at the north end 
of what is now Lithia Park, ca. 1910. Water, incorporated into 
an ornamental water.foll, once powered the flour mill formerly 
situated on what is now the front lawn of the park. 

An early view of the Upper Duck Pond with the original 
children} playground beyond Most of the trees to the lift of the 
pond are alders growing along the creek. Note the scarcity of 
trees between the road and the creekside woodland 
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While the effects of Native American fire recede into the past, 
each generation witnesses the impacts of flooding upon Lithia 
Park. Recent floods show us the dynamic. At irregular intervals, 
torrents of debris-strewn floodwater cut new channels, rearrange 
the creek banks, wash away portions of the existing vegetation and 
create an open environment for a new generation of plants. Alders, 
common along Ashland Creek, find post-flood conditions ideal 
and sprout abundantly along the scoured creek banks. 

In a sense, one can trace the beginnings of Lithia Park back to a 
flood event. A flood of considerable magnitude, probably the flood 
of 1861, resulted in a large population of alder trees growing along 
the creek in the late 1800s. A particularly large group of these 
trees, once known as Roper's Grove, shaded campers attending the 
Chautauqua events in the theater just up the hill. This flood­
generated grove of alders, used as a park by Chautauqua visitors 
and townspeople alike, inspired and preceded Lithia Park. Though 
none of these particular trees survive today, alders remain common 
along Ashland Creek, and nearly all of them may be dated to a 
particular historical flood. The floods of 1948, 1964, 197 4, and 
1997 are all documented by stands of alder trees that sprouted in 
their aftermath. 

The Ashland flood of 1861 affected only a handful of pioneers 
concentrated around the flood-prone Plaza area. But these early 
settlers implemented a landscape transformation that makes the 
largest flood a minor and localized vehicle of change. Creekside 
trees became firewood and milled lumber. Livestock and the 
general disturbance associated with building and agriculture 
encouraged the sweeping replacement of native grasses by 
introduced weedy species. A subtle but significant and far­
reaching change in the landscape resulted from the cessation of 
fires that had regularly swept up into Ashland Canyon from the 
grass-covered valley below. The creekside woods thickened with 
young trees and the brushy hillsides hid thousands of newly 
seeded pines and firs destined to grow toward maturity in the 
absence of fire. The pioneers also introduced a limited but 
culturally significant suite of trees onto the land, mostly traditional 
European orchard trees such as plum, pear, apple, and walnut. 
This was just the beginning of an influx of introduced trees, 
shrubs, vines, and grasses into the landscape, a trend that 
accelerated during the years of park development. 

V 0 L 3 N 0 4 



Early in the twentieth century, the nationwide City Beautiful 
Movement and the developing American tradition of urban 
landscape architecture shared the then-novel perspective that trees 
and green space should be incorporated into cities and towns.3 
Inspired by the City Beautiful Movement, in 1908 the Ashland 
Women's Civic Improvement Club convinced Ashland's citizens 
to begin setting aside most of what is now Lithia Park. Initial 
landscaping efforts concentrated on the lower portions of the city 
parkland. 

Plantings consisted of native trees such as big-leaf maples and 
introduced trees of proven adaptability such as catalpas and black 
locusts. A departure from the use of plants of tough constitution 
was the early planting of rhododendrons near the constructed 
pond at the front of the park. 

In the nineteenth century, rhododendrons and a host of other 
species had become available in the horticultural trade as the result 
of European and American exploration. The portion of the world 

throughout America, including Golden Gate Park. 
John McLaren, superintendent of Golden Gate Park, was 

invited to design a portion of Lithia Park upstream from the 
Chautauqua Park.4 In 1915, McLaren presented a master plan for 
the development of Lithia Park to the parks commissioners. The 
plan used the design criteria that molded Golden Gate Park and 
incorporated many of its features, including a curving roadway 
with parallel pedestrian pathways. Specific matches between the 
early Golden Gate Park and the Lithia Park landscape plan 
include a children's playground, a Japanese garden, a music 
concourse, a donkey trail, a constructed lake, an artificial waterfall, 
picnic grounds, a gardener's cottage, a park nursery, an aviary, a 
rose garden, a rustic log structure, a hitching yard, and a restaurantS 

An early view down-canyon along upper Granite Street, ca. 1916. The 
Duck Pond is right of center. Notice the open landscape of recently 
planted Lithia Park extending toward the Plaza. 

having the greatest abundance of ornamental plants .---- -==================-----------
amenable to temperate climates was East Asia. New and 
exotic species and varieties were initially incorporated 
into European landscapes and then into American parks 
and gardens where their presence became synonymous 
with an evolving ornamental landscaping tradition. This 
tradition, first in its vernacular form, and then via a more 
formal architectural design, organized the landscape into 
the basic configuration that contributes to Lithia Park's 
beauty and continuity today. 

For a small- town park, Lithia Park has a surprisingly 
sophisticated lineage, extending to Golden Gate Park in 
San Francisco and back to Central Park in New York 
City. Central Park was designed by Frederick Law 
Olmsted and Calvert Vaux. While traveling in England, 
Olmsted, sometimes known as America's first landscape 
architect, had been particularly impressed by a relaxed 
style of gardening then in fashion. This style imitated 
the sinuous, curvilinear forms of nature rather than 
imposing geometric patterning upon the land. This 
"English Style" of landscape design was used as an 
organizing principle for Central Park. Central Park 
became the template for many parks and arboreta 
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The same section of Ashland Creek scours the park during the 
1974jlood. 
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Golden Gate Park was developed on a largely treeless tract ofland, 
and McLaren's plan for Lithia Park emphasized the development of 
portions of the landscape that were largely treeless as well. Land not 
used for structures was designed to be heavily planted with trees in 
order to achieve a woodland effect. Records indicate that a wide variety 
of trees, including Port Orford cedars, catalpas, Japanese maples, 
sycamores, and birches were to be planted in the new park. 6 These were 
to be sited informally, to give the effect of natural woodland that would 
coordinate with the riparian woodland along the creek. 

While most of Lithia Park emulates the informal, naturalistic 
landscapes prominent within the Olmsted tradition and based upon the 
English woodland garden, a portion of the park recalls another style 
rooted in a more formal approach to landscaping. The two groves of 
sycamore trees in Lithia Park, arranged in a grid pattern, sometimes 
puzzle park visitors, since their regular placement is a radical departure 
from the naturalistic ambience of the rest of the park. The use of 
sycamores in formal urban park design can be traced to Paris, where the 
French landscape designer Andre Le Notre used regular rows of trees in 
a royal garden called the Tuileries. Consciously or unconsciously, Le 
Notre duplicated the effects of aisles flanked by pillars in medieval 
cathedrals, but with a focus upon a secular building instead of an altar. 
This formal arrangement was subsequently used in many large, formal 
French gardens and parks, including Versailles, designed by Le Notre. 

A regular arrangement of trees was practiced within the Olmsted 
tradition when the focus was to be upon an architectural element, and 
both sycamore groves were originally focused upon structures. The 
larger grove on the slope between Granite Street and Winburn Way 
was to be a music concourse focused upon a band shell. Perhaps the 
Model Ts motoring noisily along Winburn Way persuaded park 
officials to move the band shell to its present location, which was to 
have been a restaurant with a formal sycamore-lined approach. Today, 
these rows of trees, offset from their intended focus on a structure, cast 
dappled shade on those walking toward the open, sloped lawn to attend 
City Band concerts and other events. When the band shell was moved 
to its present location, the larger sycamore grove, above Winburn Way, 
lost its focus and the trees were left standing as an incongruous formal 
element in a largely naturalistic landscape. Nevertheless, this grove 
comprises one of the most significant and beautiful features of the park, 
providing an airy, green canopy for weddings, picnics, Easter egg hunts, 
study, naps, and games. 

McLaren's plan specified features intended to encourage Ashland's 
development as a mineral springs resort. These included mineral 
spring water fountains, a sanitarium, and a pool. For a variety of 
reasons, the resort concept never materialized. Consequently, a number 
of the springs-oriented facilities were never built. 

One aspect of the McLaren plan for Lithia Park that differs from 
many Olmsted-style designs is that relatively little space is allocated 
for lawn areas. Space not set aside for structures or functions was to 
be intensively planted with trees. One of McLaren's mottoes, "Trees 
and more trees," certainly applies to his treatment of Lithia Park. 
Some of the present lawn areas result from openings in the tree 
canopy where springs-oriented structures such as the sanitarium or 
the pool were not developed. 

Many of the plants introduced into the park during the early years 
were noted for their toughness. Once established, they survived and 
even flourished with minimal attention. Trees in this category include 
black locust, catalpa, black walnut, ailanthus, Norway maple, and 
European buckeye. In addition to trees specified in the McLaren plan, 
park officials took advantage of native species growing close to the 
park. These could be transplanted with some effort but no expenditure 
of scarce funds. Native big-leaf maples were combined with 
introduced catalpas to line the entrance to Lithia Park, while native 
Douglas firs and incense cedars were mixed with introduced Norway 
spruces, Port Orford cedars and Colorado blue spruces through the 
park's middle section. 
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Above, at the Upper Duck Pond, brilliant 
foliage accentuates Southern Oregon's autumn. 
Right, a Japanese flowering crabapple planted 

by Chef Corry graces one of the shrinking lawn 
spaces in the lower portion of the park. 

Left, a magnolia blooms in front of a mature 
incense cedar in the Japanese-style garden. 
Below, mature sycamore trees frame the last 
vestiges of Lithia Park architecture inspired by 
the mineral springs resort concept. 
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Nearly all of the tree species planted during the early years were 
fast growing and of potentially large stature. As the woodland 
canopy expanded, the character of the park began to change: 
shadows grew longer and the park became an oasis of coolness on 
a hot summer day. The changing microclimate favored certain 
groups of plants while selecting against others. The rose garden, 
shaded by conifers, had to be moved from its original location. 
Shade-adapted invasive species such as ivy and periwinkle 
infiltrated both landscaped and undeveloped sections of the park. 
Ponderosa pine seedlings failed to germinate or grow in filtered 
light, while plants that thrived in little light became increasingly 
easy to grow. 

Many areas that had, in the early days of the park, been 
exposed to relentless summer heat were now shaded. .. 

Microclimate diversity offered the skillful gardener many 
opportunities to situate plants in optimum locations. And in 1935, 
the Parks Commission hired talented gardener Chester "Chet'' 
Corry, who became parks superintendent in 1937.7 It's hard to 
imagine a better choice. With a degree in landscape architecture, 
Corry had been trained in the philosophy and methods of that 
newly emerging discipline. In assuming responsibility for Lithia 
Park, he conserved the Olmsted tradition while expanding the 
landscaped acreage. 

Corry, recognizing the English roots of Lithia Park, 
incorporated many of the foundation plants of that tradition, 
especially rhododendrons. The changing environment aided him. 
Many areas that had, in the early days of the park, been exposed to 
relentless summer heat were now shaded and cool during the hot 
season. Sometimes rhododendron plantings failed, not from lack 
of care or an inadequate environment, but because they were at 
the time rare and attractive landscape plants. Corry noticed that 
some carefully placed and planted specimens would be removed at 
night by rhododendron bandits. 

Corry especially liked an old-fashioned, fragrant-flowered group 
of rhododendrons known as Loderi hybrids. In establishing these 
plants he provided another parallel between Lithia Park and 
Golden Gate Park. Loderi rhododendrons of tree-sized proportions 
are featured at the McLaren Rhododendron 
Dell in San Francisco. 

Corry planted many of the mature trees 
that now grace the landscaped sections of 
Lithia Park. He particularly favored blue 
spruce, European birch, red oak, pin oak, 
and Japanese maple. The combination of 

native species with some of the most distinctive trees from around 
the world provides Lithia Park with a richly textured landscape 
that accentuates Southern Oregon's seasonal changes. By the time 
Corry retired in 1968, most of the overstory planting in Lithia 
Park had been accomplished. Ironically, many of the ttees favored 
by John McLaren or Chet Corry would now find Lithia Park too 
shaded for their requirements. The park, which had originated as a 
largely open landscape, had become the park we recognize and 
respond to today, a landscape characterized by a nearly continuous 
canopy of trees. 

As we walk through Lithia Park, we see more than trees. We see 
a carefully crafted paradise where nature and culture met and 
melded into a living landscape that continues to evolve. :i: 

D onn L. Todt has served as the horticulturist for the Ashland Parks 
D epartment since 1980. 
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john McLaren, superintendent of Golden Gate Park in San 
Francisco, drew up a master plan for Lithia Park in 1915. 

Chet Corry served as Ashland parks 
superintendent from 1937 to 1969; he's 
responsible for planting many of the park's 
rhododendrons. 
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PIONEER BIOGRAPHY 

by Louise A. Watson 

A CENTURY BEFORE THE PHRASE "SINGLE PARENT" CREPT 

into our cultural vocabulary, Mary Vining literally filled this 
role for her eight fatherless children. To support them, she 

became an early female entrepreneur in Ashland. But she never 

Early jackson County pioneer Mary 
Hoffman Vining survived tragedy and 
economic hardship to raise a large family 
and live a long, productive life. 

would have thought 
of it that way. To her, 
it was simply 
"survival." 

Mary Henrietta 
Hoffman was born in 
Attica, Indiana, on 
June 26, 1837. The 
eldest of six 
daughters, she was 
fifteen when her 
parents, William and 
Caroline, decided to 
relocate to Oregon in 
1853-partly to cure 
Caroline's asthma, and 

also so that William, a pious lay preacher, could 
establish a new church on the frontier. soHs #7983 

The family settled near Phoenix, but was forced to take cover at a 
neighbor's fortified home when open warfare broke out between 
the Rogue Indians and local settlers. Family history includes 
speculation that Mary may have met Jacksonville farmer George 
Vining during one of these Indian alarms. In 1854, near Talent, 
Mary put her private school education to use by opening a one­
room school in a rough cabin. Soon the school had forty pupils in 
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the ftrst through fifth grades. She was the ftrst teacher in the ftrst 
school in Southern Oregon. 

On December 31, 1855, Mary gave up teaching to marry 
George Vining. They soon moved to Kerbyville, a raw mining 
camp in Josephine County, where George built a store and a hotel. 
Mary was in charge of the hotel and kitchen. Children Kate, 

She was the first teacher in the first school in 
Southern Oregon. 

Millie, and Frank were born two years apart, from 1858 to 1862 
respectively. In 1864, they moved to Albany, where son William 
was born and George dabbled briefly in Oregon politics. Then 
the family moved to Franklin, Washington Territory. Sons Ralph, 
Robert, and Irving were born in 1868, 1873, and 1874, 
respectively. Mary gave birth to another daughter, Emma, date 
and place unknown. 

In 1875, Mary became a single parent when George's fog­
bound ship collided with another one off Cape Flattery on the 
Washington coast, drowning everyone aboard. Mary, only thirty­
eight and penniless, had to support herself and eight children, 

Jacksonville former George 
Vining may have met Mary 
Hqffouin while forted up 
during the Indian wars in 
1853. 

ages one through seventeen. She 
chose to return to Southern Oregon, 
purchasing a small Ashland hotel in 
1877, and operating it as a 
boardinghouse.l 

By 1914, Mary's youngest son, 
Irving, a professor, had opened the 

Vining Theater at the corner of Pioneer and East Main in 
Ashland.2 Much admired, Mary was Southern Oregon's oldest 
living pioneer woman when she died at the age of ninety-four on 
January 12, 1933.3 She is buried in the Ashland Cemetery. I 

L ouise Watson is a Medford writer and editor. 

ENDNOTES 

1. Otis and Marjorie Perry, Our Vining Family, (privately published, San Jose, 
Cali£, 1993) pp. 73-79. 

2. Southern Oregon Pioneer Resolutions, Vol. 4, Southern Oregon Historical 
Society Library. 

3. Perry, "Our Vining Family," p. 79. 
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