                
       

      

        

              
It was twentieth century landscape designer, Jens Jensen, who said, “Every plant has fitness and must be placed in its proper surroundings so as to bring out its full beauty. Therein lies the art of landscaping.” Jensen, who immigrated to the United States from Denmark in 1884,
was an outspoken proponent for the reintroduction of native plants into Midwestern landscapes long before it was popular to do so. His first
goal was to expose nature to city dwellers that were barred from cool forests and open prairies by the layers of concrete that surrounded them.
He also took into serious consideration the delicate equilibrium of flora and fauna, ensuring that all plants work together in harmony to
provide adequate food and shelter for wildlife populations. Since this balancing act occurs best between native plants species, these are what he
used in his designs.
LEADERSHIP IN ACTION
Jensen worked tirelessly to raise awareness about natural plant communities, biodiversity and living harmoniously with nature. He
founded The Prairie Club, a group that fought to preserve Lake Michigan dune habitat. Friends of our Native Landscape and The Clearing, an
environmental, hands on learning school in Ellison Bay, Wis., were also his brainchildren. Although he resided in Chicago and Door County,
Wis., Jensen was integral in the preservation of Minnesota’s Boundary Waters Canoe Area. As the president of the Mississippi River Park
Commission, Jensen also attempted to make the river’s headwaters a National Park.In 1939 Jens Jensen emphasized the weighty obligation he
bestowed on the landscape profession. “Our native landscape is our home, the little world we live in, where we are born and where we play,
where we grow up and finally where we are laid to rest. It speaks of the distant past and carries our life into the tomorrow. To keep this pure
and unadulterated is a scared heritage, a noble task of the highest cultural value.”
Chicago Park District Historian, Julia Bachrach says that now, more than ever, landscaping professionals are being exposed to Jensen’s
philosophies and are incorporating them in their designs. “Most universities are requiring history courses in their landscaping programs so the
newest generation of students are well-aware of Jensen and his contemporaries’ positive impact on the art form and on the environment,” she
said.

TRENDSETTER
When Jensen first started designing native landscapes, formal gardens with their tightly clipped hedges and European cultivars were
the norm. The public was used to the formal look of European gardens and thought that native plant designs appeared unkempt and weedy.
Changing their view on this long held aesthetic principle was not an easy task. Jensen worked to alter this perception by naturalizing
large areas of Chicago’s park system. He also installed native prairies for high profile clients such as Edsel and Henry Ford and in mainstream
locations such as schools and hospitals.
“Jensen was a man ahead of his time, all of the things he was suggesting have taken almost a century to grab hold. His ideas resonate
more today than they did during his career because people took nature for granted with its (seemingly) endless wide-open prairie,” said
Bachrach.
BACK TO THE FUTURE
Sadly, the prairie was already on the fast track to extinction. Something that Jensen was aware of but the majority of the population
continued to ignore. According to Minnesota’s Department of Natural Resources, in 1840 18 million acres of prairie existed in this state
alone. By 1890 the majority of this natural resource had vanished. Less than one percent, or 225,000 acres, of natural prairie remains to date.
The state also faces the drying wetlands and a shifting of forest species to the north. Collaboratively, these events degrade the delicate ecosystem of plant and wildlife communities.
Daren Carlson, Monitoring Ecologist for the Minnesota DNR’s Ecological and Water Resources division in St. Paul states that
although the existing prairie has stabilized over the last 17 years, these miniscule islands of, what used to be, vast plains remain at risk.
“We just completed a prairie change analysis study looking at the loss of remaining native prairie from 1991 to 2008, and found that a
small percentage (~3%) was lost or degraded. This is encouraging, but given that so little remains, any loss can be detrimental to wildlife,
genetic diversity, seed sources and ecosystem services,” he said.
Another problem is that some of this prairie has been restored through the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) and the government rates are not keeping up with what landowners can get renting their land for crop production.
Carlson goes on to say that the numbers for Minnesota’s oak savannah has less than 0.2 to 0.5 percent of original plant communities
remaining. Minnesota’s wetlands are estimated to have decreased by 90 percent with farming wetlands suffering the greatest blow.
These numbers are echoed across the Midwest with Wisconsin and Illinois having lost as much or more native habitat as Minnesota.
CONNECTING THE DOTS
From an aerial view, existing Midwest prairie regions appear as small dots. Caught up in seas of development these “habitat islands”
are cut off from one another greatly reducing their functionality. The goal in restoration is to connect these areas to make safe havens for
wildlife reproduction. These areas are called “habitat corridors.” They occur naturally along riverbeds that run through fields or developed
areas but there is a need for more of them to create pathways between existing natural habitats.
Landscape professionals and homeowners have a real opportunity to help in this effort by reducing the amount of turf and non-permeable surfaces used in designs and by installing native grasses, perennials and shrubs in developed areas. Carlson believes that practicing
these methods on residential sites is important and can facilitate change but there are opportunities on commercial sites that are being overlooked.
“Scale is important for many species, larger blocks of native habitat are needed for viability. It is important to promote ample areas of
human-habitat interfaces. I see possibility for these types of expanses in industrial parks. These areas have a lot of open space generally
devoted to mowed turf that could be better utilized,” he said.
A LEGACY IN LIMBO
In a time when the future of our landscape is in question, as a community we collectively have great potential to create positive
changes to the land we are hired to maintain. Homeowners are now aware of the degrading environmental situation and are eager to incorporate preservation techniques. Installing rain gardens, xeriscapes, compost bins and permeable pavers are on the priority list of many. Urban
dwellers are finally eager to incorporate methods that reduce storm water runoff and aid the wildlife populations. Jens Jensen accomplished
much as a naturalist and as a landscape designer. Even though the vast majority of his work is lost, his philosophy of conservation and
rehabilitation remains strong. Sixty years after his death, the public is ready to hear his message. If he was indeed ahead of his time, that
means it is up to the current generation to carry out his ideals and vision.
Amy Stonestrom is a freelance writer and is the owner of Stonestrom Design, a company that focuses on sustainable landscaping.
Find her @amystonestrom.

                       
           
                  
                          
                       
                
                       
                      
                       
             
               
             
                   
                          
                          
                   
                  

                  
                       
               
                            
                               
                      
                             
                            
                      
                   
         
                   
                  
              
                     
                          
               

                  
                    
                       
               
                     
                      
                    
                   
                        
           
      
                          
                        
                  

