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Dr. John Allen Smith 
Maarten van der Giessen — Semmes, Alabama 

Walking through these woods, one 
might well mistake them for a native 
Japanese landscape. Thousands of ca-
mellia blooms arch across the canopy 
overhead, while the shattered sasanqua 
blossoms underfoot lay out a regal 
carpet of crimson. An occasional 
specimen of Podocarpus or azalea stands 
out in this forest like a lone sentinel 
amidst the flowering splendor. But 
there is no lord of this wood, no royal 
court to tread these halls. These 
are the camellia fields of Mr. 
K. Sawada, grandfather of the current 
generation of nurserymen in Mobile, Ala-
bama. It is here that I look for 
some perspective on the loss of 
Dr. John Allen Smith, the founder of 
Magnolia Nursery and Gardens. 

John Allen was a dentist by trade, but 
his passion was always plants. His 
gardens rivaled any in the South. His 
nursery was a fountain of wealth to 
gardeners worldwide. He dreamed of 
building a better, richer world around 
him, and his sudden loss has raised so 
many questions in my mind that I've 
come here to Sawada's fields and 
Sawada's life to look for answers. 

Sawada, too, was a businessman, lay-
ing the foundations for his Overlook 
Nursery, which still thrives forty years 
after his passing. Yet, that 
doesn't explain this grove, these hun-
dreds of sparkling blossoms that were 
cast upon this field. This doesn't explain 
the watercolors locked away in 
the Camellia Society archives, each one 
noted with the fine points of the 
flower and the address of the garden 
where he found them. Nor can commerce 
account for the surreal quality of Camel-
lia 'Sawada's Dream'. 

His grandson, Steven, told me the story 
that Sawada woke one morning from a 
vivid dream, still seeing the image before 
him of a flower. The petals were  

pointed, and so perfectly arranged as to 
swirl like a vortex from the palest 
of pink into the purest white center. 
Sawada sat bolt upright in his bed 
but the image didn't fade. Yes... the im-
age of lotus in Camellia, the perfect 
flower. K. Sawada spent the next twenty 
years crossing camellia flowers 
with that picture held fast before him. I 
sit beneath Camellia `Sawada's 
Dream' this morning, just beginning to 
cast its spell upon these forgotten 
woods, and I think of Dr. Smith. 

John Allen passed away last July, 
stricken down suddenly by a brain 
aneurysm. With him passed Magnolia 
Nursery, its plants sold and greenhouses 
emptied. With him passed Magnolia 
Gardens, its collections of magnolia, 
native azalea, its thousands of trillium, 
and its quiet bamboo groves, 
passing into the hands of a Mobile real 
estate developer. With him passed 
much of the early work of Dr. Eugene 
Aromi, his southern Exbury Hybrids 
awaiting the gardener's hand that may 
not come. Walking through John 
Allen's orchid house I heard Brahms' 
'Concerto in D minor' softly playing on 
his radio. I found a tray of Rohdea, half-
transplanted. His gloves lay 
patiently beside them on the bench. 

And sitting beneath 'Sawada's 
Dream' I form the question that has 
haunted man before the gardens of 
Babylon were conceived, "What has 
been left?" Slowly the answer becomes 
clear. I am. You are. Every plant that 
John Allen shared with the community, 
every ounce of passion, every gleaned bit 
of knowledge of what these plants meant 
to him has survived. John Allen was 
a plantsman. What he gave freely - his 
plants, his friends, his dream - will 
survive. 

Thirty acres of Sawada's camellia 
fields were bulldozed two years ago to 
build a Winn-Dixie shopping center. The 
remaining fields silently bide 
their time as the surrounding lands  

dwindle into urban sprawl. We walk the 
fields of plantsmen like Langdon, 
Kiyono, Rubel, and Sawada with the win-
dow of the past silently closing behind 
us forever. Are we looking for hidden 
treasures or buried gold, or are we look-
ing for something else, something 
more intangible, more precious than 
gold? Perhaps we're looking for one 
final conversation with plantsmen long 
past, one more lesson on the beauty 
of the world around us. And in another 
forty years someone will walk the 
woods of Magnolia Gardens. They will 
stand in awe of the Aromi azaleas and 
Gresham magnolias, and they will share 
in the meaning of John Allen's dream. 

Northern Virginia Chapter 
Frances Louer reported in the Novem-

ber 1999 issue of the chapter's "Azalea 
Clipper" that the chapter lost two people 
important to them: Mrs. Gwynn (Marge) 
Garnett, who was a faithful and support-
ive member for many years, and a former 
member, Robert Trayhern, who had 
opened his home and garden for a chap-
ter meeting several years ago. His gar-
den included two hillsides of beautiful 
azaleas. 

Oconee Chapter 
The Oconee Chapter recently suffered 

the loss of two of its members, Lewis 
Shortt and Dr. Charlie Owen. Both were 
active in the ASA and the ARS and were 
well-known for their beautiful gardens 
and hybridizing efforts. They will surely 
be missed and our prayers go out to each 
family. [Information from Jim Thornton, Ed.] 
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