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The Old Rose Garden in the 
grounds of the Whipple 
House in Ipswich, Mass., is 

a testament to the enduring appeal 
of roses. The color, texture, and 
fragrance of the blooms have made 
roses the companions of humans 
since before recorded time. 

The plant family rosaceae 
includes apples, pears, cherries, 
almonds, raspberries, hawthorns, 
strawberries, plums and peaches. 
Of these, the rosa genus produces 
the flowers of poetry, song and 
art. Roses have been imbued with 
magical powers, given as lovers’ 
tokens, used in essential medications 
and perfumes throughout recorded 
history. A perfectly sculpted rosa 
canina (dog rose) has been found 
on a ring offered to the goddess 
Demeter circa 1600 BCE. 

The migration of people around 
the globe spread roses far from their 
origins in the Middle and Far East 
along ancient trade routes and in 
the baggage of armies. The Romans 
went east and west, bringing roses 
to Rome and carrying them on 
into Gaul. Crusaders dug roses 
from Damascus and carried the 
plants home to England. Migrating 
peoples carried bare root plants in 
their baggage. Napoleon’s armies 
were delegated to bring rose bushes 
home to the Empress Josephine for 
her gardens at Malmaison.  

When Europeans discovered the 
American continents, they carried 
New World plants to Europe and 
brought Old World plants to the 
Americas where they planted their 
gardens with the slips and seeds 
and roots from their old homes. 

The Old Rose 
Garden at the 
Whipple House
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The Rose Mysteries

Identifying the Goodale Alba.
Seven Sisters Multiflora.
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Maiden’s Blush Alba.

Leda Painted Damask.

The new Austen rose bed.

New England is replete today with plants 
introduced to North America by these 
seventeenth-century immigrants: Among 
them are roses, apples, pears, lilacs and 
dianthus. 

The seventeenth-century gardens 
planted by English colonists in New 
England served two purposes: Medicine 
and memory. Roses served both. By the 
end of the seventeenth century, most New 
England towns had as many rose bushes 
as there were people. These Old Roses 
bloomed once each year, between May 
and July. The bloom colors included pink, 
white, deep purple and red. There were 
no roses without fragrance, although there 
were a few without thorns. 

The Old Rose Garden
In 1967, Isadore Smith of Ipswich took 

on her second historic garden project for 
the Ipswich Historical Society, re-named 
Ipswich Museum in 2009. She was then 
deeply involved in writing historic gardens 
books (as Ann Leighton) and had recently 
completed the re-creation of a seventeenth-
century Housewife’s Garden for the Society. 
Mrs. Smith turned to another Ipswich 
gardener, Margaret Austin, for the Old Rose 
Garden project, and also to the curator of 
the Society, Elizabeth Newton. 

The three women sent out appeals to 
local and regional gardeners for Old Rose 
cuttings and shoots. Some roses from these 
sources continued to be known by the name 
of the person who dug the plant from his or 
her garden -- Goodale, Hewitt, Waite -- or 

by the area of town, as in Chebacco. Some 
families and properties in Ipswich are still 
as they were recorded on maps of the town 
in the seventeenth century. It is likely that 
some of these locally acquired Old Roses 
are direct descendents of plants brought to 
Ipswich from England in the seventeenth 
century.

The Old Rose Garden created in the 
1960s suffered from a lack of volunteer 
maintenance, but it did not die. Old Rose 
bushes will continue even when ignored 
for decades or centuries. Many replicate 
from the roots of the original plants and 
some have canes that bend to the ground 
and produce their own offspring from 
layering. Some can be invasive, eradicating 
other plants by smothering. Because of this, 
Old Rose gardens do not easily maintain 
orderly rows and paths. Within a few years, 
the Old Rose Garden at the Whipple House 
had crept inward and outward. 

When I came to live in the Whipple 
House in April 2003, the furthest corner 
of the Old Rose Garden was a tangle of 
pricker bushes, an eight-foot tall privet 
hedge, bleached and bedraggled malva, 
and verdant green sprouts of goutweed 
(Bishops’ weed). In early June, some of the 
pricker bushes produced sweetly fragrant 
clusters of round pink roses but they were 
unreachable through a tangle of canes that 
had not been pruned in years. 

But no one could ignore the brilliant 
and abundant display of yellow roses 
in May. A massive tangle of mostly pink 
roses struggled to bloom in June, and 
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their perfume infused the grounds 
on sunny days if the wind was 
from the southeast. We had to do 
something, and I finally proposed 
that we attack the worst area of 
the pricker jungle, excavate the soil 
down to 14 feet, and haul it away 
together with the goutweed and 
impenetrable mounds of thyme. 
In May, 2009, we dug up all the 
rosebushes we could distinguish in 
the jungle, removed all the soil and 
any clinging goutweed root hairs 
from them, potted them in fresh 
soil, and moved them to a nursery 
area 30 yards away. A front loader 
and a dump truck then removed the 
soil from the garden. We covered 
the excavation with heavy black 
plastic and walked away. It would 
remain covered for 10 months to 
sterilize the soil. 

Naming the roses
Adding to the chaos we faced in 

our attempts to restore the garden 
was the ill-advised removal of label 
stakes some years earlier. Of more 
than 20 varieties of roses in the 
original rose garden, the names of 
only eight had survived. Most of the 
roses are species roses, or original 
roses from all over the world and 
they are ancient. All of the roses 
bloom just once per season, ensuring 
that, in most instances, they are true 
to their ancestry pre-1864. 

Identifying the roses proved a 
fascinating but complicated task. I 
found many photographs in books 
and on-line of pale pink roses and 
all too often I was overwhelmed by 
the multitude of names that might 
be applied to a specific pale pink 
rose that we had in the garden. 
Gradually I learned to distinguish 

The Gardens of Ipswich Museum
The Whipple House is a part of the Ipswich Museum, a collection of 

four seventeenth- and eighteenth-century buildings with furnishings, 
artwork, carriages and household items typical of the early towns 
established in the Massachusetts Bay Colony by immigrants primarily 
from East Anglia in England. The museum’s surrounding 10 acres of 
lawn, gardens, meadow and woods create an appropriate setting for 
these buildings. The gardens reflect specific eras in the history of 
Ipswich: A three-sisters vegetable garden, a pre-colonial companion 
planting system; a seventeenth-century, English-style housewife’s 
garden; a three-parterre formal garden referencing the mid-nineteenth 
century; and the old rose gardens containing pre-1864 species and 
single-blooming roses. There are additional non-historic twentieth-
century pocket gardens on the grounds.

For more information contact Ipswich Museum, 54 South Main 
Street, Ipswich, MA 01938, 978-356-2811, info@ipswichmuseum.org, 
www.ipswichmuseum.org. 

Mechanical help at last!

Old fashioned hand work in the garden.

Volunteers in the pricker jungle.

More research needed: An unnamed mystery pink.
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leaf characteristics, the shape of 
thorns, and late in the gardening 
year, the shape, color and size of 
rose hips. 

Photography is important when 
seeking to identify old roses. With 
only three or four weeks of bloom 
time annually, we needed to record 
the blooms and the bush’s location. 
As an aid to identifying, we included 
a ruler or a hand to indicate the 
size. By examining photographs 
of the roses in our gardens, I 
learned to see whorled patterns in 
the petals, the differing color and 
shape of stamens, and the way the 
petals curl inward or open out. By 
paging through books, I gradually 
narrowed the list of some roses’ 
possible names. Internet searches 
by those names could verify that a 
specimen in our garden matched 
the requirements of a specific rose’s 
identity. 

More than once, I was convinced 
I had named a rose based on the 
color, shape, petal pattern and size 
of bloom only to find, when we went 
out into the garden, that the thorns 
were straight when they should have 
been curved. Or, months after all 
blooms had disappeared, we found 
the rose hips were orange instead 
of dark red. Then, more paging 
through books, more searching the 
internet, more reading descriptions 
and always wishing we had a test 
kit for our roses’ DNA. 

But we had our successes. The 
Goodale Alba, for example, that 
was identified on an early map of 
our garden, was provided by Mrs. 
Goodale from a garden at her 

family’s seventeenth-century farm.  
(See our cover.) The “Goodale Alba” 
is a local or personal name. The 
rose has a long, deep pink bud, 
especially beautiful just before it 
opens to pale pink petals with 
a hint of a deeper pink blush at 
the inner edges, fading to almost 
white before the bloom falls apart. 
I finally narrowed a match to a 
Celeste Alba, a popular rose dating 
to before the sixteenth century. It 
was a favorite of the Belgian painter 
Redouté and is sometimes referred 
to as a damascene because portions 
of the plant resemble the Damask 
rose. But, without a budget for 
DNA testing, how could I prove 
it? Mrs. Goodale’s garden was no 
longer accessible. I showed Mrs. 
Goodale’s daughter, a painter who 
also paints roses, photographs of 
different but very similar roses 
and asked if one of them could be 
a rose she remembered from her 
mother’s garden. She immediately 
picked the Celeste. Our perfect 
pink rose may well have descended 
through generations of Ipswich 
gardens, witness to an active 
horticultural exchange which led to 
the naturalization of roses in North 
America.

Another particularly rewarding 
discovery was the name of the 
Miniature de Meaux (centifolia 
pomponia), a hybrid gallica dating 
at least to the seventeenth-century. 
The large “pasture rose” bed in 
our garden has varieties of pasture 
roses, blanda, rosa canina and rosa 
viginiana, and they had expanded 
and covered other varieties. Beneath 

Fragrant native rose, as yet unidentified.

Burnet Double White Scots pimpinelifolia.

Cardinal Richeleaux Gallica.
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the sprawling pasture roses’ canopy, 
a different, small but perfectly 
complete pink bloom struggled. 
I photographed it, tied a ribbon 
around some of its canes and began 
paging through rose books. It was 
most like a Miniature de Meaux, but 
I didn’t trust my intuition and put a 
question mark by the name in the 
growing list of rose names.

A few weeks later, I found a 
bucket of plant labels, fortunately 
not discarded, stored in a dark 
corner of the garden shed. 
There, among herb labels for the 
Housewife’s Garden, was a single 
label for “Miniature de Meaux, 
gallica.” Proof. The history of this 
rose also makes it an appropriate 
age for a garden adjacent to the 
seventeenth-century Whipple 
House. It is named for the Bishop 
of le Meaux who was consecrated 
in 1637 and served until 1659. It 
could have appeared as a naturally 
mutated sport in his garden or it 
could have been an older rose re-
named in his honor. We don’t know. 
In France, the nearby L’Haÿ-les-
Roses has a Damask rose that DNA 
analysis indicates is close relative. 

The Old Rose Garden 
today

The newly restored rose bed is 
named for Margaret Austin in honor 
of her diligence and creativity in 
planting the entire Old Rose Garden 
47 years ago. We have at least 26 
different Old Roses represented in 
the garden, and we now know the 
names of 20. Research continues.

The Old Rose Garden beds are 
once more a sensory delight in 
June, producing a surfeit of flowers 
and a heady cloud of perfume. The 
flowers each last no more than 
three days but new buds appear 
constantly and their unfolding 
can each last for a week or more. 
New canes sprout from the ground 
beginning in July and are marked 
for digging and potting to ensure 
the nursery is always filled with 
plants for sale and for adding to 
other gardens on the museum’s 
grounds. These new plants are 
labeled, and labels are re-appearing 
in the gardens so gardeners and 
visitors alike can enjoy the poetry 
and the history reflected in the 

names of these Old Roses. 
Identifying our roses is a 

journey through history. It is about 
international commerce, decorative 
eras in the history of all cultures, 
romance, and mystery. When you 
look at a rose, think of it as a 
living record of the world and how 
humans have lived for millennia, 
with beauty and sensual experience 
at the core of their lives. Woven into 

a rose’s name is the history of all 
people who have ever experienced 
the seductive fragrance, the silken 
texture, the shadings of color, in 
that flower’s brief life.

 
Judith Hallberg is resident gardener, 
Ipswich Museum, Ipswich, Mass.

The rose garden before restoration.


