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HAPPY ANNIVERSARY TO HAH!  

As we celebrate 40 years of consistency and the stability of an all volunteer 
membership of passionate gardeners, we’ll bring you reminders of where we 

started and where we have been. One of the highlights of our organization has 
been the well written and informative contributions to our newsletter and Journal 
by our knowledgable members. Look for the new column of “From the Archives” 
in upcoming newsletters and read articles that still have as much relevance today 

as they did many years ago. 

http://hahgarden.org


W elcome to the special Horticultural 
Alliance of the Hamptons 40th 
Anniversary newsletter. Our editor, Elaine 

Peterson, who has valiantly produced the HAH 
newsletter  for almost 20 years (including when HAH 
President!) has chosen some fun-to-read articles from 
the early days of HAH newsletters. I’ve undertaken a 
contemporary task of chatting with the eight past HAH 
presidents still involved with HAH (dates are terms as 
president) and founding member Erika Shank: Bettina 
Benson (2007-2009), Erik Brockmeyer (2022-24), Carolyn 
Gemake (2005-06), Elizabeth Lear (1990-92), Janet 
Ollinger (2016-18), Elaine Peterson (2013-15), Lydia 
Wallis (2000-01), Alicia Whitaker (2019-21). This is an 
introduction to the full interviews, which will be online 
at hahgarden.org/40thInterviews. 

Part of the idea for me in doing these interviews is 
related to how struck I was during my first year as 
president when I was putting together badges related to 
our annual new members get together that identified so 
many of our HAH welcoming group as “President 
Emeritus.” HAH is an all volunteer organization—people 
stay involved for decades of volunteering, hanging out,  
wearing many hats, making sure things work out. 

My interviews were focused less on a timeline of when 
initiatives happened, programs were created, than about 
the personal 
relationship(s) of 
these stalwart HAH 
members to HAH 
(Carolyn Gemake 
has compiled a 
detailed history, 
which we’ll be 
sharing later). 

The HAH origin 
story, in case you’ve 
missed it, goes like 
this: in 1986 two 
neighbors in 
Amagansett, Bill 
Shank and John 
Whitney, started 
having conversations 
over their property 
line fence (a very low 
fence, per Erika 
Shank, probably a 
pool requirement) 
about wanting to 
know more about 

the essentials of gardening. Garden clubs were exclusive 
(you needed to be invited) and, anyway, didn’t feature 
the digging, pruning, seeds, and weeds they were 
interested in. Here’s more about the HAH origin and how 
these presidents got involved. 

Erika says, “What was unusual about the organization 
was what we were not. There were no allegiances to any 
national organizations. There were no social agendas. 
We were inquisitive and inclusive. We welcomed men 
and women, enthusiastic beginners, as well as 
professional gardeners. And nothing like that existed out 
here. People maybe come to a lecture and come up to 
me and have a question and they say, ‘Oh, I'm afraid I 
am not qualified enough to join this organization.’ And I 
say, ‘Well, that's the whole point of it, that you can gain 
knowledge. You just have to have a basic interest.’” She 
added, “I was not a gardener, I was an interior designer.” 

Erika Shank and Elizabeth Lear were there from day 
one. After Erika’s husband Bill had the legendary 
conversations with co-founder John Whitney he invited 
Elizabeth to the first small meeting in Bridgehampton at 
the Saint Anne’s Annex to discuss getting an organization 
up and running.  

Elizabeth, already a landscape designer in 1986, so 
already a pro, explained, “Bill invited me, I knew Bill and 
Erika socially.” She then described something I’d always 

wondered about, 
the name. "There 
were so many 
discussions like what 
shall we name this 
group? And the guys 
decided they didn't 
want it to be 
exclusive, so we 
didn't name it The 
Horticultural Society
—we came up with 
the idea of The 
Horticultural 
Alliance, because it 
would be inclusive of 
more people.  
      We began with 
the lectures. We 
then began a 
newsletter. All the 
activities of the 
Alliance were 
defined one by one, 
it evolved over the 
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years, like the idea of the trips. The 
first meeting we discussed what the 
subject was going to be for the first 
lecture, which maybe Andrew 
Messinger gave, it was on weasels in 
the greenhouse. 

From weasels, topics branched 
out through a roster of local, 
national, and international garden 
experts. Robert Dash, who was then 
creating Madoo, spoke; there was an 
English connection to famed 
Rosemary Verey and Penelope 
Hobhouse. Asked about favorite 
speakers over the years, those 
names came up, as well as (to name 
a few in no particular order), 
legendary local rose guru Harvey 
Feinstein, Tovah Martin, Ruth Clausen, Michael A. Dirr, 
Dan Hinkley, Ken Druse, Dennis Schrader, Signe Nielsen, 
Doug Tallamy, Margaret Roach, Marco Polo Stufano, 
Beronda Montgomery. 

As the organization grew, the programming and 
events expanded. A mysterious flyer from the late ‘80s 
advertises a “T.G.I.F. Videos” night the first Friday of the 
month, $3 admission. No one I asked had any memory of 
what that was like, but the flyer sure is fun. Enduring 
formats were all in place by the mid-90s: lectures, round 
tables, workshops, local and foreign garden tours, the 
Karish Seminar library fundraiser, a spring plant sale 
fundraiser, first called Yard Sale, then changed to Garden 
Fair, with Yard Sale later recycled as a library fundraiser. 

Several questions on my list started, “Do you have a 
favorite…,” which prompted more than one answer that 
started, “That’s like asking who your favorite child is….” 
But my question wasn’t about rating programs, we all 
have things that engage us more than other things. The 
three foundational attractions were, unsurprisingly, new 
plants; wanting to learn and keep learning about all 
things garden; relationships with fellow HAH members. 

Alicia Whitaker, on first encountering HAH: “In the 
late ‘80s I was a new gardener in my first house living on 
the North Fork and an Ellen Samuels broadcast 
mentioned this new organization was having a plant sale 
at the Bridgehampton Community House. Which was 
kind of out of my range but I said, ‘Well, I can find this,’ 
and I went. There were not a huge number of plants, but 
there were plants that I'd never seen for sale before. And 
I think that was first time I met Erika. Of course I bought 
plants, and I said, ‘How can I become involved in this 
organization?’” 
      Elaine Peterson was a member for years starting in 
the late ‘80s focused on the HAH Journal, a sister 

publication to the newsletter she’s 
now been the editor of for many 
years: “I joined basically for the 
Journal, so that I could read these 
articles by people who lived out here 
and gardened out here. I wanted 
some local information, I didn't live 
here full time yet. And it was my 
favorite piece of mail for the whole 
year. I really looked forward to those 
four issues. I didn't actually get 
involved in a lot of attendance of 
lectures and other events or the fair 
until the late 90s.” 
      Lydia Wallis discovered HAH a few 
years later. “Probably in 1994 or 1995. 
I was living in Connecticut and a very 
good friend of mine read an article in 

a magazine about HAH and in it was a picture of Erika 
and Bill Shank. We’d just bought this house [out east] and 
we came out on weekends and I was looking for things to 
do on weekends. So I called and John LoGerfo, who the 
library is named after, answered and told me yes it was 
open to everyone, just come. Most of my friends are 
athletes, and I am not an athlete, so I was looking for 
garden interest and while I joined the garden club, I 
needed more stimulation than that, garden-wise.” 

Bettina Benson also read about HAH and was 
intrigued. Her first event was apparently the first day-
long Karish Seminar fundraiser for the library. “I can't 
remember if it was ’94 or ’96. There was going to be a 
lecture at Elizabeth Lear's house with Penelope 
Hobhouse. No, it was a party. I think it may have been a 
lecture first and followed by a party. We loved the people 
we met—we were new gardeners, and we saw that this 
was an organization where we could learn a lot. And sure 
enough, that's what wound up happening.” 

Carolyn Gemake heard about HAH a couple of years 
later while house hunting: “We were looking for a house 
for seven years, our real estate broker was extremely 
patient with us. We were renting a little cottage in 
Amagansett as we were looking for a house. I read in the 
paper about The Horticultural Alliance of the Hamptons 
having a lecture, on Sunday afternoon and I thought, ‘Oh, 
okay, I'm going to go check that out.’ And who was the 
speaker, but Tovah Martin, I had read a couple of her 
books. I just loved her talk, and I thought, ‘Gosh, if I'm 
ever lucky enough to move out here I am going to join 
this organization.’ We bought our house in ’97 and I 
immediately joined HAH.” 
      Janet Ollinger was drawn in by the Garden Fair, which 
she’s ended up running for the last ten years: “HAH came 
on my radar with the annual plant sale. I wandered over 



there, and I wandered around, and there were all these 
very knowledgeable women. It was soon after we bought 
our house in 2001 and they just engaged me. Marie 
Donnelly—I've told the story a 1000 times—talked me 
into buying this little tree, and I bought it, and it is now 
the Marie Donnelly tree in my yard.  And she handed me 
a pamphlet and said, “You should come around.” 

Erik Brockmeyer was both intrigued and cautious 
about attending a HAH event: “I was vaguely aware of 
HAH—I’m a paper reader, so I would see things about 
HAH, but I never really followed through. I think that 
both my husband and I had a little trepidation because 
you never know how people are going to react to a gay 
couple. The first thing we did with HAH, early 2016, was a 
walk with Vicki Bustamante in Montauk. And we met 
Janet and Mark, Bettina and John, Marie. We had a really 
nice time, it was a very welcoming group. It's one of 
those things you look back and think, ‘What took me so 
long to do this?’” 

My own story fits the pattern…buying a house in 
1998, starting to garden, seeing a listing item in Dan’s 
Papers describing the organization mentioning its 
Journal, that it’s acronym was “HAH.” And I thought, 
“Well, they have a sense of humor, I’ll send in $25 and 
see what it’s about.” Then I, like Elaine, mostly just read 
the Journal and bought lots of plants at Garden Fairs until 
I started contributing plants from my overflowing 
succulent obsession, eventually joining the board in 
2021. I referred to myself as “The Zoom board member” 
because I was the first to join after the board meetings 
went to Zoom due to the pandemic. 

There’s tons more in the full interviews, which I 
found fascinating because, well, HAH members are so 
often fascinating people—including learning about the 
folks HAH things are named after. Marie Donnelly, 
especially, will be a person you’re so glad you knew, if 
you did, or sad you didn’t.  

One final thing HAH history I’ll add is the astonishing 
way it dealt with the pandemic, a testimonial, again, to 
it’s members led by the president, Alicia Whitaker: “So 
when the pandemic hit, first of all, all of us were terrified. 
So the question was, how are we going to keep the 
organization together? How are we going to continue to 
deliver value to our members? And how do we reach out 
to help each other during this awful time?  

And a lot of people said, ‘Oh, I couldn't possibly use 
Zoom, way beyond my technical capability.’ But, you 
know, we were able to teach people how to use that 
resource, and we would have 50 and 60 people in our 
lectures. And people who you think would be the most 
computer averse suddenly figured it out.” 

- Michael Longacre
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HAH Sunday Lecture Program - 2 pm 
At the Bridgehampton Community House, Main Hall 

2357 Montauk Highway, Bridgehampton, NY 

 September 13       Roy Diblik - Growing Plants in Communities 
 October 18          Dr. Eve Beaury - Seeding Ecosystems of the Future 
 November 15       Michael Gibson - The Gibson Method: Reimagining Topiary As Living Art 
 December 20       Roman Roth - How to Grow and Achieve World Class Vineyards  
        Right Here on the East End 

 Last Quarter Moon  🌗   August 5 evening  

       New Moon 🌑  August 12  afternoon, total solar eclipse 1:45 pm EDT           

First Quarter Moon  🌓   August 19 evening 

Full moon  🌕   August 28 morning, partial lunar eclipse 12:12 am EDT 
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