RECOLLECTIONS OF A FRIEND
Franklin Cook 1938-1952

I first met Franklin Cook at the American Iris Society annual meet-
ing in 1938 and last saw him at the annual meeting this past spring.

He had visited Nashville before 1938 when 1 had heard about him
but never happened to meet him. Mrs. Wills and I had decided to go
to the 1938 meeting in Cincinnati, the first one we ever attended, be-
cause we had been deeply disappointed in our own season and wanted
to get out of town. The Nashville irises had tried to bloom in early
April and had all been frozen. There was supposed to be an iris festival
or pageant in May, but absolutely no blooms were left and it was a good
time to leave.

In Cincinnati we were bus riders, as we have usually been since. It
was a rather long walk from the buses to one of the gardens and as we
started off a car pulled up beside us and in it were Dr. and Mrs. Cook.
They asked us if we would like a ride; we told them that we would, and
thus began a friendship which I will always cherish.

That fall, to my considerable astonishment, Dr. Everett asked me if
I would be willing to serve as an AIS director and I went to my first
director’s meeting in Chicago that December. Franklin was also a
pewly elected member. I visited Franklin and Mrs. Cook for the first
time on this trip to Chicago. The following spring, 1939, he visited us
during iris season. That year my first seedlings bloomed and of course
il was a very exciting time, unparalleled since. It reminded me of the
quotation, “Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive.” I recall Franklin
commented adversely on the May heat in Nashville, putting on a sport
shirt and slacks and dashing out to the garden with notebook and
camera. He picked out a cream seedling which he pronounced un-
hesitatingly the best of the crop. Unfortunately it later proved tender
and died two years later. He also picked out a red which still con-
tinues in my strain of red seedlings.

In 1940 we saw the Cooks at the annual meeting in Chicago and in
1941 they came back to Nashville for our meeting. During the years
that followed there were many other contacts at annual meetings, direc-
tor’s meetings and other occasions, although they were not so frequent
while Franklin was in service. I remember the night, however, he called
us up from the airport where he had been stuck on his way from one
naval assignment to another, and we told him to come out and spend
the night with us. It was a great pleasure in 1944 when he received
his medical discharge and rejoined us at the directors meeting in Cin-
cinnati, the first held since just before Pearl Harbor. I watched him
recover from his disabilities received in action, resume his iris interest
with all his old enthusiasm, and take over the presidency in 1947. In

35



two years he had to give this up as the first shadows of his serious ill-
ness appeared. There was no longer time for as much correspondence
as in the past and we did not see him so often. His last visit to Nashville
was during the blooming season of 1951 when he flew down for one day
accompanied by David and Cathey, his two children. He seemed in
grand spirits and apparently enjoyed himself thoroughly. This past
May in St. Louis his spirits were still good although the strain of illness
was evident. This was probably more noticeable to his old friends than
to others, and even we did not realize sufficiently the ordeal to which
he was being subjected. I am glad, however, he was able to attend this
convention, that Frances came to join him, and that he could carry
on as well as he did in his own inimitable way.

Franklin Cook was a very positive character. He impressed one
physically with his dark hair, ruddy complexion, the intense earnest
look which broke so easily into a smile. His personality was even more
decided and impressive. He was very firm in his convictions and
opinions, his likes and dislikes, and he was frank, even blunt, in ex-
pressing them. He was not designed by nature for the arts of diplomacy,
yet he was very kind. Looking back on my visits to his home and gar-
den, I remember particularly the days he used to observe every spring
when the parents of the children he served professionally were invited
to a garden open house, usually bringing the children with them. 1
liked to watch him at these times as he circulated tirelessly around,
always friendly, always good humored, and I was impressed by the way
children and parents reacted toward him.

Franklin made new friends easily wherever he went. He was by
nature sociable, a quality that tied in with this was his keen sense of
humor. He loved a good joke and was just as ready to laugh at him-
self as at anybody else.

The conscientious thoroughness and intelligence, plus enthusiasm,
which built his large medical practice, made him exceedingly valuable
as an officer of the AIS. He had been a most efficient and active Re-
gional Vice-President before he came on the Board of Directors. He
was active and capable in every committee assignment or other duty
while he was a director, and his presidency, although very short, was
marked by tremendous progress. His time was limited but both his
energy and his ideas seemed inexhaustible. He inspired the first mem-
bership contest, at least in recent times, and, after being static in
membership for many years, the Society started its rapid growth into
its present size during his two terms. His leadership and encourage-
ment were responsible for other progressive moves, among them: the
removal of the Society’s headquarters from Washington to Nashville on
a full time instead of a part time basis; the publication of our hand-
book, “The Iris—an Ideal Hardy Perennial;” and the establishment
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of a new iris classification which was worked out by the Scientific Com-
mittee under Dr. Randolph and approved by the Board of Directors.
He initiated the work on a revision of the Check List, although this did
not appear until after he was forced to step down. He originated and
personally gave the President’s Cup, which now has been fittingly re-
named the Franklin Cook Memorial Cup.

Despite all this activity and these accomplishments, Franklin’s main
iris interests were not in the organization but in the flower. He is best
known, of course, for his work on harmonious arrangements in the gar-
den. He was continually trying out new groupings and arrangements
of various varieties against different sorts of backgrounds in his own
garden. This is difficult and tricky work because an iris won’t always
bloom at the same time year after year.

Franklin Cook could have been an outstanding breeder. What he did
accomplish is remarkable in view of the handicaps he faced. To begin
with, he always had a very small space in which to work. A young
doctor building a practice has so little time for anything else. He can-
not simply leave an office and go home in the late afternoon, and in
the evenings and on holidays he was always subject to call. Then his
first period of activity was interrupted by his war service and after his
return he had the task of re-establishing his practice, and this was
hardly done before his health began to wane. Franklin was also very
critical of his own seedlings. There were from time to time some which
looked good to others but did not meet his own high standards. He was
particularly interested in working for whites with a blue beard. I re-
call at least one of these which I thought good but he said it was not.
Fortunately, however, he did introduce a few varieties in the last few
years, and Northwestern and Pinafore Lass are both most worthy.

The following passage from a Regional Vice-President’s report, which
Franklin wrote in 1938, is typical of the variety and intensity of his
interests. “Now winter and a chance to catch up with our correspon-
dence with Iris people. Who knows how to get a blue Iris to take blue
{or anywhere near blue) on Kodachrome? 1 hope to get an answer to
this one. Who has any ideas of how to produce a true pink Iris with
lots of substance? Where is there an Iris any bluer than Old Wedge-
wood that is as free flowering? Who’s got a pink plicata of good size
and good habits?”

The friends I have made in the AIS have meant more to me than
anything else about it. Many of these have gone now. Out of the group
1 knew first, Tom Williams here in Nashville, Dr. Grant, of Louisville,
lise Smith, Dr. Everett, who led the Society so capably through a period
of transition and brought into it new leadership, and others, have gone
and it is hard to realize that Franklin has now joined them. His im-
press on the Society will long remain.—J. E. WiLLs, Tenn.
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