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While very often featured in a garden for their decorative value, weather vanes 

started out serving a utilitarian purpose.  The vane is designed to pivot on an axis 

and point in the direction from which the wind is blowing. Some of the earliest 

examples were recorded in Chinese writings from the 2nd century B.C. Sailors once 

used their own variation for navigational purposes—something called a dogvane 

made from thread, cork and feathers.  Weather vanes were especially important for 

agrarian societies to help predict the weather during planting and harvesting times.  
 

North, South, East, West: Weather Vanes 
 

Historically, one weather vane would be mounted atop the tallest building in the 

town, usually a church, so that every citizen would be able to gauge the weather by 

looking at the wind patterns. Towns in Colonial America were far more spread out 

so individuals began placing a weather vane on the tallest building on their own 

property--usually a barn.  
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In the 9th century, Pope Nicholas instructed all churches to show a figurative 

rooster, or cock, on their spires to symbolize St. Peter’s denial of Jesus.  The 

rooster, in turn, became a common choice for a weather vane.  Weather vanes 

became a popular form of folk art in early American towns.  Common motifs 

included ships, arrows, and horses.  George Washington chose a dove of peace for 

his own weather vane atop Mount Vernon.     
 

Sadly, most weather vanes that are manufactured in the 21st century are too 

fanciful in design—and therefore out of balance--to accurately chart wind directions.  

No matter which way the wind is blowing, please consider documenting a garden 

for the Garden Club of America Collection at the Archives of American Gardens.  


