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As a museum curator educated in ethnology and folk life studies, my access to plant genetic heritage is by way of the cultural history of gardens. The two major themes in the study of plant heritage are the heritage of crops and the heritage of garden plants, including ornamental plants as well as vegetables and herbs. Being a researcher of garden history, I am often asked for advice concerning the right plants, trees or hedges in connection with gardens and buildings. People do so, because they do not know where to get this advice. As a matter of fact, I do not know either. As I see it, the question of garden plants as a part of plant heritage is a broad subject which we have not yet dealt with in Denmark.
The lack of Danish plant heritage work
Museum colleagues from other countries often ask me why Danish authorities have dealt so little with the subject of garden plant heritage. The answer, in my opinion, lies in the fact of Denmark being an agricultural country. Consequently, the interests of agriculture have set the agenda of plant heritage. And according to agro-business, garden plants do not make any really important contribution to the economy. Furthermore, gardens have always been the domain of women and thus no part of male agriculture.

Nevertheless every year, every month, unique old garden plants disappear without any documen​tation. In these years new garden owners tend to erase any traces of former garden stages. During my professional life, I have come upon a lot of old vernacular gardens of interest – but today almost every one of these has been cleared, and only a handful of these interesting old vernacular gardens, the gardens created and owned by ordinary people, still exist. 
Generally speaking, the owners’ exact knowledge of garden plants can only be traced back to the 60’s – older plants are mostly described as “dating from granny’s time”, which is not very satis​fying or suffic​ient, either for ethnologists or botanists.

I am quite sure that folk-life museums are able to offer valuable contributions through collecting and preserving garden plants, being given the adequate means to do so, of course.
Museum gardens and collecting
Some museum gardens present locally gathered plants, thus being a potential genetic bank, but unfortunately, a lot of these plants have been collected without sufficient documentation. On the other hand, the country-wide network of museum gardens represents an excellent medium for interpreting plant heritage. 
In collecting, museums could be valuable partners, too, due to their close connections with the local public and popular knowledge. So, information about plants and gardens could be easily gathered through interviews and – maybe – even collecting plants. 
Interpretation methods
Maintaining historical gardens and preserving their plants will need a large museum work force. But information programmes on gardens and plants are already carried out at a number of Danish museums, for instance The Danish Museum of Agricultural History, the Højer Windmill garden, the Old Town of Århus and the Open Air Museum near Copenhagen. In the Langeland Museum I have myself made up a collection of more than 40 varieties of ungrafted roses, including informa​tion on their age and descent, all collected on the island of Langeland. Additionally there have been several special museum exhibitions of garden history, a good sample being a wandering exhibit made by Langelands Museum, which travelled throughout the country for 2-3 years.

Another part of my work consists of advice given to people trying to carry out an in-situ preservation of old plants. On one occasion an old garden, laid out in 1929, was kept by the new and young owners, because I could present the results of an in-depth investigation of their own garden.
Even more important is, in my opinion, the interpretation of knowledge to municipal authorities. Often this results in the safeguarding of trees and hedges in public space, and this work should be intensified during coming years. A number of town parks are now under heritage protection – with the possibility of also being plant collection sites according to soil and climate. 
Today there is an ever-growing public interest in old garden plants, and a nursery owner told me that young people nowadays often ask for plants “like the one that stood in Granddad’s garden, with a lovely smell”. So I’m convinced that systematic research into and development of garden plant heritage could also have positive commercial effects, for example, by bringing nurseries and private gardens into the network of duplicate collections. What a success for public interpretation, if even private garden owners could be aware of plant heritage.
The fairy-tale of Danish plant heritage, nevertheless, is the story of the NGO “Frøsamlerne” of which Lila Towle is the chairwoman. Thank you to all members of Frøsamlerne and to Lila.
Finally: If I were 42 years old, but with the knowledge of garden history and plant heritage I have today, I would apply for funds to buy a piece of land and collect there all the ornamental plants of which I have personal knowledge, followed by thorough documentation of origin and place. That would be better than nothing!
