


[image: 001]




[image: 001]

THE BRITISH CHARACTER  
Enthusiasm for Gardening, 
Pont (1938)




 
 
 

 
Gardening Women

 

 
CATHERINE HORWOOD

 
 
Hachette Digital

www.littlebrown.co.uk




 
Published by Hachette Digital 2010

 
Copyright © Catherine Horwood 2010

 



 
The moral right of the author has been asserted.

 



 
All rights reserved.

 
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

 



 
A CIP catalogue record for this book 
is available from the British Library.

 



eISBN : 978 0 7481 1833 5

 



 
Hachette Digital
Animprint of
Little, Brown Book Group
100 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DY

 



 
An Hachette lIVRE UK Company

 



 
www.virago.co.uk





This book is dedicated to the memory of my stepfather, Vivian Milroy, who died just before its completion. He was delighted to know that it combines two things that had given him such pleasure during his long life - gardening and, especially, women.




PLANT NAMES AND SPELLINGS

In direct quotations apparent misspellings have been used as they appear in the original texts.




INTRODUCTION


As a child, I thought I hated gardening. I grew up listening to my mother and my aunt comparing the relative merits of Clematis  ‘Marie Boisselot’ and Clematis Henryi, or endlessly agonising over blackspot on roses with unpronounceable names such as ‘Cuisse de Nymphe’ and ‘Gruss an Aachen’. In those days it was all Greek to me, but once I had a garden of my own everything changed. Gardening became a shared passion, so that a walk with my mother around either of our gardens inspecting new treasures became almost as important to us as an update on her grandchildren. Now the first of those grandchildren, my eldest daughter, has a patch of her own and emails her pride in a new plant grouping while vowing never to eat a supermarket tomato again. The bug has bitten once more and the legacy continues.

We are far from unique in being a family of gardening women. Why then are women so rarely celebrated in the history of gardening? ‘Ah, Gertrude Jekyll,’ said friends knowingly when they heard what I was researching, as though she had been the only woman ever to have made a contribution to gardening worthy of note. People who know a bit about the subject may mention a few more recent names such as  Vita Sackville-West or Beth Chatto, but the overriding assumption is that women contributed nothing to the garden before Jekyll and very little since. This is an attempt to correct these misconceptions, telling the stories of those who have been most involved, and putting on record that for centuries gardens have been important to women and women have been important to gardens.

Arguably, women were actually the first gardeners. Evidence from the earliest human settlements suggests that, while men went away to hunt, women harvested and, eventually, cultivated the nearby land, which became a kind of kitchen garden. Once more stable societies with larger-scale agriculture developed, men no longer had to leave their homes for days or weeks on end to find food and women lost most of their influence over plant cultivation. Nevertheless, in mythology, the Roman deity of plants was the goddess Flora, whose Latin name is the root of ‘flower’. Christianity has associated women with gardens since the story of Eve in the Garden of Eden, and during the Middle Ages the hortus conclusus, or enclosed garden, was strongly linked with the Virgin Mary and the garden of Paradise.
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Throughout the medieval period, all classes of women were involved in horticulture, growing flowers and vegetables for food and medicines

In reality, women have had a long involvement with plants and gardening although their contribution has evolved over the centuries. In medieval art, women are sometimes depicted tending plants, perhaps sowing or weeding, but there are scant references to them in the written records, and when they do appear they are usually anonymous. The reason for this lack of written evidence in earlier centuries is in part due to individual women being deemed unworthy of mention unless they were of high rank, but it is also because the gardening work they did was menial and either unpaid or rewarded only with a pittance. However, what they undertook was vital, since they were responsible for many of the traditional tasks which put food on the table: indeed, they were judged on their ability to do so.

As with those who used their skills and labour to supply their kitchens, there are few direct records of women gardening for pleasure before the sixteenth century and those who do appear are in the upper strata of society. In the early twelfth century there is an abbess, aunt to Henry I’s wife Matilda, who grew roses and ‘other flowering herbs’ in the convent garden. Three medieval Queen Eleanors were recorded as keen gardeners: the garden of Eleanor of Aquitaine, wife of Henry II, has been recently recreated behind the thirteenth-century Great Hall in Winchester; Eleanor of Provence encouraged her husband, Henry III, to develop the gardens at all his royal residences; and in 1279 Edward I’s wife, Eleanor of Castile, brought her own gardeners from Aragon to create a garden for her at King’s Langley in Hertfordshire.

By the sixteenth century women become more visible in the records, still mainly as growers of fruit, vegetables and herbs, although there are hints of them having an interest beyond the practical. Sabine Johnson, the wife of a merchant in Northamptonshire, wrote to her brother-in-law in London entreating him to send her a variety of seeds. She knew that, living in the capital, he would have better access to nurserymen coming to the city’s markets to sell their crops. He responded willingly and every spring sent her a fresh selection of ‘seeds for my sister’s new gardens’.1


There are no other details of Sabine’s gardens, but from this point on we start to learn more about other women’s involvement in horticulture, and it is here that I begin the story of women and gardening. It was a time of political unrest, but also of discovery and exploration, with exciting new plants arriving from the Americas and the Orient. Scientific curiosity, technical advances in printing and improved techniques helped to quench the thirst for horticultural knowledge, for the first time accessible to both sexes, and this era can fairly be said to mark the start of women being able to fulfil their desires to create their own gardening worlds.

All the women gardeners who feature in these pages have left a rich and rewarding legacy, from the collectors of once-rare plants that are now available in every garden centre to the pioneers of design whose individual genius can be traced in landed estates, city parks and suburban patios.

Why do women garden? Gertrude Jekyll, or the ‘Queen of Spades’ as she was called when receiving her RHS Victoria Medal of Honour in 1897, believed that the appeal of gardening lay in giving ‘happiness and repose of mind, firstly and above all other considerations, and to give it through the presentation of the best kind of pictorial beauty of flower and foliage that can be combined or invented’.2 Helen Dillon,  another inspirational gardener, adds that one should never think of oneself just as a curator, ‘looking after areas of the garden made years ago; I want to be a creator, and reinvent all the time. I believe that neither gardens nor people can stand still. Change is everything.’3 And Beth Chatto, horticultural doyenne of the late twentieth century, summed up the eternal appeal of gardening to women: ‘You can’t go on having babies but you can nurture life.’4


Catherine Horwood
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A PASSION FOR PLANTS

One can never know too much about a plant; one never can know all there is to be learnt.1


Frances Jane Hope,
 Wardie Lodge, near Edinburgh (1875)




‘WHAT PROGRESS SHE MADE . . .’


In Lancashire some time in the late 1620s, Mistress Thomasin Tunstall, who lived not far from the village which bore her family name near Hornby Castle, carefully wrapped up some roots of one of her favourite hellebores. She had dug them up from a clump growing on the land surrounding her home, Bull-banke, close to the wooded edge of the river Greta which wound its way between the wild fells of Lancashire and North Yorkshire. Painstakingly, she prepared to send them to London to her friend, the famed apothecary and herbalist John Parkinson. Sending plants such a distance was a fraught business and she would have wanted the dormant roots to have a good chance of survival. She may have used damp rags so that they did not dry out on the long journey. Mistress Tunstall knew that Parkinson was developing his garden in Long Acre in Covent Garden and was always pleased to accept new discoveries. Into the package, she tucked a note describing their blooms as small and white ‘with blush flowers’.

Parkinson, for his part, was no doubt excited to receive this new variety from his enthusiastic friend and gardening correspondent. Although he was one of London’s leading apothecaries, his great passion lay in his garden and the study of plants. He was also gathering  information for his first and most successful book on horticulture,  Paradisi in Sole Paradisus Terrestris, which he published in 1629. In it, he listed the many varieties of plants that he grew in his beloved garden in Long Acre, many of which had been supplied to him by horticultural contacts across the country. He mentions Mistress Tunstall in particular, describing her in his book as ‘a courteous Gentlewoman’. Within a year or so, he was delighted to report that her hellebores had ‘born faire flowers’, and to conclude that she was indeed a ‘great lover’ of rare plants.1 But Thomasin Tunstall was more than that; she was a fanatical plant collector.

Writing at the beginning of the twentieth century, Reginald Farrer, an eminent plant collector, blamed Thomasin for the disappearance of the Lady’s Slipper Orchid from Britain. ‘If only you had loved these delights a little less ruinously for future generations!’ he wrote. ‘Do you sleep quiet, you worthy Gentlewoman, in Tunstall Church or does your uneasy sprite still haunt the Helks Wood in vain longing to undo the wrong you did?’ It feels unjust for Farrer, who knew a thing or two about the passions of plant collectors himself, to accuse Thomasin so harshly, for he would not have known her circumstances. In the very year John Parkinson’s book came out, Tunstall and Alice Clopton (who was most probably her sister) defaulted on some loans and incurred even more debt when they had to move out of their home because of their father and brother’s mismanagement, so it was understandable that Tunstall turned to her passion for plants to earn some money.

 



At much the same time, in the south of England, a child was growing up without any such financial worries. She was to spend over twenty-five years filling her homes with more than two thousand exotic plants and her garden beds with countless more. Who cannot warm to  a woman who wrote of her obsession for her collection, confessing, ‘When I get into storys of plants I know not how to get out.’2


Mary, Duchess of Beaufort, was the daughter of Arthur Capel, Baron Hadham, and her childhood during the 1630s was spent at Little Hadham in Hertfordshire. The Capel family have been immortalised in a famous painting by Cornelius Johnson, which, in the style of portraits at the time, features a tantalising glimpse of their Italianate garden in the background. Mary grew up surrounded by garden lovers; her eldest brother, Arthur, later Earl of Essex, had a passion for trees and, in consultation with John Evelyn, created what was probably the first ‘wooded’ garden in the country at Cassiobury in Hertfordshire. Although this no longer exists it remains the largest open space in Watford. Another brother, Sir Henry Capel, built what may have been the first conservatory in Britain in the late 1670s at his gardens in Kew, on the site that was to become the Royal Botanic Gardens, and he was certainly a source of seeds for his sister.

At eighteen Mary married Henry Seymour, Lord Beauchamp, which was to prove a happy union though a short one, as she was left widowed six years later when her husband died in the Civil War, leaving her with two children. Three years later, however, Mary married again, and again for love. Her second husband was Henry Somerset, later created Duke of Beaufort and inheriting the estate at Badminton in 1683. It was Mary who took on the, for her, pleasurable task of developing the gardens there, despite being kept occupied with the births of more children. It proved to be a major turning point in her life, as for several years before this it is possible that Mary had been suffering from what we would now recognise as depression. As one of her friends wrote, ‘[Mary] is gone almost into a mopishness with melancholy. ’3 Whether it was her search for a cure through growing herbs in her garden or some other less horticultural road to Damascus that  revived her will never be known, but there is no doubt that Mary developed the zeal of a convert and devoted the rest of her life to the cultivation of plants.

Mary was blessed with a generous income from her second marriage and this enabled her to cultivate the gardens at Badminton, just fifteen miles north of Bath, and at Beaufort House in London, adjacent to the Chelsea Physic Garden, which had opened in 1673. By 1701, William Sherard, the botanist and compulsive cataloguer of gardens, suggested that hers were close to the best in Europe, ‘being furnish’d with all conveniences imaginable, and a good stock of plants’.4
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A view of the extensive grounds of Beaufort House, the London residence of Mary, Duchess of Beaufort (1630-1715), and home to a small part of her vast collection of plants. Johannes Kip, (early eighteenth century)

Her good stock of plants was a collection which ran into thousands,  and she kept detailed records of them all. Her great passion was for non-native species and her meticulous care for seeds encouraged some of the greatest botanists in Europe to entrust her with their new finds. She grew many in the conservatory she had had built in the 1690s at Badminton, which she called her ‘infirmary’. Stephen Switzer, the landscape designer and author of The Nobleman, Gentleman, and Gardener’s Recreation, wrote in 1715, ‘what progress she made . . . the Thousands of those foreign Plants (by her as it were made familiar to this Clime) there regimented together, and kept in a wonderful deal of Health, Order and Decency’.5


While she was privileged because of her wealth, there is no doubt that Mary’s contribution to late-seventeenth-century British horticulture was inestimable. Her determination to identify and catalogue every plant that came into her possession lasted for a quarter of a century, an enterprise which the garden historian Douglas Chambers believes ‘puts her on an equal footing with some of the greatest botanists and horticulturists of her age, many of whom were her friends and correspondents’.6


The ambitious development at Badminton included areas of fashionable wilderness ‘cobwebbed with stars and radial avenues’,7 but it was the facilities for raising the new ‘exotick’ plants that were arriving as seeds from the new world which caused the greatest excitement among Mary’s horticultural friends. William Sherard, when he became tutor to Mary’s grandson at Badminton, thought that ‘no place raises or preserves plants better’.8


The duchess kept meticulous notes about the new arrivals in a record book, including a ‘Catalogue of seeds from the East Indies sent by my brother Harry April 1 1693’,9 and would label them with numbered white sticks. She corresponded regularly with the distinguished physician and collector Sir Hans Sloane, and was later to bequeath to him the twelve albums of her herbarium - dried and preserved  specimens. These volumes are now an important part of the British Museum’s natural history collection.

It was not just rarities that gave the duchess pleasure. At Beaufort House she created a sumptuous formal garden packed with scented and evergreen plants, and an engraving by Kip made in 1708 shows the formality that one would expect of a late-seventeenth-century garden: the rectangular ‘courts’, grass walks, fountains and gravel pathways. Being the horticultural perfectionist that she was, Mary also had lists of plantings sent to her at Badminton. Several of these from the 1690s have survived and give a rare taste of what one would have found when wandering those pathways through the evergreen arches and past the pillars of yew. This was a garden of scents and sensibility, as this short extract shows:
In the great Garden on the East Aspect Border under the Wall is planted with Polianthus. On the Boarder on the other Syde the Walk is an Edging of double Pinks on the other side an edging with Lavender Cotton and Abrotanum. The inside the Border is Virga aura, Double ffetherfew with Double Pinks, painted Sage, Scarlett Lichnell, Collumbine, Italian Starwort with Standards of flowering Shrubs, as Mizerian, Honeysuckles, Althea, Scorpion Senna, yellow Jasmine, Hypericon frutex.





Plant historian Ruth Duthie gives the following modernised spellings:
Polyanthus, Primula × variabilis; Pink, Dianthus plumarius; Lavender Cotton,  Santolina chamaecyparissus; Abrotanum (southernwood), Artemisia abrotanum; Virga aura, Solidago virgaurea; Fetherfew, Tanacetum parthenium  (aureum); Painted Sage, Salvia officinalis ‘Tricolor’; ‘Lichnell’, Lychnis chalcedonica  ; Columbine, Aquilegia vulgaris; Italian Starwort, Aster amellus;  Mezeron, Daphne mezereum; Honeysuckle, Lonicera periclymenum; Althaea,  Hibiscus syriacus; Scorpion Senna, Coronilla emerus; Yellow Jasmine,  Jasminum fruticans; Hypericon frutex, Spiraea hypericifolia.10






Stephen Switzer, an enthusiastic fan of the duchess, shared with his readers the fact that ‘her Servants assured us, that excepting the times of her Devotions . . . Gard’ning took up two Thirds of her time’,11 and this to some degree explains why her children thought she spent too much time and money on her horticultural interests, because they filed a lawsuit against her claiming she had not distributed the late duke’s estate. She won on appeal but it must have left a bitter taste. The duchess’s horticultural legacy is now restricted to archives and libraries; her gardens and greenhouses at Badminton and Beaufort House are gone, the former swept away by Capability Brown and the latter by London development. The herbaria at the Natural History Museum and the illustrations she commissioned for her ‘albums’ have survived, and she is still commemorated by Beaufortia decussata, a suitably exotic variety of Australian myrtle with flame-coloured ‘bottlebrush’ flowers and spiky stems, named for her in 1812 by Robert Brown, plant explorer and botanist-librarian to Sir Joseph Banks. Curtis’s Botanical Magazine of 1815 described her as ‘an early encourager of the science of Botany’ with a ‘flourishing botanic garden . . . rich . . . in rare exotics’, adding ‘the herbarium of that celebrated naturalist . . . bears frequent testimony’.12


 



A generation after Mary another titled woman, Margaret, Duchess of Portland, was gripped by a similar passion for plant collecting, a passion that she was able to indulge for most of her life. The duchess was wealthy in her own right, having inherited a fortune from her mother, Lady Henrietta Cavendish Holles, only daughter of the Duke of Newcastle, and on the death of her husband in 1762, when she was  forty-seven, she assumed control of the Cavendish estates. However, it was from her father, Edward Harley, 2nd Duke of Oxford and the man who established the Harleian Library, that Margaret acquired a passion for collecting, though in Margaret it was to become almost an obsession. She filled special ‘museum’ rooms in her homes in London and at Bulstrode Park, near Gerrards Cross in Buckinghamshire, with minerals, fossils and stuffed animals in addition to works of art and objets de vertu. This was far more than a rich woman’s indulgence; her collections eventually became the largest in Britain, greater than Sir Hans Sloane’s, which formed the basis of the British Museum, but Margaret’s were not destined to survive. After her death, a series of family disputes forced their sale and, after auctions lasting thirty-eight days, the collections were dispersed.

Her passion for native and exotic plants matched her obsession for collecting. She knew most of the leading lights in the predominantly male world of botany and plant exploration, being a friend of Philip Miller, chief gardener of the Chelsea Physic Garden from 1722 and author of The Gardeners Dictionary; the great Joseph Banks, later head of the Royal Botanic Gardens at Kew; and Daniel Solander, the Swedish botanist and student of Linnaeus. Solander and Banks visited her after their famed first voyage with James Cook in the Endeavour in 1768. She gave many commissions to the highly talented German-born botanical artist Georg Ehret, who had settled in England in the mid-1700s and produced some of his best botanical illustrations for her. Jean-Jacques Rousseau was her companion on a plant-collecting expedition to the Peak District, calling himself in later letters ‘L’Herboriste de Madame la Duchess de Portland’.13 In something of an understatement, the duchess’s acquaintance Mrs Lybbe Powys wrote in 1769, ‘Her Grace is exceedingly fond of gardening,’ adding that she was ‘a very learned botanist, and has every English plant in a separate garden by themselves’.14


Among the duchess’s retinue of staff was the knowledgeable John Lightfoot. In addition to being her chaplain, Lightfoot was a noted botanist and a founder member of the Linnean Society, and he worked with the duchess to catalogue her vast collection of natural history specimens. His letters to her record the delight the two obviously shared in the minutiae of botanical discoveries and their recording.


Mr Lightfoot presents his most dutiful Respect to the D[uche]ss Dow[age]r of Portland, & has the Pleasure to inform her that he has just receiv’d a Letter out of Yorkshire from his Correspondent Mr Teesdale, acquainting him on the 18th of the Ins[tan]t he sent by the Stage Coach from York, directed for the Dss. Dowr. of Portland Whitehall London, to be forwarded to Bullstrode with Speed, a little Box containing three flowering Plants of the Satyrium albidum, & one of the Cornus heracea. Mr Lightfoot would beg Leave to recommend in the Drawing of the Satyrium that one of the Flowers be figur’d separate from the Plant, of its natural Size, & another a little magnified, otherwise they are so small & crowded, that it will be impossible to give a proper or distinct Representation of the Plant. After the Drawing is complete, Mr L: would beg Leave (if it be not too much Trouble) that her Grace would send a Specimen of it in Flower to Uxbridge, as Mr Lightfoot has never seen it in that State. The Roots of all may be kept in Pots to flower another Year.15




While the tone of his letters brings to mind Jane Austen’s Mr Collins and his obsequious devotion to Lady Catherine de Bourgh, they do serve as a reminder of the problems of transporting live plants across the British Isles, never mind from abroad. In another letter sent after ‘two months in gathering and preserving’, Lightfoot is convinced that they ‘will all certainly be dead & rotten, before they reach Bullstrode . . .’  Trying to reassure both himself and the duchess, he wrote, ‘I place all my Confidences in the seed I have collected; these are very good & I hope will in some Measure supply the Loss of their Roots.’16


Lightfoot had an even more illustrious ‘pupil’ in Queen Charlotte. ‘Pupil’ is not too strong a word, since Lightfoot’s role on his visits to Frogmore took the form of regular ‘conversations’ on botany and zoology with the Queen and two of her daughters, the Princesses Augusta and Elizabeth. The Queen took these conversations so seriously that she made notes, which she later revised to make sure she had not missed anything. When Lightfoot died, King George III bought his herbarium for Queen Charlotte for the grand sum of one hundred guineas, confirmation of the couple’s commitment to the new ‘sciences’ of botany and horticulture.
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Strelitzia Reginae, named in honour of George III’s wife, Queen Charlotte (1744-1818), a keen botanist and flower painter

Queen Charlotte encouraged young women, especially her daughters, to immerse themselves in botany as an intellectual pursuit. For thirty years, inspired by John Lightfoot’s lectures and instructed by William Aiton of Kew, the Queen collected plants, studied them under a microscope, dried them for her herbaria and categorised them in accordance with the system devised by Linnaeus. Charles Abbot, yet another clergyman, botanist and fellow of the Linnean Society, dedicated his volume Flora Bedfordiensis (1798) to Queen Charlotte, ‘that august Patroness of the “Hortus Kewensis” whose scientific researches have justly obtained for her the character of the first female Botanist in the wide circle of the British Dominions’.17


To improve her horticultural knowledge Queen Charlotte studied the works of the great botanists and nurserymen of her time, and her interest was recognised when the Bird of Paradise flower from South Africa was named Strelizia Regina, its tall, striking and spiky habit entirely opposite to the small, homely and rather round domestic queen. She also brought over a variety of sweet apple, ‘Borsdorff’, from her native Germany, and it is quite possible that Apple Charlotte, the famous British pudding, is named after her as well.




HOME AND ABROAD


When the Duchess of Beaufort assembled her large herbaria - collections of pressed and dried plant material - her labels would have meant little to someone without a knowledge of Latin, nor did they have the scientific consistency to be understood worldwide. That was not her fault, for until the acceptance of the work of Carl Linnaeus in the mid-eighteenth century, the use of common, or ‘soft’, names changed from county to county, while ‘hard’ or botanical names were often cumbersome and illogical. The frustrations caused by the difficulties of naming species were petulantly expressed in a letter from Frances Boscawen to the flower mosaicist Mrs Delany in October 1773, after a recent plant-buying expedition.


I bro[ught] from [Mr Burrows] in my chaize a plant with a prodigious long Greek name, w[hich] I forgot before I got home, but the plant I hope (being well water’d with this morning’s torrents) will take root and flourish. It is to be full of flowers all summer, and of berries all winter; its name begins with an M and is something like Mucephalus, but not just that; I think, perhaps you are acquainted with it; it is new to me at least by its hard name, and if it has a soft  one the nursery man wou’d not trust me with it, lest I shou’d despise the plant and its owner; both wou’d be more considerable in my eyes, he thought, for bearing and pronouncing so long a name.1




Mrs Boscawen was not alone in finding the naming of plants confusing. ‘Soft’ names such as foxglove and bluebell were all very well in Britain but, as her conversation with Mr Burrows the nurseryman confirmed, they were increasingly associated with common British flowers deemed unworthy of being grown in anything other than a cottager’s garden. They may have been easier for Mrs Boscawen to pronounce, but British botanists and horticulturalists were desperate for a surer and more scientific way of defining the different species and varieties of plants that were beginning to arrive in Europe from across the world.

During the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, several competing systems of plant identification were in circulation, leading to considerable confusion. The system of plant identification created by the Swedish botanist Carl Linnaeus appeared to simplify the whole process. With his hierarchical scheme of genera and species, it was only necessary to look at the stamens and pistils of a flower (which could be equated with the male and female sexual parts), count their number and see where they were to know which plant ‘family’ they belonged to. This system led throughout the world to a closer study of plants in the second half of the eighteenth century, particularly of their reproductive systems.

In contrast, the natural system, devised by the Swiss botanist Augustin-Pyramus de Candolle, was non-sexual in its description of plant families and won wide support among the prudish in the early nineteenth century. His Introduction to the Natural System was published in 1830 and became an immediate success. De Candolle based his method  on the morphology of plants, studying a plant’s structure as a whole, and many of his terms, such as ‘monocotyledons’ and ‘dicotyledons’, are still in use today.

Amid this battle for scientific fame, women, enthralled by the ‘botanomania’ that gripped educated Britain, found themselves increasingly excluded from involvement in the male-dominated world of academic botany. This was largely due to the influence of John Lindley, the energetic Professor of Botany at the newly formed London University, who wanted to separate what he saw as ‘drawing-room’ botany from botany as an emerging natural science. He was a champion for the ‘natural’ system of plant classification, but the adoption of de Candolle’s system was not his sole objective: Lindley’s preference for the natural system was based both on his conviction that botany was a science that had to be studied professionally and on his belief that botany had been debased by the use of the Linnean system in Britain, becoming ‘an amusement for ladies rather than an occupation for the serious thoughts of man’.2 The future of the science of botany, he preached in his lectures (sometimes up to nineteen different ones a week), lay in the world of academia, which, given the educational system at the time, immediately excluded women. Thus Lindley slammed the drawing-room door firmly shut in the face of any female involvement in botany at an academic level.

It is perhaps not surprising therefore that when women were able to travel, those interested in plants took it as the perfect opportunity to develop practical botanical and horticultural skills with a freedom that was not available to them in Britain. As a result of colonial expansion and the increase in international trade during the eighteenth century, many women accompanied their husbands far from home and, as the British Empire grew, they found themselves in all the four corners of the earth. With their families left behind in Britain and their  children sent home for education, some women found the loneliness almost unbearable. There were also the rigours of disease, diet and climate to contend with. Luckily for some, this time away from home enabled them to explore the native flora and gather up new horticultural discoveries.
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Opportunities for women to grow and collect plants increased as the study of flowers became an acceptable female accomplishment

The majority of the women who plant-collected across the world are known to us merely as footnotes in horticultural dictionaries; rarely do we have details about their lives or exploits. Yet even the briefest mention gives a hint of the excitement and sense of adventure that they must have felt in making these new discoveries. In about 1800, while Clive of India was carving his name in the history books, his wife Lady Henrietta was exploring the area around Mysore, discovering new species including Caralluma umbellata and sending her specimens to the Calcutta Botanic Gardens. Her love of horticulture was passed  on to her son Edward, 1st Earl of Powis, and her granddaughter, Lady Charlotte Florentina Clive, who became the first person to make the Kaffir Lily, Clivia miniata, flower in Britain. John Lindley may have wanted to keep women out of the scientific study of plants, but in 1854 it was he who named the plant after her.

Other intrepid women collectors were active in the same period, though many of their lives and activities are not as well recorded. In the early 1800s, a Lady Gwilliam (even her first name is unknown) was with her husband Sir Henry, a chief justice in Madras, where she collected Indian plants. In 1806 Curtis’s Botanical Magazine carried an illustration of Magnolia pumila, the Dwarf Magnolia, stating that botanists in Madras had called it Gwilliamia in honour of her as a ‘patroness of the science’,3 but this title was not upheld in Britain. Her sister, Miss Symonds, later brought back a tender pale pink flowering bulb given to her by Lady Gwilliam, then called Trichonema pudicum, which was also illustrated in Curtis’s in 1809 after her death. Mrs Rachel Jameson travelled with her husband Hugh, who was a deputy medical inspector in the Royal Navy. Her herbarium is now at Kew and shows that she collected over five hundred species from South Africa’s Cape area, and twenty from the distant Falkland Islands. In 1840, when she had returned to England, she recorded her finding of a rare marsh gentian in Fulham, which had been thought to be extinct.

Lady Anne Maria Barkly collected plants while she and her husband were in Mauritius and the Cape, details of which are still held in the herbarium of the Natural History Museum and at Kew. Lady Emma O’Malley studied ferns in Jamaica and Hong Kong during her husband’s terms of office as Attorney General in the late nineteenth century. A collection of lichens from Natal and plants from New Zealand were received at Kew in 1867, having been gathered by a Miss  Armstrong three years earlier; who Miss Armstrong was and why she was travelling in the southern hemisphere are not recorded.

Charlotte, Marchioness of Bute and daughter-in-law of the keen botanist the 3rd Earl of Bute, who had encouraged Princess Augusta to establish the gardens at Kew, was clearly smitten by three varieties of dahlia she saw in Spain in the late eighteenth century. She sent them back to Kew in 1798 but they did not survive. Lady Holland had more luck six years later when she sent some seeds back to be cultivated in the greenhouses at Holland House, a mansion which dominated Notting Hill, then still a village looking down on London. Although she managed to get them to flower, these also perished, but from 1814 the peace in Europe made it easier to send seeds across the continent and within twenty years dahlias became, and have remained, a favourite decorative flower of the British summer.

Sarah Archer, Countess Amherst of Arracan, is best remembered for the variety of pheasant that she sent back to Britain during her travels with her husband in India when he was Governor General of Bengal in the late eighteenth century. The countess was a thirty-eight-year-old widow when they married in 1800, the earl just twenty-seven. Nevertheless they produced four children, and she and her daughter, also Sarah, were passionate plant collectors, ‘zealous friends and constant promoters of all branches of Natural History, especially botany’.4  We are indebted to the countess for introducing that marvellous climber Clematis montana and the lesser-known Anemone vitifolia to Europe, both flourishing still, her clematis smoothing walls and fences with its pale pink flowers each spring, unlike her eponymous pheasant, which seems destined to become extinct in the United Kingdom since only one remains. Amherstia nobilis was named for her and her daughter by Nathaniel Wallich, the Danish botanist, reporting that the pair of ladies returned to England after five years in India ‘with a large and  very interesting collection of preserved specimens of plants, gathered and excellently preserved by their own skill and industry’.5 The flower beds that Lady Amherst had planted during her time in Government House, Calcutta (Kolkata), were immediately ripped out by her successor, Lady Bentinck, who believed that ‘flowers were very unwholesome’.6


It was often the duty of the incumbent’s wife to oversee the gardens of whichever government residence the husband was posted to. For any woman who already had an interest in plants, such a responsibility could be a relief from the endless round of social events. Christian Ramsay, Countess of Dalhousie, came from a family of Scottish lawyers, and not long after her husband succeeded to his earldom in 1815, she accompanied him to Nova Scotia where he had been appointed Lieutenant-Governor. Once in Halifax, Lady Dalhousie became involved with agricultural and horticultural organisations through her philanthropic work and she was soon learning about the native plants, and sending seeds and living plants back to the gardens of Dalhousie Castle, near Edinburgh. She became so knowledgeable that she was able to present a paper on Canadian plants to the Literary and Historical Society of Quebec.

Not surprisingly, on their return to Scotland in 1824, the countess made elaborate plans to redesign the gardens at the castle. She won praise from her head gardener, a breed always notoriously difficult to please, who wrote in the Gardener’s Magazine in 1826 that ‘few . . . attained such proficiency as her ladyship in the science’.7 Unfortunately, the family fortune suffered badly from the bankruptcy of their land agent and they were forced to move to India, albeit with the earl in the leading role of Commander-in-Chief of the British Army. While they were there, between 1823 and 1828, the countess did some serious plant collecting in and around Simla, and on their final return to Britain she  presented her complete Indian herbarium of some 1,200 specimens to the Botanical Society of Edinburgh. This gesture resulted in William Hooker dedicating a volume of Curtis’s Botanical Magazine to her, and Robert Graham, Professor of Botany at Edinburgh, then named the genus Dalhousiea for her, although one feels she deserved better than this not particularly interesting leguminous plant.

More recently, in the early twentieth century, Lady Catherina Macartney lived for seventeen years in even more remote Kashgar, in Chinese Turkestan, when her husband Sir George Macartney was posted there as British consul. During that time she designed and maintained a garden called Chini Bagh, or Chinese Garden. The Macartneys’ home became a haven for European visitors during the First World War, but it was always a struggle for Lady Macartney to care for the garden in such extreme conditions and at such a high altitude. ‘We could get only the hardier English kinds to grow. I think plants from England missed the rain and overhead watering, and probably still more a moist atmosphere.’8 She did establish a wide variety of trees such as willow, elm, walnut, several types of poplar, and acacias that were grown from seed sent from Russia.

Lady Macartney also had magnificent mulberry trees which grew wild around the garden. This brought problems when it came to harvesting the delicious fruit since the juicy dark red berries are notorious for staining anything they come in contact with. On her arrival at Kashgar, she found that her gardener, who usually worked wearing the traditional white cotton trousers and top, had his own solution to the problem. She discovered him ‘up the tree stark naked, with his clothes carefully hung on a bush’, to be put on when he finished the job. ‘I had to tell him that he must wear his oldest things and spoil them, and I would give him a new shirt and trousers to make up.’9


Although the study of plants was now an accepted accomplishment  for young women of the middling sort, it was a long time before it was allowed to be anything more than an accomplishment to fit in alongside music practice, sewing sessions and painting classes. Indeed, there was a vital crossover between botanical studies and floral illustration, but as far as any professional involvement was concerned, women were excluded from horticultural and botanical societies (in the case of the Linnean Society until 1919) and thus unable to publish serious academic papers on their findings.

 



While many women welcomed the opportunity to travel with their husbands, others, for a variety of reasons, had little choice in the matter. Lady Anne Monson is just one of many educated women in the eighteenth century who demonstrated their feistiness while enduring heartbreak. The eldest daughter of Henry Vane, 1st Earl of Darlington, Lady Anne had royal connections through her mother Grace, née Fitzroy, granddaughter of Charles II through his illicit liaison with Barbara Villiers, later Duchess of Cleveland. Although we know little about Lady Anne’s upbringing, she was clearly no shrinking violet. In 1746 she eloped with a young widower, Charles Hope-Vere, though quite why they decided to elope is not clear as he seems to have been an eminently eligible husband. The second son of an earl, he had inherited large estates from his first wife after her death in childbirth. The elopement suggests it was a love match and she soon produced two sons, although the much-vaunted heir and a spare were already in existence from his first marriage. Their country life at this time would have been based on one of the family estates which Charles Hope-Vere oversaw, and as he did not view his responsibilities as MP for Linlithgowshire with any seriousness, he did not take much persuading to accompany his brother, the Earl of Hopetoun, and his uncle, the Marquess of Annandale, on the Grand Tour. Travelling through Europe via Lyon, Marseille, Nice and Genoa before visiting all the famous sights of Italy was in that era part of a young male aristocrat’s education, and despite now being in his mid-forties Hope-Vere set off with his brother, leaving his wife and family behind. They were accompanied by the young architect Robert Adam, who was advising Charles’s brother on the final stages of the building of Hopetoun House just outside Edinburgh.
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George Cruikshank’s satire of the founding fathers of the Horticultural Society also included a caricature, purportedly of plantswoman Lady Anne Monson (c.1727-76), top right, whose life had already been rocked by scandal

This tour had a profound effect on the young Adam and his style of design, and it had a significant one on the life of Charles Hope-Vere and his family. When he returned to Britain two years later, it was to find that Lady Anne was pregnant. Shortly thereafter she gave birth to a son. Horace Walpole later wrote that there was some scandal  about Lady Anne’s early life but gave no hint of the dramatic scenes that must have taken place. A horrified Hope-Vere divorced his wife within the year, a very unusual event in the mid-eighteenth century and one that required the passing of an Act of Parliament. He continued her public humiliation by prosecuting her in the church courts for ‘criminal intercourse and adulterous conversation with some person or persons unknown’ and later being ‘delivered of a Male Bastard’.10


For most women in her situation, banishment to the country would have followed, with little hope of re-entry into polite society, but Lady Anne took a different route. Within a year of her divorce, she had married George Monson, an army officer and administrator with a post in India. There is no proof that Monson was the father of her baby, but while Charles Hope-Vere was busy embellishing his estate at Craigiehall with a deer park and grotto, a temple or belvedere, and a bridge, all designed by the Adam brothers, his ex-wife was establishing a new life abroad.

Lady Anne would have had to leave behind her two sons by Hope-Vere and her illegitimate son, never to see them again, and there were to be no children from her second marriage. However the parting from her children may have affected her, we do know that she devoted herself to plant collecting and to cultivating friendships with some of the greatest names in the horticultural world of the time.

It is obvious that these men of horticulture and science were not interested in any scandal surrounding Lady Anne, although her personal affairs must have been common knowledge. To some extent there may have been an element of loyalty to Anne as a patron, but there is no doubt that strong friendships and affection were involved as well. She knew James Lee of the Vineyard Nursery in Hammersmith well before she went to India. According to Sir James Smith, founder  of the Linnean Society and friend to both Lady Anne and Lee, it was Lady Anne who privately sponsored Lee’s translation of Linnaeus’s  Philosophia Botanica. She had a good knowledge of Latin and was able to give him considerable help in preparing the book that was to be An Introduction to Botany.

It was Lee who later wrote on Anne’s behalf to Linnaeus to thank him for naming Monsonia Speciosa, a plant she had discovered in South Africa, in her honour. On another occasion, Lee also wrote to him that Lady Anne had forgotten to warn Linnaeus that she was sending him some plants by ship and was concerned that they might die on the journey to Sweden. Transporting plants across the world continued to be a precarious venture until the advent of Dr Nathaniel Ward’s sealed glass case in the nineteenth century.

Lady Anne obviously made a deep impression on the young botanists she met and entertained. Linnaeus would have been delighted to hear from one of his pupils, Clas Alströmer, that the first toast at every meal at her table was always to him. It was Alströmer who convinced Linnaeus that Lady Anne should have a plant named for her. She had a better botanical scientific knowledge than any other woman, he wrote to his master, ‘not superficially - that is common with this sex - but in a close and profound way . . . The Duchess of Portland, a protector of Science, has not a thousandth of her deep insight.’11


Alströmer’s entreaties worked, and Linnaeus, by no means immune to flattery, wrote in Latin to Lady Anne about her ‘named’ plant. If Linnaeus was aware of the scandal surrounding Lady Anne’s first marriage, this flirtatious note would have been viewed as being somewhat indiscreet:
This is not the first time that I have been fired with love for one of the fair sex, and your husband may well forgive me so long as I do  no injury to his honour. Who can look at so fair a flower without falling in love with it, though in all innocence? Unhappy is the husband whose wife pleases no one but himself. I have never seen your face, but in my sleep I often dream of you . . . Should I be so happy as to find my love for you reciprocated, then I ask but one favour of you: that I may be permitted to join with you in the procreation of just one little daughter to bear witness of our love - a little Monsonia, through which your fame would live for ever in the Kingdom of Flora.12






The note may in fact never have been sent as only a draft is in existence, and Lady Anne’s reputation among scientists remained unsullied. When the young Danish entomologist and pupil of Linnaeus, John Christian Fabricius, met up with Daniel Solander who was then working at the British Museum, he wrote that he was introduced to ‘all the learned persons in our department, [i.e. natural history] viz, Banks . . . Lee . . . Lady Ann Monson . . . Fothergill . . . Greville [the latter being one of the founders of the Royal Horticultural Society]’.13


On one of her voyages back to Bengal, where her husband was administrator, she met Carl Per Thunberg, a Swedish naturalist who was based in southern Africa. By this time she was nearly sixty but still full of enthusiasm for plant collecting. She had, reported Thunberg, ‘at her own expense brought with her a draughtsman in order to assist her in collecting and delineating scarce specimens of natural history’.14  She also used local artists and in 1775 was paying them three rupees a drawing.

Twelve years after her death in 1788, James Lee introduced Monsonia filia, or ‘the Hairy-leaved Monsonia’. It is also probable that he named his daughter Ann, the botanical illustrator, after his patron. There was  clearly great affection for this woman whose early reputation was tainted by scandal, who lost her children but retained her horticultural friends throughout her life. Her enthusiasm, wrote Lee’s partner, John Kennedy, ‘knew no bounds, and [her] liberal and fostering hand contributed more, perhaps, than any of her contemporaries, by her encouragement and example to the then incipient but not so prevailing taste for the study of botany’.15


The life of another Lady Anne, Lady Anne Lindsay, was somewhat different. She was the second of three daughters of James, the 5th Earl of Balcarres, who had married her mother in 1749 when he was sixty and she was twenty. Her mother was a martinet to eleven children, uncowed by the age difference with her husband, and her offspring once rebelled against her by trying to run away en masse.
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Paul Sandby presents gardening as an inclusive family activity in a cameo from a version of The Artist’s Studio (c.1772)

As sibling after sibling left home, Anne found herself unmarried  and in danger of being left to look after her widowed mother in Edinburgh. Somehow she managed to escape her mother’s clutches and went to live in London with her older sister, Lady Margaret, who had also been widowed. The sisters loved London society and London society loved them, so it was a great surprise when, at the age of forty-three, Lady Anne married Andrew Barnard, a bishop’s son with no prospects and twenty years her junior. Lady Anne used all her influence with her well-connected friends to find her new husband a job. Eventually he was offered one, but it was not quite what Lady Anne had hoped for: Secretary of the Colony of the Cape of Good Hope. Her letters back to friends in Britain confirm the Cape as an exceptional place for plant discoveries. In one she wrote that at every turn there was yet another vista full of geraniums . . . ‘I dug up a few bulbs . . . They change their colours, and what was scarlet last year may be yellow, blue, or white this. This green flower struck me as being singularly genteel.’16 She was generous with her finds, sending what she could back to England. In 1799 she wrote, ‘I have sent away so many of my bulbs as to leave me bulbless.’17


She travelled inland, ruing her lack of botanical knowledge but nevertheless collecting plants where she could. Her adventures came to an end when Britain lost the Cape Colony to the Dutch in 1802 and the couple returned to England. When the colony was reconquered in 1806, Barnard was given his job back and sailed immediately, but tragically died on his arrival. Lady Anne never returned to the Cape.




BEHIND THE MICROSCOPE


John Lindley’s objections to women’s academic involvement in the botanical sciences did not stop him writing a book on de Candolle’s natural system for the female readership. In Ladies’ Botany, or a Familiar Introduction to the Study of the Natural System of Botany, written between 1834 and 1837, he made it abundantly clear that this work was aimed at the ‘unscientific reader’. Using the popular epistolary style of letters guiding a mother on how to teach her children the basics of botany, Lindley attempted to assist professional men in reclaiming botanical writing from the amateur females who were then dominating the genre. As Ann Shteir neatly phrases it, up to 1830 ‘women elbowed in but then were elbowed out’.1


Women were denied election to the Linnean and other academic societies until the beginning of the twentieth century, the only exception to this being a brief twenty-year window between 1836 and 1856 when the Botanical Society of London was formed and, as George White wrote to a friend, ‘It has been proposed that Ladies should be admitted!!!’2  During the society’s existence, less than 10 per cent of the four hundred-odd members were women, but the institution did not flourish and the one forum available even to those few women disappeared.

In the sheltered world of scientific horticultural study, women were in some ways just as isolated as those women living abroad. Until well into the second half of the nineteenth century, few had access to a comprehensive secondary education, let alone one at university level, although some attempted to make a mark.

Ellen Hutchins, who was only thirty when she died in 1815, made a study of mosses and lichens, classifying them and then illustrating many of specimens she had discovered.

Lydia Becker, best known as a leader of the early suffrage movement, was a passionate botanist. She corresponded with Charles Darwin, was given a gold medal by the Horticultural Society in 1862 for her collection of dried plants, visited girls’ schools to give botanical lectures and in 1866 published Botany for Novices.

The obstacles faced by Eleanor Ormerod were typical of many middle-class, mid-Victorian women. She was the youngest of a family of ten. All seven of her brothers went to Rugby to study under the illustrious Dr Arnold, but there was no question of Eleanor and her sisters being sent away to school. Instead, it was still the norm for girls of Eleanor’s background to be educated at home by governesses or, more unusually, as in her case, by their mothers.

Eleanor was lucky - hers was a happy home and their father and much older brothers encouraged all the girls to be scientifically curious. Her mother taught her daughters Latin and her brother William used Eleanor to sort out his botanical specimens. She was fascinated by garden insects and soon began a collection of beetles which she attempted to identify through dissection, but first she had to kill them. She had been told that if beetles were dropped into hot water, death was instantaneous. However, she had not realised that the water must be boiling hot. ‘Into the kitchen I went with a water-beetle,’ she wrote. ‘A large water-beetle which has great powers of rapid swimming - got  a tumbler of hot water, and dropped my specimen in.’ To her horror, the unfortunate insect ‘skimmed round and round on the water . . . as if in the greatest agony’.3 After that, she used chloroform.

Eleanor Ormerod’s study of the insects found on garden plants became a lifetime passion. Working from the family home in Gloucestershire, enlisting workers on the estate to help her collect specimens, she supplied the Royal Horticultural Society with vital information, and her investigations enabled the RHS to establish a number of the causes of insect damage to plants.

She became close friends with the botanist and head of the Royal Botanic Gardens, Sir Joseph Hooker, and his second wife, Hyacinth, during their time at Kew. When she and her sister Georgiana moved near to Kew after their parents’ death, she was allowed to slip into the Botanical Gardens at dawn to study the insects on the shrubs and plants. She was also invited to give lectures and papers there and at the Royal Agricultural College in Cirencester. These public appearances did not come easily to her, and Georgiana reported that on one occasion she had to be placed firmly between two professors on the stage ‘for fear her courage should fail and she run away’.4 At one venue, Lydia Becker loudly praised Ormerod, saying her work was ‘proof of how much a woman could do without the help of man’, but Ormerod was no feminist and was happy to acknowledge the assistance she had had from ‘my friends of the other sex . . . Without their constant encouragement my poor efforts,’ she responded, ‘would have had no practical result in being of benefit to my fellow men.’5


Eleanor Ormerod was an exception in the late Victorian horticultural world. She quietly carved out a place for herself because of her diligent work and passion for meticulous research. She was rewarded by the RHS with its Silver Flora Medal in 1870 and elected a fellow of the society in 1878, but professional employment was not an option.  She did hold an honorary post at the Royal Agricultural Society of England for a few years, but eventually left because she felt that she was being taken advantage of. Her successor, a man, was paid an annual salary of £200. She was an examiner at Edinburgh University and the first woman to be awarded an honorary doctorate by the university. However, when a chair was established in economic entomology, her speciality, she was ineligible for the post because of her gender.

Even though many women were now doing research of a high academic standard, formal recognition continued to be hard to come by. In 1896 a nervous thirty-year-old woman attempted to submit research she had written up on spore germination of a rare form of fungi,  Agraicineae, to the new director of the Royal Botanic Gardens at Kew, William Thiselton-Dyer, who had taken over from his father-in-law. Joseph Hooker, in 1885. Sent away with a flea in her ear, she later wrote in her diary, ‘I fancy [Mr Thiselton-Dyer] may be something of a misogynist. ’ A later attempt, in 1897, to have the paper read at the Linnean Society also failed. The society still did not admit women and only papers that had been fully presented stood a chance of being published.

Instead the young woman returned to her private research and concentrated on her detailed watercolour illustrations of plant life. Her name was Beatrix Potter. One hundred years later, in 1997, when virtually every family bookshelf contained one of her children’s books with her superb illustrations of both flora (just look at Mr McGregor’s vegetable garden) and fauna, Miss Potter was honoured by the Linnean Society with a lecture from Professor Roy Watling of the Royal Botanic Garden, Edinburgh, entitled ‘Beatrix Potter as Mycologist’.

 



With women’s further education still in its infancy, the opening of the grand purpose-built Royal Holloway College for women, perched  high on a hill in the beautiful countryside of Egham in Surrey, was an exciting opportunity for young women to study all subjects, but particularly the sciences, without the inconvenient attentions of men and all the chaperonage that that still entailed.
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Margaret Benson (1859-1936), head of botany at Royal Holloway, Egham, Surrey, shows obvious delight when ‘turning the first sod’ of her ‘rather ambitious scheme’ for an exhibition garden of hardy perennials

Margaret Benson joined the staff at Royal Holloway in 1889 and within four years was promoted from lecturer to head of the botany department. Benson’s journey had begun as a pioneer undergraduate at Newnham College, Cambridge. She had been tutored at home by her father, an architect with a passion for field botany, and her mother, a successful flower painter. After a spell of teaching to raise money, Benson finished her studies at London University, working under one of the leading botanical scientists of the day, F.W. Oliver.

One of her first projects on arriving at Royal Holloway was to create a botanical garden in the extensive grounds of the college. She had, she  wrote to a friend, ‘a rather ambitious scheme’ to plant a selection of over seventy hardy perennials.


I have written to the Director of the Gardens at Kew to see if I could get a few crumbs which perhaps would not be much loss to them . . . I thought perhaps I should get a few seeds - I hope you won’t think I have done a very injudicious thing. Sir J. Hooker knows something of this place but Prof Ward thought I had better take the bull by the horns and go straight to head-quarters. I thought I would tell you what I had done in case you should be seeing Mr Dyer. I suppose he will hardly think it worthwhile to help a College he probably knows nothing about.6




Given Potter’s opinion of Thiselton-Dyer as a misogynist, Benson may well have been right.

There is no record of whether her request was successful or not, but Benson had a reputation for getting what she wanted. ‘Perseverance,’ she wrote in a school essay aged twelve, ‘is the prime quality of life. Men fail much oftener from the want of patient perseverance than from the want of talent. Youth is the best time to acquire this inestimable habit.’7 Five years after she arrived at Royal Holloway, she was able to report that the garden had been enlarged to such an extent that a botanical gardener was taken on, a Miss Welsford who had trained at Swanley, one of the first horticultural colleges for women.

After the pioneering careers of Ormerod and Benson, botany was opened up to women and they led the field in many areas. Close on the pioneers’ heels was Agnes Arber, to whom we owe a greater understanding of the form of the major groups of flowering plants. In 1946, when she was sixty-seven, she became only the third woman, and the first female life scientist, to be elected to the Royal Society.

Winifred Brenchley chose the agricultural route, extremely rare for women in the early twentieth century, and was the first female scientist to be appointed to any agricultural institution, in her case the Rothamsted Experimental Station in Bedfordshire, from where she published ground-breaking work on the importance of using less toxic herbicides.

Irene Manton was Professor of Botany at Leeds University for many years, where she specialised in the evolution of ferns, chromosomes, and the study of the structure of plant cells. Following in the footsteps of Agnes Arber, she was elected a fellow of the Royal Society in 1961 and served as president of the Linnean Society from 1973 to 1976.

Nowadays botany goes hand in hand with nature conservation, and the botanist Lady Anne Brewis spearheaded work to make the British Ministry of Defence aware of the damage that training on military land caused to local flora and fauna, a campaign which culminated in her being appointed as an adviser to the MoD’s conservation committee.

Dr Daphne Vince-Prue is one of Britain’s most noted botanists, having been Lecturer in Horticulture and Reader in Botany at the University of Reading before becoming a scientific adviser to the Agriculture and Food Research Council. Since her retirement she has acted as a member of the Science and Horticultural Advice Committee of the RHS.

Olive Hilliard, like Vince-Prue, is a holder of the Victoria Medal of Honour and a botanist who, throughout her life, has specialised in the native plants of South Africa, in particular of the Southern Natal Drakensberg. Based at Natal University for over forty years, she worked closely with British botanist B.L. [Bill] Burtt, producing ground-breaking work on Streptocarpus and Dierama. Demonstrating that the world of botany has its share of romance, they married in 2004, enjoying four more years together before his death at the age of ninety-five.




STOVES AND SOCIETY


Just as the world of botany became more academic and exclusive, the official gardening world also took a more formal turn with the establishment in 1804 of what was to become the Royal Horticultural Society. Women had to wait until the 1820s before they were ‘invited’ to take any part in it and even then it was only the privileged few, principally the wives of prominent fellows, who were allocated tickets to the annual dinners. However, there were other ways of becoming involved in the RHS, predominantly by displaying plants at their shows.
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