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Clermont Lee
(Garden at Savannah’s
Girl Scout Birthplace

Under Threat
of Demolition

By Ced Dolder,
Historic Preservationist and Cherokee Garden
Library Acquisitions Committee Secretary

Clermont Lee, circa 1955.
Courtesy of Juliette Gordon Low Birthplace.
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Clermont Lee (1914-2006) was
apioneerinlandscapedesign,
especiallyin theworld of recreating
gardensintheantebellumstyle
basedinhistory. Inspite ofthe
popularityofthe “Williamsburg”
Colonial Revivalstyleingarden
designduring the 1950s through the
1970s, Lee would create intricate
gardensbasedonresearchin
historicrecords. Amongothers,

she designed gardensfor the Owens-
Thomas House, constructedin

1819, 0n Oglethorpe Square, and

the antebellum Green-Meldrim
House. She provided oversight

and maintenanceforthe Owens-
Thomas gardensfor15years.

Clermont Lee (1914-2006) was
apioneerinlandscapedesign,
especiallyin the world of recreating
gardensintheantebellumstyle
basedinhistory. Inspiteofthe
popularityof the “Williamsburg”
Colonial Revival styleingarden
design duringthe1950s through the
1970s, Lee would create intricate
gardensbased onresearchin
historicrecords. Amongothers, she
designed gardens for the Owens-
Thomas House, constructedin
1819,0n Oglethorpe Square, and
theantebellum Green-Meldrim
House. Sheprovided oversight

and maintenanceforthe Owens-
Thomas gardens for15years.
AtatimewhenSoutherngirls
wereeducatedinlocalscheols,
sheentered Smith College, in
Northampton, Massachusetts,
eventuallydeciding tomajorin
landscapearchitecture. After
completingherundergraduate
degree,sheattended the Smith
College Graduate School of
Architectureand Landscape
Architecture (formerly the
Cambridge School) near Harvard
Universityin Cambridge,
Massachusetts, obtainingamaster’s
oflandscapearchitecture degree
in1939.Although Harvard was, at
thetime, the center for forward-
thinkingmodernist “Bauhaus”
architecture, Lee alwayspreferred
designingtraditional, more
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southern, lesssevere, landscape
styles. After graduation, Lee
returned to Savannah, workingwith
federal projects during World War I1
nearSealsland.

Bytheearly1950s, Clermont was
becoming known for providing
periodlandscapesfor Savannah’s
historichomes. Astrollthrough
almostanysectionof Savannah
wouldreveal the other-worldly
atmosphere ofthe huge treesand
grassyplazasframinghistoric
buildings, or secret gardens
peeking outbehind brick fences.
Experiencingthistodayispartof
enjoyinghistoricSavannah: walking
the narrow sidewalks, crossing
the famous squares, feeling the
aweofthebeautiful architecture.
Savannahdidn’talwayslookthis
orderly, thiswell-kept. Clermont
Leewasinstrumentalin providing
her professional acumen torapidly
fadinglandscapes surrounding
thehistorichomesthatare now
celebrated in Savannah.

‘While Lee wasbusyprovidingera-
appropriate gardensforbeautiful
historichouses, Savannah’s squares
were oftenseen asaremnantofold
Savannah, butnotreally historic.

Theycertainlywere notworthy
ofcitytunding and even were
considered dangerous forlocalsand
visitorsafter dark. Squaresthathad
existed for overtwohundredyears

weresuffering fromneglect; they
hadbecome jumbles of pathways,
playgrounds, deserted wells, utility
poles,and chain-linkfencing.
Weeds grewalong the curbingand
overgrown plantingsprovided an
opportunityforpettycrime.

From1951t01972, Clermont
Leedeveloped and oversawthe
renovation offive of Savannah’s
squares: Warren, Washington,
Greene, Troup, and Madison. She
teamedupwithbanker Mills B.Lane,
Jr.and frequentlybattled with city
officialstoprovide the oasisof green
thatvisitorsstroll through today.
Forexample,one ofthe problems
citedwasbuslinesand emergency
crews petitioningto cutthrough the
squareswith straightlanes, which
Leesolved by roundingoffthe
squares’ cornersmakingiteasierfor
vehiclestomake the turns. Today,
Lee’s 50-year-old designs are still
evidentandshouldbe guarded by
cityplannersand preservationists as
assetstothe historiccontext

of Savannah.

In1953, Clermont Lee provided
designsand planting plansforthe
Juliette Gordon Lowbirthplace
garden, includingmaintenance
consultationuntilherdeathin 2006.
TheGirl Scouts ofthe USA acquired
the Wayne-Gordon propertyin1953
asaninterpretative centerand house
museum, honoring thefounderofthe

Girl Scoutsorganization, Juliette
Gordon Low. The parterre garden
attherear,asimple,urbanexample
ofawealthy Victorianfloralretreat,
wasdeemed appropriate forthe
eraofthe Gordon/Lowhouse. This
intact 65-year-old, beautiful garden
isunder siege today, withthe Girl
Scoutsofthe USA organization
planning demolition of this garden
space. The GSUSAwants to provide
apaved zone for ceremonies for Girl
Scoutsandvisitoraccess, andno
longer seesthe need tomaintain
aformal garden. Despitearising
howlofdespairfrom the Girl
Scouts community, and landscape
professionals aswell as historians,
the New York-based organization
isproceeding with these plans. The
overwhelmingironyisagarden
designed by astrong,independent
womanshould serve as a positive
example forthe Girl Scouts of

the USA.

Clermont Leeachieved remarkable
success given the obstacles she
faced. Againand again, she proved
her professional and personal

determination and pioneering spirit

inhersixty-fiveyearlongcareer.
Shenotonly made historyfor
women in the landscape profession
butalsohadalastingimpacton

the qualityofSavannah’shistoric
landscapes. Her design for the Girl
Scoutsgardendoesn’tdeserve
demolition,itdeserves respect.
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PICTURED ABOVE LEFT Clermont Lee
Garden atthe Juliette Gordon Low
Birthplace, circal960. Courtesy of
Juliette Gordor Low Birthplace.

PICTURED ABOVE RIGHT Clermont Lee
Garden at the Juliette Gordon Low
Birthplace, 2016. Courtesy of Ced Dolder.




